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 Th e interpretation and reconstruction of the aesthetic thought of antiquity 

poses interesting questions and at the same time presents a number of 

diffi  culties. Mainly, the refl ections on the beautiful and art, which are the chief 

subjects of what we identify as aesthetics, are always inserted by the ancient 

thinkers in contexts that are related to other issues, such as the ethical- political 

or the ontological and metaphysical. If we consider specifi cally late antiquity, 

the attempt to reconstruct a coherent picture of aesthetic thinking is made 

even more complex by the diffi  culty of reading the culture and philosophy of 

the time in a comprehensive manner. Despite the increasingly large number of 

studies on this period, and the general attention to it, many key elements about 

the relationship between philosophy and material culture still elude us. 

 Th is volume is presented as a thorough study of the cultural variations of 

the period, carried out with philological attention to the original texts and at 

the same time with a deep knowledge of the wider cultural and artistic contexts. 

Th is is not an easy task in itself, since the need to read and understand a 

considerable number of texts of various kinds, primarily philosophical but 

also of ancient Christian literature, archaeology, art history and cultural 

history, requires the scholar to be conversant with diff erent disciplines, which 

is not common. Daniele Iozzia, who completed his education in Catania, a 

leading centre for the studies on ancient and Christian Neoplatonism, proves 

to have precisely these skills, as he initially studied classics, and integrated this 

training with philosophical studies alongside a personal interest in artistic 

activity. Th e fusion of these diverse elements makes the aesthetic research 

congenial to him. 

 Iozzia’s study has the advantage of incorporating all the above aspects, 

presenting them in a coherent way and giving a convincing interpretation of 

the aesthetics of late antiquity in its development within Neoplatonism. 

Particularly fi ne is the choice of subjects on which the author has focused, 

starting from the relationship between the philosophical and rhetorical 
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tradition and its elaboration in Christian culture. Th e rhetorical expression of 

the philosophical content through the use of metaphor is considered in the 

context of the infl uence that Plotinus’ writings had on the Cappadocian 

Fathers. Sculpture and painting are regarded through two diff erent perspectives, 

one of which is metaphorical and paraenetic, the other didactic and anagogic, 

both with their lasting cultural heritage. In his survey of the theoretical reasons 

of the taste for gold and light eff ects in late antiquity, the specifi c infl uence of 

Plotinus on Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa is revealed. Finally, the 

paradoxes of language are methodically examined in their use in expressing 

divine beauty. 

 Th e premise for this analysis is the continuity, in late antiquity, between 

pagan philosophy and Christian thought. Th ey both shaped, certainly in 

diff erent ways and oft en complementing each other, the structures of thinking 

of a society on the border between two worlds, the ancient and the medieval. 

Late antiquity can be understood only if we are aware of its specifi c 

characteristics yet at the same time of the elements of continuity with what 

preceded it and the legacy it left  aft erwards. Th e choice to focus on Plotinus 

and Gregory of Nyssa off ers a chronologically and thematically focused 

approach, and at the same time sheds light on an important series of common 

elements which aff ected the civilization of the time in its entirety. 

 A special merit of the volume is that it includes references to late antique 

art, even if considered only as examples. Th e author, convincingly, identifi es 

the philosophical elements that found a counterpart in the work of artists and 

in the taste of the period and that, as in the case of the use of gold, continued 

to be dominant for a very long time. Th e research in this book, therefore, gives 

a coherent and original picture of the aesthetic refl ection of the third and 

fourth centuries, and the structure of this volume, which combines conceptions 

about art and on the nature of divine beauty, leads to the discovery of 

unexplored aspects of the thought of an age. 

  Maria Di Pasquale Barbanti    



 In the last six years my research has been focusing on aesthetic issues in late 

antiquity and their infl uence on medieval and Renaissance art. In particular, a 

seminar I hosted in Catania in 2012 (whose proceedings have been published 

in Daniele Iozzia (ed.),  Philosophy and art in Late Antiquity. Proceedings of the 

International Seminar of Catania, 8–9 November 2012 , Acireale: Bonanno, 

2013) has given to me the opportunity to re- think some aspects of the late 

antique refl ection and to discuss them with other international scholars. 

 During my PhD I studied the thought of Gregory of Nyssa in its connection 

to Neoplatonism. Th e results of my PhD thesis have been published in  Filosofi a 

emendata. Elementi connessi col Neoplatonismo nell’esegesi esamerale di Gregorio 

di Nissa , Acireale-Roma: Bonanno 2006. Since then I have turned my attention 

to Plotinus and his aesthetic refl ection but always maintaining an interest in 

the Christian Fathers, with the belief that in order to understand a specifi c age 

it is necessary to study all its diff erent aspects and currents. Th is is particularly 

necessary in the case of late antiquity, when many of the ideas that informed 

the later medieval and Renaissance culture were fi rst conceived. 

 Being an artist myself, as well as a scholar, I am particularly fascinated by 

the subjective point of view of the makers of images and by the technical 

aspects of the material production, which the philosophers interpreted and 

readapted in their descriptions and metaphors. 

 I wish to thank Maria Di Pasquale Barbanti for writing the foreword to this 

volume but above all for her costant help and advice over the last fi ft een years. 

I would also like to thank Professor Giancarlo Magnano San Lio, Head of the 

Department of Humanities of the University of Catania, for support in my 

research and in publishing this book, and all my colleagues in Catania for 

many useful conversations. My thanks to Professor Anne Sheppard for her 

generous and extremely valuable suggestions, to Anna MacDiarmid and Alice 

Reid of Bloomsbury for their excellent assistance and to the anonymous 

referees to my publication proposal, who have helped me a great deal with 
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their comments. I fi nally wish to thank all my family and especially Caron, 

whose loving patience and care have allowed me to fi nish this book. 

 I am, of course, solely responsible for any errors, omissions and 

inconsistencies in this volume. 

  Daniele Iozzia, July 2014      



               Introduction 
 Th e Heritage of Classicism in Late Antiquity            

   Th e issue of the portrait  

 Th e characteristics of the imperial portraits of the third century  AD  are helfpul 

in understanding the evolution from ancient to Byzantine and medieval art. 

Th e portraits of Gordian III and Gallienus, for example, show a tendency 

towards abstraction, with some elements of the face, such as eyes, eyebrows 

and the defi nition of the mouth becoming dominant over others, and the head 

showing a strongly geometrical shape.  1   

 Among the diff erent types of portraits of Gallienus, one stands out (see 

Figure I.1), in which the emperor is depicted with longer and fuller hair than 

the previous ones, in an allusion to the iconography of Alexander the Great,  2   

consistent with what has been described as the Gallienic Renaissance. In the 

age of Gallienus, the revival of the classical style of the fi ft h and fourth centuries 

 BC  is not confi ned to visual arts but can also be linked to the desire to refer to 

classical antiquity clearly visible in philosophers such as Plotinus, who presents 

himself as a close follower and heir to Plato in Rome, as opposed to the Platonic 

school in Athens.  3   

 In view of this, would it be correct to defi ne Plotinus as a classicist? Th is 

question might seem irrelevant, since the revision of the common view on 

Neoplatonism has highlighted all its elements of rupture and innovation in 

relation to the earlier tradition.  4   Moreover, the most distinctive passages from 

Plotinus’ writings show a new and anticlassical dimension, so radical that it is 

not easy to recognize at fi rst a real descent from the philosophy of the fourth 

century  BC . Plotinus, however, believed himself to be a true Platonist, and 

classical culture, if not its system of values, played an eminent part in his world. 

In particular, he adopted the Greek myths as a common element in many of his 

metaphors, following Plato’s example. Th erefore, at least from this point of 

1
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    Figure I.1  Portrait of the Emperor Gallienus, third century  AD . Museo Nazionale Romano, 

Rome (© De Agostini Picture Library / A. Dagli Orti / Bridgeman Images).         

view, Plotinus could be considered as an exponent of the classical revival 

during the reign of Gallienus, either because his philosophy was part of a 

precise plan on the part of the emperor himself and his circle,  5   or because 

it refl ected a wider current accepted and encouraged by the imperial court. 
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Th e project of founding a city of philosophers, Platonopolis, supported by 

Gallienus’ wife Salonina, can well be referred to this classical revival. 

 Like the art of the period, however, the philosophy of Plotinus turns to the 

past in a very idiosyncratic way. Th e imperial portraits, although inspired by 

the classical tradition, convey many of the spiritual needs of the time, which 

sometimes collide to an extreme with their ancient Greek models. A telling 

example of this clash is a very fi ne bust (see Figure I.2), now in the Hermitage 

Museum in St Petersburg, but once belonging to the English antiquarian John 

Lyde Browne, who sold most of his collection to Catherine II. Probably a 

portrait of the Empress Salonina, it shows the body solemnly draped in an 

alluring manner, in open reference to the fi ft h- century  BC  style and to its 

revivals under Augustus and Hadrian. Th e sitter seems to be assimilated to 

Venus,  6   a common device in the imperial portraits of the period, but the 

sensuality of the chest and the shoulders contrasts sharply with the doleful 

expression of the face and the accentuated wrinkles of the neck. Th e bust as a 

whole visually conveys a surprising interpretation of Classicism, where the 

struggles and anxieties  7   of the soul are superimposed on the serene forms of 

the tradition. Th e same could be said of the Platonic inspiration (integrated 

with some Pythagorean, Aristotelian and Stoic elements) of Plotinus’ thought, 

which was adapted to a system refl ecting a specifi c age. 

 Th e relationship of Plotinus with the imperial court and his infl uence on 

the spiritual and aesthetic currents of the time have been the subject of debate, 

but the exact connection between the philosopher and the imperial family is 

not completely clear. It seems implausible that Plotinus was a conscious trend- 

setter and it is therefore necessary to be cautious in linking the philosopher’s 

doctrines to the stylistic trends of the time. At the same time, however, it will 

be useful to disclose at a later point some revealing connections between his 

thought and late antique art. 

 Th e fact that Porphyry starts the biography of Plotinus with the episode of 

his refusal to be portrayed has been considered signifi cant for understanding 

his attitude towards both art and the image of self.  8   Plotinus resists the idea 

of sitting for a portrait,  9   arguing that it would be foolish and intrinsically 

pointless:  οὐ γὰρ ἀρκεῖ φέρειν ὃ ἡ φύσις εἴδωλον ἡμῖν περιτέθεικεν ,  ἀλλὰ 

καὶ εἰδώλου εἴδωλον συγχωρεῖν αὐτὸν ἀξιοῦν πολυχρονιώτερον καταλιπεῖν 

ὡς δή τι τῶν ἀξιοθεάτων ἔργων ; ‘Why really, is it not enough to have to 
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    Figure I.2  Portrait of the Empress Salonina, third century  AD . Th e State Hermitage Museum, 

St Petersburg (© Th e State Hermitage Museum, photo by Vladimir Terebenin).         
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carry the image in which nature has encased us, without you requesting 

me to agree to leave behind me a longer- lasting image of the image, as if it 

was something genuinely worth looking at?’  10   In a distinctively Platonic 

manner, the work of art is considered a copy of a sensible being which is 

itself a mere imitation and physical refl ection of a spiritual reality. For this 

reason Plotinus refuses to sit for a work which would prove scarcely useful for 

the spiritual progress of his disciples. However, they did not entirely follow the 

master’s Platonic integrity, and commissoned the artist Carterius to make a 

portrait of the philosopher from memory without his knowledge, with the 

additional guidance and suggestions of Amelius, the disciple who devised the 

stratagem. It was Carterius’ talent, says Porphyry, which provided a good 

likeness. 

 A group of busts from the Gallienic era have been recognized as effi  gies of 

Plotinus,  11   perhaps based on Carterius’ portrait. One in particular stands out 

(see Figure I.3) as an example of the art of Gallienus’ time. It is fi nely carved 

and has noticeably non-European features in the nose and the mouth. 

 Th e painted portraits of the period are notoriously striking, especially those 

discovered in the area of El Fayum (see Figure I.4). Although it is not clear if 

they had only a funerary function, they were certainly painted from life. Th is 

type of art is extremely evocative and even moving to the modern eye, but 

might have irritated the Platonists for its unapologetic realism, as can be seen 

in the portrait of a youth with a surgical cut in one eye (see Figure I.5). What 

is recorded here is not simply the image in which ‘nature has encased’ the sitter, 

but also, in a frank way, the least pleasant accidents of his disease.  12   

 Th e episode of a spiritual man’s refusal to be portrayed, and of the subsequent 

devices planned by his friends or disciples to do this, is not isolated and can be 

found elsewhere in late antiquity, specifi cally in Christian texts. In the  Acta 

Johannis , Chs 26–29, probably written in the second century, a portrait of the 

apostole is furtively painted. When John discovers his disciple worshipping 

the painting, he dismisses it as fl eshy, ‘a dead image of a dead man’, because 

the material representation cannot reproduce the immortal soul. Jean Pépin 

noted  13   the analogy between Plotinus’ reply to Amelius and the response that 

Paulinus of Nola  14   gave to a similar request. According to the bishop, it was not 

worth leaving a record of the temporal man,  terreni hominis , while the celestial 

one cannot be portrayed. 
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    Figure I.3  Portrait of Plotinus (?), third or fourth century  AD . Museo Ostiense, Ostia (© De 

Agostini Picture Library / G. Dagli Orti / Bridgeman Images).         

 A similar attitude can be also found at the beginning of the seventh 

century in the  Life of Th eodore of Sykeon ,  15   where the monk, whose life 

was particularly adventurous, rebukes those who suggest he be portrayed, 

saying that such a desire is futile and completely in contrast to spiritual life. A 

portrait was made, however, because a painter was introduced surreptitiously 
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    Figure I.4  Portrait of a bearded man wearing a fi llet with a gold star, probably second half of 

the second century  AD . British Museum, London (© Trustees of the British Museum).         

to the presence of the saint, so that he could record the monk’s features and 

reproduce them later.  16   Ironically, the extraordinary prophetic qualities shown 

by Th eodore on numerous occasions were not eff ective in the case of this 

benevolent deception. 

 Putting aside any discussion of the historical authenticity of these episodes, 

they show that the refusal to be portrayed is a specifi c  topos  developed in late 



Aesthetic Th emes in Pagan and Christian Neoplatonism8

    Figure I.5  Portrait of a youth with a surgical cut in one eye, 190–210  AD . Th e Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York (source: www.metmuseum.org).         

www.metmuseum.org
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antiquity  17   to express the detachment of the spiritual man from his body and 

his physical appearance, as well as the opposition to any form of idolatry.  18    

   Plato and Aristotle on mimetic art  

 Th e theme of the indiff erence to, if not rejection of, the mimetic representation 

of physical reality has its roots in Plato’s philosophy,  19   and in particular in the 

 Republic , where the suspicion of the imitative nature of art leads to its removal 

from the the paradigmatic model of the just  polis . It is worth noting that the 

subject of this suspicion and censure is primarily poetry, but Plato’s judgement 

also applies to the visual arts, because the eff ect they have on the soul is to 

seduce it and turn its admiration not to the real world of intelligible forms, but 

to a copy of it, and therefore to something which is ontologically second and 

less important. 

 Th e issue of the value of art in Plato is connected fi rstly to the soul and its 

articulation and is not specifi cally aesthetic but also aff ects the social structure 

and therefore the education of the members of the  kallipolis . In fact, Plato’s 

problem with art is due to its action on the soul, and in particular on the 

 thymoeides , the spirited and irascible part, which must be properly trained to 

be guided by the  logistikon . Mimetic poetry is able to alter the balance between 

the parts of the soul, and it is this concern that leads the philosopher to reprise 

in the tenth book of the  Republic  the same theme discussed in the second and 

third books, under a diff erent, much deeper, onto- epistemological and not 

simply socio- pedagogical perspective.  20   Plato’s view on art, however, cannot be 

limited to the  Republic , and it is necessary to refer to other dialogues, such as 

the  Phaedrus  and the  Timaeus , as well, because they diff er signifi cantly from 

the ethical and political perspective. 

 Th e other main focus for a general reconstruction of the conceptions about 

art during antiquity is Aristotle, who (although, paradoxically, less artistically 

talented than Plato) presents a dual point of view, subjective and objective, in 

dealing with the problem of artistic production, and poetry in particular. His 

crucial assertion that tragedy is more philosophical and more serious than 

history  21   acts as antecedent of Plotinus’ conception of the artist as able to access 

the intelligible form. Th e tragic poet, in fact, draws on the universal, unlike the 
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historian who focuses on the particular. Although tragic poetry adopts 

historical and mythological characters, it aims to reconstruct or invent what a 

specifi c type of person  might  say or do in a given situation, while chronicle 

describes what a specifi c individual has  actually  done. Th e diff erence is 

therefore between the universal and the particular. In the same way, one could 

say, the sculpture of a perfect athlete is related to a portrait of an individual: the 

idealized sculpture represents a universal which several athletes may well 

aspire to, while the portrait has a predominantly descriptive character. 

 Aristotle, probably in open opposition to Plato’s conception, values at least 

one kind of poetry, the tragic, and gives a functional interpretation of it which, 

although renowned, still eludes our full understanding.  22   In Aristotle’s view, the 

eff ectiveness of the poet resides in the mimetic invention and construction of 

the plot, a quality resembling more the activity of the Demiurge in the  Timeus  

than the poetic mimesis in Plato’s  Republic . 

 It is in the  Timaeus , in fact, that the subjective point of view of the artist 

involved with creative production is introduced through the myth of the 

divine maker or craft sman, who operates on inert matter, taking inspiration 

from a perfect archetype, the forms. It is surprising that the paradigm of 

the Demiurge is not always taken into account when seeking to understand 

Plato’s aesthetic refl ection, because it is in this fi gure, even if mythical, that 

it is possible to identify several key elements which illustrate the role of 

artistic creation in the relationship between the eternal forms and the sensible 

level. 

 Th e attention which over the centuries has been given to the similarities 

and the diff erences between the Platonic myth and the biblical account 

of creation in the Book of Genesis has distracted from other aspects that 

can help in understanding Plato’s point of view. In particular, the analogy 

between the good god and the craft sman refl ects an element of Plato’s view 

on the way the artist creates. As Jackie Pigeaud  23   correctly emphasizes, the 

 Timaeus  is relevant to Platonic aesthetics in that it describes the activity of 

the artist. 

 Th e acknowledgement of the power of poetry in earlier dialogues such as 

the  Ion  and the  Phaedrus  is combined with some caution on its role, because 

poets and rhapsodes are certainly given high status, but at the same time they 

are portrayed as unable to be in control of their art, possessed by the god but 
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lacking a scientifi c knowledge of the subject of their poetry. In particular, in 

the  Ion , the ineff ectiveness of the rhapsodes and poets in directing their art is 

presented in a rather dismissive way, because they are possessed by the divine 

 enthousiasmos  and mere passive subjects of the magnetic action of the muse. 

Th ey are intermediaries between the divine and those who assist their 

performances but remain devoid of merit in their art: 

   οὐ γὰρ τέχνῃ ταῦτα λέγουσιν ἀλλὰ θείᾳ δυνάμει ,  ἐπεί ,  εἰ περὶ ἑνὸς τέχνῃ 

καλῶς ἠπίσταντο λέγειν ,  κἂν περὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἁπάντων·   διὰ ταῦτα δὲ ὁ θεὸς 

ἐξαιρούμενος τούτων τὸν νοῦν τούτοις χρῆται ὑπηρέταις καὶ τοῖς 

χρησμῳδοῖς καὶ τοῖς μάντεσι τοῖς θείοις ,  ἵνα ἡμεῖς οἱ ἀκούοντες εἰδῶμεν ὅτι 

οὐχ οὗτοί εἰσιν οἱ ταῦτα λέγοντες οὕτω πολλοῦ ἄξια ,  οἷς νοῦς μὴ πάρεστιν , 

 ἀλλ᾽ ὁ θεὸς αὐτός ἐστιν ὁ λέγων ,  διὰ τούτων δὲ φθέγγεται πρὸς ἡμᾶς . 

 Th ey do this not by skill but through a divine force, since, if it were by skill 

that they knew how to speak well about one subject, they would also know 

how to do so about all other subjects. Th at is why the god takes away these 

people’s reason and uses them as ministers and givers of oracles and divine 

prophets so that we who hear them may know that it is not these people, 

whose reason is not in them, who are saying these things which are so 

valuable; rather the god himself is the speaker and is addressing us through 

them.  24    

 In the  Phaedrus , however, it is pointed out that it is in inspiration, and not 

in mere technicality, that poetry can be accomplished: 

   ὃς δ᾽ ἂν ἄνευ μανίας Μουσῶν ἐπὶ ποιητικὰς θύρας ἀφίκηται ,  πεισθεὶς ὡς 

ἄρα ἐκ τέχνης ἱκανὸς ποιητὴς ἐσόμενος ,  ἀτελὴς αὐτός τε καὶ ἡ ποίησις ὑπὸ 

τῆς τῶν μαινομένων ἡ τοῦ σωφρονοῦντος ἠφανίσθη . 

 As for the man who comes to the doors of poetry without the madness of the 

Muses, convinced that skill will make him a satisfactory poet, he lacks 

fulfi lment himself and the poetry of the sane and sober is eclipsed by that of 

the mad.  25    

 Th is principle of  mania  or inspiration had already been stated in epic 

poetry, where at the beginning of a poem the muse and her inspiration are 

invoked, so that the poet is presented as in direct contact with the divine and 

becomes an intermediary. Th e problem for Plato, then, is that this inspiration 

is independent from the skills and from the moral quality of the poet. 
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 Th e suspicion of poetry and art in the  Republic  – for this matter as for many 

other ethical and political issues – stands as a bold break in a strong tradition. 

Aristotle, on the other hand, opposing Plato’s view, rehabilitates poetry for its 

gnoseological value in its search for the universal.  

   Late antique aesthetics in this book  

 It is by considering the background of the philosophical tradition on these 

issues that this volume will focus on some texts related in one way or another 

to aesthetic problems. Th is is, however, a notoriously risky task: in Anne 

Sheppard’s and Oleg Bychkov’s words: 

  discussions of what we would now call ‘aesthetic’ topics can certainly be 

found in antiquity, since it had its share of treatments of both beauty and art, 

although the meaning of both these terms was rather diff erent in the ancient 

world. Ancient authors do discuss in their own way a wide range of issues 

concerning the nature of beauty, the principles of art, and the questions of 

both the appreciation of art and its production by artists.  26    

 Th e problem of how to detect elements which can be connected to aesthetics 

is even more complex in the case of late antique thinkers, because their 

perspective is oft en transcendent and the refl ection on beauty is never confi ned 

to the natural world but fi nds its archetypal source in the divine. Th e aesthetic 

issues in late antiquity are numerous and only selected themes will be analysed 

here. If aesthetic values are not autonomous,  27   the possibility to understand 

late antique taste and sensibility lies in our ability to recognize the specifi c 

civilization of the time.  28   

 Only by being aware of the challenge of these limitations is it possible to 

observe Plotinus’ interest in some specifi c themes connected with aesthetics. 

In the following chapters I will try to focus on some aspects of his refl ection 

which are less well known in relation to beauty and art, but are nevertheless 

worthy of examination. At the same time I will draw attention to the Christian 

circle of the Cappadocian Fathers, and especially Gregory of Nyssa, who shows 

a deep interest in Plotinus’ thought. Th e category of Christian Neoplatonism is 

applied in this discussion to those thinkers who integrate their Christian faith 
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with theological but more oft en psychological, ethical and indeed aesthetic 

concepts derived from the Neoplatonists.  29   

 Although combining thinkers from diff erent perspectives has been rejected 

in the past as irrelevant to the history of philosophy, this is an inaccurate 

attitude that has been successfully overcome by viewing historical 

reconstruction as independent from ideological considerations. An example of 

this new approach is  Th e   Cambridge History of Philosophy in Late Antiquity ,  30   

where appropriately Christian thinkers are presented alongside pagan 

philosophers. Th is of course does not deny the diff erences between a 

philosophical approach that is based on rational discussion and the refl ection 

of faith on the revelation. With a few important diff erences, however, some 

specifi c analogies can be noted, because on the one hand Christian authors 

draw on pagan philosophy and appropriate, more or less explicitly, the 

categories of classical thought and, on the other, philosophical refl ection is 

enhanced (or diluted depending on the point of view) by the spiritual infl uence 

of eastern religions. Th erefore the contrasts and the theoretical diff erences 

between the two systems can be seen as less pronounced. 

 Th e focus on Gregory of Nyssa is motivated by his being, among the 

Christian Greek writers of the early centuries, the closest to the Neoplatonic 

position, and in particular the one who was most infl uenced by Plotinus. Th ere 

is no unanimity on the depth of such infl uence, as some claim that it is constant 

and predominant while others tend to minimize it. As I tried to show in a 

previous study,  31   it seems that Gregory’s position is to be understood as not so 

much aff ected by Plotinus’ general system, but specifi cally by the philosopher’s 

refl ection on the union with the divine. As will be seen in the course of this 

volume, the fi rst treatise written by Plotinus,  On the beautiful , has left  a strong 

mark in the early works of Gregory of Nyssa, in particular in his treatise  De 

virginitate . Th e very fact that the issue of the beautiful has aff ected Gregory’s 

mysticism reveals that the aesthetic themes overlap with the mystic ones. And 

this is true both for Plotinus and for Gregory, as they participate in the same 

spiritual perspective, even amid their obvious diff erencies. 

 Of the other Christian authors infl uenced by Neoplatonism, at least two 

must be mentioned, even if they are later than Gregory. In the Latin- speaking 

world, Augustine has permeated western culture and also the aesthetic 

refl ection. In particular it is through the mediation of Ambrose that Augustine 
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came to know the high cultural level of Greek Christian thought and the 

spiritual or allegorical exegesis practised by Origen and inherited by the 

Cappadocians. Th is kind of interpretation allowed Augustine to fi nd a key to 

understanding the sacred scriptures in accordance with philosophical concepts. 

