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PREFACE

This book is a study of the philosophy of John Scottus Eriugena,
the ninth-century Irish philosopher who lived from roughly A.D.
to about 877. The whole area of early mediaeval philosophy,
in the period stretching from Boethius to Anselm, is still underreand poorly understood, except among a few specialists.
Nevertheless, it is impossible to understand the great philosophical
systems of the High Middle Ages without a detailed knowledge of
the tremendous struggle that went on in northern Europe to preserve philosophical and scientific wisdom after the collapse of the
Roman administration until the revival of Aristotle in the middle
of the twelfth century.
Moreover, the imaginative, speculative system of John Scottus
Eriugena is worthy of serious scrutiny in its own right, as a daring
and innovative synthesis of Latin logical procedure with the mystical outlook of the Greek Christian Platonists.
Eriugena is a significant figure in many respects. He was a close
associate of Charles the Bald, grandson of Charlemagne, a young
and shrewd monarch who was an enthusiastic prOlllotcr oflcarning
in his kingdo1l1, under whose direction the Carolingian renaissance
reached its zenith. Eriugena frequented Charles's court, where he
mingled with some of the most important people of his time - the
powerful prelate Hincmar, the lover of classics Lupus of Ferrieres,
the poet and fellow Irishman Sedulius Scottus - and where he became renovvned as a magister of the liberal arts. Eriugcna's contribution to the commentary on the liberal arts classic of Martianus
Capella the De /lUpt;;s Philalogiae et Mercurii (Marriage of Philology
alld Mercury) began a new style of line-by-line literal commentary
on non-scriptural texts, which would become one of the standard
methods of the schools of the High Middle Ages. Eriugena was an
innovator, being among the first (along with his rival Gottschalk
of Orbais) to use the Opus",Za sacra of Boethius to develop theo-
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logical argument based on grammatical niceties, which again would
become standard in the Scholastic period. Eriugena made some significant contributions to the understanding of liberal arts themselves, by showing a deeper understanding of musical theory than
his contemporaries, and by articulating a view of the movement of
the planets which may have anticipated the system of Tycho Brahe.
Eriugena was, of course, an expert on the writings of Isidore and
of Angnstine, as was to be expected of a philosopher of his time.
But most important, it was he who introduced late Greek Platonism
into the West with his translation of the works of the mysterious
Dionysius the Areopagite (the Pseudo-Dionysius), a translation which
was unrivalled for three centuries, and which deeply influenced the
course of mediaeval theology as well as mediaeval mysticism.
Eriugena went on to read and translate authors who even today, it
is to be regretted, are scarcely known among philosophers - men
such as Gregory of Nyssa (c. 332-C. 395) and Maximus Confessor
(c. 580-662). Maximus's philosophical anthropology was used by
Eriugena as a basis for a new articulation of the place of human
nature in the cosmos, in a manner which celebrated the centrality
of human being in the revelation of all being, and expressed a view
of the absoluteness of human freedom and intellectual insight, so as
to make man the equal of God Himself. Indeed, in his glorification
of human nature Eriugena is close to Pi co della Mirandola (148394) and Marsilio Ficino (1433-99), two leading figures of Renaissance humanism.
Eriugena initiates the Scholastic tradition in the West, but he is
also - through his translations of, and commentary on, Dionysius
- the first great European mystic. His true successors are men like
Meister Eckhart of Hochheim (c. 1260-1327) and Cardinal Nicholas
of Cusa (Cusanus)' (1401-64), both of whom combined a radical
mystical outlook with a careful Scholastic philosophical training. His
paradoxical understanding of God as both immanent and transcendent anticipated and influenced the concepts of coincidentia oppositDrum and doeta ignorantia of Nicholas of Cusa.
In this book I seek not only to expound Eriugena's philosophy
in its historical and cultural context in ninth-century France but also
to evaluate the enduring significance of his philosophical system as
a whole. This will, I believe, show Eriugena at his most original
and most brilliant.

The Western philosophical tradition has been characterised, 111 a
somewhat lllisleading and overgeneralised ll1anner, as centring on
the concept of being from the time of the earliest Greek thinkers.
Eriugena, inspired by Dionysius, departs from this tradition and
regards non-being as equally as important as being in the study of
the nature of reality as a whole. For Eriugena ontology is not the
most fundamental or universal discipline; in fact, he develops a negative dialectic which counterbalances ontological affirmations and
constructions with a radical meontology, giving the most detailed
analysis of non-being since Plato's Sophist and Pannmides.
But Eriugena goes farther and anticipates many of the features of
the modernist turn in philosophy begun by Descartes (1596-1650).
Eriugena begins with a typical Carolingian psychology but is stimulated by Saint Augustine to develop an understanding of the cogito
and a deep appreciation of inwardness, which was enriched by his
encounter with the anthropology of the Greeks, especially Gregory
of Nyssa. He does not stop there, however, but goes on to articulate, in his own terms, what might be called a philosophy of subjectivity. Eriugena sees the human subject as essentially mind.
Everything is a product of mind - material reality, spatiotemporal
existence, the body itself. In this sense, Eriugena is a thoroughgoing
idealist. Matter is a commingling of incorporeal qualities which the
mind mistakenly takes to be corporeal; spatiotemporal reality is a
consequence of the seduction of the mind by the senses, which is
the true Fall of Adam; the body itself is an externalisation of the
secret desires of the mind. But more than that, the true being of all
is their being in the mind. Eriugena takes this to be a consequence of the scriptural revelation that the human mind is an image of the divine mind, and that the divine mind contains in itself
the ideal exemplars of all things.
Eriugena inserts this radical view of the human mind and of human nature into his account of the cosmos, his fourfold division of
nature. The whole of nature, which includes God, proceeds or externalises itself in its multifarious forms through the operation of
the human mind, which is pursuing its own course of intellectual
development or enlightenment. In the four divisions of nature, we
have not only a typical mediaeval cosmology of a hierarchy of being
but also a dynamic process of subjectivity becoming objective, of
the infinite becoming finite, the drama of God's and of human self-
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externalisation in the world, which anticipates the idealist systems
of Schelling and Hegel.
In this book, therefore, I shall discuss Eriugena's philosophy both
in terms of its mediaeval origins and in terms of the manner in which
it appears to anticipate the turn towards the subject and towards
idealism which is found in the modern philosophies of Descartes
and Hegel.
In interpreting Eriugena's philosophy, I have concentrated almost
exclusively on the Periphyseon, with the result that Eriugena's later
theological works, including his homily and his commentary on
Dionysius, receive scant mention. I hope this book will contribute
to the revival of interest in Eriugena which has taken place in this
century, by offering a philosophical interpretation of his most important dialogue, the Periphyseon.
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EUROPEAN INTELLECTUAL CULTURE
IN THE NINTH CENTURY

Eriugena, an early nlcdiaeval author, wrote during a period of cultnral instability when much of the wealth of Greek philosopby had
been lost or forgotten. Furthermore, he came from an island off the
European mainland, isolated from many of the educational and intellectual developments of the Roman Empire. To have risen from
that isolated context to become one of the greatest minds of the
ninth century was an extraordinary feat. To have achieved a fairly
sophisticated mastery of Greek was itself unusual - in that century
Eriugena, Hilciuin, and Anastasius Bibliothecarius \vcre anl0ng the
few who produced translations from the Greek. Eriugena's achievement went deeper in that he was able to enter into the subtleties
and complexities of the Greek mind itself, and to produce a remarkable synthesis of two different cultures and two essentially different world-views. What was the intellectual climate of the age into
\vhich Eriugena was born?
The rise of mediaeval philosophy in the West took place against
the turbulent background of the breakup of the Roman Empire, the
expansion· of the German peoples in the North and of Islam in the
Sonth. Various dates have been suggested for the beginning of the
mediaeval period, but for our purposes the most suitable date is A.D.
the year of the death of Boethius (born c. 480), the last great
scholar of antiquity, who knew both Greek and Latin. Already by
Boethius's time the empire was ruled from Ravenna by the Ostrogoth Theodoric, who had the position of governor of Italy; the emperor lived in the East.
The empire was split between a Greek East extending from Constantinople to Lombard Italy (which for a time included Sicily), and
a Latin West, which at the beginning of the ninth century came
under the control of the Frankish king Charlemagne, who was
head of the Holy Roman Empire in 800. The Mediterrasouth and most of Spain were in Arab hands, and there seems

2
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to have been little contact between these regions and the Carolingian Empire.
In broader cultural terms, the ninth century in fact marks the beginning of several centuries of Islamic dominance in the fields of
philosophy and science. The centres of intellectual learning and the
heritage of Greek thought moved from Alexandria to Baghdad, where
AI-Kindi (c. 800-70) developed the first major Neoplatonic metaphysics, adapted to Islam.' The Byzantine Empire was struggling
to maintain itself against the Islamic onslaught in Egypt and Syria.
Antioch, Alexandria, and Jerusalem fell to Islam, throwing Rome
and Constantinople into relief as the centres of Christendom. The
Eastern Church was undergoing a period of renewal and reform
under the powerful patriarch Photius (c. 820-91).' Photius (patriarch from 858) was an important classical scholar in the East whose
Bibliotheca was a summary of the Christian and classical works he
had read. In the late eighth and early ninth centuries the Franks were
struggling with the Byzantines for political control over Great Moravia. But in contrast with the East, little intellectual development
had taken place in northern Europe during the seventh and eighth
centuries. Their educational development was nourished in the main
by the steady flow of scholars and monks from Ireland to the monastic schools, from Laon to Reichenau and Fulda.
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On AI-Kindi sec A. 1. Ivry (cd.), AI-Kil1di's Metaphysic., (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press,
1974). It would be interesting to compare the two Ncoplatonic systems of Eriugcna and
Ai-Kindi, as they WCre almost exact contemporaries. In Islamic countries philosophy was
not seen as identical with religion, as it was for Augustine and Eriugcna, and was frcc to
pursue its own course. Thus it is noteworthy that AI-Kindi produced texts on music,
mathematics, astronomy, and alchemy as welt as philosophy. AI-Kindi was anxiotls,
however, to argue for ex nihilo creation and for the resurrection of thc body, while otherwise accepting Grcek idcas.
On Photius sec Richard Haugh, Pholius and the Carolit~Rians: The Trinitarian Controversy
(Belmont, Mass.: Nordland, 19i5), and F. Dvornik, The Photim1 Schism: History mId Legend (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970). On Photius as a humanist, see P.
Lcmerle, Le premier huma/lisme byzantin: Notes et remarques sur CIlseigncment et culture a Byzance des origines au Xc sieele (Paris: PUF, 1971), and W. Treadgold, Thc Nature of the
Bibliotheca of Photius (Dumbarton Oaks: Centre for Byzantine Studies, 1980). On Byzantium in gcneral see R. jcnkis, Byzantium: The Imperial Ccnturies A.D. 6ro-I071 (London:
Widenfeld & Nicholson, 1966), and the bibliography in D. J. Geanakoplos, Byzmltine East
and Latin West (Hamden, Conn.: Archon, 1976). See also J. M. Hussey, The Orthodox
Church in the Byzantinc Empire (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 69-101.
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The monastic age in Ireland
Ireland, outside the domain of the collapsing Roman administration, had developed its own tradition of Christianity, which, be-
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John Scottus Eriugena

European intellectual culture

tween the sixth and the ninth century, was to maintain a high cultural level, permeated by austere spirituality and culture. 3 Ireland
produced the earliest vernacular literature in Europe, as well as sending
a steady stream of missionaries to the Continent. The country had
a sufficiently developed social and economic structure that it could
support large monastic communities, highly developed metal-work,
manuscript illumination, as well as stone building and stone sculpture.
John Scottus Eriugena (c. 800-c. 877), an Irish scholar living in
France and an enthusiastic student of Byzantine Christianity, was
the most extraordinary thinker of the century. His work provides
a link between Ireland and France, Rome and Byzantium; between
Latin and Greek learning; and between the Church fathers and the
thinkers of the High Middle Ages.
After the death of Boethius, Latin philosophy and learning were
preserved in the West mainly in encyclopaedic compendia of knowledge such as the 1I1stitutial1es of Cassiodorus, the Etymalagiae of Isidore of Seville, and the writings of the Anglo-Saxon monk Bede. 4
Cassiodorus (c. 490-C. 580), an adviser to Theodoric, was at the
court during Boethius's time there, but later retired to a private estate in Calabria, where he developed a monastery. Between 543 and
555 he wrote the Institutiones divinarum et saecuiarium litterarwn as a
programme of study for his monks. This work contained a few
brief sections on philosophy. Isidore (c. 560-636) wrote the most
important work of the period, the Etymalagiae, which was a favourite of the monks in Ireland; from it they drew the etymological
explanations of technical terms, as well as an understanding of the

basic subdivisions of philosophy. Isidore himself, however, knew
little of classical philosophy, and makes scant reference even to Boethius (the De institutione arithmeticae is referred to in Etymalagiae III. VAS)·
In the Latin West from the sixth to the ninth century, there was,
for various reasons, little scope for genuine philosophical development, and a lack of scholars sufficiently educated to undertake the
task. Even in Ireland, which had a higb tradition of writing and
illumination, the evidence for a flourishing philosophical tradition is
slight, with few signs of developed abstract speculation. 5 Despite
the wonderful manuscript illumination as evidenced by the early
ninth-century Book af Kells and the Book of Armagh, or the earlier
Boak ofDurrow (described as "one of the high points of insular book
illumination"), the beautiful poetry which indicated an understanding of classical prosody, the mythological annals, the metallurgy of
the Tara Brooch or Ardagh Chalice, and the rich tradition of biblical commentary and eschatology, there is little evidence of the development of abstract speculation or systematic reasoning of a philosophical kind, though some of this kind of activity may have been
practised under the guise of gran1111aticaC poetic, and especially legal
studies, which were of a Illost advanced nature. 6
It is hard to assess how much of the intellectual inheritance of
ancient Greece and Rome was preserved in these Irish monastic
centres. A high level of scholarship, very early on, is witnessed by
the activities of Columbanus, who founded the monastery of Bobbio in Lombard Italy in 612. During the seventh and eighth centuries, however, there seems to have been a lessening of interest in
classical texts, partly to be explained by the rising interest in the
vernacular. What exactly was available to the Irish? At one stage it

4

3 On Irish Christianity see the classic studies of J. Ryan, Irish AlonaslicislII: Origins and Early
Dct1c!opmcn[ (Dub!in, 1931; reprinted with new intro. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1972); L. Gougaud, Christianity in Celtic Lal1ds (London: Sheed & Ward, 1932), and
1. Bieler, Ireland: Harbinger of the Middle Ages (London: Oxford University Press, 19(6).
For morc recent studies sec K. Hughes, Early Christian Ireland: Introduction to the Sources
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19i9) and "The Early Irish Church from the
Coming of Christianity to the End of the Viking Era," in B. de Breffny (cd.), The Irish
World (London: Thames & Hudson, I97i), pp. 4i-iO. See also the excellent essays in H.
Lowe (cd.), Die Irw und Europa iHl friiheycn Mittclalter, 2 vols. (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta,
1982), and P. Ni Cathain and M. Richter (cds.), Ireland a/Jd Europe: The Early CJwych
(Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1984).
4 See M. L. W. Laistncr, Thought and Letters in We.ltern Euyope A.D. 500-900 (London:
Mctheun, 195i), and the classic study of M. Roger, L'Enscignement des let/res cla.lSiques
d'Ausofle a Alwin: hllrodactiol1 a l'hi.ltoire des ecoles carolingiefll1cs (Paris: Picard, 1905). Sec
also J. Leclercq, L'Amouy des /eUyes et Ie drsiy dc Dieu: Initiation aux at/term monastiques du
A1oycI! Age (Paris: CERF, I95i). The best recent study is P. Riche, Les Ecole.- et l'cllscigl1emcnt dans ['Oaident chretiel1 de la jill d!1 Ve .licdc au milieu du XIsiede (Paris: Aubier Mont::>;o-nr
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5 For a review of Irish educational practice, sec F. McGrath, Education in Ancienl alJd l'.1edieval Irciand (Dublin: Studies SpeciaJ Publication, 19i9), pp. i2-JI9. The impact or philosophical thought, expressed in Latin, on a conservative tribal society dominated by native traditions of poetic learning and a warrior ethos has been the subject of recent studies
by anthropologists. See, c.g., P. MacCan3, "Early Irish Ideology and the Concept of
Ullity," in R. Kearney (cd.), The Irish Milld (Dublin: Wolfhound, 1984), pp. 56-78. Even
though prose forms developed very early in Irish history, they vV'ere not used for abstract
or speculative reasoning.
6 011 Irish grammar, see L. Holtz, "Grammairiens irlandais au temps de Jean Scot: guclgucs
aspects dc leur pedagogic," in R. Rogues (cd.), Jea/! Scot EriJ!hle et I'llistoire de la philosophie
(Paris: CNRS, I9ii), pp. 69-i8. On Irish learning in general see K. Hughes, "The Distribution of Irish Scriptoria and Centres of Learning from i30~I III.·' in N. Chad\\.'ick
(cd.), 5trJdies in the Early British Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. t958),
pp. 243-i2.
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was claimed that the Irish monks had access to many classical texts
in Greek and Latin, and were well versed in classical languages. Surveys of the extant literature, however, show a much more modest
picture. The Irish certainly had a strong interest in learning and wrung
as much knowledge as they could from the texts available. No full
study of classical references in Irish literature has yet been made,
but there exist summaries of classical tales in Old Irish, for example,
the stories of Aeneas, Jason, and Hercules, as well as a strong interest in grammar and natural science. In grammar, the Irish knew
Donatus, Priscian's Institutiones grammaticae, Eutyches's Ars de verba,
Macrobius's De differentiis et societatibus graeci latil1ique verbi (a work
of which Eriugena may have made a florilegium, according to E.
Jeauneau), and Isidore's De differentiis verborum.' Isidore's Etymologiae was especially popular,S as was Pliny's Natural History, Virgil's
GeOlgics, and Macrobius's Saturnalia, which Eriugena may have used
in an Irish recension. On the other hand, Cassiodorus's Institutiones
does not appear to have been read by the Irish and was not widely
available in ninth-century Francia either. The Irish were the first
mediaevals to use·Macrobius, and the three earliest commentators
on Martianus Capella - including Martin Hiberniensis and Eriugena
_ were Irish. They read Origen with great enthusiasm and also Eusebius and John Chrysostom. There is no doubt that the Irish in
France and Germany commanded great respect for their learning,
as evidenced by many Continental testimonia, although they seem
also to have evoked a certain amount of humorous puzzlement at
their extraordinary manners and fantastical style of argument.' Recent research has shown that there was a considerable amount of
scientific activity in the early Irish monastic centres, with extant works
on meteorology, eclipses, and other natural phenomena. The Irish
7 See M. Herren, "Classical and Secular Learning among the Irish before the Carolingian
Renaissance," Florilegillll1 3 (1981). pp. II8-5r, and for Irish knowledge of physics sec
W. M. Stevens, "Scientific Instruction in Early Insular Schools," in M. Herren (cd.),
Insular Latin Studies: Latin Texts and Manuscripts oj the British Isles Sso-lo66 JToronto:
PontifICal Institute of Medieval Studies, 1981), pp. 83-1I2. On Irish law see D. 0 Corrain,
Irelalld before the Normans (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 19i2)· On Irish contributions in
manuscript illumination, metal, and stone work, see M. Ryan (cd.), Ireland alld Insular
Art A.D. SOO-HOO (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, I9 8 i)·
8 See M. Herren, "On the Earliest Irish Acquaintance with Isidore of Seville," in E. James
(cd.), Visigolhic SpahJ: New Approaches (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980), pp. 243-50.
9 For a recent review of Irish achievements in France sec P. Riche, "Les Irlandais et lcs
princes carolingiens aux VIIIe ct IXe sieeles," in Uhvc (cd.), Die Iren tllld Europa, pp.
i35-45. Sec also E. Coccia, "La cultura irlandese prccarolingia: Miracolo 0 mito?" Studi
Medievali ser. 3a, 8 (I967), pp. 264-9.
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were deeply involved in the calculation of the date of Easter, and
these Computistica reveal some sophistication in mathematics as well
as in astronomy (especially the cycles of the sun and moon). Much
of this work depended heavily on classical sources, as does Dicuil's
geography, for example.
It is almost impossible to say how much of this intellectual activity was carried out in Ireland and how much on the Continent.
The Irish travelled widely in Europe, and the Irish manuscripts preserved in European libraries could have been produced in Ireland or
while travelling, rather than in the Continental centres with which
they are now associated (for example, Bobbio or Saint Gall).
Given this brief summary of the learning of the Irish monastic
age, it may in general be concluded that despite Ireland's rich Christian heritage, the actual revival of philosophical learning (especially
the commenting on logical texts or on the pseudo-augustinian Categoriae decem) took place in Europe. Furthermore, the great figures
ofIrish intellectual development such as Dungal, John Scottus, Sedulius, and Michael Scottus lived and worked on the European
mainland.