 Augustine’s thought is linked to Plotinus but also to the Cappadocians, 

though not perhaps to the same extent, since he could not read the Greek text 

of the Cappadocians while he read Plotinus in a Latin translation. His role in 

this cultural mediation has been of enormous historic importance since it 

informed all the Latin Middle Ages until the advent of Scholasticism, and has 

remained a stable reference point even later, until the Renaissance, as opposed 

to the perceived sterility of Scholastic rationalism. 

 Another key fi gure in the relationship between Christian and pagan 

thought, again of great historical importance for his infl uence on the Middle 

Ages, is Ps. Dionysius. His version of Neoplatonism, however, is not derived 

from Plotinus but is markedly later, inspired by Proclus, and therefore very 

diff erent from Plotinus or the Cappadocians. 

 Th e following chapters will therefore focus on some elements of the 

aesthetics of the period. Th e fi rst two, of a more general character, will concern 

Plotinus’ use of metaphors related to art and Gregory of Nyssa’s connection 

with Neoplatonism, and Plotinus in particular. Th e other three chapters will 

analyse more specifi c issues, from the paraenetic metaphor of sculpting in 

Plotinus and Gregory of Nyssa, to the Cappadocian Fathers’ view on the 

didactic role of painting, refl ections on the beauty of gold and light, and the 

paradoxical aspects of the soul’s response to beauty. 

 All these philosophical and rhetorical elements to varying degrees also 

infl uenced the artistic production of the time. Th is infl uence is sometimes 

almost random and certainly cannot be defi ned as intentional. Moreover, on a 

philosophical level, what develops aft er Plotinus and the Cappadocians 

somehow alters the memory of Classicism that was still alive in them. Th e 

overall aim of this volume is therefore to focus on the moment of transition 

between the third and fourth centuries when, in philosophy as in art, old and 

new, classical culture and Christian civilization overlap. As in the portraits of 

the emperors of the third century, the philosophers’ and Christian authors’ 

teetering world shows its ambivalence but also its melancholic beauty.        



               1 

 Rhetoric and Aesthetics in Plotinus            

   Th e expressive purpose of the metaphor in Plotinus  

 Th e use of metaphors in Plotinus has a methodological role akin to that 

of dialogue for Socrates and Plato. As for them, dialogue is the correct 

way to conduct a philosophical search, as is, for Plotinus, metaphorical 

expression the tool to convey the realities which lie beyond human language. 

Th e metaphor operates an emotional short- circuit in the reader,  1   in that it 

activates diff erent levels of the psyche with an eminently anagogic goal. In this 

sense, like dialogue for Socrates and Plato, metaphors and the images for 

Plotinus are not merely a form of expression but are chosen due to an internal 

necessity of his philosophy.  2   

 For this reason it is necessary to discuss fi rst the role of Plotinus’ metaphors, 

and particularly those related to visual arts, in his philosophical system. A 

metaphor connected to a specifi c form of poetic art, that of life as theatre and 

of the soul as an actor, will then be analysed as an example of the philosophical 

effi  cacy of Plotinus’ rhetorical devices. Th e many levels of Plotinus’ image of 

theatre and the diff erent degrees of beings that it includes are a signifi cative 

example of his ability to convey philosophical content through the rhetorical 

use of metaphor of art. 

 Many metaphors and images adopted by Plotinus are inspired by visual arts. 

Th ese date back to rhetorical traditions well before him,  3   and can be 

reconnected to the interest that even from the archaic period the epic tradition 

showed for productive activities. It should also be noted that, conforming to 

Greek and Roman culture, many of the metaphors related to artistic activities 

are used from the point of view of the material production and equiparate to 

any craft , although in some cases the attention of Plotinus is specifi cally 

addressed to that we can defi ne as artistic creation. 

15
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 Maria Di Pasquale Barbanti explained how the metaphor has a specifi c 

function within philosophical expression: ‘Th e metaphor, far from being a 

mere fi gure of speech, is full of philosophical meaning. It constitutes an 

innovation in the linguistic code, is an instrument of knowledge and, therefore, 

[. . .] rather than to the “syntax” it belongs to semantics and to philosophy.’  4   

 Aristotle had already indicated, both in the  Poetics   5   and in the  Rhetoric ,  6   the 

elements to defi ne the logical- philosophical role of metaphor, giving to logic 

the function of identifying the verisimilitude through which the rhetorical 

persuasion can operate. If, as Derrida argues,  7   the use of metaphors is necessary 

to philosophical expression, it is particularly inevitable in the case of the 

thinkers whose horizon is specifi cally metaphysical, and of the mystical writers. 

 Th e use of metaphor exerts a protreptic function through its didactic 

properties, when the semantic gap between the real meaning and the fi gurative 

one in the metaphoric term is neutralized. An important element of a metaphor 

is surprise, which captures the attention of the reader and excites the 

imagination, charging the metaphor with an emotional power.  8   

 Th ere are in Plotinus many metaphors related to the visual arts but, as 

Ferwerda explains,  9   they are mainly traditional and not original enough to 

convey key elements of the thought of Plotinus. Nevertheless, although not 

always innovative (which can be said of many other metaphors in Plotinus), 

they oft en have great beauty of expression. 

 Usually the references and the metaphors related to statuary are adopted 

in an anti-Aristotelic context to indicate the opposition between matter and 

form in the relationship between body and soul. In a statue, its material is 

distinct from its form, for example in  Enn . II 5 (25) 1, 12–20, or  Enn . VI 3 (44) 

22, 1–12, where the the statue is considered to clarify the passage from potency 

to act.  10   

 Surprisingly, the interest of Plotinus towards the arts is less aff ected by 

Plato’s condemnation of them and more connected to later refl ections in 

Hellenistic rhetoric and Cicero.  11   In  Enn . V 8 (31) 1, Plotinus notoriously gives 

one of the more decisive considerations about the nature of artistic production 

and its epistemological value, in contrast with the position of Plato.  12   When 

talking about the statue of Zeus made by Phidias  13   he confers to the sculptor 

the ability to contemplate the  eidos  of the god without referring to a visible 

model, and to represent him as he would appear if he decided to manifest 
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himself, because the arts can give beauty to matter:  Εἶτα καὶ ὅτι πολλὰ παρ᾽ 

αὑτῶν ποιοῦσι καὶ προστιθέασι δέ ,  ὅτῳ τι ἐλλείπει ,  ὡς ἔχουσαι τὸ κάλλος .  Ἐπεὶ 

καὶ ὁ Φειδίας τὸν Δία πρὸς οὐδὲν αἰσθητὸν ποιήσας ,  ἀλλὰ λαβὼν οἷος ἂν 

γένοιτο ,  εἰ ἡμῖν ὁ Ζεὺς δι᾽ ὀμμάτων ἐθέλοι φανῆναι .  14   In fact, as demonstrated 

by Oiva Kuisma,  15   the diff erence of Plotinus from Platonic thought must be 

considered in a less accentuated way, since the artistic representation in 

Plotinus’ view still remains on the material level, and if the artist has the ability 

to grasp the intelligible form of his model, it is always the form that the divine 

model would take if he decided to manifest himself to mortal eyes. Th is is, in 

fact, Proclus’ view,  16   as demonstrated by Anne Sheppard.  17   It is also true, on the 

other hand, as Kuisma emphasizes, that we do not even know if Plotinus ever 

saw Phidias’ work, because we do not have any documentation about him 

visiting Olympia.  18   We must therefore assume that he adopts the common 

conception about the excellence of Phidias’ Zeus in Olympia, and it is not 

correct to attribute to the philosopher a specifi c interest in this work of art. 

 It is also clear, however, that the appreciation of the arts in Plotinus is 

testifi ed by the use he makes of metaphors. It seems that sculpting is a preferred 

image for Plotinus, but painting and architecture are also present in the 

metaphors adopted by him. Plotinus’ metaphors are fuelled by a power of 

expression that is independent from the strictly philosophical understanding 

of artistic activity, and confer a high literary value to his words. In this sense, 

Plotinus’ writing could be compared to the kind of impressionistic painting 

that developed around the second and third century  AD , in the sense that it is 

the overall eff ect, rather than refi nement of the detail, which qualifi es the 

expressive strength of the sentences. Porphyry tells that Plotinus did not revise 

what he had written, entrusting it to his disciple and biographer, who would 

then operate a degree of correction. Porphyry also highlights how Plotinus’ 

specifi c accent led him to spelling errors. In general, however, it seems that 

Porphyry’s intervention in the texts was marginal, which explains certain 

inconsistencies and sometimes the lack of an immediately visible structure in 

the treatises.  19   If it can be said that Plotinus’ writing is impressionistic, then this 

is in the sense that his lack of interest in a clean formal expression aims to 

enhance precisely the emotional impact on the listener and reader. 

 Plotinus tends to consider the artist and the image he creates in the context 

of the Platonic tradition and in general of the ancient conception of productive 
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activity.  20   If we leave aside  Enn.  V 8, his view on art has not, at least at fi rst 

glance, distinguished theoretical elements that stand out among the conceptions 

of antiquity. For the most part, the metaphors and the images related to art 

present the artistic product as an imitation, and they have their roots, in 

one way or another, in earlier authors, which is also true for the exaltation 

of Phidias and of artistic creation, which in fact is a literary convention. 

Plotinus’ thought, however, is imbued with new elements despite his belief 

of recovering the true Platonic tradition. Plato remains the starting point, 

but Plotinus’ exegesis and his exclusive concentration on certain issues lead 

to a diff erent system, more respondent to the needs of his time.  21   Th is 

correspondence led to the infl uence of Plotinus on the culture of late antiquity, 

including Christianity. 

 But it is not always in relation to art that Plotinus had an impact on artistic 

production. As will be analysed further, the refl ection on the beauty of gold, for 

example, is not connected in his thought to artistic production because it is 

focused on the philosophical problem of why simple beings are beautiful; it 

nevertheless mirrors the new sensibility of late antiquity. 

 Among the passages with metaphors or images related to artworks, Plotinus 

sometimes refers to the portrait of Socrates, in the obvious sense of the portrait 

of an individual. Despite the traditional refl ection on the portrait of the 

philosopher and the philosophical value of the dycotomy between Socrates’ 

physiognomy and his interiority  22   as theorized in  Symp . 215a- b, in fact these 

passages focus on ontological problems. In  Enn . VI 2 (43),  On the genera of 

being II , 1, 23, Plotinus argues that it would be absurd to put under the same 

genus being and non- being, because it would be like uniting under the same 

genus Socrates and his portrait:  Γελοῖον γὰρ ὑφ´ ἓν θέσθαι τὸ ὂν τῷ μὴ ὄντι , 

 ὥσπερ ἂν εἴ τις Σωκράτη ὑπὸ τὸ αὐτὸ θεῖτο καὶ τὴν τούτου εἰκόνα . 

 In the third treatise  On the genera of being ,  Enn . VI 3 (44) 15, 30, about the 

relationship between the  logos  and the individual, the portrait is mentioned as 

made of mere pigments and nevertheless called by the same name as the real 

person:  Οἷον εἰ ἀνθρώπου ὄντος τοῦ Σωκράτους τοῦ ὁρωμένου ἡ εἰκὼν αὐτοῦ 

ἡ ἐν γραφῇ χρώματα καὶ φάρμακα ὄντα Σωκράτης λέγοιτο . 

 Plotinus refers to the portraits of Socrates also in  Enn . V 7 (18),  On whether 

there are ideas of particular beings , 1, 22 to question the existence of a single 

archetype for all individuals:  οὐ γὰρ ὡς αἱ εἰκόνες Σωκράτους πρὸς τὸ 
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ἀρχέτυπον ,  ἀλλὰ δεῖ τὴν διάφορον ποίησιν ἐκ διαφόρων λόγων . He therefore 

refers to the portrait of Socrates as an individual always in connection with 

metaphysical questions on the relationship between form and matter and not 

for its artistic value nor for its paedagogical signifi cance.  

   Th e anamnestic and anagogic role of art  

 Another text deals with the issue of the mere materiality of the work of art, 

which confuses and misleads, but with a diff erent focus on its superior ability 

to refer to the intelligible archetype. Says Plotinus in  Enn . II 9 (33) ( Against the 

Gnostics ) 16, 36–56: 

   οὐδὲ τὸ ζητεῖν περὶ τούτων ἔμφρονος ,  ἀλλὰ τυφλοῦ τινος καὶ παντάπασιν 

οὔτε αἴσθησιν οὔτε νοῦν ἔχοντος καὶ πόρρω τοῦ νοητὸν κόσμον ἰδεῖν ὄντος , 

 ὃς τοῦτον οὐ βλέπει .  Τίς γὰρ ἂν μουσικὸς ἀνὴρ εἴη ,  ὃς τὴν ἐν νοητῷ ἁρμονίαν 

ἰδὼν οὐ κινήσεται τῆς ἐν φθόγγοις αἰσθητοῖς ἀκούων ;  Ἢ τίς γεωμετρίας καὶ 

ἀριθμῶν ἔμπειρος ,  ὃς τὸ σύμμετρον καὶ ἀνάλογον καὶ τεταγμένον ἰδὼν δι’ 

ὀμμάτων οὐχ ἡσθήσεται ;  Εἴπερ οὐχ ὁμοίως τὰ αὐτὰ βλέπουσιν οὐδ’ ἐν ταῖς 

γραφαῖς οἱ δι’ὀμμάτων τὰ τῆς τέχνης βλέποντες ,  ἀλλ’ ἐπιγινώσκοντες 

μίμημα ἐν τῷ αἰσθητῷ τοῦ ἐν νοήσει κειμένου οἷον θορυβοῦνται καὶ εἰς 

ἀνάμνησιν ἔρχονται τοῦ ἀληθοῦς· ἐξ οὗ δὴ πάθους καὶ κινοῦνται οἱ ἔρωτες . 

 Ἀλλ’ ὁ μὲν ἰδὼν κάλλος ἐν προσώπῳ εὖ μεμιμημένον φέρεται ἐκεῖ, ἀργὸς δὲ 

τίς οὕτως ἔσται τὴν γνώμην καὶ εἰς οὐδὲν ἄλλο κινήσεται ,  ὥστε ὁρῶν 

σύμπαντα μὲν τὰ ἐν αἰσθητῷ κάλλη ,  σύμπασαν δὲ συμμετρίαν καὶ τὴν 

μεγάλην εὐταξίαν ταύτην καὶ τὸ ἐμφαινόμενον ἐν τοῖς ἄστροις εἶδος καὶ 

πόρρωθεν οὖσιν οὐκ ἐντεῦθεν ἐνθυμεῖται ,  καὶ σέβας αὐτὸν λαμβάνει ,  οἷα 

ἀφ’ οἵων ;  Οὐκ ἄρα οὔτε ταῦτα κατενόησεν ,  οὔτε ἐκεῖνα εἶδεν . 

 Th e very question can be entertained by no intelligent being but only by 

one so blind, so utterly devoid of perception and thought, so far from any 

vision of the Intellectual Universe as not even to see this world of our 

own. For how could there be a musician who sees the melody in the 

intelligible world and will not be stirred when he hears the melody in 

sensible sounds? Or how could there be anyone skilled in geometry and 

numbers who will not be pleased when he sees right relation, proportion 

and order in his eyes? For, indeed, even in pictures those who look at 

works of art with their eyes do not see the same things in the same way, 
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but when they recognize an imitation on the level of sense of someone 

who has a place in their thought they feel a kind of disturbance and come 

to a recollection of truth; this is the experience from which passionate love 

arises. But if someone who sees beauty excellently represented in a face is 

carried to that higher world, will anyone be so sluggish in mind and so 

immovable that, when he sees all the beauties in the world of sense, all its 

good proportion and the mighty excellence of its order, and the splendour of 

form which is manifested in the stars, for all their remoteness, he will not 

thereupon think, seized with reverence, ‘What wonders, and from what a 

source?’ If he did not, he would neither have understood this world here nor 

seen the higher world.  23    

 Although this passage refers primarily to the beauty of the world, it also 

regards the beauty of the arts, starting from music  24   and with reference to 

painting, again mentioned in relation to its humble materials, but with attention 

to its power to activate an intellectual recognition in the viewer. If we consider 

a painting for what it is on its material side, that is a support coated with 

pigments held together by a medium, it is clear that the simplicity of these 

elements could not rouse any special interest on the part of the observer. 

However, if its anamnestic function is activated, the subject of the painting 

stimulates a specifi c reaction, which is not connected with the materiality of 

the picture itself. 

 Vision is the focus of Plotinus’ anagogy, a vision which is material but leads 

to a higher contemplation of intelligible forms. If the material work of art 

off ers the metaphoric term to unveil the fallacy of the sensible world, at the 

same time the intelligible element introduced by the artist allows a spiritual 

meaning to be conveyed. 

 From this point of view, then, the metaphors of the painting or the statue 

are eff ective ways to highlight the dialectic between the sensible and the 

intelligible. Th ey are adopted by Plotinus to express the causal relationship 

between form and matter, to convey in an immediate way the lack of value of 

matter, which is invested of ontological status only when subject to form, and 

above all to activate an emotional response in the reader. 

 Artistic images provide copies, and these copies are imperfect or even false, 

and yet they allow a certain degree of knowledge of the model they try to 

reproduce. Th e metaphors related to visual arts, like all other metaphors, on 
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the one hand are insuffi  cient to represent reality, but on the other give to 

Plotinus a potent tool of expression. 

 In Plotinus’ metaphors the artist indicates the active role of the intelligible 

world, and therefore he is not a mystifi er, but rather an introducer of order and 

rationality. It is of course true that Plotinus never ceases to stress that the 

images he uses are imperfect, because, as he says in  Enn . II 9 (33) 4, 14, the 

artist produces for the need to obtain a profi t,  25   while the divine is self- 

suffi  cient. But this specifi cation is valid only up to a certain point, because it 

does not consider the unrestricted nature of artistic creation, which in principle 

does not require an immediate reward. 

 Th e fi gurative arts, precisely because they are linked to vision, off er therefore 

a series of functional images to express diff erent elements of Plotinus’ system. 

Th ey give him the opportunity to indicate the diff erence between the intelligible 

realm, which corresponds to the living archetype in the metaphor of artistic 

creation, and the sensible world, which is an inferior copy devoid of ontological 

autonomy, similar to an artistic reproduction. In this context, it is clear that the 

arts are interpreted, as in Plato, as a misleading eff ort. Th ey are considered not 

under the criterion of beauty but in ontological terms, and therefore they 

appear not only lower than the nature which they imitate, but also insincere 

and teasing. 

 Th e arts, however, also have an intelligible content which enables them to be 

used as metaphoric terms in a diff erent and more positive way, because the 

contrast between the sensible and the intelligible takes place within the artwork 

itself, where the material acquires meaning only through the intelligible 

structure. It is only the  eidos  that gives ontological dignity to the fl at, coloured 

surfaces or to the masses of marble. Th e use of metaphors related to the arts is 

more compelling than those related to production in general, because the artist 

is able to insert an intelligible meaning which can be found only in a weaker 

way in other kinds of craft  production.  

 Th e metaphor therefore is not simply a rational process of association 

between two terms, but includes an emotional element which activates and 

intensifi es understanding. Th at, in itself, is an artistic eff ect, of which Plotinus, 

whether conscious or not, was master. Th is understanding through metaphors 

is valid when it leads the interlocutor to see and touch the invisible reality and, 

Platonically, to fall in love with it.  
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   Plotinus’ view on the world through a metaphor of art  

 In one of his last treatises, Plotinus adopts a metaphor, widely used in antiquity 

and with a strong later tradition, which is linked to artistic, and specifi cally 

poetic, creation. As in the  Timeus  it is possible to detect a revealing side of 

Plato’s vision of art, in the same way as in Chapters 16–18 of the fi rst treatise 

 On Providence ,  Enn.  III 2 (47), through the metaphor of life as theatre, Plotinus 

expresses his general view of the artist as the creator of a world, and incidentally 

clarifi es his vision of artistic creation. 

 Th is metaphor, much used in both ancient and modern literature, should 

be understood in two ways. In one sense, life in the sensible world can be 

assimilated to the fi ctive representation of the drama, and therefore it is not to 

be taken seriously and the soul should not be intimitated; in another sense, the 

metaphor indicates that the universal  logos  confers order to the  cosmos  like a 

poet/director, giving to each soul a specifi c and diverse part, as the diff erent 

characters in a drama contribute to its accomplishment. Th e central role of this 

metaphor in the context of Plotinus’ refl ection on providence is highlighted by 

the shift  of style that occurs in the three chapters compared to the rest of the 

treatise, with an abundance of images and the reference to artistic activity, 

closely related to everyday life and aimed at capturing the reader’s attention. 

 Th e careful and constant use of images related to the artistic fi eld and to 

theatre  26   in particular, with reference to dancing, singing and stage performance, 

off ers metaphors of the human condition and the activity of the  logos  within 

the  cosmos . Th e motif of human life as a stage play is widely used in ancient 

philosophy: it can be found for example in Seneca,  27   Epictetus  28   and Marcus 

Aurelius.  29   Well before the Stoics of the imperial age, it was adopted by Plato, 

who in  Leg . 817b- d had already used it, and it is also found in the fi rst Sceptics.  30   

Th e Cynic Oenomaus of Gadara also illustrated the scope of human freedom 

through the metaphor of the actor.  31   

 Given the importance of the theatrical experience in the ancient world, 

the analogy between theatre and human life marks in Plotinus the intention 

to introduce the reader to a complex doctrine through immediately 

comprehensible comparisons. 

 Two stages can be identifi ed in the use of this metaphor, a subjective one, 

which highlights the fi ctional essence of human aff airs, and an objective one 
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which emphasizes the variety of characters in a play, similar to the diversity of 

beings in the universe.  32   In the fi rst moment, everything which in human life is 

related to the body, pains and pleasures as well as birth and death, is destitute 

of any value, since the existence of this world is nothing but a theatre with 

mere scene changes, as opposed to the intelligible sphere, where true reality 

resides. Th e second context of the metaphor instead considers the diversity of 

characters in a drama, some good and some not, some illustrious and others 

obscure, in the same way in which the universe displays a variety of beings, all 

diff erent and sometimes confl icting. Both aspects of the metaphor have a 

protreptic value, in that the former exhorts detachment from the events of 

the sensible world, while the second one aims to justify the complexity of the 

universe. 

 Th e main focus of the metaphor is the term  ποιητής , with indicates both the 

poet and the maker of the universe, and the consideration of the world as a 

 ποíημα , a poetic creation and at the same time a natural product. Th e 

relationship between freedom  33   and cosmic order is expressed through the role 

of the soul as an actor, an entity which is independent from the characters 

played and remains the same even if the plays change.  34   

 Only in reference to the world of theatre and to the relationship between 

author and actor is it possible to understand the solution proposed by Plotinus 

to the problem of the individual and his place in the cosmic order. Th e role 

of the actor, which could appear to be limiting with respect to the freedom 

of the soul, on the contrary corresponds perfectly to Plotinus’ vision. If in the 

subjective context of metaphor the sensible world is a stage fi ction, the 

individual soul is an actor. Th e actor’s life is independent from the drama, 

because he exists before and aft er the artistic performance is executed,  35   and 

this is the point of contact which Plotinus identifi es between the activity of 

the actor and the immortality of the soul. Th e emphasis on the role and 

independence of the actor is meant to explain that the soul, like the actor, may 

give an excellent performance in its life, or on the contrary might not train 

enough nor improve, and then give a sloppy and faded interpretation. 

 Th e centrality of the metaphor of the theatre clarifi es the role of the soul 

and the objective unreality of the physical world and of the events associated 

with it, but there is another aspect to be highlighted, which is the activity of the 

 logos . Th e analogy with drama is helpful in understanding the whole semantic 
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fi eld that this concept has in Plotinus: the  logos , in fact, in the metaphor shows 

a specifi c semantic diversity and should be understood as the plot of the drama 

as well as its author. In the plot, the unifying function of the  logos , derived from 

Heraclitus, leads to a higher harmony of opposites, as in a drama, which has 

many contrasts both of events and of characters but nevertheless fi nds its 

beauty and unity exactly in their opposition. Moreover, it must be observed 

that the  logos  of the play, its plot, is expressed through the  logoi  said by the 

actors.  36   In the metaphor of the drama, then, the function of the  logos  is the 

unifying motif. 

 Finally, in the context of metaphor the role of the author is identifi ed with 

that of the  logos  too, but, even more signifi cantly, in the metaphor the author is 

also the director of the play, in order to express that the  logos  directs the cosmic 

representation and makes it appropriate to the plan he has set himself, full of 

contrasts which produce a harmonious and beautiful unity. Th e role of the 

actors is crucial because the drama is performed  through  them; they pronounce 

the appropriate  logoi  and in doing so allow the  logos  of the drama to be carried 

out. Th e author and director knows the overall design of the play, but in order 

to implement it he must hire many actors, each one with diff erent characteristics 

and qualities. Th e same director provides all necessary things, such as clothing 

and masks,  37   but the actors are responsible for their own interpretation, which 

should be accurate regardless of their individual roles. Otherwise, the unwilling 

or unfi t actor is replaced. 

 Th e metaphor at this point becomes clearer, since the plan of the  logos , 

which leads the diff erent contrasting beings and events to unity, is not given 

once and for all but is carried out and guided by a director, as in a drama, and 

this is precisely what providence is. Souls can play the role that is assigned to 

them according to their own characteristics, but if one of them does not 

perform well, it can be replaced, and the role that it had been assigned in life 

can be, in a new reincarnation, given to someone else, and that soul has to 

accept a worse and less distinguished condition. Plotinus in this metaphor, 

then, tries to integrate diverse elements within a universal design that ultimately 

fi nds its root in the One. His vision is expressed through the image of the 

theatre as a way to account for all the aspects of reality which at fi rst glance do 

not seem to fall within a rational pattern. Th e metaphor of art, then, becomes 

the ultimate method of expressing the complexity of the human condition.   