The Carolingian renovatio
It was Charlemagne (742-8I4) who initiated the revival of learning
in the part of the empire under his control in the late eighth century.
He issued letters decreeing that every cathedral and monastery was
to open a school which taught the basic liberal arts (arithmetic,
grammar, and music). In his Admonitio generalis (789) and in the
De litteris colendis (written between 780 and 800), composed with
the help of Alcuin (c. 735-804), he asked for the teaching of
reading and writing, and for the careful correction of the Psalms,
the calendar, and grammar books (psalmos, notas, cantus, compotum,
grammaticum) .
From the mid-77os Charlemagne began to attract scholars to his
palace from all over Europe - Lombards, Visigoths, Anglo-Saxons,
Franks, and Irish."
10 H. Fichtenau, The Carolingian Empire, trans. P. Munz (Oxford: Blackwell, 195i); R. Folz,
The Coronation of Charlemagne 25 December 800, trans.]. E. Anderson (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1974);]. Hubert, The Carolingian Rel1aissallCe (New York: Brazilkr, 1970);
R. McKitterick, The Fral1kish Church and the Carolingian Reforms, i8g-895 (London: Royal
Historical Socicty, 1977) and The Frankish Kingdoms WIder lhe Carolingial1s (London: Longman, 1983), pp. 140~68. See also Laistncr, 'Thoughl and Letters ill Western Europe, pp. I89~
224. On Carolingian kingship, see W. Ullmann, The Carolingian Retlaissal1cc and the Idea
of Kingship (London: Methucn, 1969).
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While returning from his first Italian campaign in 774 he recruited
the grammarian Peter of Pisa; then another Lombard, Paul the Deacon, in 782. In 776 Paulinus of Aquileia arrived at the court as a
grammar teacher. Besides these Italians, Charlemagne attracted
Irishmen such as Dungal (d. 827) and Dicuil (c. 770-C. 827), a geographer. Dungal was an important figure who wrote to Charlemagne
regarding his queries concerning an eclipse of the sun which took
place in 810. Dunga],s information was based On Macrobius's commentary on the Somnium Scipionis." Dicuil was the author of the
De mensura orbis terrae (825), a work of geography relying heavily
on classical sources, especially Pliny." From Christian Spain came
the Goth Theodulf (later bishop of Orleans and possibly author of
the Libri Carolini) and Agobard (later bishop of Lyon); and from
York came Alcuin, who became Charlemagne's closest adviser,
joining the court in 782.'''
Alcuin was at the head of this new revival of letters, which has
been called a renaissance, though more properly it was a smaller
renovatio, not SQ much a complete rebirth as a renewal, the first
renewal of learning in continental Europe since the efforts of Theodoric. '4 Alcuin and the court school referred to themselves using
classical and biblical titles (Charlemagne was known as King David)
and saw their court as a new Jerusalem, Athens, or Rome. Although
there has been much talk of a "palace school," this assembly of
scholars at the court had rather loose links. Alcuin was in many

respects the architect of the Carolingian renovatio and was deeply
involved in planning the new educational programme. In his writings on the development of Christian education, he laid great stress
on the importance of the liberal arts as the seven pillars of wisdom,
seeing wisdom as necessary for the development of spiritual knowledge and expanding the concept of Christian wisdom found in Augustine. rs Like Saint Augustine, A1cuin was not in favour of secular
learning for its own sake. He wrote several theological tracts including a De Tril1itate, a work on the place of the soul in Christian
life, De animae ratiolle, and a philosophical dialogue, Disputatio de
!'era philosophia, as well as a collection of arguments, De rhetMica et
"irtutibus. He appears to have had few classical sources available to
him, and knew little even of Boethius. He did know the COllsolatio,
which he referred to in his De vera philosophia, but he does not appear to have used the Opuscula sacra. He did receive a copy of the
Catego,.iae decem, which he presented to Charlemagne. He contributed in his De dialectica to Carolingian knowledge of dialectic, and
divided philosophy (as Eriugena later does) into three parts - physics, etbics, and logic (see De dialectica, PL CI.952C). He based his
logic largely on the Categoriae decem and his wider philosophy on
Boethius's Consolatio. Towards the end of his life, while in voluntary retreat at Tours, he wrote the De fide Sanctae Tril1itatis.
Alcuin is not considered a great innovator in philosophy, being
mainly concerned to develop a firm foundation of knowledge as a
step on the road to spiritual wisdom. Indeed, the remark of Philippe
Delhaye is apt, namely that the philosophers of the Carolingian reIlovatio were not like the men of the twelfth century, who saw
themselves as dwarfs on the shoulders of giants; rather they were
content to remain dwarfs looking up at the height of thejr ancestors. 16
Nevertheless, some recent claims have been made for a more
original philosophical tradition stemming from Alcuin and the palace school. John Marenbon, in a recent study, has argued that the
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II At that time DUllgal was living in the Abbey of Saint-Denis, but in 825 (although some
scholars have suggested this is a different Dungal) he became master of the school at Pavia.
At that time he wrote an important tract defending the usc of images in worship against
the iconoclastic views of the ApologetiwlIl of Bishop Claudius of Turin. When he died in
827 he left his library to the monastery of Bobbio.
12 For Dieui] sec J. J. Tierney (cd.), Dicuili liber de mCl1sura orbis terrae (Dublin: Institute for
Advanced Studies, 1967). In his introduction Tierney talks of the Dungal of Saint-Denis
and of Pavia as two different persons. Esposito, however, in 1932 argued for their identity; see Tierney, p. 6.
13 See P. Delhaye, Christiall Philosophy in the Middle Ages, trans. S. J. Tester (London: Burns
& Oates, 1960), pp. 41-52. On Alcuin, see A. K1cinclausz, Alwin (Paris, 1948); L. Wallach, Alwin and Charlemagne: Studies ill Carolingian History alJd Literature (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1959), S. ABott, Alwill oj York, A.D. i32-804: His L!fe a/Jd
Letters (York: Ebor Press, 1974), and the classic study by A. F. West, Alwin and the Rise
oJthe Christiall Schools (1892; reprint New York: Greenwood, 1969).
I4 On the Carolingian renovatio, see P. Lehmann, "Das Problem cler karolingischen Renaissance," I Problemi della civilla carolingia 26 Mar-Aprile 1953, Settimane di studio del centro
Italiano di studi sull'alto medioevo, vol. 1 (Spoleto: Presso la sede del Centro, 1954), and
G. W. Trompf, "The Concept of the Carolingian Renaissance," Journal oj the History of
Ideas 34 (I9i3), pp. 3-26.
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15 See M.-Th. d'Alverny, "La Sagessc et scs sept filks: Recherches sur ks allegories de 1a
philosophic ct des arts liberaux du IXc au XIIc siecle," Me/al/ses dedies Ii la memoire de
Felix Grat I (Paris: Pccqucur-Grat, 1949), pp. 245-78. See also G. Schrimpf, Das TVerk
des Jolla/mes SCOUI.IS Eriugena illl Rahl1lCll des Wissellsc!uz.fiversliilldnisses seincr Zeit. Eine I-linJiilmlllg
ZJ.J Periphyseol1 (Munster: Aschcndorff, 1982), pp. 23-35; and]. Marenbon, From thc Circle
oj Alculll to the School oj Allxerre: Logic, Theol(Jgy and Philosoph)' ill the Earl)' Middle Ages.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Prcss, 198.), pp. 30-66.
I6 Dc1haye, Christian Philosophy ill the Middle A~l;es, p. 43.
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Munich Passages, which include the Dicta Albini and the Dicta Candidi, represent a genuine attempt at philosophical reasoning concerning the nature of essence, the existence of God, and the categories, as well as furthering theological speculation on the relation
of man to God in the imago Dei." Whether or not Albinus is to be
identified with Alcuin, as has frequently been argued, it is clear that
these texts illustrate the kind of philosophical argumentation being
undertaken among Alcuin's associates. The Dicta Albini consists of
a commentary on Genesis 1. 26, on Faciamus hominem ad imaginem et
similitudinem nostram, which makes use of Augustine and Ambrose.
Albinus distinguishes between imago and similitudo: Each of us is an
image of the Trinity (intellect, will, and memoria), but we achieve
similitudo through goodness. The subject-matter of these passages is
unexceptional, but the passages provide a good summary of early
Carolingian anthropology (as it will later be expressed also in the
Libri Carolini) and are to be contrasted with Eriugena's developed
theory of human nature, which was inspired by his reading of Gregory of Nyssa's De haminis opiflcio, a work not available to the first
generation of Carolingian intellectuals.
Candidus is thought by Marenbon to have been a student of AIcuin's from England, although Delhaye considers him to have been
a student of Hrabanus Maurus's. The Dicta Candidi offers a dialectical proof for God's existence, based on the hierarchy of perfection,
which differs significantly from Augustine's formulation in the De
libero arbitrio II. Indeed, Marenbon considers Candidus to have been
the outstanding philosopher of his generation, on the basis of the
understanding of the categories and the logical argumentation found
in these passages.,8 Indeed, it is true that these passages do possess
a crisp logical form, as is clearly demonstrated in the treatment of
the question Si possit verum esse sine veritate? This argues that truths
depend on Truth. Truth is a body, corpus, and God is Truth; therefore God is a body: Deus veritas est, ergo Deus corpus est. '9 This dialectical argument is countered by an argument which shows that
the body does not possess truth and that truth is not a body. The
17 Marcnbon, From the Circle of Alwin, pp. 33-62 and 144-69. These passages are contained
in Munich Codex Latinus Monachcnsis 6407, and partially in Bib!. Nat. 13953- They have
been edited by Marcnbon in his book, pp. 15I-iO.
I8 Marcnbon, From the Circle oj Alwin, p. 59·
19 See Marcnbon, pp. r64-5·
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argument is to be found in a more abbreviated form in Augustine's
Soliloquia II. 15.28 (PL XXXII.898). The definitions of substance,
time, place, and body in Candidus's work rely on the definitions in
the Categoriae decem, but they are used in a manner which indicates
original philosophical thought. Van de Vyver points out that there
was a growth of interest in logic in the ninth century. The library
of Reichenau, for example, had a copy of three treatises of the {ogica
vetus among its 420 manuscripts. These were listed among the works
of Bede, but had possibly been extracted from Boethian commentaries. Boethius himself, however, was known at that time mainly
for his work on arithmetic. W
Another important figure from the first generation of revivers of
philosophy was Fredegisus (d. 834), an Anglo-Saxon student of AIcuin's at York who succeeded him as abbot of Saint Martin of Tours
in 804. Later he served as chancellor to Louis the Pious. His letter
on nothing and darkness, Epistola de nihilo et tenebr;s, argued that the
term «nothing" actually refers to something, since every nanlC signifies something." Obviously this thesis is a development of the
views of Augustine in the De magistro I. 2 (PL XXXII. II96) and instituted a discussion of the meaning of non-being which culminated
in Carolingian times with the elaborate treatise on the meaning of
nothing in John Scottus Eriugena. We know almost nothing else
about Fredegisus.
Agobard of Lyon accused Fredegisus of believing in the pre-existence of the soul because of a certain phrase Fredegisus used, and
indeed there is some evidence that Fredegisus went on to defend
himself in a manner which substantiated that accusation."
The controversy over the pre-existence of the soul was of particular interest to ninth-century philosophers and theologians. The
whole debate was, of course, couched in the language of the problematic left by Augustine, who was unsure as to the exact relation
of soul to body and often seemed to espouse the position that the
20 Sec A. Van de Vyvcr, "Lcs Etapcs du dtvcloppcmcIlt philosophiquc du haut moyen age,"
Revue bclge de philologie et d'histoire 8 (I929), p. 432.
21 Marenbon, From the Circle of Alwin, pp. 62ff. Frcdcgisus's letter is edited by E. Diimmlcr
in MGH Epistolae 4 (Epistolae Karol!»i ACfJi II) (Berlin, 1895), pp. 552-5, and translated
in J. F. Wippel and A. B. Wolter (cds,), Medieval PhUosophy from Augllstinc to IVicha/as of
C!lsa (London: Collier-Macmillan, I969), pp. r03-8.
22 Dclhayc, Christian Philosophy in the iHiddle Ages, p. 47. Agobard'$ letter is found in MGH
Epistolac 5, pp. 2 IO-I. Of course, the whole problem of the pre-existence of the soul was
raised and left unsatisfactorily resolved by Augustine.
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soul had a pre-existence in heaven before it was created in this world
(see, for example, De lib era arbitrio III.XXI.S9·200 [CCSL XXIX,
p. 309]). Augustine later offered a solution to his problem by using
the idea of the seminal reasons. Gottschalk and others focussed on
this problem in Augustine, and various positions on it were taken
during the Carolingian period. Both Ratramnus of Corbie and Eriugena developed fairly sophisticated responses to the problem.
As the Carolingian renovatio spread, more and more monastic
centres were able to produce men oflearning; places such as Corbie,
Tours, and Rheims produced scholars in large numbers. Many
manuseripts were produced at Corbie, where Ratramnus, one of the
greatest intellects of the ninth century, lived and worked; Saint Gall
also grew in importance, while Lyon developed under Agobard,
Remigius, and Florus (who has left copious annotations of Saint
Augustine in his own handwriting). Hrabanus Maurus (c. 780- 856)
of Mainz studied with Alcuin at Aachen in the 790S and then went
to Fulda, where he was made a deacon in 801. In 819 he became
master of the abbey school at Mainz. In 822 he was made abbot of
Fulda. He produced some fascinating works, for example, the De
laudibus Sanctae Crucis in 810, the De institutione clericorum, modelled
on Saint Augustine's De doctrina Christiana, and a Computus (c. 819,
edited in CCCM XLIV, pp. 205-321).
Hrabanus composed an elaborate encyclopaedia of the knowledge
considered necessary for the understanding of Scripture, entitled De
universo or De rerum naturis, around 840. He gave a high place to
the liberal arts and to dialectic in particular, which he defines as "the
rational discipline concerned with definitions and explanations, and
able even to separate truth from falsehood."'3 It is not only an art
of reasoning; it is capable of yielding true knowledge both about
things and about the self. Hrabanus was a well-read scholar who
invented some interesting poetic forms, but his knowledge of philosophy tended towards the encyclopaedic mentality of Cassiodorus
23 Hrabanus Maurus, De instituliolie clericorum HI.xx (PL CVIL39ic): "dialectica cst disciplina
rationalis quaercndi, diffinicndi et disscrcndi, ctiam vera a falsis disccrnendo patens." Sec
West, Alcuin, p. 140; Delhayc, p. 45. Hrabanus (776-856) badly needs to be studied from
the point of view of the development of mediaeval philosophy. ! have not had a chance
to read the dissertation of Luke Wenger, "Hrabanus Maurus, Fulda, and Carolingian Spirituality," Harvard, I973. From my own cursory examination, he does not appear to have
been morc than an encyclopaedist, except in his devotional speculations on the nature of
the cross in Dc lalldiblls Sane/ae Crucis (PL eVIl).
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and Isidore and did not blossom forth into systematic speculation.
It is to be noted that Cassiodorus himself did not have a great circulation at this time; the librarian of Rcichenau, Reginbert, was able
to lay his hands on a copy only after a long search (c. 835-842).
The Carolingian period is best known intellectually for theological
controversy, which took many forms and involved kings as well as
ecclesiastical authorities. It was a lively period, with reasonable tolerance towards religious speculation, and was not at all the narrowminded "dark age" some have called it. The major theological
struggles of the first generation of Carolingians were concerned with
adoptionism and iconoclasm, with lesser disputes on the filioque
question (Ratramnus's Contra Graecorum opposita) and the processions of the Trinity.
In the early ninth century there was a revival of adoptionism (the
heresy that Christ is not the true Son of God, but is, as it were, an
"adopted" son) among the Spanish bishops led by Elipandus of Toledo and Felix of UrgeI. It was attacked by Alcuin, who wrote tracts
against Felix and Elipandus, and by Hrabanus Maurus and Agobard
among others. This dispute is typical of the earliest stages of the
Carolingian revival in that the polemicists are content for the most
part to quote Scripture in support of their claims and do not indulge
in mnch independent dialectical reasoning, unlike the later disputes
involving Gottschalk and Eriugena, who were inspired by the
methodological procedure of Boethius in his Opu5cula sacra.
One such theological debate, which involved kings and emperors
as well as theologians, was the Iconoclastic controversy, which had
its origins in the late eighth century, and was as much a political as
a theological dispute. '4 The debate on the use of images in worship
was precipitated by the attempt of the Byzantine emperor Leo III
to convert his subjects to his view on images in 724-6. Possibly
Leo was responding to Islamic pressure, which scorned Christian
"idolatry." Possibly he was also trying to replace the worship of all
other images with his own.
Leo issued a formal edict in 730 forbidding images, without consulting Pope Gregory II, and the oppression of iconophiles began
at that time. It was continued under the reign of his son, Constan24 See G. B. Ladncr, "Origin and Significance of the Byzantinc Iconoclastic Controversy,"
in Images a!ld Ideas of the A1iddle Ages: Selected Studies ill History and Art (Rome: Edi2ionc
de Storia c Lettcratura, I983), vol. I, pp. 35-72.
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tine V (741-75). The empress Irene reversed the situation during
her reign from 780-802, and the Ecumenical Council of N icaea in
787 formally restored images. Under subsequent emperors Leo V
(813-20), Michael II (820-9), and Theophilus (829-42), however,
the iconoclasts again had the upper hand. The problem was finally
solved at the Council of 843 under the empress Theodora. The history of the dispute is complex, but it continued in the Frankish church
in the latter part of the eighth century and into the ninth. The Byzantines argued about images in terms suggested by Saint Basil and
Gregory of Nyssa. Is the image identical with the prototype, or is
it merely a likeness? Iconophiles used Saint Basil's remark that "the
honour of the image is transferred to the prototype" to justify their
position, as well as a text from Dionysius, Ecclesiastical Hierarchy
IV.3 (PG II1.473C), which argues that an artist who looks at the
archetypal form, without distraction, will produce an image which
can be taken for the original ("the one in the other"), while differing
from the original in essence or nature. For the iconoclasts, the Son
was the only true Image of God, and they argued for the identity
in substance of image and archetype.
Pope Leo III sent a translation of the Nicene decision to Charlemagne. Charlemagne was outraged at not having been consulted
during the Nicene sessions, and on hearing of their decision, which
seemed to support the wholesale "adoration" of images (owing to
a poor Latin translation of the Nicene judgment), he commissioned
the theologians of his court to reply. The Byzantines distinguished
between latreia (f..'XTPELU) and proskunesis ('ITPOCTKUVll(HS; literally,
bending the knee), but the Latin translation rendered proskinesis as
adoratio. '5 Charlemagne commissioned his own theologians to examine the matter in detail. This produced the Libri Carolini written
possibly by Theodulf of Orleans or perhaps even by Alcuin himself.,6 The Libri Carolini argue against the power of the Byzantine
Empire and in favour of the proper headship of the Church in Rome.
25 Folz, Coronation of Charlemagne, pp. 90-6. See also S. Gcro, "The Libri Carolini and the
Image Controversy," Greek Orthodox Theological Review 18 (1973), pp. 7-34, I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "The Philosophy of Icons," in A. H. Armstrong (cd.), The Cambridge
History of Late Greck and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 506-17. Charlemagne was against Irene and wanted to become emperor

himself.
26 On the disputed authorship of the Libri Carolini, see A. Freeman, "Thcodulf of Orleans
and thc Libri Carolini," Speculum 3:2 (19S7), pp. 663~705, and "Further Studies in the Libri
Carolini ! and 2," Speculum 40 (I96S), pp. 203~89, which argue for Theodulf as author.
Th;<;: ;<;: rh~ll('npf'(l hv L Wallach. who argues for Aleuin as the author. See L. Wallach,
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The Nicene decision is criticised, and a moderate position is put
forward, arguing that images should be neither worshipped nor destroyed. Worship is due to God alone. Religious murals are to be
allowed in churches for didactic purposes, but classical figures, including nudes or representations of pagan gods, are to be forbidden.
The Libri attempt to define the nature of an image, which has repercussions on the Carolingian debate on the nature of man as imago
Dei, a theme central to Eriugena's anthropology. The debate on images continues in the ninth century, with Agobard favouring the
iconoclasts and Dungal opposing them.
'The Libri Carolini also addressed the jilioque question, which separated the Byzantine from the Western Church, siding with the
Western version. Eriugena himself carefully develops his own concept of procession and tries to steer a neutral path between the Greek
and Latin formulations of the jilioque doctrine in his Periphyseol1
(II.6I2a-b). After examining various formulations, the Magister of
the dialogue allows that per jilium (through the Son) is as acceptable
as jilio (by the Son) in describing the procession of the Holy Spirit
from the Father. Eriugena interprets the Nicene judgment that the
Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone (the Greek view) in a
tolerant fashion. He says it may have been expressed to prevent the
doctrine being discussed openly (venti/aret"r, 6IId28), suggesting that
they may have held a different doctrine in private! Eriugena examines various texts and remarks that the issue needs further discussion. The main thing, however, is to believe that the Holy Spirit
is consubstantial with the Father (II.613a).
After the death of Charlemagne, the revival of learning waned
somewhat under Louis I (Louis the Pious) as Lupus of Ferrieres (80562), a close adviser of Charles the Bald's, later lamented," but still
"The Unknown Author of the Libri Carolitli," in Didascaliae: Studies in Hot/Our of Anselm
A. Albareda (New York: Rosenthal, 1961), pp. 469-SIS. For a more recent appraisal, sec
P. Meyvaert, "The Authorship of the Lihri Carolini: Observations Prompted by a Reccnt
Book," Revue Benedictitle 89 (I979), pp. 29~S7. Sec also Marenbon, From the Circle oj
Alwill, pp. 3S~6.
27 It has recently been argued that Lupus's view is exaggerated and that, in fact, there was
a steady growth in learning and scholarship right through the ninth century. See Riche,
"Les Irlandais ct les princes carolingicns aux VIIlc et IXe sieeles," in Lowe (cd.), Die Irell
und Europa, p. 739· Also see F. L. Ganshof, "Louis the Pious Rcconsidered." History 42
(1957), pp. r71~80. Lupus studied under Hrabanus Maurus at Fulda, compiled a summary
of Germanic law for Count Eberhard of Friuli, wrote many letters which have survived,
became abbot of Ferrieres in 840, and served as a diplomat for Charles the Bald. He was
a learned classicist and a quintessential Carolingian figure. He was also a fricnd of GOttschalk's and corresponded with him on theological matters. Lupus's letters offer a very
good picture of the time.
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managed to attract educated men such as Dicuil (who dedicated his
work to Louis)" and Hilduin, who translated the Dionysiaca around
83 I, and thus was extremely influential on Eriugena. '9 In 8r5 Hilduin became abbot of Saint-Denis, where Hincmar was one of his
pupils. He became a chaplain to Louis the Pious in 822 but supported Louis's sons in a plot against their father in 830, for which
he was deposed and banished. He returned to Saint-Denis in 831,
however. Louis was in continual power struggles with his own sons.
He was ousted by Lothair in 833 but regained power in 834 with
the help of his SOn Louis the German. In 838 he gave his youngest
son, Charles the Bald, a kingdom in the north-west of Francia and
included in it Aquitaine, which was under the actual control of another of his sons, Pepin I (and later his grandson Pepin II). Louis
died in 840, and Lothair (who had been in Italy since the failure of
his attempt to overthrow Louis) returned to fight Charles the Bald
and Louis the German. In 842 he was defeated at Fontenoy, and in
843 the Treaty of Verdun divided the Frankish lands among the
three brothers, with Charles the Bald retaining the western territory; Lothair controlling the middle part, including Aachen; and Louis
the German controlling the easternmost portion, including Mainz.
There followed a period in which Lothair attempted to undermine
the power of his brothers, using his position as emperor, and also
using the Church. Charles the Bald, being the youngest, and also
having no blood ties with the area he controlled, was in a most
vulnerable position. Nevertheless, he displayed considerable military and diplomatic skill, managing to protect himself, fight off new
incursions from another enemy - the Vikings - and promote the
highest levels of achievement in scholarship and learning which the
Carolingian period had seen.
The patronage of Charles the Bald

A new impetns was given to the Carolingian programme of reform
when Charles the Bald (823-77) assumed the throne in a smaller
28 On Dicuil, sec Tierney (cd.), DiwiU /ibcr de mCIl.wra orbis terrae.
29 On Hilduin, sec G. Thery, Eludes dionysienncs. Vol. 1, Hilduill traductcur de Denys. (Paris:
Etudes de philosophic m6dicvalc, 1932). Hilduin's translation is not valued highly by Thcry,
who believes it fundamentally misunderstands Dionysius's thought. Eriugcna, on the other
hand, goes to great pains to find new words to render Dionysius's non-classical Greek
into a Latin equivalent; however, he has great difficulty with the Greek syntax, especially
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Frankish realm, at the age of seventeen. He immediately took an
active interest in the renaissance of letters going on around him ..30
His first tutor was Walafrid Strabo, and Charles took as his advisers
the powerful churchman Hincmar (806-82), bishop of Rheims,3' and
the letter-writer Lupus of Ferrieres.
Through the 840S and 850S Charles the Bald manoeuvred with
his brothers, forming alliances now with Louis the German, now
with Lothair, in order to stabilise his position. In 858, while Charles
was besieging Vikings on the Seine, Louis invaded his territory,
invited in by the Bretons and some nobles from Neustria. Hincmar
was able to get Louis's intervention declared illegaL Charles could
only operate with the support of the nobles and the church. He
therefore gave grants of lands to the monasteries, and granted them
the right to mint coins, to charge tolls, to gain financial support
from the operation of hospices for travellers (for example at Saint
Josse, a hospice administered by Lupus's abbey at Ferrieres), or to
hold markets. 3 ' Charles had to make various settlements also with
Pepin in Aquitaine, and with the Vikings, whose raids were increasing since the 840s. In all of these affairs Charles proved a powerful and able monarch'.
Under his patronage, many new works were begun - he had an
interest in mathematics and theology - and poems were dedicated
to him. Eriugena, for example, has a poem, Auribus Aebraicis, imploring Christ to help Charles force the barbarians to submit to him.
In this poem, Charles is praised as a patron of churches and gold
with the cases of nOllns governed by, for example, a Greek verb which takes a genitive
case, while the Latin equivalent would require an accusative case. Here he carries the
genitive into the Latin, thereby making his meaning quite obscure.
30 Sec the excellent studies in M. Gibson and J. Nelson (cds.), Charles the Bald: Court and
Kingdom, British Archeological Reprints scr. rot (Oxford: BAR 1981), especially J. Nelson, pp. 5I~70, aid R. McKittcrick, pp. 385~400. Sec also R. McKitterick, "Charles the
Bald (823-877) and His Library: The Patronage of Learning," EIl,l?li$h Historical RelJiew
95 Ualluary I980), pp. 28-47.
31 011 Hincmar sec]. Dcvisse, HinclIlar: Arehellcqtle de Reims 845-882,2 vols. (Geneva: Droz,
1975), and P. R. McKeon, Hillemar of Lao/1 and Carolingian Politics (Champaign: UniverSity
of Illinois Press~ 1978). Hincmar had been brought up in the abbey of Saint-DeniS and
had been educated by Hilduin. He had spent time at Louis the Pious's court in Aachen
during the 830S and was consecrated bishop of Rhcims in 845. He wrote a number of
important treatises on the nature of kingship (De ordine pa/alii and De regia penoua). Hc
did not always support Charles - as, for example, in the question of the appointment to
the sec of Bourges, where Charles supported Wulfad against Hincmar.
32 Sec R. McKitterick, The Frankish KillJ!dolll$ under the Caro/il1giam (London: Longman, X9 83).
p. r8x.
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ornaments. Many illuminated manuscripts, richly decorated, were
produced and often dedicated to him. There may in fact have been
a court school of manuscript illumination, which was responsible
for the richly decorated Codex aureus, for example, or the Compiegne Antiphonary (Bib!. Nat. lat. 17436) or the Gospel of Charles
the Bald (Bib!. Nat. lat. 323).
Charles is frequently depicted in these manuscripts: For example,
in the Psalter (Bib!. Nat. lat. lI52) he is compared to Theodosius;
in the Codex aureus he is depicted enthroned;3') and a work of the
Tours school shows him being presented with a Bible. 34 The Codex
aureus contains portraits of the four evangelists, Charles, and a painting
of the adoration of the Lamb. Some of the portraits contain tituli
which were excerpted from verses originally attributed to Alcuin.
There is a partial copy of these verses in a Paris manuscript (Bib!.
Nat. lat. 5577) whichJeauneau has examined. He has concludcd that
these verses were squeezed onto a manuscript containing Alcuinian
texts but that the verses themselves are not by Alcuin. Jeauneau
believes some of the verses show a similarity with John Eriugena's
Carmina and might even have been written by him, showing a connection between Eriugena as court scholar and the most important
illuminated manuscript of the Carolingian period.
One of the most beautiful illuminations of the period is of a secular work - the De institutione arithmeticae of Boethius - which was
decorated with silver and gold. Eriugena's poems actually celebrate
this new golden age. One poem, Aulae sidereae, refers to a church
Charles built in honour of Mary. This church has been identified
as Saint Mary's at Compiegne, and the occasion is thought to have
been the dedication of the church on 5 May 877. This church may
have been modelled on one Charlemagne built earlier at Aachen,
and it perhaps marked Charles the Bald's accession as emperor of
the Holy Roman Empire.
The uncertain political climate hardly offered the best conditions
for the pursuit of scholarship. To complicate matters, Charles ruled
from a peripatetic court, which travelled across mainly the Isle-de-

France region, stopping at various monasteries and settlements, depending on the time of year. Centres visited by the court include
Compiegne, Quierzy, and Rheims 35 In later years he is thought to
have settled chiefly at Compiegne. ,6
Given the conditions of this travelling court, it is difficult to speak
of a palace school, meaning an institution such as Charlemagne had
at Aachen. Nevertheless there are several references to such an institution, chiefly, Heiric of Auxerre's remark (in the preface to his
Vita Sancti Germani) that Charles's palatium deserved the name scola
because of its scholarly as well as military discipline. 37 There is no
evidence of the site of this school, however.
Many scholars have suggested that the site of the palace school
was at Laon, a fortified settlement on a hill near Quierzy, which
maintained a high renown in scholarship and learning throughout
the ninth and tenth centuries. John Contreni has pointed out that
the importance of Laon was a function of its proximity to the Carolingian court, as well as of the involvement in politics of Laon's
bishops, men such as Pardulus (consecrated bishop in 848) and
Hincmar of Laon. Hincmar (c. 835-877), a nephew of Hincmar of
Rheims, became bishop of Laon in 858 and supported Charles the
Bald against Louis the German's invasion that year. Hc amassed a
large fortune for himself, however, and was deposed in 871. He
sided with Charles's SOn Carloman in a revolt against Charles and
was imprisoned in 873. 38 Laon had both a cathedral and a chapel,
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33 On the Codex Aureus sec the beautiful edition by G. Leidingcr, Der Codex Aureus (Munich:
Hugo Schmidt Verlag. 1921-5), and the study by P. Dutton and E. ]cauncau, "The Verses
of the Codex Aureus of St. Emmeram," Studi Medievali, SCI. 3a, 24 (1983), pp. 7$-120.
Charles's portrait appears on 5 verso, the Adoration on 6 recto. I am grateful to the
Bcinccke Rare Book Library at Yale for allowing me to sec theIr copy of Leidinger.
34 See H. Kessler, The Illustrated Bibles from Tours (Princeton, N-J.: Princeton University
Press, IQ/i).
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35 R. McKitterick, "The Palace School of Charles the Bald," in Gibson and Nelson, Charles
the Bald, pp. 385-400. See the important study of C. Bruhl, Fodrum, gistum, scrviltlm regis:
Studien zu den wirtschafilichen Gnmdlagell des Konigslums im Frallkellreich und in den friinkiscilell
Nac~folgestaaten Deutschland, Frankrcich Imd [falien, 11011 6 his zur Mille des 14 Jahrhundcrts