               2 

 Philosophy and Culture of Gregory of Nyssa            

   Th e impact of philosophy on Christianity  

 Having seen Plotinus’ attitude towards art and rhetorical expression, it is useful 

now to turn our attention to the specifi c element which characterizes the 

transformation of ancient civilization – that is, its encounter with Christianity. 

Th e conciliatory attitude towards classical culture which educated Christians 

had, at least aft er the Edict of Milan, informed Gregory of Nyssa’s view, 

as he shared the same cultural climate in which his brother Basil wrote 

his famous  Address to young men . However, the relationship between 

Christians and pagan culture, and in particular philosophy, had not always 

been conciliatory. Th e whole tradition of pagan culture raised for Christians 

the issue of how to interact with its system of values. It was in fact in a 

context strongly marked by these elements that the followers of the new 

faith were to live and work, and against that system they oft en had to take 

a position. 

 Th e reactions of Christians to the pagan world had produced a number of 

diff erent positions, from those who uncompromisingly refused to accept any 

element which could be associated with the Babylon of the Apocalypse, to 

those who considered useful, if not unavoidable, that Christians should 

appropriate the best achievements of pagan culture to enrich their faith.  1   Th e 

tensions that arose from such divergent views were to result in confl icts within 

the Christian community which were diffi  cult to reconcile. Radical instances 

thrived in the rejection of pagan culture and of every aspect of worldly 

demands, and gave birth on the one hand to heretical movements, on the other 

to the constellation of monastic life. 

 Th e process of encounter and confrontation with pagan civilization had 

already begun with the preaching of Paul, who in his speech at the Areopagus  2   

25
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addressed pagan philosophers, both Epicureans and Stoics, who listened to 

him with interest until he started talking about resurrection of the dead, which 

they judged an absurdity. Th e episode became commonplace among the 

Fathers to indicate the relationship of Christian thought with the philosophical 

doctrines of the Hellenistic and imperial age. Th e treatment received by Paul 

and Barnabas at Lystra,  3   where as a result of a miracle the crowd believed that 

they were respectively Hermes and Zeus, and therefore wanted to off er them a 

sacrifi ce (to which the two replied by tearing their clothes and claiming to be 

mere men), captures the diffi  culty of adapting the contents of the new faith to 

the popular conception of the divine. Th e very fact that the New Testament 

writings, with the exception perhaps of the fi rst version of the Gospel of 

Matthew, were composed in Greek, confi rms the willingness on the part of 

Christianity to face the Greek and Roman civilization. 

 In the relationship with the pagan world, the crucial fi rst half of the fourth 

century marks a change of perspective: the Christian thinkers, from the initial 

justifi cation of their faith in the apologetic literature, assumed in many ways a 

leading role in the culture of the period, because of their new political prestige. 

A direct consequence of this change was the diff erent way in which they 

confronted the elements of secular origin.  

   Christianity and the Platonic tradition  

 An aspect which is immediately apparent in the Fathers’ view on philosophy is 

the universal condemnation of the materialistic doctrines developed during 

the Hellenistic period, despite the fact that some elements, particularly those 

of Stoic origin,  4   infl uenced the Christian thought. Even the Aristotelian 

tradition was considered with some suspicion by Christians as too specialized 

to attract their consideration. 

 It is with Platonism, instead, that Christian thought combined willingly, in 

a conjugation which proved most signifi cant from the point of view of 

philosophy. Th e exact evaluation of the infl uence of Platonic thought on 

Christian authors is still a matter of debate.  5   René Arnou’s point of view  6   on 

the Platonic elements incorporated in Christian thinking is still valid, even if 

he somehow avoided the problem of the way in which Platonism was received, 
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and in particular what were its transformations among Christians. To these 

problems Endre von Ivánka devoted his studies,  7   considering that the Platonic 

tradition infl uenced Clement, Origen and the Cappadocians unequivocally 

but with diff erent outcomes, and in particular focused on their transformation 

of Platonic thought. In his desire to safeguard the specifi city of Christian 

refl ection, von Ivánka was perhaps not entirely correct, in particular with 

regards to Gregory of Nyssa, who, in the view of the scholar, diff ers from the 

Platonic tradition mainly because he attributes man’s union with the divine to 

the exclusive action of grace, unlike Plotinus and the Neoplatonists. For these, 

in fact, the mystic union derives ineluctably from  theoria  or contemplation, in 

the sense of the result of a dialectical exercise. It is necessary, however, to 

consider that the union with the divine in Gregory, although it relies on a 

divine gift , is a direct consequence of the constitution of man, who participates 

in the divine nature through his  nous . If this is the point of union between God 

and the creature, it follows that the correct use of the noetic activity leads 

necessarily to the unifi cation, the  ὁμοίωσις Θεῷ  of the Platonic tradition, 

which Gregory interprets as the main goal of Christian life. In this sense, 

therefore, the distance that von Ivánka and other scholars recognized between 

Gregory and the Platonic tradition is less accentuated. 

 Many of the characteristics of Platonism, far more than all other 

philosophical systems, could suit the demands of Christianity, namely the 

immateriality of the intelligible world, the resulting corollary of the immortality 

of the soul, and speculation on the origin of the world. Th ese are elements that 

Christians were able to recover, consciously drawing on the the fi rst Apologists’ 

belief that Plato depended on the writings of Moses. 

 Th e concept of the recovery of the Platonic tradition by Christians means 

that in the fi rst instance the conceptions expressed in Plato’s dialogues were 

readapted to the new religion. If this is certainly true with respect to the fi rst 

two centuries of Christianity, from Origen  8   on it is necessary to consider other 

inputs, still within the Platonic tradition, but not drawn exclusively from Plato, 

but also from the Middle-Platonists. 

 In the fi rst half of the fourth century,  9   the Platonism known to Christians 

was the revisited one of the Middle- and Neoplatonists, who introduced new 

elements within the tradition that inspired them, or simply highlighted old 

motifs revitalizing them with eastern religious doctrines. Th e fact that, for 
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example, Plotinus’ writings were known to the more educated Christians is 

attested by Eusebius, who in the  Praeparatio Evangelica  quotes some of the 

philosophers’ texts. 

 It seems therefore convincing that the specifi c version of Platonism of the 

Middle- and Neoplatonists more strongly infl uenced Christian thought aft er 

the third century, both for reasons of chronological proximity, and, at a deeper 

level, for the affi  nity between the two systems. And this happened despite the 

more or less strong aversion that the Neoplatonists felt towards the new faith, 

and the resulting bitterness on the part of the Christians. 

 Th is is usually acknowledged with respect to some theological concepts, in 

particular the development of the doctrine of the Trinity, but it is more seldom 

recognized in the case of other issues which are certainly less central, but not 

less worthy of interest in Christian thought. Th at Gregory of Nyssa drew on 

Plotinus, at least for the vocabulary of the mystical doctrine,  10   as well as for the 

elaboration of the doctrine of the Trinity, which integrates the work of his 

brother Basil, is well known.  11   In works of a diff erent subject, however, such as 

the formation of the universe and the nature of man, Gregory has been 

interpreted more as an eclectic thinker, while in fact his use of elements derived 

from Plotinus, and partially from Porphyry, is constant, though perhaps, in 

spite of their presence throughout his whole output, most visible in his early 

works. It is therefore clear that Gregory knows and uses the Neoplatonists, 

Plotinus and Porphyry in particular, of course in a critical and cautious way. 

 It could be useful to highlight some features of Neoplatonism and 

particularly what constitutes its diff erence with the previous Platonic tradition. 

In fact the diff erences between Platonism and the fi rst Neoplatonism have not 

always been acknowledged, and some have retraced a direct derivation from 

Plato and, to a greater extent, the Old Academy and the young Aristotle. Philip 

Merlan,  12   for example, did not fi nd substantial diff erences between the Platonic 

tradition of the classical and Hellenistic age and what we call the Neoplatonic 

schools. Th e studies of the last decades, however, have revealed that 

Neoplatonism represents a break with the Platonic tradition, especially in 

going beyond the horizon of classical metaphysics.  13   

 In the emphasis on the transcendence of the First Principle, Neoplatonism 

exceeds the notion of causality of the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions, and 

develops a doctrine of negation of classical ontology, a me- ontology, which is 



Philosophy and Culture of Gregory of Nyssa 29

to be the basis of the so- called ‘negative theology’. Th e latter is one of the 

elements of Neoplatonism which had a longer and stronger heritage, especially 

in Christianity and Islam, at least until the rediscovery of the Aristotelian 

tradition in Scholasticism, with the consequent return to a theology contained 

within the terms of the ontology. Th e negative theology theorized by Proclus 

but already recognizable in Plotinus was developed in the exegesis of Plato’s 

 Parmenides .  14   Th e Neoplatonists interpreted the fi rst hypothesis of the 

 Parmenides , which is negative, as the theory of the One as the First Principle. 

 Given this perspective that breaks with the previous tradition, other aspects 

of Neoplatonism can be understood in their new value, in particular those 

relating to the conduct of man and his union with the divine (as popularized 

by Porphyry’s  Sententiae ), which had some infl uence on Christian authors. Th e 

Christian thinkers, including Gregory of Nyssa, did not renounce the classical 

ontology, because to do so would be to oppose the wording of the Bible 

(especially the divine self- revelation of  Ex . 3, 14), but it can also be recognized 

that both Origen and Gregory came to conclusions which are similar to those 

of the Neoplatonists, the former when he says that God is superior to  nous  and 

 ousia ,  15   the latter specifying that he is superior to all beings,  16   the  nous  and the 

 ousia   17   and the Good.  18   If a kind of negative theology can be found sporadically 

in Gregory,  19   among the Christians it was explicitly elaborated by Ps. Dionysius, 

who followed Proclus’ example. It is nevertheless true that the Plotinian themes 

of the escape and the ecstasy were soon assimilated in some Christian circles, 

and Gregory is a notable example for that. Moreover, as it is well known, the 

theory of the principles developed by Plotinus also infl uenced, although 

perhaps only at the semantic level, the elaboration of the doctrine of the Trinity. 

 In order to better understand how Gregory adopted, within his system, 

certain elements of Neoplatonic thought, it can also be helpful to give an 

overview of his philosophical background and to determine which authors 

and texts, in particular Neoplatonic, he actually knew.  

   Th e Platonic tradition in Gregory of Nyssa  

 It is not easy to determine what kind of education Gregory had, since the 

details of his life are not always clear.  20   From what can be inferred from his 
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correspondence and the letters of the two other Cappadocians, integrated with 

the comparison with his other writings, it is possible to reconstruct some 

aspects of his education and his knowledge of philosophy and literature.  21   

 One of the most controversial facts of his biography is his marriage,  22   which 

is not without consequences with regard to his education, since it is certain 

that, aft er having held the offi  ce of reader of the church, he devoted himself to 

the rhetorical profession, like his father Basil the Elder. It seems that while he 

was a rhetor he got married. His fi rst education, therefore, must have been in 

Greek pagan literature, as was usual for the time, alongside the necessary 

training for access to the role of church reader. Th ese two elements, apparently 

at a later time, were integrated by his interest in philosophy, which might have 

come to Gregory through the mediation of Basil, who with Gregory of 

Nazianzus had studied in Constantinople and Athens at the most accredited 

schools. Th e cultural dependence on the teaching of his brother, which Gregory 

himself proclaims,  23   should not be understood in a strictly literal sense, since 

he disagrees with Basil on some crucial points, and more generally he seems to 

use diff erent sources. 

 It is certainly true that Gregory’s refl ection concerns Christian issues which 

are not specifi cally related to pagan culture, and that philosophically he is 

under the predominant infl uence of Philo and Origen; it is however clear not 

only that he read Plotinus but also that he was aware of the philosophical 

currents of his time. 

 From his letters and the references in his works it emerges that he knew the 

representatives of pagan culture and showed a certain deference to them, as 

can be seen from a letter to Libanius,  24   who had been Basil’s teacher. Th is is an 

interesting testimony to the fact that Gregory did not have illustrious masters, 

but depended, for his literary education, on the mediation of his brother. Th ere 

is no information about Gregory being educated other than at Cappadocia, 

unlike Basil, but it is possible that he had access to his father’s sources when he 

took up the same career as a rhetorician. 

 Gregory’s education has sometimes been described as due almost exclusively 

to the women in his family, especially to his paternal grandmother, Macrina,  25   

disciple of Gregory Th aumaturgus and an illustrious Christian, who had 

experienced the persecution of Maximinus Daia, and to his older sister, also 

named Macrina, who held in the family the role of spiritual guide.  26   It is 
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certainly undeniable that these exceptional fi gures played a prominent role in 

the Christian education of Gregory and his entire family,  27   but this should not 

be understood in the sense that secular culture was excluded from the 

education of the children. In fact, Naucratius too, the third son of the family, 

before devoting himself to rigorous ascetic life, had achieved success as a 

young amateur practitioner of rhetoric.  28   

 It is also likely that the Christian faith of the family, originated from the 

preaching of Gregory Th aumaturgus, refl ected the saint’s view on the secular 

sciences, infl uenced by the example of Origen. Th is explains how the rhetorical 

profession of Basil the Elder could be combined with the Christian tradition 

of the family, where young members devoted themselves to literary and 

philosophical studies. Th is is also the spirit of Basil’s famous  Address to Young 

Men on Greek Literature , probably dedicated to his nephews, which became the 

manifesto of a balanced attitude towards pagan literature. 

 Th e context in which Gregory was educated, therefore, if on the one hand 

was characterized by a fervent Christian faith, on the other had a specifi c 

interest in Greek culture, and in rhetoric in particular, because it suited the 

rank of his family, wealthy and infl uential both in the paternal branch and in 

the maternal one.  29   If, therefore, the infl uence of Basil is to be regarded as 

decisive in the life Gregory, it should not be considered exclusive, neither with 

regard to his cultural education, which was probably under the infl uence of 

Basil the Elder, nor to the choice of the Christian life, which was already 

traditional in his family. However, it is known that Basil had considerable 

infl uence in Gregory’s life because, aft er a period devoted to rhetoric and 

marriage, he returned to his ecclesiastical career and was placed by his brother 

as head of the diocese of Nyssa. It is his written output in this role which is 

extant,  30   with the exception of the  De virginitate , composed on Basil’s 

commission before Gregory was appointed bishop. Nevertheless, Gregory’s 

education and interest in Greek literature emerges in his works and can be well 

observed in the letters to some eminent personalities in the culture of his age. 

 It is not easy to determine when Gregory became interested in philosophy. 

His knowledge in the specifi c fi eld of philosophy is wide, but he expicitly 

mentions only philosophers of the classical and Hellenistic age.  31   When 

mentioning pagan philosophers, especially in the  Contra Eunomium , his intent 

is to confute his opponent by showing that he simply plagiarized the doctrines 
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of the pagans, who did not know the true notion of God. Only Plato is 

sometimes cited in a more positive way, although he too is not considered free 

from the errors of the pagan religion. Gregory never mentions Neoplatonic 

philosophers. Th is fact makes a clear study of his sources and infl uences 

diffi  cult, and the evaluation of his thought has not been unanimous. Nowadays 

there are no doubts that Gregory has read Plotinus, but it is not easy to detect 

which treatises were available to him.  32   

 Before highlighting the Plotinian elements present in Gregory, it might be 

useful to make some conjectures on the fact that he does not mention the 

Neoplatonic philosophers. A fi rst consideration that can be proposed is that he 

does not cite any contemporary pagan philosopher, or in any case later than 

the advent of Christianity. It could also be possible that the motivation for this 

silence might be due to a sort of  damnatio memoriae  that had struck Porphyry, 

guilty of writing the infamous  Contra Christianos , and that this condemnation 

was extended to the philosopher’s master. Th ese are simply conjectures, but the 

fact that Nemesius in the  De natura hominis , which is strongly indebted to the 

work of Gregory,  33   cites the Neoplatonists could be a sign that aft er a certain 

period, at the turn of the new century, when the Bishop of Emesa writes, the 

attitude towards the accuser of the Christians was less bitter. 

 Th e lack of explicit mention of Plotinus, however, contrasts with the use 

that Gregory made of the philosopher’s writings, although it is not always 

possible to fi nd evidence other than a strong similarity. It is therefore a safe 

approach to detect the presence, in Gregory’s writings, of the infl uence of 

Neoplatonic doctrines, without determining whether they are due to a direct 

access to Neoplatonists’ writings or to some kind of philosophical compedium. 

 A special place among the philosophical sources of Gregory is obviously 

occupied by Philo and Origen, since they constituted the most accomplished 

examples of interaction between biblical exegesis and philosophical thought. It 

is clear that Platonism forms the basis of Gregory’s doctrines in some crucial 

concepts, such as the division of reality into sensible and intelligible, the 

transcendence of the divine and the immateriality of the human soul, and also 

in the doctrine of man’s union with the divine. Th ese are all concepts that were 

already present in Origen and that the Cappadocians placed in an expressly 

orthodox system. Th e elements derived from the Platonic tradition are 

considered by Gregory as purely functional to the coherence of the Christian 
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system which he was trying to construct, and therefore he adopts some Platonic 

and Neoplatonic doctrines, integrating them in a Christian core.  34   

 Gregory’s attitude to beauty and art seems connected to Plotinus’ thought, 

especially because of  Enn . I 6: it is this treatise which infl uenced Gregory’s fi rst 

work, and although later in his life the Plotinian themes seem to be less visible, 

nevertheless it is possible to detect a specifi c line connecting the two thinkers.  

   Elements of Gregory of Nyssa’s aesthetic refl ection  

 Th e homilies of the  Commentary on the Song of Songs , where the theme of  eros  

brings consequently the refl ections on the beautiful that is the object of  eros , 

and the earlier  De virginitate , where the infl uence of Plotinus is visible, expressly 

deal with the theme of beauty, derived from the divine one. Th e specifi c 

property of beauty defi ned by Gregory is to arouse desire. Th is is the conception 

which permeates all the homilies on the  Song  and is stated at the beginning of 

them. Th rough this prerogative, beauty attracts, prompting the  eros  in the 

viewer, and this appears to be a general fact, in the sense that it characterizes 

both divine beauty and beautiful bodies, although Gregory refuses, like 

Plotinus, to apply to the divine nature the criteria of beauty valid only for 

bodies, such as the classical concepts of symmetry and proportion.  35   At the 

same time, however, he believes that there is a reason for applying the same 

attribute of beautiful to diff erent levels of reality. Th e solution occurs in 

defi ning beauty on the eff ects it produces: it is only because  eros  is generated in 

the soul that the presence of beauty can be attested. Th is is confi gured by 

Gregory as the principle according to which an analogy between the divine 

intelligible beauty and that of all the other bodies can be found. Th ere are some 

degrees of beauty, which are diff erent according to the diff erent level of beings, 

either those belonging to the sensible appearance or to the incorporeal and 

spiritual reality. Th ey are nevertheless all united by the fact that they arouse a 

desire. 

 In the case of divine beauty, its specifi c features are all in opposition to those 

of materiality. Th e important consequence, not without its problems as will be 

observed in Chapter 5, is that if on the one hand beauty can be detected in all 

cases when the  eros  is aroused, and therefore it is necessary to conceive a fl uid 
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continuity between the various manifestations of beauty, on the other the 

distinction between real beauty which is incorporeal and one which is merely 

visible to the senses is qualifi ed as a sharp opposition. 

 It goes without saying that the presence of Platonism in these conceptions 

is predominant, both in considering the beautiful as the specifi c object of 

 eros ,  36   and in outlining a hierarchy of it.  37   In Gregory’s refl ections, the semantic 

polyvalence of the Greek adjective  καλός  (and its derivatives), following Plato’s 

steps,  38   underlies all the defi nitions of what is beautiful, closely related to 

 ἀγαθός , so that both in the divine and in the creatures the two terms may be 

considered most times equivalent, unlike in Plotinus.  39   

 Because the erotic motif of the  Song of the Songs  cannot, according to 

Gregory, be interpreted in a literal way, the sacred text must be read as the 

revelation of a doctrine (a  φιλοσοφία , in Gregory’s words) which, starting 

from the basic teachings of the Book of Proverbs through Ecclesiastes attains 

its perfection precisely in the  Song of the Songs . Th e  Song  is, among the biblical 

writings, one of the most subject to the allegorical exegesis by the Fathers, who 

were embarassed by its openly erotic nature, and it was Origen who interpreted 

for the fi rst time its main characters, the groom and the bride, as Christ and the 

soul or the Church.  40   In his commentary, Gregory repeats the division between 

the sensible and intelligible that forms the background of his conception of 

reality.  41   Th e beauty described in the  Song , says Gregory, is the divine one, 

invisible, immeasurably superior to bodily attractiveness; it cannot be described 

in its reality but only through images.  42   It is also infi nite, and therefore at fi rst 

the soul who contemplates it thinks that its desire will never be fulfi lled, and 

becomes disheartened, but then realizes that it is the process itself of being 

satiated which will last forever.  43   

 In the early treatise  De virginitate , too, where the infl uence of Plotinus is full 

and visible,  44   the theme of divine beauty is central: this is infi nitely superior to 

the material attractions, which constitute an irreparable loss if considered in 

themselves. Th e soul must rise above the vulgar pleasure produced by sensible 

things to turn to beauty in itself. One does not have to renounce the desire that 

beauty arouses, although it seems impossible to satisfy it because of its 

sublimity, but must follow it through self- elevation.  45   Th ese are, it is obvious, 

concepts, as well as vocabulary, derived from the Platonic tradition, which 

defi nes divine beauty for its immateriality, in sharp contrast to material bodies. 
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Th e presence of Plotinus and in particular of his fi rst treatise is well evident 

throughout the Gregorian conception. Th e fact that a connection can be found 

between physical beauty and the divine, and that the connection is established 

by participation in the  eidos , as well as the need for catharsis and elevation, are 

all Plotinian themes.  46   

 Man, in Gregory’s account, is given beauty for participation in divine beauty. 

Human beauty in fact resides in the soul, created in the image and likeness of 

God. On this specifi c theme, two of Gregory’s works are focused, the treatise 

 De opifi cio hominis  and the dialogue  De anima et resurrectione , in which his 

anthropology focuses on the derivation of the properties of the human soul 

from divine characteristics. Th e beauty of the inner man, however, has been 

tarnished by sin, and therefore a process of purifi cation and assimilation to 

God is needed in order to recover it. Th ere is also a kind of beauty which is 

specifi c to other creatures, which is again not related to materiality. In fact, all 

created beings, for Gregory, are beautiful, regardless of the pleasure that they 

can produce in us: the large animals and the plants in their variety are beautiful, 

and everyone can agree on this, but even the beings that appear repulsive to 

man actually possess beauty, since they correspond to the divine idea  47   which 

conceived them as such and therefore precisely by doing this has given them 

beauty. Th erefore, all natural beings, not only the rational ones, are beautiful, 

and such beauty is always of an intelligible nature. Although apparently it 

seems that repugnant beings cannot arouse  eros , they are called beautiful 

without contradiction in terms of the doctrine of  In Canticum  and  De 

virginitate , because the beauty that they possess is precisely linked to the divine 

idea and this is indeed generating  eros  in the soul that is able to contemplate. 

Th e natural beauty of a landscape can also be appreciated for the  thauma  it 

arouses in the soul, as Gregory says in letter 20.  48   From this point of view, 

therefore, there is no opposition between divine beauty and the beauty of 

creatures, which derive from the former the reason for their being beautiful. 

 If all creatures are beautiful, does ugliness exist? It seems from what we have 

observed so far that Gregory denies that natural objects can be defi ned as ugly, 

because they are created according to the pattern that God has established and 

in which their beauty lies. For this reason, if there is the possibility of being 

deprived of beauty, this should be only in artifi cial beings, that is those 

produced by man. Gregory in fact cannot accept the idea that ugliness is due 
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to matter,  49   because matter also comes from God and is the result of the 

combination of pure intelligibles.  50   Th e issue in this case, however, is 

complicated, because sometimes in his writings Gregory seems to admit that 

creatures can also be ugly from the physical point of view, as in the case of  De  

 Virg.  18 where he mentions a mutilated man, who could not be called beautiful 

because he was devoid of a part.  51   In this example, moreover, contradiction is 

added to contradiction, because Gregory resumes the traditional concepts of 

symmetry and harmony as necessary for sensible beauty, which earlier in the 

same treatise he had refused, following Plotinus, as meaningless and incoherent 

words. 

 Th e reason for this incoherence is that in Gregory there are oft en, at the 

same time, two diff erent levels, one philosophical refl ection and the other 

rhetorical expression, for which reason he does not shy away from introducing 

examples drawn from common experience. Th e result is that sometimes he 

reintroduces in plain language what he has rejected at a theoretical level. It is 

therefore important to distinguish the two planes and not expect total doctrinal 

consistency in the case of passages where the rhetorical aspect is predominant. 

Although, as a criterion, this may seem in many ways unsatisfactory, it is also 

true that it adheres to the way Gregory composed his writings, which are not 

usually treatises specifi cally dedicated to a philosophical problem, but have 

various pastoral purposes in which, with a preeminence of the rhetorical level, 

philosophical considerations are oft en included. 

 Th e refl ection on the possibility of ugliness does not stop at this level, but 

must be brought back to its own dimension, in the sense of opposition to 

beauty: if this is primarily of intelligible nature, and only secondarily and in a 

derived manner concerns the body, the same must be said of its opposite. Th e 

question must therefore be better placed, because there is a distinction between 

incorporeal creatures, that is angelic entities, and bodily creatures, with man, 

 μεθόριος , intermediate, between them. If in the case of bodily creatures it is 

possible to exclude the presence of ugliness, for the angelic beings it must be 

said that they are given, in a pure way, the same participation in divine beauty 

that lies in man. Th e problem arises with regard to the fallen angels: is there 

beauty or ugliness in them? As creatures they should possess beauty, as all the 

others, but since they no longer correspond to the divine idea because of their 

disobedience, they have lost their beauty in the present condition.  52   In this case 
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it must be assumed that there is an ugliness as correspondent to the departure 

from the good. Th e possibility of ugliness therefore exists, and it can be found 

in the fallen angels and in human souls when they obfuscate their likeness to 

God. It is therefore in the ethical level that the risk of ugliness lies, as a departure 

from original beauty. In this Gregory is, again, in consonance with Plotinus, 

who regards the love for bodily beauty as the origin of the ugliness of the 

soul.  53   

 It is now possible to talk about the beauty (and, by contrast, the ugliness) of 

artifi cial beings, and in particular of works of art, which might require a 

diff erent approach. Gregory of Nyssa unfortunately does not theorize 

specifi cally which is the source of beauty of works of art, and he probably 

shares the devaluation of the mimetic arts made by Plato, since they remain 

within the material level and cannot participate in intelligible beauty. Gregory, 

however, is not averse to giving many indications about the fi ne arts and shows 

a specifi c interest in all sorts of human activities, as exemplifi ed by the display 

of his knowledge of medicine in the fi nal chapters of the  De opifi cio hominis . 

He oft en cites the act of painting,  54   that of sculpting,  55   evidently derived, in its 

application to the human soul, from Plotinus; he knows the diffi  culty of 

glyptics and in letter 25 to Amphilochius he describes the plan of a church  56   

and defi nes architectural beauty, based on mathematical relations and of a 

diff erent nature from the beauty perceived sensorially. It should be stressed 

that Gregory was in close relations with the court of Constantinople, whose 

aesthetic preferences he knew, and probably also appreciated the works of art 

that were circulating in it. In fact, even in his silence on the value of the arts,  57   

the familiarity he shows with artistic processes seems to attest to an appreciation 

somehow independent from theoretical evaluation, in a similar way to what 

we observed before in relation to bodily ugliness. 

 Th e objects of art, therefore, although lacking a specifi c status within 

Gregory’s philosophical refl ection on beauty, are recognized as aesthetically 

pleasing in contexts where the theoretical evaluation gives way to rhetorical 

expression.   
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               3 

 Sculpting and Painting Between Metaphor 
and Didacticism            

   A metaphor of sculpting in Plotinus  

 In this chapter I will focus on two diff erent ways of incorporating sculpting 

and painting into the philosophical discourse. Plotinus’ metaphor of the act of 

sculpting will be seen in its philosophical and rhetorical use and its reprise by 

Gregory of Nyssa. Th e didactic value of painting, as indentifi ed by the 

Cappadocian Fathers, will then be considered, while an appendix to this 

chapter will be devoted to enquiry about the use of a metaphor of sculpting 

during the Renaissance in Michelangelo’s sonnet 151. 

 It is well known that the treatise  On the Beautiful  is one of the most admired 

writings of Plotinus,  1   and the historical reasons for such appreciation are 

notorious. From Basil of Caesarea to Gregory of Nyssa to Augustine, the 

Christian thinkers appropriated the words of the Neoplatonic philosopher, 

and transmitted them throughout the Middle Ages.  2   In Plotinus’ treatise, 

attention to the beauty of the spiritual world and the exhortation to make it 

shine in each person’s interiority expressed a philosophical content on which 

Christians drew. It is unusual for the fi rst work of an author to have such wide 

fortune. However, although Porphyry says that the treatise is Plotinus’ fi rst 

work, we know that the philosopher was already in his maturity,  3   which may 

explain the coherence and depth of the treatise. 

 Th e infl uence of the treatise was not limited only to late antiquity, as it 

extended with diff erent emphasis throughout the history of western culture. 

From the Renaissance onwards, there was a rediscovery of and a refl ection on 

the concept of beauty expressed both in  Enn.  I 6 and in  Enn.  V 8. Indeed 

Plotinus’ role in western aesthetics has certainly had special attention,  4   in spite 

of the fact that, in some ways, what we could defi ne properly as an aesthetic 
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refl ection in Plotinus does not seem to occupy a prominent place within his 

system. 

 We will focus on a specifi c passage that could be considered as a model for 

the variety of Plotinus’ infl uence in European culture. If this passage is not a 

focal point of the treatise, nevertheless it constitutes an example, worthy of 

interest, of the rhetorical as well as the philosophical appeal of the treatise. In 

the ninth chapter of the treatise Plotinus says: 

   Πῶς ἂν οὖν ἴδοις ψυχὴν ἀγαθὴν οἷον τὸ κάλλος ἔχει ;  Ἄναγε ἐπὶ σαυτὸν καὶ 

ἴδε· κἂν μήπω σαυτὸν ἴδῃς καλόν ,  οἷα ποιητὴς ἀγάλματος ,  ὃ δεῖ καλὸν 

γενέσθαι ,  τὸ μὲν ἀφαιρεῖ ,  τὸ δὲ ἀπέξεσε ,  τὸ δὲ λεῖον ,  τὸ δὲ καθαρὸν ἐποίησεν , 

 ἕως ἔδειξε καλὸν ἐπὶ τῷ ἀγάλματι πρόσωπον ,  οὕτω καὶ σὺ ἀφαίρει ὅσα 

περιττὰ καὶ ἀπεύθυνε ὅσα σκολιά ,  ὅσα σκοτεινὰ καθαίρων ἐργάζου εἶναι 

λαμπρὰ καὶ μὴ παύσῃ   τεκταίνων   τὸ σὸν   ἄγαλμα ,  ἕως ἂν ἐκλάμψειέ σοι τῆς 

ἀρετῆς ἡ θεοειδὴς ἀγλαία ,  ἕως ἂν ἴδῃς   σωφροσύνην ἐν ἁγνῷ βεβῶσαν 

βάθρῳ . 

 How then can you see the sort of beauty a good soul has? Go back into 

yourself and look; and if you do not see yourself beautiful, then just as 

someone making a statue which has to be beautiful cuts away here and 

polishes there and makes one part smooth and clears another till he has 

given his statue a beautiful face, so you too must cut away excess and 

straighten the crooked and clear the dark and make it bright, and never stop 

‘working on your statue’ till the divine glory of virtue shines out on you, till 

you see ‘self- mastery enthroned upon its holy seat.’  5    

 It should be noted, fi rst of all, that the passage is presented as an amplifi cation, 

if not an exegesis, of a Platonic suggestion, as the statue with its pedestal is a 

reference to the  Phaedrus .  6   Th e meaning of Plotinus’ words, however, does not 

follow Plato but appears to be independent. Anne-Lise Darras-Worms 

identifi es the specifi c nature of the passage together with its diff erences from 

Plato – not so much from the  Phaedrus  as from the  Symposium  and the 

 Republic : in Plotinus the statue which is carved represents our own self, and 

consequently there is not, as in the Platonic text, a reference to something else 

in which to discover and revere beauty itself. We can see instead a  mouvement 

autoréfl exiv .  7   Plotinus’ vision thus clearly diff ers both from that of the 

 Symposium  (which identifi es the diff erent degrees of beauty to be captured 
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always in something external) and from the dialectic ascent towards the good 

as illustrated in the  Republic .  8   

 Th e distance from Plato lies in the identifi cation of the object that leads to 

beauty itself: while such an object is external in Plato, it is inner in Plotinus. 

One can see here a confi rmation of the Plotinian attitude to prudery that 

informs others of his writings and is visible in the specifi cations and limitations 

of the treatise  On eros ,  9   as an evident correction of the Platonic attitude to 

homoerotic love. True beauty is interior because it is within the self that the 

soul can go back to the fi rst principles and see beauty itself. If it can certainly be 

said that the treatise  On the Beautiful , from this point of view, outlines a search 

for personal identity,  10   it is also true that this search for the self in Plotinus 

always results as an exit from the self, an ecstasy, indeed, in order to become 

reunited with the divine, in a way that appears more radical than in Plato. 

 Th e characteristic of the Plotinian use of this metaphor is not merely in 

relation to an action taken in order to achieve the form, which is the same as 

in the metaphor of the act of painting, and generally in every reference to 

productive activity. More specifi cally, Plotinus adopts the metaphor of the act 

of sculpting because it illustrates the meaning of the purifying activity of the 

soul in a manner which is diff erent from other artistic activities. Th rough the 

metaphor Plotinus conveys that it is necessary that the soul applies itself, fi rst, 

to make a sketch and, then, according to the progress of the degree of virtue, to 

depict ever more perfectly the form of beauty which lies within. Th e attention 

to the diff erent steps of the sculpting technique  11   characterizes the specifi c 

function of this metaphor,  12   the validity of which is expressed through all the 

stages of the sculpting process. Signifi cant in this regard is the fact that Plotinus 

identifi es in each of these stages or variants of sculptural activity a reference to 

the catharsis that the soul must achieve. He thus goes from the basic meaning 

of the metaphor, which is the elimination of the superfl uous, to the adjustment 

of those parts which are not yet fully proportionate, up to what, in the sculpting 

process, could be classifi ed as the last rifi niture, which is the removal of each 

matte element from the surface of the marble.  13   Th e overall meaning of the 

metaphor (with reference to the text of the  Phaedrus ) is that, like a sculptor 

who strives to further his work, each individual must not abandon the cathartic 

activity until the perfect beauty of virtue resides in the soul. 
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 We can therefore identify three specifi c elements of the reference to 

sculpting: the fi rst one, in itself intrinsic as the term which the metaphor 

is aimed at more directly, is the connection between the elimination of the 

superfl uous in order to unveil the form, and the cathartic activity; then 

the auto- refl exive movement (identifi ed by Darras-Worms); and fi nally the 

expression of an ongoing action to be considered accomplished only at 

the achievement of a quite distant goal. None of these three aspects seem to 

be found in the context of Plato’s  Phaedrus  which Plotinus alludes to. 

 Th e metaphor depicts in this case a process and therefore is, as many of 

the Plotinian metaphors, dynamic. It is not the statue as the fi nished product 

that is the nodal element, but the procedure itself, leading to the defi nition 

of the form. 

 Th e sculpting of one’s own statue therefore represents a cathartic activity of 

the soul aimed at eliminating what is not aligned to the soul’s form, in order to 

allow the revelation of its true nature.  14   In this context it must also be noted 

that in  Enn . IV 7 (2) 10, 47 Plotinus uses a somewhat similar metaphor, when 

he says that the soul has to remove its redundant layers in order to reveal the 

temperance and justice which lie within it, like statues that are covered with an 

accumulation of the soot of time. In this other metaphor (whose resemblance 

to the sculpting one is more signifi cant in that the two treatises belong to the 

fi rst phase of his work), the activity described by Plotinus is closer to that of a 

restorer, who frees from the debris of time what originally was perfect, while in 

 Enn . I 6 the emphasis seems to be set on achieving a form still not entirely 

complete. It is clear, however, that conceptually for Plotinus this is the same 

operation, and the use in both cases of the metaphor of the statue, to be carved 

or restored, is an eff ective rhetorical tool to convey the necessity of the cathartic 

activity of the soul. Th e virtues, which the soul already possesses, only have to 

be released from the superfl uous, as in the fi rst metaphor, or cleaned from 

sediments, as in the second one.  

   A metaphor of sculpting in Gregory of Nyssa  

 It seems that the ascetic and cathartic feature pervading  Enn.  I 6 (which, we 

shall repeat, has enabled it to become one of the most read and celebrated of 
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Plotinus’ treatises) reaches a vivid acme in the metaphor of sculpting, 

signifi cantly placed almost at the end of the treatise and rhetorically organized 

in a perhaps more diligent way than other texts by Plotinus. Th e exhortation to 

the purifi cation of the soul through the elimination of the redundant elements 

which obscure its beauty – like the sculptor who releases a form from the inert 

matter of the block of marble – takes therefore a central position in Plotinus’ 

early paraenesis. 

 Th e Plotinian metaphor of the act of sculpting appears to have been a 

source of inspiration for Gregory of Nyssa in the fourteenth homily on the 

 Song of Songs . Commenting on verses 5, 14 of the  Song :  Χεῖρες αὐτοῦ τορευταί , 

 χρυσαῖ ,  πεπληρωμέναι θαρσεῖς , Gregory writes: 

   Καθάπερ γὰρ οἱ πρός τινα ζῴου μορφὴν ἀποτυποῦντες τὸ μάρμαρον 

ἐκεῖνα διὰ τῆς τορείας ἐκγλύφουσι τοῦ λίθου καὶ ἐκκολάπτουσιν ὧν 

περιαιρεθέντων πρὸς τὸ ἀρχέτυπον εἶδος ἀποτυποῦται τὸ μίμημα ,  οὕτω καὶ 

ἐπὶ τοῦ κάλλους τῶν τοῦ σώματος τῆς ἐκκλησίας χειρῶν πολλὰ χρὴ διὰ τῆς 

τῶν λογισμῶν τορείας ἀποξυσθῆναι ,  ἵνα γένηται ἡ χεὶρ χρυσῆ ὡς ἀληθῶς 

καὶ ἀκήρατος . 

 For just as those who inscribe the form of some living being into marble 

dig out and remove from the stone, by a process of scuplting, those bits by 

whose removal the image is conformed to the appearance of its original, 

so too, where it is a question of the beauty of the hands that belong to the 

body of the church, there is a great deal that must be scraped off  by the 

sculpting work of thoughts, so that the hand may become truly golden and 

untarnished.  15    

 It is generally recognized – and Langerbeck’s critical edition certifi es it  in 

apparatu  – that Gregory’s source here is precisely the passage from the  Enn.  I 

6, 9. Th e same image of the sculptural process is used in the context of the 

exhortation to catharsis, although the diff erences are marked because Gregory 

does not adopt the same auto- refl exive perspective present in Plotinus. 

Gregory, in fact, integrates biblical exegesis and philosophical teaching, so that 

in the context of the references to the body of Christ, the insertion of the 

metaphor derived from Plotinus reveals the attitude of assimilation and 

transformation of pagan culture, typical of Basil, his brother Gregory and their 

circle. 
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 Elsewhere too Gregory ehoes metaphors related to the process of artistic 

production to express how, in the soul, the divine image can be reproduced. 

For example, at the conclusion of the treatise  On the constitution of man , he 

adopts the same description of the sculpting process, although in this case not 

in connection with purifi cation, but with the relation of the soul to the body. 

Even in this case an infl uence of Plotinus can be detected, although it is related 

more to what is expressed in  Enn . V 8 about the idea of the artist working on 

matter by giving it a shape.  16   Gregory, however, fails to understand entirely the 

Plotinian concept, as here he refers to the mere mimetic process. His interest in 

artistic activities is also clear from the use he makes of images linked to 

painting, such as again in  De opifi cio hominis   17   or in the same homilies in  In 

Canticum .  18   

 Th e Plotinian theme of sculpting one’s own soul is again briefl y reprised in 

the treatise  On the Life of Moses , where the events narrated in Exodus are 

reinterpreted allegorically. Here  19   Gregory describes the death of Moses as an 

accomplishment of his spiritual life and not an end, in the same way that a 

sculptor, giving the fi nishing touch to a statue, confers to his work its highest 

excellence. Th e diff erent variations of Plotinus’ metaphor in Gregory of Nyssa 

testify the impact that  Enn.  I 6 had on the Cappadocian Father and the appeal 

of the metaphor of the energetic activity of the sculptor applied to the work of 

the soul.  

   Justifi cation of the didactic use of painting  

 Painting, as opposed to sculpture, seems to have presented diff erent issues 

during antiquity and in the Middle Ages. On the one hand, Plato’s view of 

artistic mimesis leads to a deeper condemnation of painting in that it adopts 

perspective and illusion as the main instruments to imitate nature. Th e painted 

image defi es reality on many levels, because not only can it not reproduce 

objects as they are, but it also misleads vision in pretending that a surface is a 

three- dimensional volume.  20   

 Th e same reason for the dismissal of painting is, on the other hand, the 

reason for its appraisal in later ages, especially under the Byzantine empire and 

in the western Middle Ages. First of all, sculpture was perceived as directly 
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connected to pagan ritual and it is clear that it was not favoured in Christian 

churches or at least it was used only for the decoration of specifi c elements like 

sarcophagi, altars and thrones. Painting instead acquired a specifi c status, 

especially in the production of icons, for its narrative effi  cacy and indeed for its 

bi- dimensionality, which on the one hand was visually preferred in late 

antiquity, but was also less likely to represent a threat to the spiritual adoration 

of the divine. 

 Th e development of formulas for the depiction of specifi c mysteries of faith 

or the illustration of biblical subjects aimed to standardize in liturgical terms 

the use of images. In being charged with symbolic elements the painted 

surfaces became much less a visual illusion than a decoration with a spiritual 

purpose. 

 Th e battle of iconoclasm dealt with the very possibility of producing any 

art at all, and the theological justifi cation for the use of images adopted 

some concepts from ancient philosophy in a surprising and challenging way. 

Th is cultural phenomenon, however, belongs to a later phase of Byzantine 

civilization. What I will focus on here instead is a successful concept developed 

by the Cappadocian Fathers for the use of painting in a sacred context. Th is 

gives shape to a long tradition which is perceived as specifi cally medieval but 

in fact was developed earlier in late antiquity. 

 In a dense essay entitled ‘Ut scriptura pictura’,  21   Jean Pépin devoted his 

attention to the reconstruction of a specifi c feature of the medieval vision 

about art – that is, the parallel between written description and pictorial 

depiction, the latter intended as an instrument to teach the truths of faith to 

illiterates. Within the history of aesthetics, a peculiar justifi cation of the 

educational value of art, especially painting, is given by the Cappadocians 

because of the direct communication that painting operates in the absence of 

words. Th is is not strictly related to Horace’s notorious analogy between 

writing and painting,  ut pictura poesis ,  22   which is aimed at justifying the value 

of the poetic work as a whole, regardless of its occasional fl aws.  23   

 Pépin had focused more generally on the issue of the parallelism between 

painting and writing in the medieval refl ection on art, a topic that in the Latin 

speaking areas seems to appear with Gregory the Great, in two letters to Serenus 

of Marseilles  24   and in one to Secundinus,  25   the latter perhaps not entirely 

authentic. Here the concept of  ut scriptura pictura  is already displayed: the 
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representation through images accomplishes the same task of writing in bringing 

to memory the history of salvation, with a diff erence of destination, as the 

writing is addressed to the educated, while painting replaces it for the illiterate. 

In reconstructing the history of this doctrine, Pépin also cites Basil the Great and 

Gregory of Nyssa, who, however, introduced a theory that is not entirely 

analogous, because they state that painting does have a didactic function, but not 

only for the uneducated, and they focus instead on its silent and immediate 

character. In the western context, apart from high interest in a document of a 

poem by Paulinus of Nola, describing the novelty of the rich pictorial decoration 

of a church,  26   it is aft er Gregory the Great that the evaluation of painting, 

especially because of the struggles connected to the iconoclastic controversy, 

fi nds in its educational function one of the reasons for the justifi cation of pictures 

in churches. Surprisingly, the very same Gregorian texts are notoriously cited 

both by the author the  Libri Carolini  – who follows the directives of Charlemagne 

and his entourage, and is particularly hostile to the oriental cult of the images 

that the Empress Irene and her son Constantine VI supported in Byzantium – 

and in the letter of Pope Adrian I to Charlemagne, in which he reaffi  rmed the 

validity of the Second Council of Nicaea against the hostile position of the 

emperor. Th e presence of the same quotation from Gregory the Great, although 

in authors of opposite positions, certifi es the authority of Gregory’s solution to 

the problem of images, which is also confi rmed by authors of later centuries, 

from Ivo of Chartres to the editor of the  Decretum Gratiani . 

 Pépin’s thesis is that the equivalence between writing and painting, and the 

educational role of the latter for the uneducated, might have an older root, to 

be identifi ed in a pagan and specifi cally Neoplatonic sphere. Quoting a passage 

of Th eodoret of Cyrus about the danger of statues of pagan deities, depicted by 

artists trained by the devil in order to display the contents of mythological 

writings, Pépin believes that the source of this combination of painting and 

writing could be a text by Porphyry, namely a fragment of the  Περί ἀγαλμάτων  

reported by Eusebius,  27   where Th eodoret could have read it, reworking it from 

a point of view which is obviously hostile to paganism. 

 Porphyry is the fi rst, in Pépin’s reconstruction, to interpret sacred images as 

similar to theological writings, although the philosopher believes that they can 

be useful only to those who are initiated to the mysteries. Th ose who are 

uninitiated, in fact, can capture only their material aspect, in the same way that 
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the uneducated can consider, in the objects covered with writing (inscriptions, 

tablets and papyri) only the matter they are made of. Porphyry therefore in this 

text identifi es the analogy between image and writing, giving also a corollary 

refl ection on the complex relationship between knowledge and ignorance. 

What Pépin proposes is to consider Porphyry, through the mediation of 

Eusebius and Th eodoret, at the base of a concept that had a strong heritage in 

medieval refl ection.  28    

   Basil and Gregory of Nyssa on the silent voice of painting  

 From the texts of Basil and Gregory of Nyssa it is possible to state that their 

position is independent from all the authors mentioned so far, since for them 

the educational value of painting is not so much in that it is addressed to the 

uneducated as a replacement for writing, but because it has an independent 

function in terms of the silent and immediate communication which it 

operates. It does not seem that Gregory of Nazianzus had a similar view on 

painting, but he certainly shows interest in art in general and in colours in 

decoration in particular.  29   

 Th e fi rst text we will focus on is by Basil of Caesarea,  In martyres Sebastenses 

II : because it constitues an important justifi cation of the use of paintings, we 

can look at the passage in its broader context. Th ese words, moreover, have 

been oft en repeated in the iconoclastic controversy: 

   Δεῦρο δὴ οὖν ,  εἰς μέσον αὐτοὺς ἀγαγόντες διὰ τῆς ὑπομνήσεως ,  κοινὴν 

τὴν ἀπ ’  αὐτῶν ὠφέλειαν τοῖς παροῦσι καταστησώμεθα ,  προδείξαντες 

πᾶσιν ,  ὥσπερ ἐν γραφῇ ,  τὰς τῶν ἀνδρῶν ἀριστείας .  Ἐπεὶ καὶ πολέμων 

ἀνδραγαθήματα καὶ λογογράφοι πολλάκις ,  καὶ ζωγράφοι διασημαίνουσιν ,  οἱ 

μὲν τῷ λόγῳ διακοσμοῦντες ,  οἱ δὲ τοῖς πίναξιν ἐγχαράττοντες ,  καὶ πολλοὺς 

ἐπήγειραν πρὸς ἀνδρίαν ἑκάτεροι .  Ἃ γὰρ ὁ λόγος τῆς ἱστορίας διὰ τῆς ἀκοῆς 

παρίστησι ,  ταῦτα γραφικὴ σιωπῶσα διὰ μιμήσεως δείκνυσιν .  Οὕτω δὴ καὶ 

ἡμεῖς ἀναμνήσωμεν τῆς ἀρετῆς τῶν ἀνδρῶν τοὺς παρόντας ,  καὶ οἱονεὶ 

ὑπ ’ ὄψιν αὐτῶν ἀγαγόντες τὰς πράξεις ,  κινήσωμεν πρὸς τὴν μίμησιν τοὺς 

γενναιοτέρους καὶ οἰκειοτέρους αὐτοῖς τὴν προαίρεσιν . 

 Come then, let us bring them [referring to the martyrs who are being 

celebrated] into prominence by remembering them, let us present to those 



Aesthetic Th emes in Pagan and Christian Neoplatonism48

who are here the common benefi t deriving from them, demonstrating 

to everyone, as if it were in writing, the acts of the men’s prowess. When 

oft en both historians and painters express manly deeds of war, the one 

embellishing them with words, the other engraving them onto tablets, they 

both arouse many too to bravery. Th e facts which the historical account 

presents by being listened to, the painting silently portrays by imitation. 

In this very way let us too remind those present of the men’s virtue, and 

as it were by bringing their deeds to their gaze, let us motivate them to 

imitate those who are nobler and closer to them with respect to their course 

of life.  30    

 I will not dwell much on the importance that these words had for the 

controversy over the use of images (John Damascene will quote them as an 

example of the previous Fathers’ accounts about the veneration of the icons), 

but rather on the internal reasons for Basil’s refl ection. Th e fi rst aspect that 

emerges is the parenetic one, in that the celebration of the martyrs is intended 

as an opportunity for the exhortation to virtue.  31   In this context Basil’s 

connection with Greek culture stands out, because he does not make a 

distinction, according to what emerges from the text, between pagan and 

Christian tradition, stating the equivalence between painting and rhetoric. 

Both have, or may have, the same object, history, told and expressed through 

diff erent resources. Rhetoric narrates by means of words, while painting 

tells and describes by means of images, and does so in silence. In defi ning 

painting as  γραφικὴ σιωπῶσα  Basil certainly uses a rhetorical device to contrast 

two diff erent modes of expression but, as a result of silence, the onlookers 

gain an understanding that is immediate and universal, and therefore intended 

for a wider audience than that of rhetoric. Silent painting seems to have 

a broader parenetic and pedagogical value than discourse expressed in 

words. It should be also remarked, following Pépin, that the term  γραφική  

itself could present some ambiguities, particularly in the context of his study, 

as it can mean both writing and painting, but in Basil’s text it is clear that 

it refers to the latter. 

 We can now move on to a second passage, taken from Gregory of Nyssa’s  De 

Sancto Th eodoro . Th e oration  32   provides information on the architecture and 

visual arts, as well as the cult,  33   of the time, and therefore constitutes an 

important source for Christian archaeology, like the notorious letter 25 to 
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Amphilochius,  34   in which Gregory elaborates a sort of aesthetics of architecture, 

derived from the application of mathematical proportions. 