(Cologne: B6chlau Verlag, 1968), pp. 39-48, which gives detailed maps of Charles's
itineraries.
36 On the importance of Compicgne see P. Riche, "Les Representations du palais dans les
textes litteraires du haut moyen age," Francia 4 (1976), pp. 161-71. On the poem of
Eriugena see M. Foussard, "Aulae sidereae. Vers de Jean Scot au rai Charles," Cahiers
Archeologiques 21 (r971), pp. 78-88; and Y. Christe, "Saint-Marie de Compicgne et Ie
temple d'Htzechiel," in Rogues, Jean Scot Erigene, pp. 477-81.
37 Hrabanus Maurus had written extolling the virtues of military training to Lothair II in
his De anima; see Delhaye, Christian Philosophy ill the Middle Ages, p. 45; on Heiric's reference to the palace see McKitterick, "The Palace School of Charles the Bald," p. 38 5.
Heiric refers to Charles as a wise Solomon.
3 8 See the brilliant study by J. J. Contreni, The Calhedral School of Laon from 850 to 930: 1u
Manuscripts and Masters (Munich: Arbeo-Gesellschaft, 1978), and S. Martinet, "Aspect de
la ville de Laon SOlIS Charles Ie Chauve," in Roques, Jean Scot Erigcne, pp. 23-36. On
the town's library, see J. Contreni, "The Formation of Laon's Cathedral Library in the
Ninth Century," Siudi MedieJlali, ser. 3a, 13 (I972), pp. 9I9-39. On Hincmar of Laon,
sec McKitterick, The Frankish Kingdoms, p. 189.
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an important library and scriptorium, and connections with other
monasteries - notably Auxerre. It was also noted for its large "Irish
colony."" Charles the Bald had presided over thc installation of
Pardulus as bishop there in 848. According to Edouard Jeauneau,
Laon had something of a reputation for Greek studies, which was
also fashionable at the royal court.40 Some of Eriugena's poems use
Greek words to refer to the king - basileus (!3acnAEu<;), archos (apx6<;),
kurios (KUpW<;). Laon, then, was one of the intellectual centres of
Charles's kingdom, and it was certainly one of the places where
Eriugena wrote and taught, although it is not in fact possible to
make the identification between the so-called palace school and the
cathedral school at Laon because conCrete evidence is lacking. But
it is helpful to us to have some idea of the physical setting, historical
background, and social context from which the major philosophical
work of Eriugena emerged.
It is clear that Eriugena spent time at the court, but he is also
listed as one of the masters of the cathedral school of Laon. After
him there stretched a line of masters of the school, who may be
seen as students and perhaps followers of Scott us's - beginning with
his contemporary and fellow-Irishman Martin Hiberniensis (81975), a liberal arts teacher who commented on the Annotationes of
Martianus and left behind a compilation of Greek and Latin terms
which drew on Eriugena's work,4' and including Manno (born 843).
The last master was Adelelm in the tenth century. These masters
were scriptural experts, but they were also all liberal arts teachers
who relied heavily on the liberal arts handbook written by Martianus Capella.
Evidence of the reading resources of these Carolingians comes to
us in the form of a number of book lists. The evidence of Charles

the Bald's own library would suggest that he did not use it as a
school library, as it lacks manuals and handbooks." Charles's library contains Einhard's Life of Charlemagne, Lupus of Ferrieres's
De tribus quaestionibus, Hincmar on the soul, and Ratramnus and
Paschasius Radbertus on the Eucharist, as well as some works of
Augustine. Presumably it also contained the manuscript of Dionysius (now at Paris) from which Eriugena made his translation.
Wulfad, a companion of Eriugena's to whom the Periphyseol1 is
dedicated, was an abbot of Saint-Medard at Soissons and later became archbishop of Bourges in 866. His library, the list of which
is extant, gives a good picture of the reading reSOurces of Charles's
scholars.43 This short list contains works by Bede, Isidore, Ambrose, Jerome, and others and is a fairly typical guide to the intellectual reSOurces of the age. It also contains, however, several references to Eriugenian works, namely, his translations of MaxilTIllS
and "Libri Periphyseon 1.I," which may mean Wulfad possessed two
copies of the book or two of the five books which make up the
dialogue.
As we have seen, Charles was an energetic monarch. He was also
an intellectual and displayed considerable interest in the theological
disputes of his time. He commissioned a martyrology from Usuard
of Saint-German-des-Pres in 865, and was presented with Heiric's
life of Saint Germanus. As has already been mentioned with reference to Fredegisus, there was a long-standing debate on the nature
of the soul, its relation to other souls and the world soul, and the
time of its initial connection with the body. Augustine had raised
all of these questions in De quantitate animae, Chapter xxxii, in De
libero arbitrio, Book III, and elsewhere in his vohllninous writings_
In De quantitate animae xxxii.69, Augustine had put forward three
hypotheses: that all souls are one, that all souls are individuals, or
that all souls are both one and many. Augustine could not satisfactorily resolve the issue. Alcuin had touched on the problem in his
De animae ratione but left it undecided. Hincmar, one of the most
powerful prelates of Charles the Bald's time, also wrote a De ratione
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39 See]. Contrcni, "The Irish 'Colony' at Laon during the time ofJohn Scottus," in Roques,
Jean Scot Erigcllc, pp. 59-68, and B. Bischoff, "Irischc Schreiber im Karolingsrcich," ibid.,
pp. 47-58.
40 E. Jeauncau, "Jean Scot Erigcnc et Ie grec," Arcltivium Latinitatis Medii Aevi, Bulletin du
Cange 41 (1979), pp. 5-50. On the school at Laon see Jcauncau, "Les Ecoles de Laon ct
d'Auxcrrc au IXc sieck," in La Scuola nell'Occidcnt Latino dcll'alto Mediocvo, Settimane di
studio del Centro italiano di studi sull'alto medioevo, vol. 19 (Spolcto: Presso la sede del
Centro, 19i2), pp. 495-522.
41 On Martin, sec J. Contreni, "John Scottus, Martin Hiberniensis, the Liberal Arts and
Teaching," in M. Herren (cd.), Insular Latin Stlldic.l. Papers 011 Latin Tcxts and Manuscripts
of the British Isles: 550-1066 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1981), pp.
23-44. Also Contreni, The Cathedral School at Laol1, pp. 95-J34.
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42 McKitterick, "Charles the Bald (823-877) and His Library," pp. 28-47.
43 On Wulfad, see J. Marenbon, "Wllifad, John Scottus Eriugena and Charles the Bald," in
Gibson and Nelson, Charles the Bald, pp. 375-83. On Wlllfad's book-Jist sec M. Capp1.lyns, "Les Bibli vuljadi et Jean Scot Erigenc," Recherches de the%gie allCicnlU' et mediClIale
33 (19 66), pp. I37-9,
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animae, and the Saxon monk Gottschalk made important remarks
on the problem in his De diversis quaestionibus. All of these contri-

butions interested Charles. But the most famous of all is the discussion by Ratramnus of Corbie in his Liber de anima, which was
roughly contemporaneous with the Periphyseon. 44
Ratramnus had already written several theological works either
commissioned by or dedicated to Charles, among them the De corpore et sanguine Domini (PL CXXI. r26-r70) in 843, and a De praedestinatione (PL CXXI. r2-80) in 849-50,45 which displayed his considerable powers as a polemicist. But it was on the question of the
nature of the soul that he made a significant philosophical contribution. Ratramnus wrote two treatises on the soul, the first a short
tract entitled De anima, written in 853. Ratramnus was interested in
exploring the relationship of the soul, which is incorporeal, to space,
which encloses corporeal bodies, using citations from the authorities, chiefly Augustine. The first tract did little more than assemble
a number of traditional texts and demonstrate that the opinion that
the soul is corporeal holds no weight with the great authorities.
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or individuals. For Ratramnus the only true substances are
It is false to say all men are one man and to say that
souls are one soul. To explain his point, Ratramnus makes use
Boethius's Contra Eutychen et Nestorium, noting that the monk of
ury is misinterpreting this text. Ratramnus notes that the monk
an argument from Boethius which states that whatever is the
ect of predication is a substance, including "nothing" (nihil),
even "nothing" must signify something (aliquid). Ratramnus
but makes a distinction between substantia and natura, and
following Boethius, between substantia and subsistentia (Eriappears to use these terms indiscriminately). Every predicainvolvcs a naturc, Ratrarnnus argues, but not every nature is a

Furthermore, the individual things are substances but
and species are more truly called subsistentia. 46
This work seems to have brought to an end a controversy over
soul which had raged since Alcuin's time, and it marks a new
higher stage of intellectual debate. The influence of Boethius's
·ammatical approach to theology is evident as is a new

Ratramnus's second De anima, written in 863, is a much more

substantial work on the relation between individual souls and the
world soul, written at the request of Odo, bishop of Beauvais. Odo
wanted Ratramnus to reply to a work of a monk at Fleury, a disciple of the Irish monk Macarius, who had argued for the existence
of a world soul, using Augustine's De quantitate animae. Ratramnus
opposes this view and argues that the universal soul is only an abstraction, since universals are themselves merely concepts in the mind.
The debate therefore was not just about the soul but initiated the
debate on universals which was to reach a climax in the twelfth
century. Ratramnus held that universals, species, and genera did not
exist in things themselves (in rebus), unlike Macarius or indeed Eriugena, for whom species and genera were more real than atoma
44 On Ratramnus, see J.-P. Bouhot, Ratramne de Corbie: Histoire litteraire et controverses doc(finales (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, I9i6); P. Dclhaye, Une Controvcrse sur f'ame universelle au IXe sieele (Namur: Centre d'Etudes Medievales, 1950); D. C. Lambot, Ratramne
de Corbie: Liher de anima ad Odol1cm BellolJacensem (Namur: Godenne 1952), and A. Wilmart, "L'Opuscu!e de Ratramne sur 1a nature de l'amc," Revue Benedictine 43 (1931), pp.
207-33·

45 On predestination see Bouhot, Ralramne de Corbie, pp. 35-41, and M. Cappuyns, Jean
SCOl Erigcne: Sa vie, son oeuvre, sa pemee (Louvain: Abbaye de Mont CC:sar, (933), pp.
IIO-IX. The debate on predestination was one of the most important theological controversies of the ninth century and involved not only theologians: Charles the Bald himself
took an active interest in the dispute.

Carolingians (from Alcuin and Hrabanus to Hincmar and Rawere fascinated by the psychology and anthropology of
'human nature, developing scriptural comments on man's image and
likeness to God, with the aid of Saint Augustine's writings. Indeed,
shall see that Eriugena brings this interest in psychology to a
philosophical peak with his complex theory of the levels of the
vnuman mind, its self-knowledge, and its fundamental indivisibility
incorporeality.
Eriugena has rarely been mentioned in connection with this coni'troversy on the soul, although in the tenth century another of Ra;tramnus's works on the Eucharist, the De corpore et sanguine Domini,
under the name of John Scottus and played a significant
in the controversy surrounding Berengar of Tours: It was conuernned at the Council of Vercelli in r05o.47
The Eucharist controversy in the time of Charles the Bald had
See Lambot (ed.), Ratramne de Corbie, pp. 52-67. Eriugcna develops another word to
render the Greek idea of underlying subsistence - Stlbstitutio - which has the sense of
bringing into being, and hence, of creation; see De praed. 386b, Periph}'scon IL559b, IV. i7n.
See Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigene, pp. 86-91; R. Hcurtcvent, Durand de Troarn et ics ollgilles
de i'hcresie bcrellgarienl1c (Paris: Beauchesne, 1912), pp. 253-67. See also Bouhot, Ratramnic
de Corbie, pp. 135-7, and Jean de Montclos, La/ljranc et Bercl1ger: La CotJtrovcrse eucharistique du Xlc sicde (Louvain: Spicilegium Sacrum Lovanicnse, 1971).
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been initiated by Paschasius Radbertus, abbot of Corbie (d. 860),
with his De corpore et sanguine Christi. Ratramnus then wrote his
treatise on the subject. Scholars originally assumed that Ratramnus
was replying to Radbertus, but more recently Bouhot has argued
that the works were written independently.4' In answer to .Charles's
inquiry as to whether the body of Christ was present in the Eucharist in truth or in mystery (veritas or mysterium),.9 that is, symbolically, Ratramnus argues for a spiritualist position. The body of
Christ is present spiritually not physically, but although it is thus
present in figura, this does not mean it is not present in truth (veritas). Ratramnus thus prefers the wordfigura to Charles's mysterium,
because figura suggests that while the truth is revealed to humans,
it is also veiled in a certain way. Ratramnus further distinguishes
between Christ's historical body and his Eucharistic presence. Eriugena will later follow a similar "spiritualist" position in his Homily, as does Gottschalk. Like Ratramnus, Eriugena argued that the
Eucharist was a symbol, and as he says in his Commentarius in EvangeliumJohannis I.xxxi.3IIb, we consume Christ in the Eucharist mente
non dente. As a matter of fact, the Carolingians were here relying
on texts in Saint Augustine, for example, his In Iohannis Evangelium
tract xxvi. 12 (PL XXXV.I6I2 CCSL XXXVI, p. 266) or his Enarrationes in Psalmas (PL XXXVII. 1265 and CCSL XXXIX, p. 1386),
and this position was not considered unorthodox until much later.
Other theological controversies of the time, which have a bearing
on the philosophy of John Scottus Eriugena and in which Charles
took an interest, include the argument on the nature of hell, which
Eriugena discussed in the De praedestinatiane and in Book V of the
Periphyseon, arguing against the idea of hell as a particular place (rather
it is the experience of the absence of God), and the problem of the

vision of God. 50 This latter problem arose from the attempt to interpret Augustine's De civitate Dei xxii.29 and his Epistola ad Italicam, in which the question of the possibility of seeing God with the
corporeal eyes is discussed. Many Latin writers held that the elect
will see God with their actual physical eyes, after the general resurrection of the dead, whereas the Greek authors denied that 11Umans will ever be able to see God as He is. The problem was argued
in Germany, where De videndo Deum, thought to be by Hrabanus
Maurus, was produced. Gottschalk became involved in the debate
while imprisoned in Hautvillers and wrote letters to Lupus and to
Ratramnus on the subject, arguing that our physical eyes will be
transmuted into spiritual eyes. This attracted the attention of Hincmar. Whether or not John Scottus wrote his own De visione Dei
(there are references to such a work in library entries), he certainly
contributed to the debate by introducing the Greek view of the beatific vision in the Periphyseon (I.447b) where he argued that no-one
can see God as He is. Augustine, on the other hand, did not believe
that humans would be satisfied with less than a full vision of God,
although he was unable to explain how that vision of God took
place. He specifically denied that we will see only an aspect or apparition of God. For Eriugena, God is seen only in His theophanies,
which is the true meaning of "face to face" in the Pauline words (I
Corinthians 13.12). In other words, neither with corporeal nor spiritual eyes will man be able to see God as He is; man will only be
able to see manifestations of God. This argument continued on in
the thirteenth century and was referred to in the Condemnation of
1277·
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48 Bouhat, Ratraml1ic de Corbic, pp. i7~88.
49 Bouhot, ibid., pp. I47-$3. The term mysterium as llsed by Charles seemed to imply that
Christ's presence was secret, hidden, and could not be grasped by the human mind. RatramnllS sets out to give exact definitions to the meanings of the words jigura and mysIcrillm. He sees the divine presence as revealed in the Eucharist but in a veiled manner
(figura est obumbraria quaedam, quibusdam uelamil1ibus quod il1tendit ostetJdel1s; PL CXXI. 130).
The idea of truth appearing in a figure, which reveals and obscures at the same time, is
at the centre of Eriugena's concept of tlzeophal1ia. Ratramnus contrasts truths revealed in
a jigura with truths which arc revealed purely, openly, and bare, e.g. the virgin birth,
crucifixion, and death of Christ (PL CXXI.130). On Eriugena's usc of the terms sacramer/tum and symbolum see E. Jeauneau, appendix III ofJean Scot: Commenlaire sur {'Ellangi/e
de Jean, 180 (Paris: CERF, 1972), pp. 397-402. Sec also P. Dronkc, I-almla: ExploratiOf"/$
itlto Ihe Uses of Myth III Medieval Platonism (Leiden: Brill, 1974).
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In summary, then, the Carolingian era was a period of intellectual
revival which produced a number of significant scholars interested
in the classics and in Augustine, and capable of independent intellectual comment. It is also noteworthy that the Carolingian intellectuals all seem to have known and interacted with one another,
as is evident by their letters and tracts. In terms of the raging
theological disputes, Eriugena had opinions relating to the subjectmatter in all of these debates, but he offered his views mainly ll1
50 On the vision of God, sec M. Cappuyns, "Note sur Ie probleme de la vision beatifique
au IXe sieele," Recherches de thiologie anc/cnllc cl midiCJlalc J (J929), pp. 98-J07· Sec also
Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigclle, pp. 94-9·
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the context of his own summa theologica, the dialogne Periphyseon.
He seems to have intervened directly in only One dispute - the dispute on predestination - and it is this which marks his first appearance in the extant historical record. Before discussing Eriugena's life and writings, we must first examine the dispute which
catapulted him onto the world stage. Eriugena, however, was not
a polemicist, and after he wrote his De praedestinatione he appears to
have taken no further interest in the matter.

2

THE PREDESTINATION DEBATE

At the time of the beginning of the predestination controversy, in
the 840s, Eriugena was a teacher of the liberal arts at Charles's court.
We can infer this from a letter written around 851-2 by Bishop
Pardulus of Laon to the church at Lyon. Pardulus mentions Eriugena in the letter as scotum ilium qui est in palatio regis, Joannem nomine,' and says that John was requested to write a work clarifying
the problem after the views of a number of people (including Lupus
of Ferrieres, Hrabanus Maurus, Prudentius, Amalarius, and Ratramnus) regarding Gottschalk's tract had been solicited. In fact, Ratramnus was a friend of Gottschalk's, as was Lupus. So it is not
surprising that their answers were unsatisfactory and that Pardulus
and Hincmar searched elsewhere for a champion to oppose Gottschalk. This letter represents the first recorded mention of Eriugena.
Gottschalk (805-68) was a Saxon monk of noble birth and rebellious spirit who had studied with the brilliant but eclectic Hrabanus Maurus at the monastery of Fulda into which he had been
given as an oblate by his father, before managing to be transferred
to Orbais and later to Corbie.' Gottschalk left the monastery without permission, and his extensive travelsinc1uded a visit to Rome,
I This letter, now lost, is cited in Prudcntius's De tribu$ epistolis fiber (PL CXXI. IOSza).

The text and translation arc given in M. Brennan, "Materials for the Biography of Johannes Scottus Eriugena," Studi Medievali, ser. 3<1, 27 (l986), pp. 413-60, especially p.
4 2 7.
.
2 On Gottschalk, see Jean Jolivet, Godescalc d'Orbai$ ('/ la Trinile, (Paris: Vri!l, 1958), and

"L'Enjcu de la grammaire pour Godcscalc," in R. Rogues (cd.), Jean Scot Erigellc ct {'his"
loire de la philosophie (Paris: CNRS, r977), pp. 79-88; D. C. Lambot (cd.), Oeuvres tl1eoloSiqucs
et grammatica/es de Godescalc d'Orbais (Louvain: Spicilegium Sacrum Lovaniense, 1945). E.
Aegcrter, "Gottschalk et Ie probIeme de la predestination au IXc siec1e," Revue de /'ilistoire
des religions 1I6 (r937), pp. r86-233. Gottschalk had been placed in the monastery of Fulda
as an oblate by his father. At that time the abbot was Eigil. In 829 his petition to leave
was refused and he \vas allowed to change monasteries instead by the new abbot, Hrabanus Maurus, who followed his subsequent career with concern. Gottschalk went to
Orbais, where he began the intcnsive study of the Church fathers, especially Augustine.
His patron was Bishop Ebbo, a longtime rival of Hincmar's.
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where he taught his view of predestination at the court of Count
Eberhard of Friuli (who was connected by marriage with Charles
the Bald) in 845-6. He returned to a fierce controversy in France. 3
As early as 840, Hrabanus had attacked Gottschalk for his views on
predestination (PL CXII. 1530-53), and had written to Eberhard denouncing him. Hrabanus challenged Gottschalk at a council in Mainz
in 848, and Gottschalk was condemned. Hrabanus wrote to Hincmar the same year, asking that he imprison Gottschalk, since Gottschalk was a priest of the diocese of Soissons and therefore under
Hincmar's jurisdiction. 4 Hincmar delayed until 849, when Gottschalk was again condemned at Quierzy, by a a synod presided over
by the young King Charles, and his writings burned. 5 Gottschalk
was whipped, imprisoned, and ordered to keep perpetual silence on

at Fulda, also sided with Gottschalk's interpretation of Augustine.
In 850 Lupus wrote his Liber de tribus quaestiol1ibus, and the influential Ratramnus of Corbie assembled a selection of quotations from
Augustine which he sent to Gottschalk for his usc and wrote his
own work on predestination. Florus, a humanist and the powerful
bishop of Lyon, also supported Gottschalk and made use of Cicero's
arguments concerning free-will (which are also cited in Augustine's
De civitate Dei); Hincmar attacked Gottschalk in his pastoral Ad simplices, making use of Alcuin and Hrabanus as authorities. He sought
to warn his flock of the heresy of the monk of Orbais, and argued
there was only a single predestination - that of the just, which depends on God's grace. Feeling threatened, he decided to bring in
expert advice. Pardulus of La on, Hincmar's loyal friend, or possibly
Charles himself recommended John Seottus, the dialectician, and
6
the result was Scottus's work, De divina praedestinatiol1e written
around 850-1. This work, however, was not altogether pleasing to
Hincmar because, although it attacked Gottschalk in the most vi-

religious matters.

Gottschalk, however, had powerful friends including Bishop Ebbo
and, while confined at Hautvillers, he continued his theological endeavours and seemed to have had a fair measure of liberty. At this
time Gottschalk became involved in a controversy on the vision of
God, commenting possibly on Saint Augustine's De civitate Dei
XXII.29 or else on the Epistola ad Italicam on whether God will be
seen with the corporeal eyes. Gottschalk wrote to Ratramnus setting
out his view that the physical eyes will be spiritually transformed,
a position with which Eriugena would later agree. (Eriugena comments on Augustine's De civitate Dei XXII.29 at Periphyseon I.447b.)
Hincmar was disturbed by his writings and consulted other bishops, notably Prudentius of Troyes, whose reply in late 849 supporting Gottschalk gave Hincmar further cause for concern. In his
Epistola ad Hincmarum et Pardulum (PL CXV.971-IOIO), Prudentius
argued that Augustine did actually teach a double predestination.
Furthermore, Lupus of Ferrieres, a former student with Gottschalk
3 Sec D. Ganz, "The Debate on Predestination," in M. Gibson and]. Nelson (cds.), Charles
the Bald: Court and Kingdom (Oxford: BAR, 1981), pp. 353-73. Aegerter gives slightly
later dates for his pilgrimage to Rome and sojourn at Eberhard's court. J. Dcvissc in his
monumental study, Hincmar: Archevequc de Rcims 845-882 (Geneva: Droz, J97S), gives a
detailed account of the controversy. See also H. Licbcschiitz, "A Philosopher's Reinterpretation of Augustine," in A. H. Armstrong (cd.), The Cambridge His/ory oj Late Greek
alJd Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 57986; and G. Schrimpf, Das Werk des Joltarmes Swllus Eriugena in Rahmell des Wissells(haJiverstandnisse seiner Zeit (Miinster: Aschcndorff, 1"982), pp. 72-108.
4 Aegerter, "Gottschalk et lc problcme de la predestination au rXe siccle," p. 197.
5 Ibid., p. 199·
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cious terms, its extre111e interpretation of Augus6nc was itself he-

retical and contrary to traditional Christian teaching as far as Hincmar was concerned.

The roots of the predestination controversy go back to Augustine's De libero arbitrio (A.D. 395), his quarrel with the Donatists, and
his attack on Pe1agius (who was himself called Irish - ScottuS).7 There
is no doubt that Augustine's views were coloured by his fierce opposition to the Pelagians and that he tended to overemphasise the
total human dependence on God's grace, thus supporting the view
that we are predestined by God and are not free to act otherwise.
In De libero arbitrio II.xx.54 (CCSL XXIX, pp. 272-3) Augustine
6 The text edited by H. J. Floss, Joannis Scoli opera quae stlperstmt o/1"mia, is in J.-P. Mignc,
Patrologia Latina CXXII (Paris, 1853), 355-439. The critical edition is G. Madec (cd.),
Iohmmis Scotti De divilla praedeslinatiolle, CCCM, Series Latina L (Turnholti: Brcpols, 19(8).
See also J.-P. Bouhot, "Le De divina praedcslinaliolle de Jean Scot," RellJlc des ElIIdes Arrgusliniellnes 25 (1979), pp. 256-63. A translation by Mary Brennan is in preparation.
Aegerter, "Gottschalk et Ie problcmc de la pnSdestination au IXe siecle," pp. 192ff. Pelagius was possibly British, but his theological commentaries were ahvays popular among
Irish scriptural exegetes, who even cited him by name along with Augustine, obviously
unconcerned about his reputation as a heretic. Sec J. F. Kelly, "Pelagius, Pclagianism and
the Early Christian Irish," Mediacvalia 4 (1978), pp. 99-124. Eriugena was accused of
having produced rubbish, pHltes s(ottorum, by the Council at Valence in 855, recalling
Jerome's jeer against Pclagius. See also Cappuyns, jeal! Scot En"gclle, pp. 102-27· For the
discussion in Augustine, see SmJeli Aurelii AugHstini Opera 11.2, CCSL 29 (Tumholti: Brepols, 1970), for the text of De libero arbitrio.
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had argued that human will can choose either higher or lower things.
Owing, however, to the weakness of fallen nature, it generally tends
towards lower things, that is, towards the pleasures of the body
rather than the goods of the soul. Augustine in De libero arbitrio
IILi.1 (CCSI. XXIX, p. 274) is unsure whether this tendency towards lower things is natural, like a stone falling, and hence inevitable, or whether it is voluntary. He argues that it is both - our
characters form in such a way that following pleasure becomes natural, even though it is voluntary. In later writings, Augustine introduces divine grace as an aid to the free-will to choose the good.
However, gradually he moved to the more extreme position that
human beings were totally dependent on divine grace for every action and decision. In this sense, some are predestined by God's will
to be saved, others are predestined to be damned. The individual
cannot save himself, since his nature is essentially flawed (due, ultimately, to its ex nihilo origin). Augustine's remarks are complex
and varied, and the ninth-century interpretations reflect this. Gottschalk presents his views simply as an explication of the African
father. He argues that predestination is in fact twofold: It is a gem ina
praedestinatio, borrowing a phrase found in the authoritative Sententiae of Isidore allowing for predestination ad vitam and ad mortem S
This means that God's mind or will, which is unchanging, has been
decided since before Creation: Human heings are predestined to either
hell or heaven, and there is nothing they can do to change this 9
Humanity, then, is divided into two groups, civitates: the elect, led
by Christ, and the damned, led by the Devil. Gottschalk's case,
based on his careful grammatical method in theology, was bravely
and powerfully stated, and does indeed offer a viable interpretation
of Augustine's position.
Eriugena's response is flamboyant. He sees Gottschalk's position
as stultissima crudelissimaque insania; Gottschalk should be burned in
8 Isidore, Sententiae 11.6.1. Eriugena quotes Isidore in De praedestinatione PL CXXILJ66d.
For Isidore's text sec F. Arevalo (cd.), Saneli Isidori Opera Omnia, in PL 83.606a: "Gemina
cst pracdcstinatio, sive dectorum ad requiem, sive rcproborum ad mortem."
9 Strictly speaking, according to Gottschalk the damned are not predestined to sin, but only
to punishment because God foresees their sin. See Aegerter, pp. 194~5. Many passages
in Augustine support this view, and Eriugcna acknowledged this. though he cited other
texts to the effect that God only foreknows the evil of the wicked and does not predestine
it. See J. M. Rist, "Augustine on Free Will and Predestination," Journal oj Theological
Studies, n.s. 20, part:2 (1969), pp. 420-47. God docs not "will" the punishment of the
damned; He lets it happen.
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oil and pitch, in oleo atque pice (PI. CXXII.369d), and his mISunderstanding of the authorities is due to his lack of education in the
liberal arts. Eriugena proceeds to demonstrate, using his own citations from Augustine, that there is no predestination towards evil,
because in the strictest sense God could not be said to know evil at
all. Eriugena is aware of the novelty of his method <0 and apologises
in advance to those who think he is being heretical by denying God's
knowledge in this area. His argument is based on the metaphysical
premiss that God is una substantia. Although Eriugena relies heavily
on patristic interpretation and frequently cites Augustine, his method
is more self-consciously dialectical and rationalistic. Eriugena argues
from a set of propositions, for example, that God is summa essentia
(366b, 4'4C, 416b, etc.), and is the opposite of non-being (365c);
but evil is non-being, and therefore God does not know evil and
could not predestine people to evil. This self-conscious use of dialectical argumentation (356a, 358a-b) calling on readers to attend to
his argument and not to his style, and invoking the divisions of
dialectic, provoked Prudentius to declare it sophistry (PI. CXV.104ac). It is clear that Eriugena's own intention was to solve the apparent contradictions in Augustine'S own account, thus demonstrating that his theological skills were more considerable than those of
Gottschalk. Any trace of dualism such as a dual predestination theory is basically in error about God's nature. God is a substance who
is all good; therefore, He can in no sense be said to be able even to
entertain the knowledge of evil. God is one, His being is His knowing, and His knowing is His acting. It is in this sense that God can
be said to predestine - scire hoc est destinare; His knowing causes
things and thus destines them. Since God is good, God's foreknowledge (praescientia) can only be good in itself, and it does not predestine the human will at all. Furthermore, God's knowing is eternal and the concept of a "predetermining" or "foreknowledge" in
a temporal sense cannot be attributed to Him. In fact, the only sense
in which we can speak of predestination is in the sense that God
must be God. There is no double destination or two destinations
or one divided into two parts, Eriugena says in the Epilogue.
Furthermore, we must realise that we cannot use language liter10

Eriugena's method is fully discussed by Schrimpf in Das Werk desJohalltles SCO({HS EriugcnQ,
pp. 84-100. See also Madec, "L' Auguseinisme de Jean Scot dans lc De praedeslillalione,"
in Rogues, Jeall Scot Erigctlc, pp. 183-90.
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ally when we speak of God because He is incorporeal and corporeal
signs cannot adequately express His nature, which is best referred
to by the single word esse (390c). God is existence; evil, by contrast,
docs not exist (394C). There is no death of the soul, as Eriugena
alleges that Gottschalk was teaching; God does not predestine anyone to death, since God is life, and the source of life in all living
things.
Eriugena makes a further carefnl distinction between human nature before the Fall, which possesses true voluntas, and the imperfect
fallen arbitrium, which sometimes chooses evil (378-82), using quotations from Augustine's De libero arbitrio. Augustine frequently distinguishes between the spiritual liberty (libertas) of the blessed, and
the free choice (liberum arbitrium) of the present human condition.
When the imperfect judgment chooses sin, it consigns itself to darkness, and the punishment for sin is nothing other than the sin itself.
No nature, for Eriugena, has the power to punish another nature.
Punishment is simply the absence of beatitude, and the sinful soul
remains trapped after death in the region of fire, the fourth element
of the material world. The good soul also dwells in this realm, but
it does not feel the fire as painful, because to the healthy eye the
sun is cheerful whereas to the unhealthy eye it is dazzling and painful.
In this whole treatise Eriugena deals very much with the themes
which preoccupied the Carolingian philosophers, and sees himself
as merely interpreting the words of Augustine, whom he acknowledges as a master of the arts. But there are quite a number of remarkable and unusual features in Eriugena's tract, worth noting at
this point. First of all, his argument is based on careful metaphysical
and dialectical reasoning about the nature of God, good and evil.
Second, he argues that the superiority of his own position is based
on his more thorough understanding of the liberal arts, which gives
him a better basis for the correct interpretation of the authorities.
Third, Eriugena's position offers an assessment of the human place
in the universe, seeing this world as an opportunity given to human
nature to perfect itself. Eriugena's vision is extremely optimistic: Salvation is available to all. Even if our flawed moral judgment fails
ns grace is available. Furthermore, Eriugena's God does not merely
not know evil, He did not create hell. Hnman sinfulness is responsible for creating its own hell. In all this Eriugena shows himself to
be not only a skilful dialectician but also a learned and subtle ex-

positor of Angnstine. The view of the relation between religion and
philosophy is Augustinian. There are also traces of Origcn in his
work, and a reference ro Gregory of Nyssa shows that Eriugena
had already, by this stage, some familiarity with Greek theology.
Hincmar was unhappy with this intervention on his behalf and
was quick to disown it. Others - Prudentius and Florus - attacked
Eriugena severely. Florus, in his Adversus Joannis Scotti erroneas d~f
initio,us libel' (PL CXIX), based his attack solely on excerpts from
Eriugena's work, which Prudentius had sent him, and he makes
obvious errors, accusing Eriugena of not citing texts from Augustine, for example. Prudentius also calls him a val1iloquus et garrulus
homo (PL CXIX. lOI), though he was once a friend, and sneers at
him for being held in admiration as an intellectual (scolasticus et C1'ilditus). Prudentius also attacks Scottus for devising a novel way of
reading the Scriptures, based on the quadrivium of the liberal arts
(PL CXV. IOzod). He remarks on his Celtic eloquence (celtica eloquentia) in De praedestinatione contra Joal1nem ScotU111 (PL CXV. I 194a),
but says that Eriugena is distinguished by no rank of dignity within
the Church. Prudentius uses scriptural quotations against Eriugena
and atgues that human reason is insufficient to understand the world.
Furthermore, history is full of cases of men being punished by God,
which Eriugena had declared impossible, and Prudentius also asserts
the reality of hell. Eriugena was also accused of Pelagianism, although he himself had disowned this position in his tract, and his
works were condemned by Florus, using the old sneer of Jerome
against Pelagius, as pultes ScottorU111. (This phrase reappeared in the
two councils which condemned Eriugena in the 850S - first at Valence in 855 and then at Langres in 859.) The dispute raged on through
the 850s with various councils being held. In part, the predestination
issue was a pretext for a political power struggle between Hincmar
and the northern bishops, against Florus and the southern bishops
of Gaul. Quierzy was in the north and Valence in the south, near
Lyon. Savonnieres was neutral ground. Charles the Bald called a
synod at Quierzy in 853; only a few bishops attended, however,
and its declarations were overturned by the Synod of Valence in
January 855. Hincmar wrote a second treatise on predestination attacking Gottschalk as well as Prudentius and Ratramnus. In 859
meetings were held at Langres and at Savonniercs which issued decrees explicitly attacking Eriugena, and Hincmar wrote his third
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treatise. Gottschalk con tinned to be persecuted until his death in
868.
Devisse in his careful study of this controversy claims that Eriugena had no impact at all on his contemporaries because his arguments were so removed from them as to be incomprehensible. n
Florus also complained that, unlike Gottschalk, Eriugena had not
been ordered into silence but instead was being accorded great
honours.
It is from the surviving texts of the predestination debate that we
gain the most testimonia concerning Eriugena, and the overall picture
emerges of a rationalist scholar, well equipped in the liberal arts and
also in Scripture, willing to follow his own mind on the great theological problems of the day.
II

Devissc, Hincmar, vol. x, pp.

1$0-1.

3
ERIUGENA'S LIFE AND EARLY WRITINGS

The predestination controversy marks the first written evidence we
have of Eriugena's life and activities. We do not know when or
where he was born, but modern scholarship, beginning with Cappuyns's monumental study of I933, has agreed that he was born in
Ireland near the beginning of the ninth century, probably around
800-8ro.' Eriugena is not mentioned in the Annals of St. Bertin, which
list events from 830 and were a continuation of the Royal Frankish
Annals, the official record of events in the Carolingian realm. Pardulus's letter indicates that by the time of the De praedestinatione (c.
850-I), Eriugena was already attached to the Carolingian palace and
was well known as a teacher of the arts. He undoubtedly enjoyed
royal favour, because, unlike Gottschalk, he was not persecuted for
his beliefs, as Florus lamented, and continued to work for Charles
in the early 860s, as his translations of Dionysius testify.
Aside from what I have said about Irish and Carolingian culture
in general, we have very little evidence of Eriugena's educational
background and training. We have no evidence of his Irish schooling or of the reasons which brought him to the court of Charles.'

I

2

The best biography is still M. Cappuyns, Jean SCOI Erigcnc: Sa vic, JOIl OCU!lrc, sa pCllSce
(Lollvain: Abbaye de Mont Cesar, I933). Mary Brennan has assembled and translated the
sources for the biography in her "Materials for the Biography of Johannes Scottus Eriugena," Studi Mcdievali, ser. 3a, 2i (1986), pp. 413-460. Earlier biographies include T.
Christlieb, Leben und Lchre des Johannes SCOtU5 Erigena in i/lrem Zusammenhang mil des vorhergehenden und unter Angabe ihrer Beriihrungspunkte mit der nwerelJ Philosophie und Theologie
{Gotha, 1860);]. Huber, Johannes Scotus Erigena: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichtc der Philosophic
und Theologie im Mittelalter (Munich, 1861), and O. Hermens, Das Lebell des Johannes Sho(Us Erigcna Gena, 1868). Earlier biographies relied on William of Malmesbury. St,mdenmaier sees Eriugena as a youthful genius like Schelling and thus sets his birth as 828 in
his Johannes Scotus Erigena ulld die Wissellschaji seiner Zeit, part I (1834; reprint Frankfurt,
1966), p. 127 n. 2.
The usual reason given (by William of Malmesbury, for example) for his travel was the
disturbance caused by war in Ireland. The Norse invasions of Ireland began in 795 and
continued all through the ninth century. Eriugena, however, never makes any reference
to local events.
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Life and early writings