 In  De Sancto Th eodoro , immediately aft er describing the intent of his 

oration, in a very similar manner to his brother Basil in his oration on the 

martyrs of Sebaste, Gregory says: 

   Ἐλθὼν δὲ εἴς τι χωρίον ὅμοιον τούτῳ ,  ἔνθα σήμερον ὁ ἡμέτερος σύλλογος , 

 ὅπου μνήμη δικαίου καὶ ἅγιον λείψανον· πρῶτον μὲν τῇ μεγαλοπρεπείᾳ τῶν 

ὁρωμένων ψυχαγωγεῖται ,  οἶκον βλέπων ὡς Θεοῦ ναὸν ,  ἐξησκημένον 

λαμπρῶς τῷ μεγέθει τῆς οἰκοδομῆς ,  καὶ τῷ τῆς ἐπικοσμήσεως κάλλει ,  ἔνθα 

καὶ τέκτων εἰς ζώων φαντασίαν τὸ ξύλον ἐμόρφωσε ,  καὶ λιθοξόος εἰς 

ἀργύρου λειότητα τὰς πλάκας ἀπέξεσεν .  Ἐπέχρωσε δὲ καὶ ζωγράφος τὰ 

ἄνθη τῆς τέχνης ἐν εἰκόνι διαγραψάμενος ,  τὰς ἀριστείας τοῦ μάρτυρος ,  τὰς 

ἐνστάσεις ,  τὰς ἀλγηδόνας ,  τὰς θηριώδεις τῶν τυράννων μορφὰς ,  τὰς 

ἐπηρείας ,  τὴν φλογοτρόφον ἐκείνην κάμινον ,  τὴν μακαριωτάτην τελείωσιν 

τοῦ ἀθλητοῦ ,  τοῦ ἀγωνοθέτου Χριστοῦ τῆς ἀνθρωπίνης μορφῆς τὸ 

ἐκτύπωμα ,  πάντα ἡμῶν ὡς ἐν βιβλίῳ τινὶ γλωττοφόρῳ διὰ χρωμάτων 

τεχνουργησάμενος ,  σαφῶς διηγόρευσε τοὺς ἀγῶνας τοῦ μάρτυρος ,  καὶ 

ὡς λειμῶνα λαμπρὸν τὸν νεὼν κατηγλάϊσεν· οἶδε γὰρ καὶ γραφὴ σιωπῶσα 

ἐν τοίχῳ λαλεῖν ,  καὶ τὰ μέγιστα ὠφελεῖν· καὶ ὁ τῶν ψηφίδων συνθέτης , 

 ἱστορίας ἄξιον ἐποίησε τὸ πατούμενον ἔδαφος .  Καὶ τοῖς αἰσθητοῖς οὕτω 

φιλοτεχνήμασιν ἐνευπα θήσας τὴν ὄψιν ,  ἐπιθυμεῖ λοιπὸν καὶ αὐτῇ πλησιάσαι 

τῇ θήκῃ· ἁγιασμὸν καὶ εὐλογίαν τὴν ἐπαφὴν εἶναι πιστεύων .  Εἰ δὲ καὶ κόνιν 

τις δοίη φέρειν τὴν ἐπικειμένην τῇ ἐπιφανείᾳ τῆς ἀναπαύσεως ,  δῶρον ὁ 

χοῦς λαμβάνεται ,  καὶ ὡς κειμήλιον ἡ γῆ θησαυρίζεται .  Τὸ γὰρ αὐτοῦ τοῦ 

λειψάνου προσάψασθαι ,  εἴ ποτέ τις ἐπιτυχία τοιαύτη παράσχοι τὴν ἐξουσίαν , 

 ὅπως ἐστὶ πολυπόθητον ,  καὶ εὐχῆς τῆς ἀνωτάτω τὸ δῶρον ,  ἴσασιν οἱ 

πεπειραμένοι ,  καὶ τῆς τοιαύτης ἐπιθυμίας ἐμφορηθέντες .  Ὡς σῶμα γὰρ αὐτὸ 

ζῶν καὶ ἀνθοῦν οἱ βλέποντες κατασπάζονται ,  τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ,  τῷ στόματι , 

 ταῖς ἀκοαῖς ,  πάσαις προςάγοντες ταῖς αἰσθήσεσιν ,  εἶτα τὸ τῆς εὐλαβείας καὶ 

τὸ τοῦ πάθους ἐπιχέοντες δάκρυον ,  ὡς ὁλοκλήρῳ καὶ φαινομένῳ τῷ μάρτυρι 

τὴν τοῦ πρεσβεύειν ἱκεσίαν προσάγουσιν ,  ὡς δορυφόρον τοῦ Θεοῦ 

παρακαλοῦντες ,  ὡς λαμβάνοντα τὰς δωρεὰς ὅταν ἐθέλῃ ἐπικαλούμενοι . 

 But somebody coming to a place like this one, where we are gathered today, 

where the memory of the just is kept alive and his holy remains preserved, is 

in the fi rst place attracted by the magnifi cence of what they see. Th ey see a 

house that, like a temple of God, is splendidly adorned by the size of the 

building and the beauty of the ornamentation. Th e carpenter shaped the wood 
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until it had the form of animals and the mason  35   polished the stones until they 

had the smoothness of silver. Th e painter coloured the blooms of his art, 

having depicted on an image the martyr’s brave deeds, his opposition, his 

continuous pain, the beastly appearance of the tyrants, the insults, the blazing 

furnace that was the athlete’s most blessed end, the representation of the 

human form of Christ, who was the president of the games – having fashioned 

all these things for us by his use of colours, he portrayed, as if in a book that 

uttered speech, in great detail the martyr’s contest and at the same time he also 

adorned the church as a beautiful meadow. For even though it remains silent, 

painting can speak on the wall and be of the greatest profi t. And the mosaicist, 

for his part, made a fl oor to tread on that was worthy of the martyr’s story. 

 Taking delight in the seeing of such works that can be observed, one longs 

for the rest, in particular to approach the tomb, trusting that touching it 

results in sanctifi cation and blessing. And if somebody gives permission to 

take away the dust that lies upon the surface of the resting place, then the soil 

is taken away as a gift  and the earth is preserved as a treasure. But to touch 

the relics themselves, as chance on occasion provides the opportunity, that is 

much- desired and the gift  for prayers to the Most High, as is known to those 

who have had this experience and have fulfi lled this kind of longing. For as 

if it is the same body, still alive and fl ourishing, those beholding it embrace 

it with the eyes, the mouth, the ears. And when they have approached it with 

all the senses, they pour tears out over it from piety and emotion. And as if 

he was intact and appearing, they address to the martyr a plea that he would 

intercede on their behalf, in a way as if they were asking God’s bodyguard for 

a favour and he, called upon, receives presents and provides them whenever 

he likes.  36    

 Th e passage has been fully quoted because it sheds light on more than one 

aspect of the problem of aesthetics in late antiquity. We have already mentioned 

the historical importance of such a description, which provides us with much 

information on the cult of the martyrs and their relics in the second half of the 

fourth century and, closely associated with this, on certain aspects of the 

religious art of the time. Th e text is also a signifi cant example of Gregory’s 

rhetorical style, which is notoriously contrived and generally dependent on the 

canons of the Second Sophistic. It is not, however, without eff ect, in particular 

in describing the experience, which one is tempted to associate with pagan 

mystery rites, of the vision and the contact with the body of the martyr, 

resulting in emotional upset. 
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 All these elements illuminate the concept of the eloquence of silence, in a 

communication that is not by means of the spoken word, but indeed through 

a silence that activates emotionally all the senses. It is Gregory himself, in fact, 

who refers several times to the involvement of all sensations ( τοῖς αἰσθητοῖς 

οὕτω φιλοτεχνήμασιν ἐνευπαθήσας τὴν ὄψιν ,  ἐπιθυμεῖ λοιπὸν  [...]  τοῖς 

ὀφθαλμοῖς ,  τῷ στόματι ,  ταῖς ἀκοαῖς ,  πάσαις προςάγοντες ταῖς αἰσθήσεσιν ) 

which can be experienced at the martyr’s shrine. 

 In this sense, the visit to the tomb of the saint is confi gured precisely as an 

experience that, if we could consider it from a purely aesthetic point of view, one 

might associate (if this comparison may be allowed)  37   to a contemporary artistic 

performance or an art installation. Th e insistence on the emotional impact and 

the use of some gory elements, such as the description of the martyrdom and 

the horror of the furnace, together with the repeated juxtaposition between 

corruptibility and incorruptibility are similar to some current trends of the art 

scene today. If such a comparison cannot be accepted, one may perhaps embrace, 

within the same Christian tradition, at least the suggestion of a contiguity with 

certain aspects of Baroque aesthetics. All this, however, takes us away from the 

focus of our discussion, which is on the role of painting as illustration of the 

content of faith through a narrative which is silent and for this reason eff ective. 

 Painting, although silently, for Gregory as for Basil, is able to speak – that 

is, to transmit knowledge and therefore to bring great benefi t. It seems clear 

that in this passage Gregory indulges in the paradox of a communication that 

takes place without words. We should not forget that if to our contemporary 

culture, accustomed to the predominant role of non- verbal communication, 

this does not seem surprising, from the Greek perspective, within which 

Gregory consciously places himself,  σιωπή  and  λόγος  belong to distant 

semantic areas, if not opposed ones. Basil’s intuition about painting is therefore 

expanded by Gregory, not without the rhetorical self- consciousness that 

sometimes can be observed in him, in a more general refl ection on the 

eff ectiveness of communication through silence. 

 It should be mentioned that the theme of silence is bound to that of 

martyrdom also in the fi rst encomium  On the Forty Martyrs . Here Gregory 

interprets the words of Psalm 18, 4 in the  Septuagint  translation ( οὐκ εἰσὶν 

λαλιαὶ οὐδὲ λόγοι : ‘Th ere is no speech, nor are there words’), applying them to 

the testimony of the martyrs who, even if they are silent, with their martyrdom 
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perform an exhortation more vigorous then any speech.  38   Here too, silent 

communication presents the same emotional and learning character that we 

have identifi ed in relation to painting.  39   

 Th e last text that I would like to briefl y mention, again following Pépin’s 

steps,  40   is by John of Damascus, who derived from the Cappadocians the same 

concept of painting as a vehicle for knowledge not by means of words; John’s 

reprise indicates that the Cappadocians’ refl ection on the value of the fi gurative 

image became infl uential in the eastern Church. Th e context of John’s text is, in 

fact, devoted to a refl ection on the legitimacy and the role of sacred art. In the 

 De imaginibus , in a section where he quotes several passages from the Fathers 

concerning the value of sacred images, the Damascene writes that  βίβλοι τοῖς 

ἀγραμμάτοις εἰσὶν αἱ εἰκόνες καὶ τῆς τῶν ἁγίων τιμῆς ἀσίγητοι κήρυκες ἐν 

ἀήχῳ φωνῇ τοὺς ὁρῶντας διδάσκουσαι καὶ τὴν ὅρασιν ἁγιάζουσαι : ‘images are 

books for the illiterate and silent heralds of the glory of the saints; with a silent 

voice, they teach to those who look at them and make the vision holy’.  41   

 Th e monk from Damascus, who writes these words commenting on the 

passage by Basil quoted before, at a time when the debate about the legitimacy 

of images both in the East and in the West had become more heated, on the 

one hand attests the concept of the equivalence between image and writing 

whose origin Pépin proposed to identify in Porphyry, and on the other repeats 

the paradox, used by Basil and later re- elaborated by his brother Gregory, of 

the silent communication operated by painting with a didactic scope. He 

probably appreciated the Cappadocians’ oxymoron and wanted to highlight its 

fi nesse and elegance. 

 Basil’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s intuition, therefore, had the merit of fi nding a 

wording that, within a rhetorical framework, expresses the awareness of the 

value of visual arts and especially painting, a value based on the didactic power 

of silence.  

   An appendix on an unresolved issue: Michelangelo, the 
metaphor of sculpting and Plotinus  

 Alongside these notes on the use of the metaphor of sculptural activity in 

Plotinus and its application in Gregory of Nyssa, I would like to raise the 
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question as to whether it is possible to identify a derivation from Plotinus in 

Michelangelo. 

 Th e artist, in fact, at the beginning of one of his most famous sonnets, adopts 

an image which appears to be similar to Plotinus’ metaphor: 

   Not even the best of artists has any conception 

 that a single marble block does not contain 

 within its excess, and  that  is only attained 

 by the hand that obeys the intellect.  42     

 Since these verses constitute the manifesto of Michelangelo’s aesthetics, 

inspired by the Neoplatonic revival of his time, it is worth investigating if it 

is possible to deduce that Michelangelo reused Plotinus’ metaphor. I should 

fi rst clarify that in order to understand the so- called Neoplatonism in 

Michelangelo it must be taken into account that he could not read Marsilio 

Ficino’s Latin writings nor his translation of the  Enneads . Th e Neoplatonic 

doctrines Michelangelo could have known came only from the direct reading 

of Petrarch and Petrarchists (and thus from a purely literary Neoplatonism) 

and from the mediation, through the educated circles in Florence and Rome, 

of the properly Ficinian Neoplatonism, which he learned only indirectly,  43   

except for Francesco Cattani da Diacceto’s Italian version of the  Panegyricus in 

amorem , an introduction to the Neoplatonic conception of love embraced by 

Michelangelo.  44   When Neoplatonism in Michelangelo is discussed, therefore, 

the mediate character of his knowledge of philosophical thought must always 

be considered. 

 However, a plausible explanation of the similarity between the two 

metaphors, against the sceptical position that severs every link between the 

two, is that Michelangelo, possibly at a juvenile stage in Florence, could have 

learnt that Plotinus had used a metaphor of sculpture which stressed the act of 

liberation of the form from the superfl uous which covers it. Th is conjecture 

cannot be proved, but it is not to be discarded: in the fl ow of ideas between 

artists and men of letters, in fact, the possibility that the more educated 

disclosed some classic sources to those who did not have access to them cannot 

be excluded. Given this, we should try to study the way Michelangelo adopted 

this metaphor and to consider whether, from internal elements, it could be 

possible to deduce a knowledge of Plotinus’ words. 
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 Panofsky had already tried to verify whether in the words of the sonnet a 

properly Neoplatonic inspiration could be identifi ed, but he found only 

Michelangelo’s use of generic Platonic and Aristotelian themes.  45   According to 

what we read in Varchi’s comment on the sonnet, Michelangelo refers, in fact, 

to the Aristotelian concept of form that can be observed in  Met.  Z 1033a, while 

no mention is made of the Plotinian notion of the intelligible form in the 

thought of the artist, nor of a recovery of a theme from the Neoplatonic 

philosopher. Varchi recalls also Averroes and John Philoponus to supplement 

the illustration of the Aristotelian concept, which according to him (and 

apparently also to Michelangelo, who thanked Varchi for the honour accorded 

to him by the scholar, therefore endorsing this interpretation) was suffi  cient to 

fully explain the metaphor adopted by the artist in his sonnet.  46   

 It should be acknowledged that this argument  e silentio , though noteworthy, 

cannot give an eff ective answer to the main question. Indeed it can be 

observed that Varchi’s prose (as oft en happens in attempts to explain in 

a philosophical way the concepts expressed in poetic forms) seems to respond 

to a pedantic taste that smothers the poetic content and seems unable to 

grasp its spirit.  47   It cannot be underestimated, however, that the attribution 

of a generic Neoplatonism to Michelangelo has oft en found its demonstration 

in these verses, interpreted explicitly (and therefore even against Varchi) as an 

expression of the Plotinian theory of the idea in the artist’s mind.  48   

 It should also be mentioned that Leon Battista Alberti, in his  De statua , had 

expressed the concept of the statue hidden in the block of marble but potentially 

present within it, adopting therefore the Aristotelian expression Varchi 

reused.  49   Although it can still be observed that the use of metaphors connected 

with sculpture is present in Petrarchist poetry,  50   it does not seem that in any of 

the examples which can be considered that the doctrine of the concept in the 

artist’s mind is seen specifi cally. While in Petrarch and in the following lyric 

tradition the motif of the stone to be carved seems to be only a rhetorically 

precious image, it can be observed that quite obviously Michelangelo uses it as 

a sculptor who certainly knows both the technical aspect of the art of  levare  

and the inner creative process of an artist. 

 Given the possibility of reducing the metaphor of sonnet 151 to a 

substantially Aristotelian concept, we can return to the issue that was raised: 

that is whether we can detect an infl uence of Plotinus’ passage on Michelangelo. 
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Th e answer can only be cautious. Th e use of the concept of the fi gure to be 

sculpted being already present in the marble block is Aristotelian and had been 

expressed by Alberti, so it is not necessary to postulate contacts, if not with 

Plotinus’ words at least with his thought, that appear unproven. 

 But the possibility still remains that Michelangelo had gained indirect 

knowledge of the Plotinian passages in which sculpture- related metaphors 

were used, from the men of letters he was in contact with. As I mentioned 

earlier, this could have occurred, for example, in a juvenile stage of his life in 

Florence, especially considering that in exactly those years  51   Ficino’s Latin 

translation of Plotinus  52   had fi nally made the pagan philosopher accessible to 

a greater number of educated people, who could have noticed the appeal of the 

metaphor of the treatise  On the Beautiful  and communicated it to a young 

sculptor of recognized talent. 

 As a hypothesis, this statement is not demonstrable in any way and may 

even appear naïve. But it is perhaps possible to admit that an affi  nity between 

the metaphor used by Plotinus and the one by Michelangelo exists. In which 

case, one may choose to defi ne it as a mere product of chance or the eff ect of a 

distant and pale reminiscence, by Michelangelo, of notions learned from 

someone else about Plotinus’ writings. 

 If this affi  nity cannot be recognized, we might just accept the suggestion of 

Plotinus’ passage, which, with its stress on artists’ continuous eff ort to let the 

ideal form shine, may at least be a comment on Michelangelo’s activity, both for 

the supreme smoothness of his early works and his dissatisfaction expressed in 

the  non- fi nito  in relation to the inner  concetto .   
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 Gold and Light            

   Th e beauty of what is not compounded  

 In Plotinus, the issue about the beauty of simple beings is a properly aesthetic 

matter, which is somehow transcended by its metaphysical signifi cance. Th is 

diff erence, or even transcendence, imposes itself even on the later tradition, 

as can be seen in Gregory of Nyssa. What is paradigmatic is that this refl ection 

on a specifi cally aesthetic problem was fi rstly created in an artistic environment, 

evolved then to a properly metaphysical level, and ended up dominating 

again the expression of art. Th is outcome is, perhaps, independent from the 

intentions of the philosophers in general, or at least of Plotinus. However it 

gave rise to a trend that can be identifi ed as the dominant one in late antique 

art, according to the defi nitions of those who pioneered the studies in this 

fi eld. In particular, it has oft en been noted – and here I would mention Ranuccio 

Bianchi Bandinelli  1   as an example of this position – that the profound changes 

in the visual arts of late antiquity are related, although maybe indirectly, to 

Plotinus’ thought, and in general to the new attention paid to spiritual needs. 

 Plotinus’ and then Basil’s refl ections on uncompounded beauty such as that 

of light and gold, which cannot be intended only by means of proportion, 

appear to have a direct infl uence on the new aesthetics of some artworks where 

these two elements become dominant, for example in mosaics. It is well known 

that light is one of the main themes used in the  Enneads  and, among the many 

metaphors that Plotinus chooses in order to express intelligible reality, it is his 

favourite, following of course the Platonic image of the sun in the  Republic . Th e 

following text does not concern light as a metaphor, but poses questions on an 

issue of aesthetic nature. 

 In  Enn . I 6 the philosopher considers more than one aspect of the nature 

of beauty: 

57
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   Λέγεται μὲν δὴ παρὰ πάντων ,  ὡς εἰπεῖν ,  ὡς συμμετρία τῶν μερῶν πρὸς 

ἄλληλα καὶ πρὸς τὸ ὅλον τό τε τῆς εὐχροίας προστεθὲν τὸ πρὸς τὴν ὄψιν 

κάλλος ποιεῖ καὶ ἔστιν αὐτοῖς καὶ ὅλως τοῖς ἄλλοις πᾶσι τὸ καλοῖς εἶναι τὸ 

συμμέτροις καὶ μεμετρημένοις ὑπάρχειν· οἷς ἁπλοῦν οὐδέν ,  μόνον δὲ τὸ 

σύνθετον ἐξ ἀνάγκης καλὸν ὑπάρξει· τό τε ὅλον ἔσται καλὸν αὐτοῖς ,  τὰ δὲ 

μέρη ἕκαστα οὐχ ἕξει παρ´ἑαυτῶν τὸ καλὰ εἶναι ,  πρὸς δὲ τὸ ὅλον 

συντελοῦντα ,  ἵνα καλὸν ᾖ· καίτοι δεῖ ,  εἴπερ ὅλον, καὶ τὰ μέρη καλὰ εἶναι· οὐ 

γὰρ δὴ ἐξ αἰσχρῶν ,  ἀλλὰ πάντα κατειληφέναι τὸ κάλλος .  Τά τε χρώματα 

αὐτοῖς τὰ καλά ,  οἷον καὶ τὸ τοῦ ἡλίου φῶς ,  ἁπλᾶ ὄντα ,  οὐκ ἐκ συμμετρίας 

ἔχοντα τὸ κάλλος ἔξω ἔσται τοῦ καλὰ εἶναι .  Χρυσός τε δὴ πῶς καλόν; Καὶ 

νυκτὸς ἡ ἀστραπὴ ἢ ἄστρα ὁρᾶσθαι τῷ καλά;  

 Nearly everyone says that it is good proportion of the parts to each other and 

to the whole, with the addition of good colour, which produces visible 

beauty, and that with the objects of sight and generally with everything else, 

being beautiful is being well- proportioned and measured. On this theory 

nothing single and simple but only a composite thing will have any beauty. It 

will be the whole which is beautiful, and the parts will not have the property 

of beauty by themselves, but will contribute to the beauty of the whole. But 

if the whole is beautiful the parts must be beautiful too; a beautiful whole 

can certainly not be composed of ugly parts; all the parts must have beauty. 

For these people, too, beautiful colours, and the light of the sun as well, since 

they are simple and do not derive their beautifulness from good proportion, 

will be excluded from beauty. And how do they think gold manages to be 

beautiful? And what makes lightning in the night and stars beautiful to see?  2    

 Here Plotinus, addressing his disciples, refers to ancient texts, some of which 

are unknown to us, and reports the view that the proper proportion between 

the parties determines beauty. Th e Greek word to express this proportional 

ratio is  συμμετρία , which may be simply translated as ‘symmetry’ but in fact 

conveys a much broader meaning than its modern equivalent, as it is not 

reduced to mere axial symmetry, simple or multiple, but precisely expresses 

the harmonious proportion between the parts. 

 To defi ne this proportion as the reason causing things to be beautiful is 

what could be called a classical theory of beauty, which, although it was 

probably defi ned at fi rst by a sculptor, Polykleitos, was then accepted in general 

and applied to both artistic and natural beauty. It is signifi cant that, in the 

search for the reasons that make a work of art beautiful, it was an artist who 
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tried to defi ne what constitutes beauty. It is, however, appropriate to repeat 

what must necessarily be specifi ed when it comes to ancient and late ancient 

aesthetics, and that is that it is not an autonomous discipline and, with regard 

to the refl ection on art, it does not consider the work of art from the same 

point of view from which we look at it today. In the case of Polykleitos, in fact, 

his considerations are applicable in the fi rst instance to nature, and only 

therefore to the work of art. Th is is beautiful simply as  mimesis  of beautiful 

nature, but this kind of  mimesis  is the product of what we call idealization, that 

is the election of diff erent parts for the production of a perfect body, an element 

that characterizes the art of the archaic and classical period and that will aff ect 

every classicism since then. 

 Following the dominant conception in the fi ft h and fourth centuries  BC , it is 

possible to fi nd beauty in nature and discern, therefore, which details are 

beautiful in it and which are not. Obviously, this concept produces a series of 

problems that are still relevant for aesthetics today,  3   but suffi  ce it to consider, 

with regard to our limited scope, that for some centuries, more or less widely, 

Polykleitos’ defi nition seemed satisfactory. It is Plotinus who highlights its 

limitations. It is worth noting that, at the end of the quoted passage, Plotinus 

assumes that a defi nition of beauty based solely on good proportion is to be 

rejected. In fact, the philosopher does not question whether gold or light are 

beautiful, but what  makes  them beautiful. Th eir beauty for Plotinus, in fact, 

seems to be self- evident and he does not consider it necessary to explain it; 

moreover, the fact that light, stars and gold have beauty is a common theme in 

antiquity, for example, in Pindar.  4   It is against this popular conception that in 

Plato’s  Hippias Major  the argument of beauty as residing in gold is refused.  5   

Indeed Socrates’ point in the dialogue is not whether gold is beautiful, but 

whether it is the element which can give beauty to everything, which is not the 

case. However, the discussion in the  Hippias  is not strictly relevant to Plotinus’ 

refl ection, although he certainly knew of it. 

 All the examples given by Plotinus are related to light eff ects: he brings 

together gold and stars because they have in common the eff ect of the shining 

of light, to a greater or lesser degree, which in the case of the sun reaches 

obviously its highest point. Th e reason why beautiful colours are in this list is 

that colour is related to the action of light, in the sense that it is the same light 

which produces the vision and therefore the enjoyment of the colour: this is 
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indeed the Aristotelian conception to which Plotinus himself refers in VI 7 

(38) 21, 11,  6   where he states that light allows us to see the colour of sensible 

objects. 

 It is important to recall that, in the search for the nature of the beautiful, the 

distinction between natural beauty and artistic beauty is not always clear, 

although this distinction exists in theory. In fact, due to the conception of art as 

 mimemis , the same principles of natural beauty also apply to artistic beauty.  7   Th e 

question of artistic and natural beauty leads to a complex issue, which can only 

be briefl y mentioned here, that of the relationship between nature and art in 

general, which Aristotle had defi ned theoretically. In fact, as it has been observed,  8   

every translation of the words  physis  and  techne  is unsuitable to explain the 

original meaning of the two terms. In ancient Greek, there is no word for what 

we call art in general – and even more importantly there is no aesthetics as a 

discipline – but under the name of  techne , which indicates the techniques as well 

as the arts, we can identify some elements that pertain to aesthetic issues. 

 Aristotle, at the beginning of  Phys.  II, introduces a distinction between 

natural entities and entities that are the result of artifi cial production. Th is is in 

order to help, through an analogy with a concept better known to his listener/

reader, to understand what  physis  is and what constitutes the natural  telos . In 

our discussion on the beautiful in art, the analogy between the two levels of 

natural and artifi cial production, however, can be seen in the opposite direction, 

as it is beauty in nature that becomes normative for beauty in artistic 

production. In fact, the idea that  techne  is  mimesis  of  physis  is at the heart of the 

Greek perception of the artistic problem in general and in particular it gives 

rise to the diff erent positions of Plato and Aristotle on the value to be attributed 

to the activity of the artist. As a consequence, there is always an analogy and a 

tension between the two spheres of nature and art, which is the background in 

our investigation of the concept of Plotinus and its possible infl uence on 

artistic production.  

   Th e issue of good proportion  

 According to Plotinus, beauty resides not in symmetry or harmonious 

proportion, but in the correspondence to the divine idea. In his treatise  On the 



Gold and Light 61

Intelligible Beauty  Plotinus reprises this theme in a new attempt to give a 

correct defi nition of the nature of beauty. Here the inspiration is natural beauty, 

and in this case Plotinus shows his connection with the classical world, chosing 

Helen as an  exemplum , as he does also elsewhere.  9   In this passage Plotinus 

seems to question the properly erotic attraction, yet his conclusions, fully 

satisfying the horizon of his system, also have a connection with the problem 

of artistic beauty: 

   Τί οὖν τὸ κάλλος ἐστὶν ἐν τούτοις ;  Οὐ γὰρ δὴ τὸ αἷμα καὶ τὰ καταμήνια· 

ἀλλὰ καὶ χρόα ἄλλη τούτων καὶ σχῆμα ἢ οὐδὲν ἤ τι ἄσχημον ἢ οἷον τὸ 

περιέχον ἁπλοῦν τι ,  οἷα ὕλη .  Πόθεν δὴ ἐξέλαμψε τὸ τῆς Ἑλένης τῆς 

περιμαχήτου κάλλος ,  ἢ ὅσαι γυναικῶν Ἀφροδίτης ὅμοιαι κάλλει ;  Ἐπεὶ καὶ τὸ 

τῆς Ἀφροδίτης αὐτῆς πόθεν ,  ἢ εἴ τις ὅλως καλὸς ἄνθρωπος ἢ θεὸς τῶν ἂν εἰς 

ὄψιν ἐλθόντων ἢ καὶ μὴ ἰόντων ,  ἐχόντων δὲ ἐπ᾽ αὐτοῖς ὁραθὲν ἂν κάλλος ; 

 Ἆρ᾽ οὐκ εἶδος μὲν πανταχοῦ τοῦτο ,  ἧκον δὲ ἐπὶ τὸ γενόμενον ἐκ τοῦ 

ποιήσαντος ,  ὥσπερ ἐν ταῖς τέχναις ἐλέγετο ἐπὶ τὰ τεχνητὰ ἰέναι παρὰ τῶν 

τεχνῶν ; 

 What then is the beauty in these? Certainly not the blood and the menstrual 

fl uid; rather, the colour of these is diff erent and their shape is either no shape 

or a shapeless shape or like that which delimits something simple. From 

what source, then, did the beauty of Helen whom men fought for shine out, 

or that of all the women like Aphrodite in beauty? Th en again, what is the 

beauty of Aphrodite herself, or of any other beautiful human being or of any 

god of those who appear visibly, or even of those who do not appear but have 

in themselves a beauty which could be seen? Is not this beauty everywhere 

form, which comes from the maker upon which he has brought into being, 

as in the arts it was said to come from the arts upon their works?  10    

 Th e source of the beautiful is therefore the  eidos , echoing Plato’s  Symposium . 

Th e issue about proportion probably arises from the considerations and 

theoretical eff orts of the artists themselves, if we consider the case of Polykleitos, 

but inevitably attracts philosophical interest. Polykleitos in his C anon  had 

theorized the beautiful proportions of a human body, identifying a geometric 

perfection of nature which is independent from natural accidents.  11   Although 

his treatise is lost, we can fi nd a summary of Polykleitos’ writing in Galen, who 

quotes Chrysippus.  12   In the two fragments attributed to the sculptor the 

importance of mathematical proportion is also apparent.  13   
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 In Plato the concept of beauty as based on symmetry and proportion is 

presented in the  Philebus , for example, where symmetry and  metriōtes  are united 

as characters of beauty,  14   and in the context of the  Timaeus , where the infl uence 

of Pythagoreanism is more noticeable: what is beautiful features  metron  and is 

therefore  symmetron .  15   It is then Aristotle who resumes the concept of symmetry 

as an element for the defi nition of beauty, for example in  Metaph .  Μ  3, 1078th 36 

ff .:  Τοῦ δὲ καλοῦ μέγιστα εἴδη τάξις καὶ συμμετρία καὶ τὸ ὡρισμένον ἃ μάλιστα 

δεικνύουσιν αἱ μαθηματικαὶ ἐπιστῆμαι . It seems, though, that, more than to 

Aristotle, Plotinus refers to the Stoics in the passage of  Enn . I 6 and that he 

criticizes their conception of beauty as reductive. Many Stoic texts ( SVF  III 278, 

279, 392, 472) show the doctrine of beauty as the symmetry of the parts. 

 What then is the beauty of gold and the stars, in a word, the beauty of what 

is uncompounded, of which light is the clearest example? Plotinus’ reply closely 

follows Plato’s  Symposium , but adapting it to his specifi c system: 

   Πῶς δὲ καλὰ κἀκεῖνα καὶ ταῦτα ;  Μετοχῇ εἴδους φαμὲν ταῦτα . [. . .]  Προσιὸν 

οὖν τὸ εἶδος τὸ μὲν ἐκ πολλῶν ἐσόμενον μερῶν ἓν συνθέσει συνέταξέ τε καὶ 

εἰς μίαν συντέλειαν ἤγαγε καὶ ἓν τῇ ὁμολογίᾳ πεποίηκεν ,  ἐπείπερ ἓν ἦν αὐτὸ 

ἕν τε ἔδει τὸ μορφούμενον εἶναι ὡς δυνατὸν αὐτῷ ἐκ πολλῶν ὄντι .  Ἵδρυται 

οὖν ἐπ´ αὐτοῦ τὸ κάλλος ἤδη εἰς ἓν συναχθέντος καὶ τοῖς μέρεσι διδὸν 

ἑαυτὸ καὶ τοῖς ὅλοις . 

 But how are both the things in that world and the things in this beautiful? We 

maintain that the things in this world are beautiful by participating in form. 

[. . .] Th e form, then, approaches and composes that which is to come into 

being from many parts into a single ordered whole; it brings it into a completed 

unity and makes it one by agreement of its parts; for since it is one itself, that 

which is shaped by it must also be one as far as a thing can be which is 

composed of many parts. So beauty rests upon the material thing when it has 

been brought into unity, and gives itself to parts and wholes alike.  16    

 In order to explain how the action of the  eidos  can inform unity, Plotinus 

uses an analogy with the art of architecture, in a way that justifi es what has 

been said earlier about the intersection between the concept of physical and 

artistic beauty that is the backdrop of our discussion: 

   Ὅταν δὲ ἕν τι καὶ ὁμοιομερὲς καταλάβῃ ,  εἰς ὅλον δίδωσι τὸ αὐτό· οἷον ὁτὲ 

μὲν πάσῃ οἰκίᾳ μετὰ τῶν μερῶν ,  ὁτὲ δὲ ἑνὶ λίθῳ διδοίη τις φύσις τὸ κάλλος , 
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 τῇ δὲ ἡ τέχνη .  Οὕτω μὲν δὴ τὸ καλὸν σῶμα γίγνεται λόγου ἀπὸ θείων 

ἐλθόντος κοινωνίᾳ . 

 When it comes upon something that is one and composed of like parts it 

gives the same gift  to the whole; as sometimes art gives beauty to a single 

stone. So then the beautiful body comes into being by sharing in a formative 

power which comes from the divine forms.  17    

 Jean-Marc Narbonne,  18   in his comment to Plotinus’ treatise, highlights 

that in the  Enneads  the statement of the primacy of the  eidos  on symmetry 

in the creation of beauty cannot be found elsewhere in Plotinus, if not in 

a nuanced manner in VI 7 (38) 22, 24–26,  19   although it should be noted 

that this doctrine is not inconsistent with what Plotinus says later in  Enn.  

V 8. Narbonne believes that Plotinus is not averse to identifying in good 

proportion the reason for beauty with regard to material bodies, and indeed it 

is inconceivable that the philosopher would refuse this conception. It is also 

true that his confutation of the classical concept of beauty leaves no trace in 

the later Neoplatonists, and neither Porphyry nor Iamblichus nor Proclus nor 

Damascius seem to have questioned that beauty in nature and in art lies in 

good proportion. 

 It could be useful however at this point to recall Tatarkiewicz’s observation 

about the position of the Neoplatonists towards art, especially in later 

Neoplatonism: they did not support the art that corresponded to their 

aesthetic principles, while the Christians did.  20   Th is is obviously due to their 

defence of paganism, which inevitably led them to appreciate the art linked 

to the traditional religion. Th e motivation can also be due to the lack of 

interest, in some of them, in art itself: in this sense, it is noticeable how, in 

the fragments of Porphyry’s  Peri agalmaton , the statues are seen functionally 

as vehicles of worship and, despite his attention to what we would today call 

the iconography of the divine fi gures,  21   no mention is made of properly 

aesthetic features.  22   

 What remains of Porphyry’s text can be found in Eusebius, who reports its 

beginning and some passages. One of the most relevant fragments for our 

discussion is the 352 Smith,  23   where Porphyry defi nes the divine as  φωτοειδής  

and argues that it is therefore for this reason that a  διαυγής  material is needed 

to represent it, either crystal or Parian marble or ivory, and gold to express the 
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fi re, because of its incorruptible nature. It is also interesting to note that 

Porphyry says that black stone is used in order to express the unknowability of 

the divine. Th e fact that no interest is shown in the formal values of statues but 

purely their symbolic content, should warn us about the cultural gap existing 

between late antiquity and modern and contemporary thought. 

 Narbonne suggests that Plotinus, rather than criticizing the classical concept 

of harmonious proportion, in this passage is refusing the mechanistic and 

superfi cial symmetry of the Stoics in favour of a unitarian point of view. 

Plotinus would have ‘une vision soit franchement positive, soit plus nuancée 

mais néanmoins favorable à l’égard du rôle de la symétrie dans la constitution 

du beau’.  24   On the other hand Narbonne believes that this conception, which 

might appear to be original and specifi c to Plotinus, derives in fact from 

 Phaedo  100 c–d.  25   

 Certainly Narbonne’s indications are punctual and enlightening, but it 

could be useful to add a comment. We should not miss what is the actual 

purpose of Plotinus in this case (and Narbonne in fact underlines that ‘le 

dessein exact de la critique de la symétrie qui constitue le cœur de 

l’argumentation de Plotin concernant la beauté sensible [chap. 1–3], n’a pas 

bien été identifi é’): it could be argued in fact that the alleged criticism of 

symmetry is indeed made in order to highlight the beauty of simple bodies 

such as colour and light. Precisely in what is not compounded, because of 

its simplicity and unity, it is easier to grasp the correspondence to  eidos .  26   

And it is in this more direct connection of what is simple to an intelligible 

form (a notion fully consistent with Plato’s approach) compared to what 

derives its beauty from a proportionate composition that the sense of Plotinus’ 

argument lies. Symmetry for Plotinus may indeed be understood as one of 

the eff ects of beauty, but not as its cause, as clearly defi ned by Giovanni 

Lombardo.  27   

 It seems therefore that Plotinus’ position is more marked than Narbonne 

acknowledges. Th e peculiarity of the philosopher should be identifi ed precisely 

in the need to defi ne a source of the beauty of simple bodies: that the 

compounds, such as physical objects, can fi nd in symmetry the reason for their 

being beautiful can well be accepted, but it is precisely in defi ning what is not 

compounded that Plotinus makes the theoretical leap which characterizes his 

refl ection.  
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   Stylistic trends in the art of late antiquity  

 Th is interest in the ideal source of beauty seems to have a parallel in the artistic 

production and in the change in taste which can be observed since the third 

century. Th is is not to say that Plotinus has aff ected directly the artistic 

expression in late antiquity, which would be simplicistic, although it has oft en 

been claimed. It is rather more cautious to emphasize that Plotinus’ thought 

has a parallel,  28   as far as we can discern, in the artistic production of the time, 

without having to infer any causality in one way or the other. 

 In this regard it could be useful to provide an example that seems to 

illustrate, in a single artwork, some of the properties investigated by Plotinus. 

Again, this is not in the sense that there is an art specifi cally inspired by 

Neoplatonism, and even less a direct infl uence of Plotinus on artistic 

production. Th ere is certainly, though, a common taste for the brilliance of 

gold, light and colour, which is aimed to express the moral qualities of the 

noble materials.  29   An example of this is the so- called Lycurgus Cup  30   now 

in the British Museum (see Figure 4.1), the only extant complete artefact 

created in dichroic glass. Th is cup, which can be assigned to the late third or 

early fourth century  AD  and apparently was intended for a client of high rank, 

perhaps imperial, depicts a pagan myth (the arrogant king Lycurgus punished 

by Dionysus) and is executed with a particularly complex technique, in which 

the decoration is carved with great skill in the thick surface of the glass, 

with some elements in the round, connected to the surface by glass bridges. 

By the very nature of the process of carving, the fi gures are schematic and 

expressive, an aspect of late antique art that can also be seen in many sculptural 

representations. Th e reason to mention this object in this context, however, 

is the material itself, the dichroic glass, which has the characteristic of 

presenting two diff erent colours, greenish when illuminated from the outside, 

reddish when light shines through the glass. Th e beauty of the object comes 

from the connection between light and colour, two of the elements that 

Plotinus identifi ed in his text. To this it could be added, although it is a purely 

incidental observation, that the chromatic phenomenon of the glass is due to 

the inclusion of gold particles within its mass,  31   so that it could be said that 

some characteristic elements of the aesthetic sensibility of an era are grouped 

in a single artefact. 
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    Figure 4.1  Lycurgus Cup, second half of the third century or fi rst half of the fourth century  AD . 

British Museum, London (© Trustees of the British Museum).         
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 Plotinus gave a clear and consistent view of the reason why sensible 

beings are beautiful. Th is eff ort seems to come from the conceptual view 

of the inadequacy of classical theory, based on mathematical proportion, 

in explaining the beauty of the entities that are not composed. Th e 

Neoplatonists aft er Plotinus did not consider his criticism of the concept 

of beauty: Porphyry, in fact, defends the classical conception, as well as 

Iamblichus, Proclus and Damascius. Th is is an aspect of Plotinus’ peculiar fate 

in the Platonic tradition in late antiquity: apart from a central period of 

Porphyry’s production, Neoplatonism developed in a coherent system but 

the thought of Plotinus was neglected.  32   Th e Christians who were closer to 

the refi ned pagan culture, instead, were drawn to the spiritual power and 

expression of Plotinus’ thought, even if they could not accept many of its 

fundamental elements.  

   Plotinus’ view on good proportion in Basil 
and Gregory of Nyssa  

 It was Basil in particular who reported Plotinus’ refl ection in the second of his 

 Homilies on the Hexaëmeron . Th e Bishop of Caesarea, commenting on the 

biblical account of the Creation, refused the kind of allegorical exegesis that 

had been promoted by Origen – which Gregory, Basil’s brother, instead 

embraced. Basil questions, like Plotinus, the reason why something physical 

can be defi ned as beautiful. Although Basil’s philosophical talent is limited, he 

nevertheless understands Plotinus’ position and repeats it in a rhetorically 

convincing way: 

   Εἰ δὲ τὸ ἐν σώματι καλὸν ἐκ τῆς πρὸς ἄλληλα τῶν μερῶν συμμετρίας ,  καὶ 

τῆς ἐπιφαινομένης εὐχροίας ,  τὸ εἶναι ἔχει ,  πῶς ἐπὶ τοῦ φωτὸς ἁπλοῦ τὴν 

φύσιν ὄντος καὶ ὁμοιομεροῦς ,  ὁ τοῦ καλοῦ διασώζεται λόγος ;   Ἢ ὅτι τῷ 

φωτὶ τὸ σύμμετρον οὐκ ἐν τοῖς ἰδίοις αὐτοῦ μέρεσιν ,  ἀλλ᾽ ἐν τῷ πρὸς τὴν 

ὄψιν ἀλύπῳ καὶ προσηνεῖ μαρτυρεῖται ;  Οὕτω γὰρ καὶ χρυσὸς καλὸς ,  οὐκ ἐκ 

τῆς τῶν μερῶν συμμετρίας ,  ἀλλ᾽ ἐκ τῆς εὐχροίας μόνης ,  τὸ ἐπαγωγὸν πρὸς 

τὴν ὄψιν καὶ τὸ τερπνὸν κεκτημένος .  Καὶ ἕσπερος ἀστέρων κάλλιστος ,  οὐ 

διὰ τὸ ἀναλογοῦντα ἔχειν τὰ μέρη ἐξ ὧν συνέστηκεν ,  ἀλλὰ διὰ τὸ ἄλυπόν 

τινα καὶ ἡδεῖαν τὴν ἀπ᾽ αὐτοῦ αὐγὴν ἐμπίπτειν τοῖς ὄμμασιν . 
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 But, if beauty in bodies results from symmetry of parts, and the harmonious 

appearance of colours, how in a simple and homogeneous essence like light, 

can this idea of beauty be preserved? Would not the symmetry in light 

be less shown in its parts than in the pleasure and delight at the sight of it? 

Such is also the beauty of gold, which it owes not to the happy mingling 

of its parts, but only to its beautiful colour which has a charm attractive to 

the eyes. 

 Th us again, the evening star is the most beautiful of the stars: not that 

the parts of which it is composed form a harmonious whole; but thanks 

to the unalloyed and beautiful brightness which meets our eyes.  33    

 John Rist  34   refuses to see in this text a derivation from Plotinus, preferring 

to consider Basil’s refl ection as independent from a pagan source, but this 

is an argument that does not seem to match the textual evidence, and the 

closeness between the two texts was fi rst certifi ed by Henry in the  États   35   

and as such has been repeated recently by Narbonne. It seems certainly 

possible that Basil drew on Plotinus, although Rist is certainly right in limiting 

the Cappadocian Father’s conceptual derivation from the Neoplatonic 

philosopher. 

 One of the attempts to outline a history of aesthetics of the early Christian 

centuries was carried out by Quintino Cataudella  36   who, in tracing from a 

careful and precisely philological point of view the scattered notes about art by 

Christian writers, demonstrated the formal and conceptual debt that they had 

to Plotinus. For this reason, it seems reasonable to affi  rm that Plotinus’ 

refl ections on the beauty of gold and light, perhaps due to the recovery of the 

theme by Basil, infl uenced the taste of late antiquity for the representation of 

light and lighting eff ects of gold in art and architecture. 

 It should be noted that Basil, although he seems to understand the doctrine 

of Plotinus and to appreciate it, in another passage of the same homilies, 

however, reprises the classic conception that defi nes beauty as based on 

symmetry. In fact, he somehow contradicts himself in the following homily,  37   

where, identifying the beauty of the individual elements in accordance to the 

whole, he states that a statue is beautiful not in the individual parts, as a hand 

or an eye, but only in its entirety. In affi  rming this, Basil nullifi es the innovative 

dimension of the insertion of a Neoplatonic conception within his exegesis, 

bringing his refl ection back to a traditional thinking. 
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 It is his brother Gregory who refl ects instead more directly the legacy 

of Plotinus, when he says that the beauty of individuals derives from the 

world of forms. It should be noted that Gregory of Nyssa diff ers from 

Plotinus in that the Neoplatonist tends to distinguish, according to the 

Platonic conception of the  Republic , good and beautiful,  38   while for Gregory 

they coincide.  39   

 It is in a passage from his treatise  On the constitution of man  that Gregory 

repeats Plotinus’ arguments on form as the cause of beauty. Th e context in 

which he develops his remarks is that of the relationship between the intelligible 

principle of man and his physical body. Here Gregory includes what he defi nes 

‘a most interesting doctrine’: 

   Ἐπειδὴ γὰρ τὸ κάλλιστον πάντων καὶ ἐξοχώτατον ἀγαθὸν αὐτὸ τὸ Θεῖόν 

ἐστι ,  πρὸς ὃ πάντα νένευκεν ,  ὅσα τοῦ καλοῦ τὴν ἔφεσιν ἔχει ,  διὰ τοῦτό 

φαμεν καὶ τὸν νοῦν ,  ἅτε κατ ’  εἰκόνα τοῦ καλλίστου γενόμενον ,  ἕως ἂν 

μετέχῃ τῆς πρὸς τὸ ἀρχέτυπον ὁμοιότητος ,  καθόσον ἐνδέχεται ,  καὶ αὐτὸν 

ἐν τῷ καλῷ διαμένειν ,  εἰ δέ πως ἔξω γένοιτο τούτου ,  γυμνοῦσθαι τοῦ 

κάλλους ἐν ᾧ ἦν .  Ὥσπερ δὲ ἔφαμεν τῇ ὁμοιώσει τοῦ πρωτοτύπου κάλλους 

κατακοσμεῖσθαι τὸν νοῦν ,  οἷόν τι κάτοπτρον τῷ χαρακτῆρι τοῦ ἐμφαινομένου 

μορφούμενον· κατὰ τὴν αὐτὴν ἀναλογίαν ,  καὶ τὴν οἰκονομουμένην ὑπ ’ 

 αὐτοῦ φύσιν ἔχεσθαι τοῦ νοῦ λογιζόμεθα ,  καὶ τῷ παρακειμένῳ κάλλει καὶ 

αὐτὴν κοσμεῖσθαι οἷόν τι κατόπτρου κάτοπτρον γινομένην·  

 For since the most beautiful and supreme good of all is the Divinity itself, 

to which incline all things that have a tendency towards what is beautiful 

and good, we therefore say that the mind, as being in the image of the 

most beautiful, itself also remains in beauty and goodness so long as it 

partakes as far as is possible in its likeness to the archetype; but if it were 

at all to depart from this it is deprived of that beauty in which it was. 

And as we said that the mind was adorned by the likeness of the 

archetypal beauty, being formed as though it were a mirror to receive the 

fi gure of that which it expresses, we consider that the nature which is 

governed by it is attached to the mind in the same relation, and that it too 

is adorned by the beauty that the mind gives, being, so to say, a mirror of 

the mirror.  40    

 Although it is not possible to identify a specifi c source for this text, it can be 

considered a signifi cant example of the Neoplatonic infl uence on Gregory of 
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Nyssa. Th e concept of participating in intelligible beauty could be well 

described as generally Platonic, but the notion of the  nous , which receives the 

beauty of the archetype and gives it to nature (here intended as the physical 

part of man), is more specifi cally Neoplatonic. Th e image of the mirror, too, is 

one of the metaphors most frequently used by Plotinus.  41   

 Another text that I would like to recall and that in this case appears to have 

a literal echo of Plotinus is in the apology written by the Nyssenus to defend 

but also to integrate the exegesis of Basil on the narration of the six days 

of Creation. Reprising the classic theme of the beauty of natural beings, even 

the most repulsive, which from Aristotle passed to the Stoics, and which 

Plotinus had introduced in the fi rst of his treatises  On Providence ,  42   Gregory 

says:  ἀλλ ’  οὐ πρὸς τὴν ὥραν τῶν γεγονότων ὅ θεῖος όφθαλμὸς βλέπων 

ἐν εὐχροίᾳ τινὶ καὶ εύμορφίᾳ τὸ καλὸν ὁρίζεται ἀλλ ’  ἐν τῷ ἕκαστον ,  καθὸ 

ἔστι ,  τελείαν ἐν ἑαυτῷ ἔχειν τὴν φύσιν : ‘Th e divine eye, looking at the exterior 

aspect of the creatures, did not confi ne the beautiful in a nice colour or a fi ne 

shape, but in the fact that each one, as it is, has a perfect nature in itself.’  43   In 

this case the concept is properly analogue to Plotinus’ position, and the fact 

that Gregory denies the presence of beauty in the  euchroia  or  eumorphia  

could be seen as in relation with what Plotinus stated in the text of the treatise 

8 of the fi ft h  Ennead  that we have already mentioned, where ideal beauty is 

defi ned as the cause of the sensible one and that beauty is not in  croia  nor in 

 schema .  44   

 Th e last of Gregory’s texts that I would like to recall here addresses a 

dogmatic problem of primary importance, derived from Origen. Gregory 

intends to demonstrate how evil is fi nite and is simply a privation of good, 

again a theme to be found in Plotinus. To indicate the limitations of evil and 

the reality of  apokatastasis , he uses an astronomical analogy: 

   Ἀλλ ’  οὐχ οὕτως ἐστὶν ἰσχυρὸν ἡ κακία ,  ὡς τῆς ἀγαθῆς ὑπερισχύσαι 

δυνάμεως· οὐδὲ κρείττων καὶ μονιμωτέρα τῆς ,  Θεοῦ σοφίας ἡ τῆς φύσεως 

ἡμῶν ἀβουλία .  Οὐδὲ γάρ ἐστι δυνατὸν τὸ τρεπόμενόν τε καὶ ἀλλοιούμενον , 

 τοῦ ἀεὶ ὡσαύτως ἔχοντος ,  καὶ ἐν τῷ ἀγαθῷ πεπηγότος ,  ἐπικρατέστερόν 

τε καὶ μονιμώτερον εἶναι· ἀλλ’ ἡ μὲν θεία βουλὴ πάντη τε καὶ πάντως 

τὸ ἀμετάθετον ἔχει ,  τὸ δὲ τρεπτὸν τῆς φύσεως ἡμῶν οὐδὲ ἐν τῷ κακῷ 

πάγιον μένει .  Τὸ γὰρ ἀεὶ πάντως κινούμενον ,  εἰ μὲν πρὸς τὸ καλὸν ἔχοι 

τὴν πρόοδον ,  διὰ τὸ ἀόριστον τοῦ διεξοδευομένου πράγματος οὐδέποτε 
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λήξει τῆς ἐπὶ τὰ πρόσω φορᾶς .  Οὐδὲ γὰρ εὑρήσει ζητουμένου ;  πέρας 

οὐδὲν ,  οὗ δραξάμενον στήσεταί ποτε τῆς κινήσεως .  Εἰ δὲ πρὸς τὸ ἐναντίον 

τὴν ῥοπὴν σχοίη .  ἐπειδὰν διανύσῃ τῆς κακίας τὸν δρόμον ,  καὶ ἐπὶ τὸ 

ἀκρότατον τοῦ κακοῦ μέτρον ἀφίκηται· τότε τὸ τῆς ὁρμῆς ἀεικίνητον 

οὐδεμίαν ἐκ φύσεως στάσιν εὑρίσκον ,  ἐπειδὰν διαδράμῃ τὸ ἐν κακίᾳ 

διάστημα ,  κατ’ ἀνάγκην ἐπὶ τὸ ἀγαθὸν τρέπει τὴν κίνησιν .  Μὴ γὰρ προϊούσης 

κακίας ἐπὶ τὸ ἀόριστον ,  ἀλλ’ ἀναγκαίοις πέρασι κατειλημμένης ,  ἀκολούθως 

ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ διαδοχὴ τὸ πέρας τῆς κακίας ἐκδέχεται .  Καὶ οὕτω ,  καθὼς 

εἴρηται ,  τὸ ἀεικίνητον ἡμῶν τῆς φύσεως πάλιν ὕστατον ἐπὶ τὴν ἀγαθὴν 

ἀνατρέχει πορείαν ,  τῇ μνήμῃ τῶν προδεδυστυχημένων πρὸς τὸ μὴ πάλιν 

ἐναλῶναι τοῖς ἴσοις σωφρονιζόμενον .  Οὐκοῦν ἔσται πάλιν ἐν καλοῖς ὁ 

δρόμος ἡμῖν ,  διὰ τὸ πέρασιν ἀναγκαίοις περιωρίσθαι τῆς κακίας τὴν φύσιν . 