Although some have disputed it, we do know that John was Irish,
from the remark of Prudentius that John was sent to France from
Hibernia, that is, Ireland: "You alone, most sagacious of all men,
Ireland sent across to Gaul in order that she might through your
instruction possess knowledge such as none but you could master."3
Contreni has suggested that he was the "Johannes medicus" mentioned in a charter of 845, and has further suggested that Eriugena
may have lived for a while in the Rhine vall ey 4 He is associated
with Strasbourg, through a letter he wrote to a Winibertus, thought
to be the abbot of Schiittern Abbey in the diocese of Strasbourg.
There is also a suggestion that he was at Saint-Medard, with his
friend Wulfad, and possibly at Rheims. There is definite evidence
in the form of notes and jlorilegia that he had Irish scribes and students in his circle, or "colony," as Contreni calls it, and several Irish
word-lists are extant. 5 Some biblical glosses existing from that circle
which may in fact have been written by John Scottus (they are signed
IOH) contain Irish words and suggest that Eriugena may have had
to explain some of his Latin terms in Irish to his students. These
glosses are names for plants, fish, insects, and so forth, and do not
reveal any philosophical intent.
We do not know if Eriugena was a priest or monk. Although he
wrote scriptural commentaries and the Vox spiritualis, which is un-

doubtedly a Christmas homily, he is referred to disparagingly by
Prudentius as having no distinguished rank within the Church (PL
CXV.1043a). This of course could mean that he did not hold a high
rank in the Church. It is also possible that he became a cleric in later
life. There is some evidence that he had a brother called Aldelmus.
It was not until the twelfth century that accounts of Eriugena's
life began to be written - chiefly the three separate versions given
by William of Malmesbury in his chronicles, De gestis regum anglomm and De gestis ponti/hum angloruln. Here Eriugena is confused with
another John who lived in England at the time of King Alfred. His
time at the Carolingian court is recorded, and he is said to have
then tired of controversies and returned to England, where he settled at Malmesbury. According to William's version, Eriugena was
something of a humourist, and two jokes are recorded which indicate Eriugena's cordial relationships with the king. William also
relates how Eriugena met his end. He was stabbed to death by his
pupils in a manner which earned him a martyr status. Most later
accounts of Eriugena's life are based on William's version. SheldonWilliams sees no reason for disbelieving William's account, and it
is possible that Eriugena may have spent time in England, but given
the lack of confirming evidence, the account must be treated with
caution.
Aulae sidereae, the poem Eriugena wrote to commemorate the
consecration of Saint Mary's Church at Compiegne, indicates that
he was still alive in 877, if the identification of the church mentioned
in the poem with Saint Mary's is accepted 6 We therefore know the
rough dates of Eriugena's life. But he is most properly remembered
by his writings, the earliest of which are the De praedestinatione and
the Annotationes in Marcia/Win, to the second of which we will now
turn.
Eriugena had a reputation at the court as a grammaticu5 or liberal
arts teacher. There exist references to his learned comlllcntarics on
the De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii of the late Latin writer Martianus Capella, and Cora Lutz and others have thought that they have
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3 PL CXXV.1l94J.. Sec Mary Brennan, "Materials," p. 426.
4 J. Cantreni, "Masters and Medicine in Northern France during the Reign of Charles the
Bald," in M. Gibson and]. Nelson (cds.), Charles the Bald; Court and Kingdom (Oxford:
BAR, 1981), pp. 333-50. Cantrelli suggests Eriugcna's connection with the Rhine valley
in his study, The Cathedral School of Laon Fom 850 10 930: Its Manuscripts and Masters
(Munich: Arbco-Gcscllschaft, X978), p. 86.
5 J. J. Comrcni, "The Irish Colony at Laon during the' Time of Charles the Bald," in H.
Rogues (cd.), jcan 5wI Erigenc et /'histoirc de /a philosophic (Paris: CNRS, I9ii), pp. 5967· There is no direct evidence that Eriugena wrote in Irish, and his prose style shows
few links with Hiberno-Latin. See L. Bieler, "Remarks on Eriugena's Original Latin Prose,"
in]. J. O'Meara and L. Bieler (cds.), The Atind oJErillgena (Dublin: Irish University Press,
1973), pp. 140-6. Some manuscripts of biblical glosses containing Old Irish words survive
which arc connected with the Irish colony at Laon. Some of these glosses arc marked
IOH, signifying to some scholars that they were the work of Johannes (= IOH) Scottus.
However, the \vord-list itself is mainly of everyday items and contains no philosophical
or technical terms. Sec J. J. Contreni, "The Biblical Glosses of Haimo of Auxerre and
Johannes Scottus Eriugena," SpcwiunI 51 (I976), pp. 4Il-34. See also P. 6 Neill, "The
Old-Irish Words in Eriugena's Biblical Glosses," in G.-H. Allard (ed.), jean Scot ecri!lail1
(Montreal: Institllt d'Etudes Mcdievaies, 1986),. pp. 287-97. 6 Neill seems to assume too
readily that lOB is to be identified with Eriugena.
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6 Cappuyns, jean Scot Erigenc, pp. 234-6, has argued against the identification; he believes
the poem may be referring to the church at Rheims built in 862. Cappuyns believes Eriugcna died around 870.
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identified these manuscripts. 7 One manuscript nOw at Oxford, but
originating from Metz, is believed by Liebeschiitz to illustrate a phase
of Eriugena's career, which predates the De praedestinatione controversy; whereas he believes the other manuscript, at Paris (Bibl. Nat.
lat. 12960), the basis of Lutz's edition, to be later. According to
Liebeschiitz the Oxford glosses are more characteristically Eriugenian than those printed by Lutz in her edition, and correspond to
Eriugena's views as reported by Prudentius. 8
Neither Leonardi nor Schrimpf accepts Liebeschiitz's hypothesis
of two versions, an earlier and a later. They suggest that Eriugena
never composed a formal "commentary" as such, but that he wrote
glosses in the margins and between the lines of a copy of Martianus's work. These glosses, it is theorised, were then copied out
again, by different copyists who emphasised different aspects of the
works, the result being the two manuscripts we now know. To

complicate the matter further, Silvestre does not believe that the
Metz glosses are by Eriugena at all. 9 Herren disagrees with Leonardi
and Schrimpf. He believes that some of the glosses are too developed and too long to have been marginal or interlinear comments,
and furthermore they are too strikingly different to have been culled
from the one exemplar. He therefore suggests that they represent
two stages of a commentary on Martianus which may in fact have
been written on two separate copies of Martianus's text. W This whole
discussion has greatly clouded the attribution of the existing Martianus Glossae to Eriugena, and greater certainty will not be achieved
until Leonardi completes his announced task of editing all the extant
manuscripts separately. For our purposes, however, we can be content to say that Eriugena certainly did write a commentary or commentaries on Martianus, and was closely associated with Martianus
studies by his contemporaries in the ninth century. Thus Prudentius
says in his book attacking Scottus (PL. CXV. 1294a): "Your Capella
has led you into a labyrinth, because you have tied yourself more
to the meditation of his work than to the truth of the GospeL""
Furthermore, echoes of the Martianus commentary are found in Eriugena's other writings - the account of the planets in the Oxford
manuscript being close to the version in the Periphyseon, and the
accounts of the liberal arts in the Paris manuscript also having echoes
in the Periphyseon. Other manuscripts contain portions of the commentary - notably Leiden BPL 88, which contains Book 9, Berne
331 and Paris Bibl. Nat. 8675, which contains Books 6-9, as well
as some manuscripts at Cambridge. What influence did Martianus
exert on Eriugena?
Although the De nuptiis is an obscure work, Eriugena adopted
many aspects of his philosophy from Martianus. Martianus's work
is by nO means a systematic philosophical treatise, but Eriugen, took
from it his conception of the movement of the planets, the harmonisation of the whole cosmos through the force of love, the re-
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i Cora Lutz has edited one manuscript - the Paris MS 12960 (which also contains the commentaries of Remigius and the Pseudo-Dunchad) - in her [ohannis Scoui Annotationes in
Marcianum (Cambridge, Mass.: Medieval Academy of America, 1939). This edition has

been criticised on various counts including that of containing non-Eriugcnian glosses. In
fact, Rand thinks only Books I and H arc Eriugena's own work. Sec E. K. Rand, "How
Much of the Annotationes in Mardanum Is the Work of John the Scot?" Transactions and
Proceedings of the American Philological Association jI (1940), pp. 50I-23. See also L. Labowsky, "A New Version of Scotus Eriugena's Commentary on Martianus Capella,"
Medieval and Renaissance Studies I (1943), pp. 187-93; H. Licbcschutz, "Zm Geschichte
dcr ErkI"a.rung des Martianus Capella bel Eriugcna," Philologus 104 (r960), pp. 127-37;
C. Leonardi, "Glosse eriugcniane a Marziano Capella in un codice lcidcnse," in Rogues,
Jean Scot Erigene, pp. I71-82. See also W. H. Stahl, "To a Better Understanding of Martianus Capella," Speculum 40 (1965), pp. 102-15, and W. H. Stahl, R. Johnson, and E.
L Burge (cds.), Mart janus Capella and the Seven Liberal Arts, vol. I (New York: Columbia
University Press, 197<), p. 63 n. 41.
8 H. Liebeschiitz, "The Place of the Martianus Glossae in the Development of Eriugena's
Thought," in J. J. O'Meara and L Bieler, The Mind oj Eriugena, pp. 49-58, places the
Oxford MS in the first half of the 840S, during Eriugena's grammatical phase. He bases
this on remarks made by Prudentius; sec esp. pp. 51-52. For a fuller discussion of the
place of Martianus in Eriugena's development, see G. Schrimpf, Das Werk des Johannes
Scottus Eriugena (Munster: Asehendorff, 1982), pp. 35-71, and "Johannes Scottus Eriugena
und die Rezeption des Martianus Capdla im karolingischcn Bildungswesen," in W. Beierwaltes (cd.), Eriugena: Studien zu seinell Quellell (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1980), pp. 135-48. See also]. Preaux, 'Jean Scot et Martin de Laon en face
du Dc Nuptiis de Martianus Capella," in R. Rogues, Jean Scot Erigcne, pp. r6r-70, and
his recent "Lcs Manuserits prineipaux du De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii de Martianus
Capella," in G. Cambier, C. Deroux, and]. Prcaux (cds.), Leltres fatines dll moyen age el
de la renaissance, Collection Latomus 158 (Brussels: Latomus 1978), pp. 88-90; M. L. W.
Laistner, "Martiallus Capella and his Ninth Century Commentators," Bulletin of the John
Rylands Library 9 (1925), pp. 130-8, is still useful. See the recent article by C. Leonardi,
"Martianus Capella et Jean Scot: nouvelle presentation d'un viellx problcme," in Allard,
Jean Scot ecriJJain, pp. r87-207.
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9 See H. Silvestre, Notice of C. Leonardi, "Rcmegio d'Auxcrrc e l'eredita della scuola carolingia," I Classici nel MedioeJJo e nell' Humallism: .Miscellanea filologia 42, pp. 27 1-88. in
Bulletin de theologie atlCienllc ct mCdieJJale 12 (1976-80), p. 595. For Leonardi's vic\vs see
Jean Scot icrivain, pp. r87-207.
10 Sec M. Herren, "The Commentary on Martianus Attributed to John Scottus: Its HibernoLatin Background," in Allard, Jean Scot ecriJJain, pp. 265-86.
I I See PL CXV. 1294a: ille tuus Capella.
. te in hune labyrinthum induxisse creditur, cuins
meditationi magis quam veritati evangcliae anillllm appulisti.
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lations hips of the four elements to each other, the nature of space,
the concept of dialectic and the understanding of the liberal arts as
actually conferring immortality on the human soul, the concept of
the world soul, and the idea of salvation through philosophy.
Martianus's allegorical work was undoubtedly the most popular
compendium of the liberal arts in the Middle Ages, although it seldom rises above an elementary school-book level in its exposition
of the trivium and quadrivium." Nevertheless, in the absence of firsthand works on Greek science and philosophy, it was an indispensable aid until the recovery of Aristotle in the twelfth century. For
the Carolingians it represented their most complete source of secular
knowledge.
Little is known of Martianus except that he was probably an African from Carthage who flourished in the period after Alaric's sack
of Rome in 4ro, though some editors have given earlier dates. '3 In
his ornate and singularly bombastic allegory, Mercury is advised by
his brother Apollo to marry Philology, a learned woman. Philology
is carefully prepared for the wedding. Since she is human, she is
worried that she will be consumed by fire on her journey to heaven,
so her mother, Phronesis, gives her a cloak to protect her, and Lady
Anastasia gives her a potion to make her immortal; she is then raised
up to the heavens, during which journey she passes throngh the
planets until she reaches Jupiter'S palace in the Milky Way. The
wedding takes place before a council of gods and philosophers. The
seven arts are Philology's bridesmaids (or dowries), who come forward to give speeches on their respective arts. '4
The work testifies to the importance of the union between eloquentia and sapientia, between the verba of the trivium and the res of
the quadrivium, as indeed the Carolingian commentators clearly
understood. '5 It belongs to a late antique attempt to celebrate the

valnes of traditional pagan culture - the culture of rhetoric and eloquence - over against the newer Christian values of humility, suffering, and the renunciation of worldly knowledge. The work is
influenced by Apnleius's Golden Ass, especially the episode of Cnpid
and Psyche, and by Varro's Disciplinarum libri IX, and includes many
Pythagorean, Stoic, and Hermetic elements within a broad Neoplatonic framework. Curiously, the author appears to have little respect for philosophers and represents them in obscure ways; for example, Heraclitus appears at the wedding in a ring of fire. ,6 The
marriage symbolises the nnion of humanity and divinity, learning
and eloquence, and the return of the soul to its proper celestial home.
The many neologisms in the work nndonbtedly helped to create
a style for unusual words in the Carolingian period, and the many
glosses it generated attest to the difficulty of the text. Althongh Eriugena was not the first to write a commentary, his glosses are a
clear indication of the extent of his learning in the liberal arts and
his method of line-by-line commentary was new. Schrimpf, for example, claims that Eriugena began a new movement of literal commentary on secnlar texts, which was to have a profound impact on
the learning of the High Middle Ages, since it became the preferred
method of the nniversities. Several other Carolingians also wrote
commentaries - notably Martin of La on and Remigins of Auxerre"
Indeed, as we have seen, the exact contribntion of Eriugena to this
corpns of glosses is still a matter of dispute, but all the evidence
snpports the view that Eringena was indeed capable of writing them
_ in that his learning and knowledge of classical mythology and of
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12 See Stahl ct a1., Martianlls Capella mId the Seven Liberal Arts, vol. I (1971), vol. 2 (1978),
esp. vol. I, pp. 230-43. Stahl compares Martianus's section on each art to a high school
essay which gives a ncat survey of the area with the appearance of comprehension, or a
science text-book written by a humanities scholar with no scientific training. Sec also

W. H. Stahl, "The Quadrivium of Martianus Capella: Its Place in the Intellectual History
of Western Europe," Arts libcroux et philosophic au moyen age. Actes du IVc Congres international de philosophic medicvaJc (Montreal Paris, 1969), pp. 959-67.
13 Stahl et al., Martianus Capella, vol. 1, p. 12.
14 Ibid., p. 24. The bridesmaids C{cminae dotales) arc in fact "ladies constituting a dO\vry."
The philosophers present include Heraclitus, Plato, Aristotle, and Democritus.
IS Ibid., pp. SS-7I.

16 Ibid., pp. 8S-90. Martianus appears not to have kno\vn much philosophy at first hand,
and in his account philosophy is really secondary to rhetoric. Nevertheless there arc Neo~
platonic clements, including the concept of an unknown One behind all things, and of
an ascending hierarchy of being. In all of this the Dc lwptiis is similar to Macrobius's
Commentary on the Dream of Scipio. The sections on Dialectic contain an account of Ar~
istotle's categories, logic of terms, the syllogism. and the square of opposition. Dialectic
is portrayed in rather ambiguous terms - as grave and stately but also carrying a snake
in her hand and having a dangerous sharpness of wit.
Ii Ibid., pp. 61-4; see also J. J. Contreni, "John Scottus, Martin Hibernicnsis, the Liberal
Arts and Teaching," in M. Herren (cd.), Insular Latin Studies: Latin Texts and Mam!scripls
oj the British Isles 550-1066 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 19 81 ), pp.
23-44. Contreni argues that John reworked his commentary several times at various stages
in his career. He further says that Eriugena was concerned to get a good text of MartiJT111S
and worked with an Abbot Winibertus to achieve this. Schrimpf in Das Wcrk des Johannes
$wttus Eriugena, p. 39, says that Eriugena and Martin were the first to comment on Mar~
tianus in a word~for-word manner, thus attempting a genuinely critical interpretation and
assessment.
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Greek, as demonstrated in his other writings, do measure up to that
displayed in the commentaries attributed to him. For our purposes
we shall simply cite those glosses which do not conflict with Eriugena's philosophy as found in the Periphyseon.
These glosses demonstrate both Eriugena's wide breadth oflearning and his precise analytic mind. Eriugena articulates his clear view
which correctly identifies Martianus's "religion of culture," namely,
that the arts are a part of wisdom itself and are necessary for the
saving knowledge of humankind: nemo intrat in celum nisi per
philosophiam. "
Many of these glosses are simply attempts to clarify and rationalise the meaning of this rich allegory, but Eriugena's original mind
breaks through at various points - notably in the section on dialectic, '9 in his view of the arts as making the soul eternal, and most
controversially in his attempt to offer an account of the universe. '0
This last item has led some interpreters, especially Duhem and Lutz,
to think that Eriugena was propounding a cosmology quite at variance with the accepted Ptolemaic one and leaning more towards that
of Tycho Brahe. The theory of planetary movement occurs in Book
VIII of Martianus in the section on astronomy. This was one of the
most popular sections of the work for mediaeval readers. Copernicus later singled out Martianus for praise in connection with his
theory that Mercury and Venus orbit the sun instead of the earth.
This was in fact a traditional Greek theory argued by Heraclides of
Pontus, who may have held that all the planets travel around the
sun. Eriugena displays considerable interest in this thesis and in one
gloss sees it as reflecting the Platonic view that the sun was at the
18 Lutz, Iohal1nis Scotti Anllotai£ol1cs in lvlarcianu1n, p. 64 (57.15). Eriugcna is commenting on
a word in Martianus, and adds chat "all philosophers arc hairy." Sec Stahl ct a1., Martianus
Capella, p. 88. On the religion of culture in antiquity, sec H.-I. Marrou, A History of
Education in Antiqllily, trans. G. Lamb (New York: Mentor Books, 1956), pp. IOO-1. In
ancient Greek and Roman belief, immortality was something which could be earned through
paideia rather than something pertaining to human nature as such. Eriugcna, while Christianising the arts and giving them a proper role in Christian development, still expresses
himself in terms of the traditional understanding of the arts as leading the mind to immortality. Contreni calls Eriugena's the most complete defense of the role of the arts in
Christian education.
19 Stahl et aI., Martianus Capella, voL 2, pp. 106-54. See also Schrimpf, Das Werk, pp. 2J)1.
20
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See H. Liebcschutz, "The Place of the Martianus Glossae in the Development of Eriugena's Thought," in O'Meara and Bieler, The Mind of Eriugena, pp. 55-6.
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centre of all things." In commenting on Martianus's description of
the flight of Mercury to the celestial sphere, Eriugena speculates on
the nature of the planets the god will meet with, and he seems to
speak as if the sun and not the earth were at the centre of the universe. Duhem suggests that Eriugena could have discovered the
Heraclidean theory in Calcidius's Commentary 0/1 the Timaeus. According to Duhem, Eriugena went further than the ancient theorists
by placing Mars and Jupiter in orbit around the sun (p. 62). This
Eriugena does in the Periphyseon 1I1.698a. Lutz supports Duhem in
the introduction to her edition of the Annotationes, where (on p. 22)
there is a gloss which says that all the planets go around the sun.
But Erika von Erhardt-Siebold and Rudolf von Erhardt in two short
works, The Astronomy ofJohannes Scotus Erigena and Cosmology ill
the "Annotationes in Marcia/1um," have argued powerfully that Eriugena's notes by no means add up to a cosmological theory with
heliocentric leanings. They point out that ancient writers frequently
spoke of Mercury and Venus as merely "companions" of the sun
rather than circling it. Furthermore it is argued that COll1111itment

to a Neoplatonic theory does not necessarily displace the earth as
the physical centre of the universe. Von Erhardt-Siebold and von
Erhardt have shown that Eriugena's text can be understood within
the context of classical astronomy and the authority of Pliny's Natural History, and that his discussion of the role of the sun is based
not on astronomical theories but on his Neoplatonic elevation of
the sun to a quasi-divine principle of being." Eriugena's astronomical interests continue in Book III of the PO'iphyseon, where he discusses the size of the heavens in his Genesis commentary on the
Fourth Day of Creation. In discussing the size of the sun, he says
that both Pliny and Saint Basil refuse to give a fixed size, since it
casts no shadow, unlike the moon. He goes on, however, to say
that it is of infinite size (III. 72 IC) and that the sun's orbit is at the
centre of the space (in medio totius spatii, 722b) which extends from
the earth to the highest sphere. He then talks of the sun as being in
21
22

See P. Duhem, Le SYSlemC du mot/de: Histoire des doctrines (o51110/ogiq11C5 dc P/aIOlI a Copcmic,
vol. 3 (1915; reprint Paris: Hermann, 1958), pp. 44- 62 .
E. von Erhardt-Siebold and R. von Erhardt, Cosm%c~Y ill Ihe Annolaliolles in Alarcia/1!lm:
More Light on Erigena's Astronomy (Baltimore, Md.: Williams & Wilkins, 1940), pp. 15Ii·
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the middle place, and gives a size for its orbit. The whole account
is unclear and could be interpreted in different ways.
Eriugena, aware of this problem, says he is giving an account of
the philosophical arguments which should not be taken as conflicting with Sacred Scripture. Indeed Scripture offers no definite guidance as to the astronomical distances at all. It is unreasonable, therefore, to make claims of a radical nature for Eriugena's expertise in
astronomy and cosmology, as some commentators have done. Of
greater interest is Eriugena's attitude towards secular learning in
general. He justifies it in terms of Romans 1. 20, which teaches that
we can learn of invisible things through the visible things God has
made.
The real originality of the Annotationes is not that it gives a new
astronomical theory of the heavens, but that it follows a rationalist
demythologisation of the allegory of Martianus in order to distil
general scientific knowledge. Eriugena regards some of Martianus's
mythologies as poetica deliramenta, but his explanations of the Muses
as the armonia omnium rerum and of Mercury as deriving from medius
currens (since Mercury is a messenger and words flow between men)
are of particular interest. The glosses show that Eriugena is still heavily
indebted to Isidore's etymological explanations; but they already
display a knowledge of Greek, and a reference to Gregory of Nyssa
in the Oxford Manuscript indicates that Eriugena may have already
embarked on his reading of Greek authors at this time (assuming
that the glosses were written in the 840s-850s). '3 Of particular interest in terms of Eriugena's later translation of the Greek word
atechnos ('XTEXVWS) is his recognition that the Greek prefix "a" is
not always privative but can signify an excess, augmenting the sense.
Thus he explains ania (anoia, avola) as a higher form of knowing
rather than as mindlessness. '4 Eriugena is able to comment on the
concept of the anima mundi in a manner which indicates neither approval nor disapproval.'5
The Lutz edition displays considerable knowledge of the Categoriae decem in the section of the commentary on dialectic. Ousia

(OVaLa) is said to be the highest genus and the nnity of many forms
(at Lutz, p. 84 [157,17]), and it contains all things below it reaching
down to the lowest species and individnals (atoma ihof1a). This view
is repeated by Eriugena in the Periphyseon. Eriugena offers definitions of form and species (p. 84) and explains the difference between
an accident and a proprium.
Eriugena's commentary was reworked by Martin of Laon and
extracts from it appear in Laon manuscript 444, which served as a
kind of Greek-Latin lexicon. It was also referred to by Remigius of
Auxerre in his commentary. Eriugena's work shows the extent of
the Carolingian rethinking of classical sources. It is also important
evidence of one of the primary sources of Eriugena's Neoplatonism.
To conclude our discussion of Eriugena's early writings, it has
been suggested by Silvestre that Eriugena wrote a partial commentary on Boethius's De consolatione philosophiae around this time. Several sets of glosses survive from the ninth century, but Eriugena's
authorship of any of these has been disputed by Courcelle and others. ,6 Silk published another commentary on the Consolatio in 1935
which he attributed to Eriugena, but Courcelle rejected this in his
review of Silk in Le Moyen Age in 1937, although he admitted that
it has an Eriugenian flavour. There are references to such a commentary by John Scottus, for example, in a Florentine mannscript
which mentions Eriugena in a prologue to the Consolatio, verba 10hannis Scoti incipiunt, and it is entirely probable that Eriugena did
write such a commentary, although he does not refer to the COI1solatio in the Periphyseon. '7
Glosses on the Opuscula sacra of Boethius, originally attributed to
Eriugena by Rand, do "display a certain familiarity with Eriugena's
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23 Sec ]cauueau's edition of Book I of the Oxford Glossae in his Quatre themes irigcniens
(Montreal: InstiUH d'Etudes Mcdievales de l'Univcrsite de Montreal, 19i8), p. 122, [linc
24], for the reference to Gregory of Nyssa.
24 Ibid., p. 112, lines 18-20.
25 Sec his reference to Varra in jcaullcau, Quaere themes irigcl1iens, p. 149, Jines 15-16, and
his other reference to the anima mund! on p. 121, Jine 24.
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26 H. Silvestre, "Le Commentaire incdit de Jean Scot Erigene au Metre IX du Livre III du
De consolatione philosophiac de Bocce," Revue d'/zistoire ealbiastiquc 47 (1952), pp. 44- 122 .
See also N. Haring, "Four Commentaries on De C0l1S0laiiolle philosopiliae in MS Heiligenkreuz 130," Medieval Studies 31 (I969), pp. 287-336. Cappuyns, Notice of H. Silvestre,
''jean Scot Erigcne, Commentateur de Prudence," Scrip/orium IO (1956), pp. 90-2, in
Bulletin de theologie atlCieIJlle et mCdic!lale 7 (!954-7), p. 657, and P. Courcclle in La Consolatiol1 dc PhilosophiC dans fa tradition lil/erai,.e: Antecedents el postirile de Boca (Paris, 19 6 7),
pp. 25 2-3, both deny that Eriugena is the author of this commentary. See also Ma.renbon,
Early Medieval Philosophy (480-1150): An introduction (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
19 83), p. 74. See also J. C. Frakes, "The Knowledge of Greek in the Early Middle Ages:
The Commentaries on Boethius' COllsolario," Studi MediclIali, ser. 3a., 27 (1986), pp. 2343. About 16 MSS of the Consolalial/ survive from the ninth century with two or three
commentaries.
'27 Courcelle, La Consolation, p. 253·
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thought but nothing to justify the opinion . . . that John himself
wrote them," as Marenbon has recently noted." Rand discovered
a Carolingian commentary on Boethius's OpuscuZa sacra in two redactions, one of which he suggested was written by Eriugena, the
other by Remigius. Cappuyns, however, has argued that Remigius
was the author of one and a disciple of his was the author of the
other. Courcelle agrees with Cappuyns against Rand. Eriugena does
refer to the Contra Eutyehen at Periphyseon V.877b, although he calls
it the De Trinitate.
It is possible that he wrote the commentary on the Boethian
translation of the Isagoge of Porphyry, which is contained in the
famous Paris manuscript I2949. He may have known the De institutione musicae of Boethius, since he uses in the Periphyseon a number
of music examples which have their origin in Boethius. '9
Up to the late 840S or perhaps 850s, then, Eriugena was a grammatieus, well read in Augustine, Boethius, Martianus Capella, Pliny,
Isidore, Macrobius, and other Latin writers (including possibly Marius
Victorinus, an extremely important source of Neoplatonic thought),
but it was his reading of Greek theology which provoked him to a
new reading of the Latin tradition and ultimately to the first attempt
at a mediaeval synthesis of Christian wisdom.
It is worth remembering, however, that we should not try to
make too strong a contrast between Eriugena the liberal arts master
and Eriugena the follower of Greek Platonism. From his earliest
writings, Eriugena displays a considerable knowledge of Greek
technical terms, even if these were drawn from glossaries such as
that preserved in manuscript 765I of the Bibliotheque Nationale, or
28 Marcnbon, Early MediePal Philosophy, p. 75. Marcnbon, however, points out that the

author of these glosses docs explain a line of Bocthius in an Eriugcnian manner. Thus
Bocthius's remark, that being is not yet, is explained in terms of a thing being hidden in
the primordial causes before it is manifested in genera and species. On Rand's attribution
of the glosses, sec E. K. Rand, "The Supposed Commentary of John the Scot on the
Opuscula sacra of Boethius," Revue neoscolastique de philosophic 36 (I934), pp. 67~77; p,
Courcelle, La Consolation de Philosophie dans la tradition litteraire, pp. 248-54; and M. Cappuyns, "Lc plus ancien commentaire des Opuscula sacra et son originc," Recherches de tMoloRie
anciemle et mCdicIJale 3 (1931), pp. 237-72. See also G. d'Onofrio, "Dialectic and Theology:
Boethius' Opuscula sacra and Their Early Medieval Readers," Studi MedicIJali, ser. 3a, 27
(1986), pp. 45-67, and M. Gibson, "The Opuscula sacra in the Middle Ages," in her Bocthius: His Lifo, Thought and Injlwncc (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), pp. 214-34.
29 H. Chadwick, Bocthius: The Consolations of Music, Logic, Theology and Philosophy (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 198r), p. 297 n. 1I. There are also important musical glosses in the
Anl1otationes.
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possibly from other, now lost, glossaries. Moreover, Eriugena has
considerable sensitivity to Greek philosophical terms, and he introduces technical Latin terms as equivalents. Most important for our
purposes is Eriugena's use of the term substitutio in De praedestil1atione (386b), before his attempt at translating Dionysius and Maximus, where it features prominently. Eriugena wants to use a ten11
which conveys the sense of coming-into-being by an effort akin to
making or constructing. It is different from substantia in that it seems
to include in its concept the idea of an act of making or creating.
Thus, already as a grammatieus, Eriugena was developing a consciousness of metaphysical structures which would finally result in
the complex four divisions of nature.

The Greek awakening
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THE GREEK AWAKENING

The works of an elusive, possibly Syrian mystic of the sixth century
who wrote under the pseudonym Dionysius Areopagiticus,' thus
portraying himself as the first of Paul's Greek converts mentioned
in Acts "7.34, were venerated in the early Greek Church as if they
were in fact as sacred as the Acts of the Apostles themselves. The
Byzantine emperor Michael the Stammerer presented a copy of these
writings to Louis the Pious in 827. At that time, they were further
confused with the writings of Saint Denis, patron of the Franks.
Louis's court chaplain, Hilduin, set about translating them between
827 and 834. [n his Passio Sanctissimi Dionysii, Hilduin recounts that
Dionysius became bishop of Athens and then travelled to France,
where he became bishop of Paris and was later martyred. Hilduin's
literal rendering was a reasonable attempt to translate a difficult text,
but it seems not to have had any impact on the Carolingian intellectual tradition of the 830S and 840S.'
On Dionysius sec R. Roqucs, L'Utllvcrs dionysien: Structure hierarchique du mande selon Ie
Pseudo-Denys (Paris: Aubier, Editions Montaigne, (954); I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "The
Pscudo-Dionysius," in A. H. Armstrong (cd.), The Cambridge His/ory oj Late Creek and
Early Medieval PhilosoplJy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 457-72.
The complete works of Dionysius have been edited and translated into French by M. de
GandiUac, Oeuvres completes du Pseudo-Denys L'Areopagite (Paris: Aubicr, 1943). A recent
English translation is Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, trans. C. LuibhCid, foreword
by P. Rorem, preface by R. Rogues, The Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah, N.J.:
Paultst Press, 1987). The earliest reference to Dionysius was in 53:2. Sec also G. Thery,
"L 'Entree du Pseudo-Dionysius en Occident," Melanges Mm1donnet 2 (Bibliothcque 1'homiste 14) (Paris, 1930), pp. 23-30; J. M. Hornus, "Les Recherches dionysiennes de 1955
a 1960," Rc!!ue d'histoire et de philosophiC religieuse 41 (1961), pp. :27-31; and the excellent
article of J. Pepin, "Univers dionysien et univers augustinien," Rccherches de philosophiC :2
(1956), pp. 179-:224. It is thought that Dionysius was a Christian follower (or reader) of
Produs. See H.-D. Saffrey, "New Objective Links between the Pseudo-Dionysius and
Produs," in D. O'Meara (cd.), Neoplatonism and Christian ThOl.ght (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY
Press, 1982), pp. 64-74.
2 G. Thcry, Etudes dionysienncs, VoL I, Hilduin traducleur de Denys (Paris, 193:2); Vol. 2
(Paris, 1937). Th6ry says of Hilduin's translation that it was "certcs tres meritoirc, mais
cxecutec a la hate par des hommes uncxpcrimentes, ctait d'une lecture extrcmement difficile; la pensee de Denys y etait souvent meconnaissablc, et ce travail n'aurait pu servir
dc base aux speculations theologiques" (p. 189). One curious aspect of Eriugena's use of
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Charles the Bald asked Eriugena to undertake a new translation,
which Eriugeua did in the years 860-2, making use ofHilduin's first
attempt as well as the one manuscript (Graecus 437) of Dionysius
which Louis had acquired and which today survives in Paris.' [n the
epistolary dedication to this translation, the author signs himself
"Eriugena," while singing the praises of Charles. 4 Presumably Charles
had protected him during his theological controversies and condemnations. It is also possible that the political situation was sufficiently
confused to prevent any agreement among the Frankish bishops in
relation to the condemnation of Eriugena, and that Charles was able
to take advantage of this to promote his court magister. He had certainly regarded Eriugena sufficiently highly to entrust him with the
translation of the supposed writings of the patron saint of the Franks.
Eriugena remarks in his Praefotio on the difficulty of Dionysius's
text, due not only to its antiquity but also to the obscurity of the
sacred 111ysteries Dionysius is expounding. Eriugena never questions the authenticity of these writings as stemming from a disciple
of Saint Paul's, but he does remark in the Praefatio that the tradition
of Dionysius coming to Rome and to Paris is not testified by the
ancient writers. In fact, the authenticity of Dionysius was questioned for the first time by Nicholas of Cusa. Grosseteste, for example, took the works to be genuine. 5 Eriugena also remarks in the
Hildtlin's translation is that he docs not use Hilduin's words, even when they art: morc
accurate than his own. See J. Pepin, "Jean Scot traducteur de Denys: L'Excmplc de la
lettrc IX," in Jeal1 Scot ecri!!ail1, pp. 129-41.
3 G. Thery, "Scot Erigene: Traductcur de Denys," Archiplum Latini/ali;; Medii Aevi, Bulletin
du Callge 6 (1931), pp. 185-:278; M. Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigcne: Sa l)ic, SOil oeuvre, sa
pCl1sce (Louvain: Abbaye de Mont CC:sar, 1933), Iso-61. The manuscript given to Louis
in 8:27 was deposited in the abbey of Saint-Denis, and is now preserved in the Bibliotheque Nationalc, Greek MS no. 437.
4 This is the only place where Eriugena signs himself thus; the name comes from the Old
Irish Eruf," and means "of the Irish race." In one of his poems Eriugena uses the term
"Graiugena" (PL CXXILI236a), \""h1Ch may have been the inspiration for his own name.
Cappuyns, Jemt Scot Erigelle, p. I4S, calls Eriugena's tone in his preface to the Dionysius
translation, "pcrcmptoire, un peu hautain," noting Eriugcna's challenge to rcaders \vho
doubt the accuracy of the translation to consult the Greek original (PL CXXIL w31c).
Roques says that Eriugena came to Dionysills not simply as a translator but as an established philosopher and theologian who even "corrected" Dionysius's thought at several
points. Sec R. Rogues, "Traduction ou interpretation? Breves rcmarguc$ sur Jean Scot
traducteur de Denys," in his Librcs sentiers I!Crs l'erigcllisme (Rome: Ateneo, 1975), pp. 99I3 0 .
5 Sec J. J. McEvoy, The Philosophy of Robert Grossetcstc (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 198z).
p. 91. Of course, Aquinas also regarded the works as genuine. Lorenzo Valla in 1457, in
his Encomium Smuti Thomae Aquillatis, noted tbat nOlle of the early Church f:nhers kne\v
Dionysius, and thus raised doubts about the historical dating of the \vorks.
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preface that he was little suited for the task of translator when Charles
appointed him, since he was only a novice in Greek studies.
Eriugena reworked these translations between 865 and 875. He
also wrote a commentary on the Celestial Hierarchy, which develops
some of the central themes of the Periphyseon and is thought to be
later than it. Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this study to
explore in detail Eriugena's commentary on Dionysius and its influence on the later mediaeval commentaries of Hugh of Saint Victor and Grosseteste 6
It was this translation of Dionysius which brought Eriugena
to the attention of Pope Nicholas I, who complained in 86r that
Eriugena had not submitted this book to his office for inspection if his letter is genuine. 7 Nicholas was aware that Eriugena was not
always prudent in his views, although he is said by many to be a
man of multa scientia. Anastasius, the papal librarian (c. 810-80), also
became aware of the work at that time. He wrote to Charles that
he wondered at (admiror) the learning of this vir barbarus and that he
appreciated that the verbatim style of translation was done in order
to remain true to the difficult thought of Dionysius. 8 Anastasius
sent his own translation and emendations of Eriugena' s text to Charles
the Bald.
Eriugena translated the whole Dionysian corpus, including the De
divinis nominibus, the De mystica theologia, De coelesti hierarchia, and
the De ecclesiastica hierarchia, as well as Dionysius's letters. We shall
returu to the influence of Dionysius on Eriugena in later chapters;

here we shall simply state that Dionysius represents a form of late
Platonism of the school of Proclus which has been adapted to express a Christian theological world-view. Dionysius stresses the
transcendence of the divine above the grasp of human understanding, and develops a hierarchical cosmology which orders all reality
in a series of out flowing from this unknowable Godhead down into
sensible and material reality. This outflowing from the One proceeds in a triadic manner, showing the imn1anence of the Trinity
in all created things.
This Greek theological outlook to which Eriugena was exposed
seemed to fit well with his own Neoplatonic outlook inherited from
Augustine, Martianus, and Boethius. He threw himself into the task
of translating as much of this Greek tradition as he could lay his
hands on - especially the Cappadocian fathers, notably the important short treatise of Gregory of Nyssa, Peri catashefAes aflthropou (nEpe
Ka'TaO"KEu1,is o:vOPW'lTou) or De hominis opificio (on the making of
Man), which Eriugena entitled De imagine (On the image; translated
c. 863)9 Gregory's text, which seeks to reconcile the conflicting
accounts of the making of man in Genesis, is one of the most concise and powerful statements in patristic literature, of the place and
function of human nature in the cosmos. For Gregory, man is part
of the great chain of being which stretches through the universe,
but man has a central place and contains all things in himself in a
special way. Gregory produces an anthropology which foreshadows
the great Renaissance treatises on man of Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, and Paracelsus. Unfortunately, many writers discussing the
theme of microcosm rely on Renaissance formulations, which in
fact are rather different from Gregory's who, for example, does not
want to call humanity a "microcosm" as this would downplay its
true importance as imago Dei.
Gregory of Nyssa was an earlier contemporary of Saint Augustine's, strongly influenced by Plotinian and Stoic ideas. His view
that corporeal matter (earth, air, fire, and water) really consists of