 Καθάπερ γὰρ οἱ δεινοὶ τὰ μετέωρα ,  τοῦ μὲν φωτὸς πάντα λέγουσι τὸν 

κόσμον εἶναι κατάπλεων ,  τὸ δὲ σκότος τῇ ἀντιφράξει τοῦ κατὰ τὴν γῆν 

σώματος ἀποσκιαζόμενον γίνεσθαι  ( ἀλλὰ τοῦτο μὲν κατὰ τὸ σχῆμα τοῦ 

σφαιροειδοῦς σώματος ,  κατὰ νώτου τῆς ἡλιακῆς ἀκτῖνος κωνοειδῶς 

κατακλείεσθαι ,  τὸν δὲ ἥλιον πολλαπλασίονι τῷ μεγέθει τὴν γῆν 

ὑπερβάλλοντα ,  πανταχόθεν αὐτὴν ταῖς ἀκτῖσιν ἐν κύκλῳ περιπτυσσόμενον , 

 συνάπτειν κατὰ τὸ πέρας τοῦ κώνου τὰς τοῦ φωτὸς συμβολὰς ,  ὥστε καθ ’ 

 ὑπόθεσιν ,  εἰ γένοιτό τινι δύναμις διαβῆναι τὸ μέτρον ,  εἰς ὅσον ἐκτείνεται ἡ 

σκιὰ ,  πάντως ἂν ἐν φωτὶ γενέσθαι μὴ διακοπτομένῳ ὑπὸ τοῦ σκότους ) · 

οὕτως οἶμαι δεῖν καὶ περὶ ἡμῶν διανοεῖσθαι ,  ὅτι διεξελθόντες τὸν τῆς κακίας 

ὅρον ,  ἐπειδὰν ἐν τῷ ἄκρῳ γενώμεθα τῆς κατὰ τὴν ἁμαρτίαν σκιᾶς ,  πάλιν ἐν 

φωτὶ βιοτεύσομεν ,  ὡς κατὰ τὸ ἀπειροπλάσιον πρὸς τὸ τῆς κακίας μέτρον 

τῆς τῶν ἀγαθῶν φύσεως περιττευούσης . 

 Wickedness, however, is not so strong as to prevail over the power of good; 

nor is the folly of our nature more powerful and more abiding than the 

wisdom of God: for it is impossible that that which is always mutable and 

variable should be more fi rm and more abiding than that which always 

remains the same and is fi rmly fi xed in goodness: but it is absolutely certain 

that the Divine counsel possesses immutability, while the changeableness of 

our nature does not remain settled even in evil. 

 Now that which is always in motion, if its progress be to good, will never 

cease moving onwards to what lies before it, by reason of the infi nity of the 

course to be traversed – for it will not fi nd any limit of its object such that 

when it has apprehended it, it will at last cease its motion: but if its bias be in 

the opposite direction, when it has fi nished the course of wickedness and 
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reached the extreme limit of evil, then that which is ever moving, fi nding no 

halting point for its impulse natural to itself when it has run through the 

lengths that can be run in wickedness, of necessity turns its motion towards 

good: for as evil does not extend to infi nity, but is comprehended by 

necessary limits, it would appear that good once more follows in succession 

upon the limit of evil; and thus, as we have said, the ever- moving character 

of our nature comes to run its course at the last once more back towards 

good, being taught the lesson of prudence by the memory of its former 

misfortunes, to the end that it may never again be in like case. Our course, 

then, will once more lie in what is good, by reason of the fact that the nature 

of evil is bounded by necessary limits. For just as those skilled in astronomy 

tell us that the whole universe is full of light, and that darkness is made to 

cast its shadow by the interposition of the body formed by the earth; and 

that this darkness is shut off  from the rays of the sun, in the shape of a cone, 

according to the fi gure of the sphere- shaped body, and behind it; while the 

sun, exceeding the earth by a size many times as great as its own, enfolding 

it round about on all sides with its rays, unites at the limit of the cone the 

concurrent streams of light; so that if (to suppose the case) any one had 

the power of passing beyond the measure to which the shadow extends, 

he would certainly fi nd himself in light unbroken by darkness; – even so 

I think that we ought to understand about ourselves, that on passing the 

limit of wickedness we shall again have our conversation in light, as the 

nature of good, when compared with the measure of wickedness, is 

incalculably superabundant.  45    

 In this passage light is not used as a metaphor to express the regulatory 

function of the world of forms, in the manner of Plato, or to describe the 

emanation from the fi rst principle of the hypostasis, like Plotinus. Th e reference 

to the physical reality of light, described in scientifi c terms, and of the 

necessarily limited extension of shadow, gives the doctrine itself, in the 

intention of the Bishop of Nyssa, an objective truth. Here we will not dwell on 

the problems that the doctrine of  apokatastasis  arises relatively to the orthodoxy 

of Gregory of Nyssa.  46   What seems more important in this context is that this 

doctrine fi ts in a Neoplatonic climate and among the most distinctive of the 

Christian thinker. Not surprisingly, Gregory expresses it while interpreting a 

biblical text, in what can be defi ned as a proper treatise of Neoplatonic 

Christian anthropology. 
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 What relation do these considerations have with the aesthetic problem of 

light? More than one might think at fi rst: the concept of light as good, in fact, 

linked in this example to the limitation of evil, is intrinsically connected to its 

beauty. In the discussion on the beauty of light in Plotinus and Basil, this is 

derived from the correspondence to the divine form. Gregory adds, to the new 

aesthetic interest for light, some considerations that, rather than being merely 

a metaphor, adopt an astronomical and therefore scientifi c demonstration. 

Gregory therefore strengthens the link between physical light and divine light, 

favouring, even if perhaps unaware of it, the aesthetic taste for eff ects of light 

rather than of mass and proportion. 

 Although none of the thinkers considered here perceived the implications 

that could be drawn in terms of taste and popular artistic application, traces of 

their refl ection on the beauty of light remain. It is preferable to say ‘popular 

taste’ because it is a safe defi nition, since it is not possible to prove a direct 

derivation of the trends of late antique art from Plotinus or the Cappadocians. 

However, as has oft en been pointed out, the role that Plotinus’ refl ection had in 

the development of a type of art that expresses intelligible values cannot be 

ignored. If Tatarkiewicz  47   could have forced the interpretation of  Enn . II 8, 

considering its fi rst chapter as a programme that Plotinus explicitly intended 

to give to artists, and considering the paintings of Doura Europos as an 

example of how the philosopher’s teaching had a proper artistic application, 

nevertheless it is clear that in late antiquity a new attention to eff ects of light, 

together with the introduction of a symbolic perspective, focused on the 

defi nition of the formal and hierarchical nature of the objects represented and 

not on how they appear (see for example, Figure 4.2),  48   is a signifi cant parallel 

of the themes seen in the Neoplatonic thinker and in the Cappadocians. Th is 

new taste is distinctive of late antiquity, and from this point of view the text of 

Plotinus, combined with its reprise by Basil (and the corollary of the suggestive 

passage of Gregory of Nyssa), can contribute to our understanding of the 

specifi c nature of the aesthetics of the time, both as a philosophical refl ection 

and in its application in terms of artistic production.  49   

 So far we have focused on the theme of light. To return to Plotinus’ text, 

gold falls into the same category of light, because it is clear that for Plotinus 

as well as for Basil, the beauty of gold does not derive from its material 

value, but from its nature, refl ecting the light and its incorruptibility. If 
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we consider the importance of gold in late antique visual arts (and, from this 

point of view, of course, in the Middle Ages, given the persistence of the 

symbolic value of gold in the pictorial representations of icons, in mosaics and 

in religious art and decoration in general (see Figure  4.3), it is possible to 

understand how thinkers such as Plotinus and the Cappadocians perhaps 

anticipated but in any case justifi ed theoretically a tendency of the art of their 

time. Th ere would be of course, in this respect, much more to say about other 

Christian thinkers associated with Neoplatonism and who insisted on the 

theme of light, particularly Augustine and Ps. Dionysius with his elaboration 

of a metaphysics of light that marked the later theological refl ection. But it is, 

in the case of the Areopagite, a later Neoplatonism whose connection with 

Plotinus is weaker. 

    Figure 4.2  Fragment of a fl oor mosaic with a personifi cation of Ktisis, fi rst half of the sixth 

century  AD  (?). Th e Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (source:  www.metmuseum.org ).         

www.metmuseum.org
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 Finally, I suppose that there is nothing theoretically vague or historically 

unfounded if we say that light, gold, colour and stars, the beauty of which 

Plotinus identifi ed as depending on the  eidos , are also stylistic elements in late 

antiquity, for example in the decoration of buildings such as the Mausoleum of 

Galla Placidia in Ravenna (see Figure 4.4), one of the most expressive examples 

of how elements of classical and imperial tradition were translated into a 

Christian language, in the same way that the Cappadocians translated pagan 

culture into Christian theology. 

 Plotinus, from this point of view, appears to have had the curious fate 

of leaving a visible legacy in the classically trained Christians, with whom 

    Figure 4.3  Medallion with Saint George from an icon frame, from Constantinople, eleventh 

century  AD . Th e Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (source:  www.metmuseum.org ).         

www.metmuseum.org
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    Figure 4.4  Detail from ceiling mosaic, fi rst half of the fi ft h century. Mausoleum of Galla 

Placidia, Ravenna.          

he does not seem to have had a direct relationship.  50   Despite its many 

transformations (or disfi gurations from the point of view the later 

Neoplatonists), his thought can be recognized as the most typical expression 

of a widespread sensibility, in the spirituality as well as the taste of an 

entire age.       



               5 

 Th e Paradoxes of Beauty            

   Th e emotions of love in Plotinus  

 A peculiar aspect of the late antique refl ection on beauty is that, when related 

to beauty itself and to the sphere of the divine, the usual conceptions, and in 

particular the classical ones, are abandoned and instead a more complex 

approach to the issue is undertaken, as seen in the previous pages. In this 

chapter, another passage from Plotinus’ fi rst treatise deals with the oxymoronic 

nature of the emotions of love. An analogue theme, directly connected to the 

contemplation of God, can be seen in a text from Gregory of Nyssa’s  Homilies 

on the Song of Songs . 

 Both thinkers try to defy conventional language to express the reality of 

divine beauty and, in doing so, they alter the rules of linear thinking, opening 

new ways of relating to the highest levels of reality. In this respect, their 

infl uence on medieval mysticism, especially through the mediation of 

Augustine, is of great importance, but even more intriguing is their unwilling 

relation to modernity. 

 In  Enn.  I 6, 4 Plotinus refers to the  πάθη  related to the sphere of love. In 

doing this he adopts some terms which are linked to a conception of love as a 

mixture of pleasure and pain. Th is view, philosophically discussed by Plato, 

nevertheless goes back to the lyric poets who fi rst identifi ed the ambiguous 

nature of love. Plotinus describes the powerful emotions aroused by the sight 

of beauty. Beauty is Platonically the chief object of  eros , and therefore these 

emotions can be classifi ed as emotions of love. Plotinus thus belongs to a 

tradition, not strictly philosophical, which recognizes the contradictory and 

oxymoric nature of the  πάθη  related to love. Th e context of the passage 

concerns the contemplation of beauty: in order to perceive true beauty, that of 

justice and temperance for example, which is even higher than that of the most 

77
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luminous stars, it is necessary that the soul is able to contemplate. In this 

contemplation it feels much greater joy, wonder and emotion than in the 

presence of visible beauty; in fact:  ταῦτα γὰρ δεῖ τὰ πάθη γενέσθαι περὶ τὸ ὅ τι 

ἂν ᾖ καλόν, θάμβος καὶ ἔκπληξιν ἡδεῖαν καὶ πόθον καὶ ἔρωτα καὶ πτόησιν μεθ ’ 

 ἡδονῆς·  ‘it is necessary that these emotions arise with respect to what is 

beautiful: sweet amazement and wonder and longing and desire and upheaval 

with pleasure’.  1   

 Th ese emotions for Plotinus are therefore general and apply to both sensible 

and intelligible beauty, and if the soul does not experience them, it cannot 

begin its ascent to beauty in itself. What strikes in the list of  πάθη  in this 

passage is the mixed nature of them, linked on the one hand, as it is natural, to 

the sphere of the pleasant (the adjective  ἡδεῖαν  and the construct  μεθ ’  ἡδονῆς ), 

on the other hand related to feelings which are not pleasant in themselves or 

even painful ( θάμβος ,  ἔκπληξιν ,  πτόησιν ), while in the middle remains what is 

perhaps the emblem of this ambiguous condition of love, the  πόθος . Francesco 

Romano, in a paper devoted to the analysis of  Enn . VI 9 (9) 4 and  Enn . III 5 

(50) 1,  2   demonstrated that the antinomic structure of the  πάθη  of love remains 

constant in the thought of Plotinus. What Romano says about the passages he 

examines, where he observes situations of coincidence of opposites and almost 

oxymorons,  3   in relation to the doctrine of love, can also be said about the 

passage of the treatise on beauty. In  Enn . V 5 (32) 12, 34 f., for example, the 

mixture of pleasure and pain, typical of the experience of beauty,  4   is expressed 

again, with some of the emotions indicated in the fi rst treatise: with respect to 

the good, the beautiful  θάμβος ἔχει καὶ ἔκπληξιν καὶ συμμιγῆ τῷ ἀλγύνοντι τὴν 

ἡδονήν . Th ese words attest the persistence of this doctrine within the thought 

of Plotinus and refer, in some way, to the refl ection in the  Philebus   5   about the 

types of mixture of pleasure and pain, although in Plato’s context the distinction 

aims to investigate the type of pleasure that theatrical performances bring,  6   

and not what beauty in itself produces.  

   Beauty and  Eros   

 Th e emotions arising at the sight of what is beautiful can certainly be regarded 

as pertaining to the realm of love, so that in Plotinus any discourse on the 
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beautiful should also be considered as a discourse on love and vice versa, 

although the conception of the beautiful presents some diffi  culties of 

interpretation. In particular, the problem arises in determining what the 

beautiful in itself is, whether a form, and therefore belonging to the sphere of 

the intellect or whether, in its identity with the good, it coincides with the One. 

Th is position is supported by Suzanne Stern-Gillet,  7   who thinks that it is 

undeniable that Plotinus, at least in  Enn . VI 7 (38) 32 and 33, identifi es One, 

Good and Beautiful. Rist believes, instead, that when Plotinus seems to 

attribute beauty to the One itself, it is in a fi gurative sense.  8   Certainly Plotinus 

presents contradictory expressions, because he denies that anything can be 

attributed to the One, but he also needs to explain why the One is the object of 

 eros  (as well as subject, as I will mention later). Since the One is the goal of the 

desire of love, it could be said that it produces attraction, but it is not clear what 

might produce this attraction, if not in beauty. In fact, when Plotinus talks 

about beauty in relation to the One, he either uses rare terms such as  καλλονή   9   

or metaphors such as  καλοῦ ἄνθος ,  10   which allow him to somehow avoid 

the diffi  culty. It is nevertheless clear that  eros  is aroused by beauty in all its 

forms and its degrees:  τὸ καλὸν ἐράσμιον , the beautiful is the object of love, 

says Plotinus in  Enn . V 8 (31) 9, 41. In  Enn . III 5 (50) 1, 10 ff . this concept is also 

clearly expressed: a defi nition of love that is common to philosophers and 

non- philosophers qualifi es it as a  pathos  of the soul that experiences the desire 

of being united with the beautiful in itself, although this is perceived in various 

forms. 

 Beauty as the chief object of  eros  is obviously central in the  Symposium ,  11   

and is affi  rmed explicitly by Plotinus, both in  Enn.  III 5 (50), and in the earlier 

treatise I 6, where at the end of Chapter 4 he explains how all souls are able to 

experience these emotions although to a greater extent they are experienced 

by those who are  ἐρωτικώτεραι ;  12   similarly to what happens in respect of 

bodies, for which especially  οἳ καὶ λέγονται ἐρᾶν  feel the attraction. It seems 

then contradictory that  eros  is included in the list of  Enn.  1 6, 4 along with 

other  πάθη , which would be distinct from it, with the result that beauty would 

produce not only love, but also other diff erent emotions, a prospect that in 

some ways would alter the Platonic spirit of the treatise. It could however be 

observed in this case that Plotinus oft en lacks attention to classifi catory 

systems, as can be seen elsewhere – for example, in the fi rst chapter of the 
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treatise on  eros , where one can read not entirely consistent sequences of terms, 

with repetitions and uncertainties.  13   However, it seems that Plotinus means all 

the  πάθη  listed in the passage as expressions or variations of love for the 

beautiful, and probably, when the list uses the word  eros , this could be 

understood more in the sense of  ὄρεξις , a term which in eff ect he uses in  Enn . 

III 5 (50) 1, 18, where he identifi es the desire for beauty as the cause of the  eros  

the soul feels. 

 Th e notion of  eros  in Plotinus, like that of beautiful, is complex and central 

in his thought, and this is why it could not be put on the same level as the other 

 πάθη  in the passage, which could be described as diff erent connotations of the 

overall erotic experience. Plotinus’ consideration of  eros  is wide and covers 

diff erent aspects. In  Enn . III 5 (50),  eros  is described in its features connected 

both to the human and the divine sphere, so that it can be classifi ed according 

to its specifi c object, physical beauty (in its various meanings) and beauty in 

itself. Romano has also pointed out a transformation between the concept of 

 ἐρωτικὸν πάθημα  of  Enn . VI 9 (9) 4, 18 and the defi nition of love as  πάθος τι 

τῆς ψυχῆς  in  Enn . III 5 (50) 1, 1. An element of continuity, however, remains in 

the conception of  eros  as a prerogative of the soul. John Rist also explores the 

various meanings that the term has, attributing a form of  eros  even to the One 

itself,  14   and distinguishes two notions of  eros , one related to acquisition and 

one to donation, seeking thereby to blur the diff erences between the Greek and 

the Christian concept of love. 

 More recently, Lacrosse sought to analyse in a systematic way Plotinus’ 

erotic doctrine,  15   classifying three types of  eros , one relating to the soul, one to 

the  nous  and one to the One. It is thus emphasized that the conversion produced 

by  eros  is not tied exclusively to man but, in its various forms, is the prerogative 

of the whole of reality. 

 It is clear that Plotinus’ refl ection of  Enn . I 6 (1) 4, as that of  Enn . III 5 (50) 

1, falls within the soul’s  eros , and in this context it is interesting to see Plotinus’ 

attention to the proper emotional aspect of the erotic experience, but the 

main element, already present in Plato, is the continuity between the emotions 

of love aroused by the beautiful, regardless of their specifi c object. Whether 

one observes a human body, or contemplates the stars, or considers the 

beautiful in itself, the soul feels the same  πάθη  and experiences the same 

emotional response. 
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 Plotinus’ doctrine of beauty, despite some diffi  culties, and his later refl ections 

on  eros , appear to be related, although expressed in diff erent times. We can 

therefore now analyse each term of the passage of  Enn . I 6, 4, trying to track 

down on which occasions they have been used in reference to the sphere of 

love, even if not in a strictly philosophical framework.  

 Th e fact that this list of  πάθη  is regarded by Plotinus as particularly 

signifi cant seems to be supported by the fact that in Chapter 7 of the treatise 

he uses the same expressions to defi ne the contact of the soul with beauty in 

itself, in a passage which, because of its centrality in Plotinus’ thought, was the 

object of refl ection for both Armstrong  16   and Rist.  17   In this passage the terms 

used before are repeated, but in the plural form ( ἐρώτων ,  πόθους ), as well as 

the antithetical constructs, this time with the variation of the use of verbs 

( ἐκπλαγείη μεθ ’  ἡδονῆς  and  θάμβους πίμπλασθαι  again  μεθ ’  ἡδονῆς ).  18   

It is therefore a doctrine of  πάθη  related to beauty which Plotinus repeats 

in the treatise, willing to bring out the complex nature of the emotions related 

to the sphere of love. Some of these terms, as seen before, are also refl ected in 

 Enn . V 5 (32) 12.  

   A list of emotions  

 It could be useful to consider each of the terms used by Plotinus in the 

sequence. Th e fi rst is  θάμβος , indicating amazement or astonishment, typically 

with respect to something divine or great, as attested by Homer,  19   who refers 

the emotion of  θάμβος  to those who see the prodigious acts of a god. In Plato 

the term is used in a particularly signifi cant passage of the  Phaedrus ,  20   when 

the reaction of the soul to beauty is described,  21   and it seems likely that Plotinus 

was referring to this text, although Plato associates  θάμβος  and  αἰσχύνη , while 

Plotinus’ perspective is diff erent. Th e use of the term in Pindar is also interesting 

for the analogy with Plotinus: in  Nem . 1, 55 the emotion of  θάμβος  is described 

as a mixture of unpleasant and pleasant.  22   Finally Callimachus, in the fr. 42, 85 

of his  Aitia , refers to the  θάμβος  which he felt for the muse’s masterly and 

eridute description of the foundation of the cities of Sicily. It is an astonished 

admiration that the poet actually intends to convey to the reader with respect 

to his art. Th erefore what  θάμβος  typically expresses is awe, sometimes 
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accompanied by a sort of terror, in the presence of the divine, and in fact it is 

also the term, with the corresponding verb, which is used in this sense in the 

 Septuagint  translation of the Bible.  23   If the reference to the sphere of religious 

experience characterizes the primary use of the term, it is in any case not 

exclusive. It can also be noted that in  Enn . V 5 (32) 12, which incorporates 

some of the concepts of  Enn . I 6 (1) 4, beauty, love and  θάμβος  are also related.  24   

 Θάμβος  is also linked to vision  Enn . III in 8 (30) 11, 32, which confi rms that it 

is a specifi c feature of the refl ection on contemplation in Plotinus. 

 Th e second emotion in the passage is  ἔκπληξις , with the adjective  ἡδεῖαν  

which evidently complements and corrects it. Generally  ἔκπληξις  is a term 

which refers to a violent emotion, as in Plato,  25   and it is not used in relation to 

enjoyment,  26   even if the verb  ἐκπλήσσω  may indicate, associated with other 

terms, the strength of the emotion of love, as in the case of Aristophanes  27   and 

Euripides.  28   Th e verb is also used in Plotinus, with reference to the emotions of 

the lover,  29   while the noun is used in relation to beauty also in line 13 of the 

passage and in  Enn . V 5 (32) 12, 35, but is also used to indicate an unpleasant 

emotion of disturbance.  30   Th is is a sign of the strong oxymoronic quality of 

Plotinus’ choice to relate the term to the adjective which corrects its negative 

meaning.  31   

 Th e third term on the list is  πόθος , which indicates the desire for something 

distant or absent,  32   in particular for the object of love. In this respect it is used 

by the poets of the archaic period in the sense of erotic desire: Archilochus  33   

and repeatedly Sappho,  34   who shows some predilection for it.  Pothos  is also 

personifi ed and connected to Aphrodite, as can be seen in a Roman copy of a 

statue by Skopas.  35    

 Th e term is used several times by Plato,  36   generally in relation to the sphere 

of love, and Plotinus also adopts it without additions, evidently because it fully 

expresses the nature the  πάθη  related to beauty. Because of the extensive use in 

the depiction of the erotic experience, it is not necessary to dwell on it. It can 

be simply pointed out that Plotinus uses it in association with  ὁ θυραυλῶν 

ἔρως  (a reference to Plato,  Symp.  203c 3) in  Enn . VI 5 (23) 10, 3 ff ., and again in 

 Enn . VI 7 (38) 31, 8 ff . and 34, 1 ff ., in the context of the love felt by the soul. 

 It is not necessary to retrace a history of the use of  ἔρως : as we have seen, 

Plotinus should have defi ned, more consistently, the emotions aroused by the 

vision of beauty as diff erent aspects of one love.  
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 Th e last term,  πτόησις , again indicates a particularly strong emotional 

upheaval, and it is used by Plato in the  Symposium   37   in a passage which 

Plotinus seems to depend on. Th e term does not have a meaning linked 

exclusively to the erotic sphere,  38   and this is proved by the fact that Plotinus 

somehow corrects it with the addition of  μεθ ’  ἡδονῆς . Th e corresponding 

verb,  πτο ( ι ) έω , apart from Homer and Hesiod, however, seems to have 

been privilegedly used in defi ning the erotic emotion, as for example  επτόαισεν  

in Sappho’s famous ode.  39   Plato too in  Phaed . 68c 9 connects the verb to 

the sphere of amorous desires. In any case Plotinus, adding  μεθ ’  ἡδονῆς , 

emphasizes that the  πτόησις  is not intended as pleasant in itself. In both the 

 Symposium  and  Enn.  I 6, 4 it is used with the similar construction of  πτόησις  

[. . .]  περὶ τὸ καλόν  in Plato and  περὶ τὸ ὅ τι ἂν ᾖ καλόν  [. . .]  πτόησις  

in Plotinus. It is possible that Plotinus in constructing the entire sentence 

has paraphrased Plato’s text (considering that he does not use the term 

elsewhere),  40   integrating it, as seen before, with  Phaedr . 254c. Th e result is that 

Plotinus higlights the character of vehemence of the experience of love and of 

the emotions related to it. He seems to have drawn on a suggestion already 

present in Plato, adding to it the mixture of pain and pleasure  41   which, in 

stressing the composite character of erotic emotion, increases its ability to 

apply both to the sensible and intelligible beauty. 

 Aft er considering the meaning of the individual terms of  πάθη  indicated 

by Plotinus, one may wonder if their antinomical character and, in particular, 

the associations of feelings of fear and upset with more pleasant ones can be 

traced before Plotinus. Th at the experience of love brings with it some 

unpleasant emotions is a  topos  of lyric poetry (but also of epic poetry, if we 

consider Aphrodite’s belt and the description of the diff erent aspects of erotic 

desire in  Il.  14, 214 ff .), and its infl uence can also be traced in the  Symposium . 

In this sense it is possible to recall, of course, Sappho, both in the ode cited 

above, in which the experience of love has characters of mental and physical 

violence and upheaval, and in fr. 130 Voigt, which defi nes  eros  as  γλυκύπικρον , 

with a curious oxymoric neologism that became popular in ancient literature 

and refers to the same mixed experience of pleasure and pain described by 

Plotinus. 

 Th e philosopher, therefore, in describing the characters of the emotions 

associated with love and in emphasizing their mixed character, is part of 
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a precise tradition following the example of Plato. Th e new element that 

emerges is the use of the pairs of opposites of noun and adjective or 

prepositional constructions, all highlighting the complex and contradictory 

experience of love but also its invariant confi guration with respect to any 

degree of beauty. 

 Plotinus, by investigating the emotional aspect of love, takes into account a 

series of elements linked to its strength, if not its violence, giving them a 

certainly positive function. In emphasizing their composite character, he 

highlights the pleasantness of the attraction to the beautiful, which moves the 

soul in order to direct it to higher beauty. In the analysis of the strength of 

these emotions, Plotinus was well understood and followed by the Christians, 

who made the emotional response one of the characteristic elements of 

mysticism.  42   Marsilio Ficino too, in the  argumentum  of his commentary to 

Plotinus’ treatise, outlines the powerful characteristics of the erotic experience 

of beauty.  43   Th rough the analysis of the terms he used to describe the  πάθη  of 

the soul in the experience of loving, it is possible to see that Plotinus follows 

Plato but also shows some parallels with the tradition that begins with the lyric 

monodic. It is not possible to detect a precise awareness in Plotinus of the 

special relation of these emotions to the poetry of the archaic era. However, if 

we consider the permanence of those that can be defi ned as traditional motives 

of classical culture, Plotinus can then be reconducted to them and his doctrine 

of contemplation can be seen as a specifi c stage of the Greek refl ection on the 

psychology of love. In  Enn.  III 5 (50),  On Eros , Plotinus off ers an exemplar 

essay of Neoplatonic hermeneutics  44   of the main texts of Plato’s discussion on 

love as well as the literary and mythological refl ection on the action of love; 

thus it seems likely that even in listing the emotions produced by the beautiful, 

the philosopher had in mind various elements of the ancient and not strictly 

philosophical refl ection on love.  

   Th e paradox of divine beauty  

 An analogue attention to the paradoxical and oxymoric nature of love and of 

the attraction to the divine can be seen in Gregory of Nyssa. In the homily VI 

of his commentary on the  Song of Songs , one of his last works, composed 
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around 391, Gregory gives some unusual and paradoxical views on divine 

beauty. Th e author, in fact, commenting on verses 7–8 of Chapter III of the 

 Song  which describe King Solomon’s litter, explains that this image is meant to 

illustrate a quality of the divine. Th e verses he is considering, in the  Septuagint  

translation, depict Solomon’s bed as surrounded by sixty strong men, girded 

with swords against the terrors ( ἀπὸ θάμβους ) of the night.  45   Commenting on 

these words, Gregory justifi es, as elsewhere in the same work, the use of 

allegorical interpretation as necessary because of the contradictions in the 

text and in the whole biblical corpus. In his opinion the reference to armed 

guards defending the king’s bed would be incongruous, but above all he 

identifi es an anomaly in the fact that while in 1 Kings 7, 1–12 there is a detailed 

description of Solomon’s palace but his bed is not mentioned; in the passage 

from the  Song  the royal bed is instead described extensively. Considering 

that the reader would be faced with a contradiction as well as an obscurity 

of the text, he believes that one should not interpret these verses historically, 

as if they were an account of the king’s palace, since in this case similar 

expressions can be found in the other sacred texts specifi cally dedicated to the 

palace, but should look for a hidden meaning in them. It is therefore necessary, 

according to Gregory, to abandon the material meaning to delve into the 

spiritual, following his distinction of orders of reality, which is also refl ected in 

the contrast between two types of exegesis.  46   

 In the search for the hidden and spiritual meaning of the biblical 

verses, Gregory makes a statement which appears to be completely original. 

He believes that it is possible to fi nd an explanation for the words of the 

Scripture:  

   τίς οὖν ἐστιν ἡ διάνοια ;  ἔοικε τὸ θεῖον κάλλος ἐν τῷ φοβερῷ τὸ ἐράσμιον 

ἔχειν ἀπὸ τῶν ἐναντίων τῷ σωματικῷ κάλλει δεικνύμενον· ἐνταῦθα μὲν γὰρ 

ἑλκτικὸν εἰς ἐπιθυμίαν ἐστὶ τὸ προσηνὲς τῇ ὄψει καὶ μειλίχιον καὶ πάσης 

φοβερᾶς τε καὶ θυμώδους διαθέσεως κεχωρισμένον ,  τὸ δὲ ἀκήρατον κάλλος 

ἐκεῖνο ἡ φοβερά τε καὶ κατάπληκτος ἀνδρεία ἐστίν .  ἐπειδὴ γὰρ ἡ ἐμπαθὴς 

καὶ ῥυπῶσα τῶν σωμάτων ἐπιθυμία τοῖς τῆς σαρκὸς μέλεσιν ἐγκαθημένη 

καθάπερ τι σύνταγμα λῃστρικὸν ἐνεδρεύει τὸν νοῦν καὶ αἰχμάλωτον ἄγει 

πολλάκις πρὸς τὸ ἑαυτῆς βούλημα συναρπάσασα ,  ἐχθρὸν δὲ τῷ θεῷ τὸ 

γινόμενον , [. . .]  διὰ τοῦτο ἀκόλουθόν ἐστιν ἐκ τῶν ἐναντίων τῇ σωματικῇ 

ἐπιθυμίᾳ τὸν θεῖον ἔρωτα γίνεσθαι ,  ὥστε εἰ ταύτης καθηγεῖται ἔκλυσις καὶ 
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ἄνεσις καὶ βλακώδης διάχυσις ,  ἐκεῖ τὴν ἐπίφοβόν τε καὶ κατάπληκτον 

ἀνδρείαν ὕλην τοῦ θείου ἔρωτος γίνεσθαι · 

 What sense is that, then? It seems that the divine beauty evokes love 

because it is fearsome; it reveals itself as coming from elsewhere than any 

corporeal beauty. For here it is what is pleasant to the eye and gentle and 

set apart from any fi erce or fearsome disposition that induces passionate 

desire in us, but that unsullied Beauty is a fearsome and terrible strength. 

For since the passionate and fi lthy lust for things bodily, which resides 

in the fl eshy members like a band of robbers, lays snares for the intellect 

and frequently seizes it and carries it off  captive to his own will, [. . .] on 

this account it is appropriate for a divine love and longing to originate 

out of what stands in opposition to corporeal desire, so that wherever 

feebleness and indulgence and lazy relaxation give rise to such desire, in 

that place a terrible and astonishing strength may become the stuff  of 

divine love.  47    

 As he oft en does, following the example of Origen, Gregory gives his 

interpretation in a prudent way ( ἔοικε ), but this specifi c exegesis is particularly 

striking and also consistent with his theology. If divine beauty is, in fact, 

incorporeal, it necessarily has diff erent characteristics from bodily beauty: 

the latter attracts for its pleasantness, divine beauty, instead, attracts 

(since the  ἐράσμιον  is what characterizes beauty) by contrast, in producing 

 φόβος .  

   Beauty, love and fear  

 Once the criteria of beauty according to Gregory’s notion have been identifi ed, 

the considerations contained in the homily VI of the  Commentary on the Song  

can be better defi ned. Because divine beauty lies on a diff erent level, higher 

than that of sensible objects, Gregory operates a transposition from a diff erent 

plane to the opposite plane  tout court , claiming a total alterity for the divine. 

For this reason, this beauty arouses the relevant  ἔρως  by means of opposite 

characteristics to those of the sensible bodies. 

 Gregory, inspired by an exegetical diffi  culty related to the verses that he 

is commenting on, cannot explain why in the context of a love song there 
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is room for a military description, with weapons and references to the 

fears of the night. With a certain exegetical boldness, disguised by declarations 

of caution and humility, and taking a cue from this diffi  culty, Gregory 

develops a doctrine that is consistent with his theological thought, and in 

addition is completely original in the context of ancient thought. It is consistent 

because, given that divine beauty does not reside in any of the bodily qualities, 

even the  ἔρως  it arouses must necessarily be diff erent from, and opposite to, 

the one produced by sensible beauty. Th erefore, while the source of attraction 

of physical beauty is the pleasure of the senses, by contrast, divine beauty 

contains a principle of pleasure not, so to speak, soft  and feminine, but terrible 

and manly. Th e apparent paradox of a kind of  ἔρως  produced by  φόβος  

is actually to be understood as the fascination of the divine, as the amazement 

of the soul contemplating the divine immensity, with fear and at the same 

attraction. It is intriguing to note that this conception presents analogies, 

although of course we cannot assume any infl uence, with the description of 

the eff ects of the great and the terrible mentioned by Kant in his  Critique 

of Judgement .  48    

 Is it possible to trace some antecedents, in the ancient world, for this theory? 

Certainly  φόβος  was considered well before Gregory as one of the eff ects 

produced on mortals by the vision or presence of the divine. However, that fear 

or awe could be associated with beauty and produce a somehow aesthetic 

value is a consideration that can be found only in the debate on some literary 

forms, but fear was never qualifi ed as  ἐράσμιον .  

 Before investigating the Greek tradition it might be useful to see the 

presence of fear and its possible links with love in the biblical tradition, 

since this is the starting point of Gregory’s observations. Th e theme of 

the fear of God is certainly present in the sacred texts, through diff erent 

expressions, which in the Greek of the  Septuagint  and in the New Testament 

are conveyed mostly with  φόβος ,  φοβέομαι  and their derivatives. Th e 

diff erent meanings of these terms can be reduced roughly to two areas: on 

one hand that of fear and terror as emotional reactions of man before the 

terrible works of God, on the other that of the obedient adhesion to the 

divine will, independent from immediate psychological reactions. Related to 

the fi rst type are the passages about theophanies, both in the Old Testament  49   

and in the New, where the theme of the  φόβος  of man for the divine is 
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characteristic in the Gospels – in the stories of Jesus’ childhood,  50   recurrently 

in the testimonies of miraculous events,  51   in the accounts of the transfi guration  52   

as well as of the death and resurrection.  53   As for the other meaning, that 

of reverent awe as obedience to divine laws, it appears later in the biblical 

texts and, when present in the New Testament,  54   it seems to be linked to 

the Jewish tradition. In this regard, it is possible to see a tension, not 

always resolved, between the enthusiasm arising from the spiritual experience 

of trusting love in the relationship with the divine, and the persistence 

of traditional themes and stereotyped formulas related to fear and the 

subsequent submission, among which Paul’s hendiadys  φόβος καὶ τρόμος  

stands out for its strength.  55   On the opposite side of this dialectic, 

particularly clear is 1 John 4, 17, which states that  φόβος οὐκ ἔστιν ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ , 

where the contrast of the two terms of love and fear establishes the superiority 

of the former. Gregory, who as an exegete was well aware of the various ways 

in which the fear of God is used in the Bible, in the passage of the  Commentary 

on the Song  obviously refers to the fear associated with the divine epiphany but, 

identifying it as the reason for the attraction to God, does not seem to recall, in 

this context, the teaching of John’s fi rst letter. Th is could be due, in part, to its 

conception of love for God as  ἔρως , linked to the teaching of Origen and the 

Platonic tradition, rather than as  ἀγάπη , although the two terms in his thought 

tend to coincide. 

 As for the Greek tradition, some thinkers could show a convergence with 

Gregory’s refl ection. As we mentioned in the Introduction, Aristotle, talking 

about the role of  μίμησις  in tragedy, argues that in it pleasure is produced 

is by means of  φόβος  as well as  ἔλεος ,  56   elements which Plato had identifi ed 

in the  Philebus  as part of the aesthetic experience;  57    φόβος  and  ἔλεος  

are also included as elements of the  κάθαρσις  in Aristotle’s famous and 

debated passage  58   on the eff ect of tragedy. Despite the diffi  culties of our 

understanding of the text, it is clear that the connection between the 

spectator/reader and the work of art fi nds its own defi ning characteristics 

in the inner reaction at the events represented. Th ere is therefore a pleasant 

and aesthetic character of  φόβος , but it refers to a form of purely poetic 

and artistic beauty, and most importantly linked only to the very specifi c 

literary genre of tragedy: it is not a universal character. Th erefore, apart 

from the question of how much Gregory knew of Aristotle (whom he quotes 
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seldom, but only in general terms and criticizing his excessive subtlety as mere 

verbosity)  59   and his  Poetics , theirs are diff erent conceptions, although they 

share the common intuition of  φόβος  as a possible source of something 

pleasant. 

 Another author who could be considered similar to Gregory in the 

conception of a beauty that possesses also an element of terror is the anonymous 

author of the treatise  On the Sublime . Th e example that could be cited is 

probably the most famous of this treatise, where the author appreciates the 

Homeric and biblical representations of the divine power as convincing 

examples of the sublime style.  60   Th e author of the  Sublime  is also faced with the 

diffi  culty of interpreting the Homeric text and resolutely declares the need for 

allegorical exegesis to avoid any form of anthropomorphism. Leaving aside the 

many problems of attribution of the treatise and, therefore, of its dating, it 

appears that Christians and pagans share a common need for a suitable exegesis 

of the most theologically signifi cant texts. Th e aim of this interpretation is to 

fi nd a way to reconcile the archaic view of the divine with the more 

philosophically elaborated conception. Th e author of the  Sublime , from the 

description of a theomachy  61   – in need of interpretation to avoid falling into 

blasphemy  62   – switches to another quote from Homer,  63   in which the divine is 

described with the proper attributes of greatness and perfection. Th e latter 

passage is judged superior  64   for the consonance between description and 

reality.  

 In this context, it is worth recalling Proclus’ position,  65   who proposes the 

adoption of the allegorical interpretation of the poetic myths,  66   particularly 

when the divine is described in a manner which is not proper, or even 

contrary to its true nature.  67   According to the Neoplatonist, in this case 

the intent of the ancient writers was to elevate the soul of the reader (or 

listener), through the eff ort of a deeper understanding, beyond the evidence 

of the literal sense.  68    

 Th is position has its roots in the same exegetical diffi  culty that Gregory 

of Nyssa had, although applied to diff erent texts. Proclus, however, states 

that the indecorous myths show the contrary to the divine nature in order 

to stimulate the soul, while for Gregory it is divine beauty that is opposite 

to sensible beauty. It is a considerable diff erence. Th eir solutions therefore 

are not comparable, but it is nevertheless worth noting that – despite all 
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the diff erences – the proximity of the two positions reiterates the analogy 

of conclusions between pagans and Christians within a Platonic conception. 

Th is is evidenced in particular by the reprise of Proclus’ doctrine about 

the interpretation of symbols by the Ps. Dionysius and, through him, by 

John Scotus Eriugena.  69   

 As for the passage from the treatise  On the Sublime , if we consider the 

quotations from Homer and the Book of Genesis, it emerges that what is 

praised is the ability of the writers to convey the fascination produced by 

the divine presence on man, who is bewildered by the confrontation with a 

reality which is infi nitely superior to him in power. Here, despite the fact 

that in the treatise the issue concerns only literary aesthetics, the proximity 

to Gregory’s doctrine is greater than in Aristotle, and one would wonder 

if the Bishop of Nyssa, specifi cally trained in rhetoric by his father, actually 

had direct or indirect knowledge of the ideas about sublimity expressed in 

the treatise. It would be likely that, faced with the diffi  culty of reconciling 

the description of the verses of the  Song  with the general theme of spiritual 

desire, Gregory had somehow recalled some features of the divine that were 

present both in the biblical tradition and in the Greek poets. It is in any case 

clear that, instead of a purely aesthetic pleasure that could be produced from 

 φόβος , Gregory writes of a real desire, which relates not to an artistic production 

but to God in his infi nity. Th is is an original intuition of Gregory and it 

anticipates Kant’s position in a deeper way than the anonymous author of the 

 Sublime , who is generally recognized as the precursor of the Prussian 

philosopher’s aesthetics.  70   

 As seen before, in  Enn . I 6, 4, Plotinus lists the  πάθη  which beauty produces 

in the soul:  θάμβος ,  ἔκπληξιν ,  πόθον ,  ἔρωτα  and  πτόησιν . Th e fi rst, the second 

and the last of these terms draw attention for their being closer to the realm of 

fear than that of love, and therefore Plotinus’ conception could be considered 

as a possible source of inspiration for Gregory. Th ese terms, however, are 

integrated by Plotinus in order to mitigate their drastic nature: in fact he calls 

 ἡδεῖαν  the  ἔκπληξιν  and adds  μεθ’ἡδονῆς  to  πτόησιν , creating a sort of 

oxymoron to connect the dimension of the pleasant to those emotions which 

apparently seem unrelated to the vocabulary of love. Gregory of Nyssa instead 

thematizes this estrangement, arguing that between love for sensible beauty 

and love for intelligible beauty there is a complete separation, so that one 
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arouses emotions which are opposite to the other. Plotinus’ and Gregory’s 

conceptions, therefore, diff er considerably. 

 From this analysis, it seems that Gregory, faced with the diffi  culty of 

harmonizing the biblical passage with the theme of love, solved the aporia in 

an original way, affi  rming that all divine attributes are objects of desire, even 

those that in sensible beings would not cause attraction but aversion. Among 

these attributes, in particular, is the terribleness of God, his being infi nitely 

superior to man, which necessarily causes perturbation in the soul, without 

however driving it away but on the contrary intensifying its love for such a 

high reality.  

 Because divine beauty is incorporeal, its attraction acts on a diff erent level 

than sensible beauty, a level that Gregory considers simply opposite. In it, what 

is attractive from the material point of view loses its charm, while what causes 

aversion and terrifi es, on the contrary, becomes attractive. In this doctrine 

Gregory is completely original, and it seems impossible to fi nd a close 

equivalent for his position, either in biblical writings or in pagan thinkers 

before him, not even in those who, like Aristotle and the anonymous author of 

the  Sublime , had identifi ed a connection between aesthetic experience and 

 φόβος  but considered it within the eff ects of artistic production. Among the 

Neoplatonists, despite certain intersections between Gregory and the thought 

of Plotinus, it could only be observed that Proclus’ attitude towards the 

Homeric text assumes characteristics, related to the exegetical diffi  culties, 

which are similar to those of Gregory with respect to the sacred text.  

 Th e autonomy of Gregory’s position seems a further testament to his 

theoretical value, despite the fact that he prudently introduces his doctrines 

in a very cautious way. In fact, he boldly connects two elements linked to 

the experience of the divine, both present in the Greek tradition: the 

terribleness, widely attested already in Homer (and indeed a common feature 

of the religious sentiment of all cultures, including that of the Bible) and 

the attraction for the beautiful, of specifi cally Platonic tradition, in its 

application to the world of ideas and to the divine. Gregory’s combination of 

two fundamental but somewhat contradictory elements appears to be an 

attempt to reconcile diff erent elements of the tradition, but at the same time 

opens new perspectives completely unthinkable in classical thought. Aside 

from the analogy with Kant’s aesthetic doctrine, Gregory’s solution presents 
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characteristics that cannot be related entirely to the Greek horizon. In this 

case it is not a form of negative theology, although very close to it, but a 

kind of theology, so to speak, of the contrary. Th e form of the enunciation 

is paradoxical: God attracts by being fearsome. Its gist refers to a religious 

and cultural dimension far removed from the classical one. Its philosophical 

legacy, surprisingly, reaches modernity.   



               Conclusion 
 Aesthetics and the Ineff able Beauty            

  Th e scope of this book has been to highlight some themes of aesthetic refl ection 

in late antiquity and specifi cally the third and fourth centuries, focusing on the 

thought of Plotinus and Gregory of Nyssa. By connecting their conceptions to 

the philosophical tradition of antiquity, it was possible to detect the innovative 

elements of their views on beauty and art. 

 Th e interconnection between philosophy and art was the subject of the 

Introduction, where the imperial portraits of the third century were interpreted 

as an appropriate visual commentary on the thought of the time. Th e emergence 

of a distinctive sensibility for the anxieties of the soul and for the promise of 

its immortality contrasts with the aspirational classicism of the Gallienic 

Renaissance. Plotinus’ refl ection on the activity of the artist was compared 

with Plato’s rejection of mimetical art and Aristotle’s discussion on tragic 

poetry. In this context we also considered the possibility of research on 

aesthetic issues in late antiquity and the importance of studying Christian 

thought alongside pagan philosophy. 

 Th e fi rst chapter was devoted to the interplay between rhetorical expression 

and philosophy in Plotinus. His use of metaphors linked to artistic and poetic 

production was studied in its relationship with the contents of his thought, 

especially in the metaphor of the theatre. Th e infl uence of Neoplatonism on 

Gregory of Nyssa was discussed in the second chapter together with his 

rhetorical and philosophical education and his views on art and beauty. 

 Th e adoption of a specifi c metaphor and its legacy among later thinkers was 

one of the subjects of the third chapter. Sculpting one’s own soul is the image 

that Plotinus adopts in his treatise on beauty in order to express the need to 

purify the soul from the external elements which disturb its ascent to the 

intelligible forms. Gregory of Nyssa, who knew and admired Plotinus’ fi rst 

treatise, in  De opifi cio hominis  uses an analogue metaphor of sculpting, relating 

93



Aesthetic Th emes in Pagan and Christian Neoplatonism94

it to the process of assimilation to God. If the act of sculpting off ered a convincing 

metaphor for the necessity of catharsis, painting was instead considered in its 

actual and practical use, which was justifi ed by Basil and his brother Gregory for 

its didactic value. Th e silent communication of pictures, in the Cappadocians’ 

view, is as powerful as historic narration. 

 Th e fourth chapter was more closely related to the infl uence that 

philosophical refl ection had on the art of the time. Plotinus’ criticism of the 

classical theory of beauty as deriving from good and harmonious proportion 

lies in the discussion on the reason for which uncompounded beings, like light 

and gold, are beautiful. Plotinus’ theory was reprised by both Basil and Gregory 

of Nyssa and seems to be parallel to the late antique taste for the eff ects of light 

and gold in artistic production. 

 Inevitably, the Neoplatonic refl ection on beauty is not interested as much in 

the value of arts as in the contemplation of divine reality, which it considers to 

be the only source of true beauty and the fi nal scope of the desire of the soul. 

In the last chapter, through analysis of the emotions of love in Plotinus, it was 

possible to grasp the emotional response of the soul to beauty and its divine 

source. Th e paradoxical characteristics of these emotions were considered to 

be reinforced in Gregory of Nyssa’s view on divine beauty, which attracts by 

producing fear in contrast to the allurement of sensual beings. 

 It has been stressed throughout this volume that it is not possible to detect 

precisely a direct infl uence of Plotinus’ thought on late antique art, but at the 

same time examples of late antique artistic production have been suggested as 

parallels to the philosopher’s aesthetic refl ections. In this context, the complex 

and polyvalent aspects of beauty are refl ected in the diff erent forms of artistic 

expression. 

 Illumination and astonishment, conversion and aversion, return to the divine 

source and the feeling of being estranged from it, are the confl icting features of 

late antique awareness. Th e inability of the material world to convey the intelligible 

constitutes the element, derived from Platonic philosophy, which typifi es late 

antique considerations on beauty, together with the theme of  eros  as attraction 

for the divine. Th e aesthetic refl ection, in a way that mirrors the spiritual needs of 

the age, ends up highlighting the ineff ectiveness of logical discourse in expressing 

the experience of the soul in its search for the divine. Th e metamorphosis of the 

classical world is condensed in the doleful gaze of the portrait of an empress.   
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granello di sabbia: Teoria letteraria ed estetica in Proclo’, in D. Iozzia (ed.), 

 Philosophy and Art , cit. pp. 69–90. 
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Italia, 1985). 



114 Notes to pp. 89–90

 67 Cfr. Proclus,  Comm. in R.  I 85, 16–86, 5 ed. Kroll; see R.L. Cardullo,  Il linguaggio 
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