6 Eriugena's Commentary on the Celestial Hierarchy of Dionysius is thought to be a late
work which shows that Eriugcna had deeply rethought the nature of the Dionysian philosophy. It has been edited by J. Barbet as Iohannis Scoti Eriugenae Expositiones in Ierarchiam
Cae/estem, CCCM 31 (Turnholti: Brepols, I97S). An earlier edition by H. Dondainc was
published in the Archives d'histoire doctrinale ct iilleraire du moyen dge 18 (1950-1), pp. 245302. Sec also M. de Gandillac, "Anges ct hommes dans Ie Commcntairc de Jean Scot sur
la Hierarchic cdeste," in R. Rogues (cd.), Jean Scot Erigcllc et l'histoire de la philosophic (Paris:
CNRS, 1977), pp. 393~404, which shows that Eriugena tried carefully to distinguish the
angelic and human natures in terms of their place in the celestial hierarchy and their ability
to reflect and contain all things. A full study of the relationship between the Periplzyseon
and the Expositiones is called for.
See Cappuyns, Jean SlOt Er(gcne, p. 60. The letter is reproduced by William of Malmesbury in his account of Eriugena's life. See M. Brennan, "Materials for the Biography of
Johannes Sconus Eriugena," Stud; MediC!lali, ser. 3a, 27 (r986), p. 430. The letter's authenticity has been questioned; Brennan gives a version from an eleventh-century MS.
8 Cappuyns, Jean Swt Erigcne, pp. lS4~i. Anastasius marvels at the learning and sanctity
of this vir barbarus who comes from the edge of the world. See Brennan, "Materials," p.
431, for the text and translation of Anastasius's letter.
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9 M. Cappuyns, "Le De imagine de Gregoire de Nysse traduit par Jean Scot Erigene," Recherches de lheologie ancielltlc et medicuale 32 (1965), pp. 205~62. The translation has no
preface or dedication and may have been made by Eriugena as a working translation for
his own usc. It is quoted frequently in the PcriphyseotJ. Sec Cappuyns, Jea/! Scol Erigcl1c,
pp. 172-8. On Eriugena's use of Gregory sce E. Jeauneau, "La Division des sexes chez
Gregoire de Nysse et chez Jean Scot Erigcne," in W. Beierwaltcs (cd.), ErillgclJa: Studitll
zu Scil1C1l Qucllell (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Univcrsitatsvcrlag, 1980), pp. 33-54.
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a commingling of incorporeal qualities (hot, moist, dry, cold) known
only to the mind had a strong impact on Eriugena. Actually, this
view was already expressed by Aristotle in Parts of Animals II. 1.646a15,
in his discussion of varying levels of composition. Eriugena also
took from Gregory the account of the Fall of Man, and the nature
of human intellection or theoria (9Ewpia).
Eriugena also discovered a work that is still relatively unstudied
in the West, the Ambigua of the Byzantine Christian martyr, Maximus Confessor (translated c. 862-4), wand his Ad Thalassium (recently edited by Carlos Steel)." The Ambigua of Maximus in fact
consist of two works written several years apart. Eriugena refers to
the Ad Thalassium (which he calls Scalia) much more rarely than to
the Ambigua, although he makes use of it in his Commentary on the
Gospel of]ohn.
The Ambigua are extremely long and complex notes on problems
in Gregory of Nazianzus's theology, and Eriugena's achievement is

all the more remarkable in that he did not have an earlier translation
to aid him, as had been the case for thc Dionysian translations. The
importance of Eriugena's translation of Maximus is shown by the
fact that manuscripts of his work actually predate the earliest known
manuscripts of the Greek text. Eriugena adopted not only Maximus's technical vocabulary but also his vision of human nature as
originally sexless (as also in Gregory of Nyssa); Christ as the Logos
which runs through all things and is the being of all things; and the
five stages of the return of all things to the One, which include the
reuniting of earth and heaven, and the transmutation of everything
corporeal into incorporeal realities. Maximus is a devoted follower
of Dionysius, but expands Dionysius's cosmology to give a greater
place to Christ as Logos, and thus inserts a powerful anthropology
into the heart of the hierarchial cosmology. Furthermore, his terminology is philosophically more precise than that of Dionysius,
displaying some nco-Aristotelian and possibly Stoic influences.
Charles the Bald had asked Eriugena to undertake the translation
of Maximus in order "to clarify the Catholic faith for all," as Eriugena says in his preface (PL CXXII. II96b-c). Such favouritism
angered Bishop Florus, who complained that this "enemy of truth"
was receiving great honours_
As well as translating Dionysius, Gregory, and Maximus, Eriugena may also have translated the De fide of Epiphanius, " and the
Hexaemeron of Saint Basil, long quotations from which appear in
Eriugena's Periphyseol1.
Eriugena read the works of the Cappadocian fathers - Basil,
Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus (whom he seems to
have known through Maximus's commentary on him) during the
860s, and he assimilated this new theology into his own system in
the Periphyseon written between 860 and 867. Since Eriugena frequently calls Gregory of Nyssa the "theologian," it has been argued
that he thought Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus were
the same person. Cappuyns has contended that a passage in the
Periphyseon 11.586a shows that Eriugena could distinguish them;"

10 Maximus was originally thought to have 'been born in Constantinople c. S80, but since
the publication of an ancient Syriac hagiography, it is now thought that he was born in
Tibcrias. He was a strong opponent of monothdism, the doctrine that Christ had only
one will, and he engaged in a number of important Christological controversies before
being persecuted as a heretic, exiled, and martyred in 662. His position was declared
orthodox in 680. He is important for his attempt to express Cappadocian and Dionysian
Neoplatonic Christianity in terms of Aristotelian categories, such as dynamis and energeia.
See P. ·Sherwood, "Notes on the Life and Doctrine of Maximus the Confessor," American
Benedictine ReZliew I (1950), pp. 347-56; "Survey of Recent Work on St. Maximus the
Confessor," Traditio 20 (1964), pp. 428-37; and "Saint Maxime Ie Confesseur," Diaiollnaire de spiritualite, \>01. 3 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1932-), pp. 295-300. On Maximus's doctrine, the classic studies arc H. Von Balthasar, Liturgic cosmiquc (Paris: Aubier, 1947), and
the excellent study of L. Thunberg, Microcosm alld Mediator: The Theological Anthropology
of Moximus the Confessor (Lund: Glcerup, 1965). Sec also A. Riou, Le Monde cll'egtisc scIon
Maximc Ie CO/~resseur (Paris: Beauchesne, 1973), and Armstrong (cd.), Cambridge History
of Late Greek and Early MedieZiol Philosophy, pp. 492-505. Sec P. Sherwood, The Earlier
Ambigua of St. Maximus CO/~fessof and His R~fi{{atioI2 of Origenism, Collection Studia AIlsc/miana 36 (Rome, 1955), who argues against Balthasar's view of Maximus as strongly
influenced by Origen. Sec also E. Jeauneau, "La Traduction crigcnienne des Ambigua de
Maxime Ie Confesseur: Thomas Gale (1936-1702) et Ie Codex Ramel/sis," in Roques (cd.),
Jean Scol Erigel1e, pp. 135-44. Sec also L. Thunberg, Mall alld the Cosmos: The Visiotl oj
Maximus COllfessor (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir's Seminary, 1985).
I I For P. Meyvaert's discovery of the Ad Thalassium translation see his "The Exegetical
Treatises of Peter the Deacon and Eriugena's Latin Rendering of the Ad Thalassium of
Maximus the Confessor," Sacris Erudiri 14 (1963), pp. 130-48, and his "Eriugena's Translation of the Ad Thalassium of Maximus: Preliminaries to an Edition of This Work," in
J. J. O'Meara and L. Bieler (cds.), The Mind oj Eriugena (Dublin: Irish University Press,
1973), pp. 77-88. A critical edition has been edited by C. Steel and C. Laga (eds.), in
l\1aximus Confessor, Quaestiones ad Thalassium I (QU.l-IV, una cum latina il2terpretalione
lahamlis Scotti EriugelJae), CCCM, Set. Graeca 7 (1980). Laga is now preparing an edition
of the AlI1higua.
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12 P. Meyvaert, in O'Meara and Bieler, The Mind ofEriugena, pp. 77-88, suggests tlut long
quotations from Greek writers in the PcriphyseOll, e.g. from Basil's Hexacmcl"O/l and Epiphanius's De fide (which is referred to mainly in Books IV and V), are indications that
Eriugcna may havc translated these works in full.
13 Jcall Scot Erigc/le, pp. I7i-8.
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Sheldon-Williams, on the other hand, has offered a different reading
of the passage in his edition, and the question has not been satisfactorily resolved.
In the Praefatio to this translation of Dionysius, Eriugena says he
was a novice in Greek studies when he began that work (I03IC);
however, he speaks admiringly of the "sacred nectar of the Greeks"
(I029a) and sees himself as a faithful interpreter. Cappuyns sees Eriugena as offering this last remark as a challenge to critics to compare his translation with the original text, knowing that few in his
day would be equipped for the task.
As we have seen from Anastasius's letter, Eriugena translated with
the verbatim method of his contemporaries. The manuscript of
Dionysius, furthermore, lacked word breaks and almost all accents.
All this produced an awkwardness of style and syntax, but, philosophically speaking, Eriugena was forced to develop an original
Latin technical vocabulary, and his awkward sentences are often
philosophically more correct. Eriugena had to develop terms like
superbanitas and superessentialis to translate Dionysian superlatives,
and here he had no dietionaries or glossaries to help him. He had
to find terms for Dionysian words such as noeros (VOEpOS) and noesis
(voij(J'Ls), and in this respect he was largely On his own. He frequently varies his terminology, however, and thus will translate nous
sometimes as mens, sometimes as animus. He translates episteme
(E1TL<r-rijfL'Tl) as scientia or as disciplina; 8E1!E'y,a he sometimes translates as divina operatia but sometimes he merely transliterates as
theurgia. In the Carolingian period many of Eriugena's Latin translations of Greek technical terms found their way into word-lists and
fiorilegia. The Laon manuscript 444, for example, contains Greek
definitions culled from Eriugena, and obviously served as a glossary
in the later ninth century.
Little is known' of the hermeneutical principles of the time, but
Rene Roques has shown that Eriugena does not separate the task of
interpres, or literal translator, from that of expositor, or philosophical
commentator. '4 Eriugena's grasp of Greek was imperfect, but in
ability to seek out the motivating spirit of the text, he was far su-

perior to Hilduin. '5 Thus, unlike Hilduin, Eriugena mistranslates
the Greek adverb oukoun (OVKOUV, therefore) as non ergo or nonne
ergo (for example, at Celestial Hierarchy, Chapter III [PG III. r68a],
translated by Eriugena at PL CXXII. I046a), yet he does so in a
manner which allows him to interpret Dionysius correctly, when, in
the Expositiones in coelestem hierarchiam, Eriugcna corrects his earlier
misreading. 16 Eriugena realizes that his translation l11akes sense only
if no nne ergo is taken in the interrogative sense with an affirmative
answer implied. In a recent article John J. O'Meara has defended
Eriugena's translation on this point. O'Meara says that Eriugena is
translating oukoun as non ergo or non igitur since he is using 110n in
the sense of no nne, "which preserves the sense 'therefore' and is a
legitimate usage."" In any event, Roques shows that Eriugena often
deliberately misread Dionysius in order to make the latter more compatible with Eriugena's own understanding of philosophy. Thus,
for example, he translates the Greek atec/mos (artlessly) as its opposite, "artfully," although Hilduin before him had correctly rendered it as inartifi-cose. As we have seen, in the Annotationes Eriugena
says that the Greek prefix", can signify an excess of the quality as
well as a privation. Eriugcna uses his phrase valde artijicialiter in order to express more clearly the Dionysian philosophy of the expression of theological statements in terms of imagery. ,8 In general, Eriugena's translation shows a more careful concern for the metaphysical
nuances of technical terms than Hilduin's version, which is often
more accurate on the literal or commonsense level. In the Expositiones, for example, Eriugena translates the Greek demioU1;qos
(O'TlfLW1!P-Yos) of Dionysius as creator, not as opifex, which was Hilduin's term. Although Hilduin is literally more correct, Eriugena's

J4 See R. Rogues, "Traduction Ott interpretation? Breves rcmarqtlcs sur Jean Scot traductcur
de Denys," in Libres mlliers !lers l'erigcnisme (Rome, 1975), pp. 99-130. Eriugena himself
distinguishes between illlerpres and expositor at Pracfotio I032b-c.

IV·797a, IV.819d, and V.923a.
IS See R. Rogues, "Vatdc arlijicialiler: Le Sens d'un contrcsens," in Ant/Haire de I'Eco!c praliqw
des Haates Eludes, 1969-70, i7 (1969), pp. 31-72.
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1$ Thcry is less enthusiastic than Roqucs about Eriugcna's ability as a translator. Eriugcna,

accordiing to Thery, "lacks life." Sec Thery, Ewdes dionysiCl1l1cs, voL I, Hilduill, pp.
166-7·
16 See Thery, "Scot Erigcne: Traducteur de Denys," Bulle/in du Cat/se 6 (1931), p. 238, and
Rogues, Libres sCIllicrs tlcrs l'crigcnisme (Rome: Atel}eo, 1975), p. 105 n. 9. Hilduin correctly
translated (ouKm}v) as ergo or igilllr (see Thcry, Etudes dionysiel1lles, vol. 2, p. 470). Since
Eriugena's text of Dionysius lacked diacritics it is easy to see why he confused OVKOUV

\vith

OUKOUV.

J. J.

O'Meara, in G.-H. Allard (cd.), Jean Scot ecrivail1 (Montreal: Institut d'Etudes
Mcdicvalcs, 1986), p. 121. O'Meara cites similar usages at Periphyseol! IV.742C, IV.788d,

Ii See
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translation shows his concern to preserve the Christian philosophy
at the heart of Dionysius.
It was the richness and complexity of Eriugena's "Greek" spirit
which set him apart completely from his Carolingian contemporaries. Efforts to explain this uniqueness have led to legends that Eriugena travelled to Greece, Arabia, and even the Orient. '9 None of
this can be substantiated, but these tales indicate the intellectual distance which separated him from his peers.
It has often been argued that Eriugena must have learned Greek
in the monastic schools oflreland, but, as I said in Chapter I, recent
scholars have maintained that the Irish did not in fact possess a deep
knowledge of Greek beyond a modest lexical and grammatical understanding as displayed in their reading of Priscian, for example,
and that it is more likely that Eriugena learned the language on the
Continent, either at a centre known for its Greek studies - like Lerins
- or else from Greek monks who we know had taken refuge in
France at this time. W Jeauneau recently argued that knowledge of

Greek was always associated with Irish colonies in Europe (e.g., at
Saint Gall, Liege, and Laon), that the Irish were especially enthusiastic about Greek studies, and that there are good grounds for assuming a tradition of Greek in Irish monasteries. One of the reasons
for the popularity of Greek was undoubtedly the fact that Latin never
became the official language in Ireland, since the country was never
part of the Roman Empire." Wherever he learned the language,
Greek not only opened up a new world for Eriugena but gave him
a more precise philosophical vocabulary - terms like nous, logos, ousia,
physis, and so on, which he freely imported into his Latin writings.
The Periphyseon with its Greek title and long quotations from the
Greek fathers is the culmination of this self-conscious attempt to
integrate the world of Latin learning with Greek spiritual and philosophical wisdom.
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I9 John Bale in his account of famous British writers in 1548 mentions that John had undertaken a pilgrimage as far·'as Athens, and for many years had "sweated over Greek and
Chaldaean and Arabic letters"; he also visited every philosopher's shrine, including the
Oracle of the Sun (orawlum solis), which Aesculapius had built. For a critical comment
on Eriugcna'$ supposed voyages sec R. L. Poole. "Note Oil the Origin of the Legend
Respecting John Scotus' Travels in Greece," appendix I in Illustrations of the History of
Medieval Thought and Learning (1884; reprint Ne\v York: Barnes & Noble, 1960), pp. 2iIi3. See also Cappuyns,Jea/l Seal Erigene, 12~13, 146-i.
20 The problem of the source of Eriugena's knowledge of Greek is one of the most controversial in Eriugena scholarship. Cappuyns (Jean Scot EYigcM, pp. 28-9) believed that he
learned Greek on the Continent, possibly from Greeks attached to Charles's court. Bieler,
however, believes he learned it in the monastic schools of Ireland. On the general state
of Greek in early mediaeval Europe, sec G. Stephens, The Knowledge oj Greek itl England
in the ,Middle Ages (1931; reprinted Norwood, N.J.: Norwood Editions, 19i8); Laistner,
Thought and Leiters il! Western Europe A.D. 500-900 (London: Methuen, 195i), pp. 23850; P. Courcelle, Les Lettres grecques en Occidenl de Macrobe a Cassiodore (Paris: Boccard,
1948). On Greek studies in Ireland see M. Esposito, "Greek in Ireland during the Middle
Ages," SlIIdies I (1912), pp. 665-83; W. G. Hanson, The Early l\1onaslic Schools oj Ireland:
Their Mi.lSiollaries, Saillls and Scholars (Cambridge: Heffer, 192i); L. Bieler, Ireland: Harbinger Of the Middle Ages (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), and "The Classics in
Ancient Ireland," in R. R. Bolgar (cd.), Classical Influences in European Culture A.D. 500ISOO (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, I9iI), pp. 2i-4i; E. Coccia, "La cultura
irlandese precarolingia. Miraeulo 0 mito?" Swdi Medievali, ser. 3a, 8 (!96i), pp. 2$i-420,
which seriously questions the alleged Irish knowledge of Greek; W. B. Stanford, Ireland
and the Classical Tradition (Dublin: Allen Figgis, 19i6); Stanford takes the legend of Eriugena's travels in Greece more seriously. See also J. J. O'Meara, Eriugena (Cork, 1969),
pp. 4-13, and M. Herren, "The Commentary on Martianus attributed to John Scottus:
Its Hiberno-Latin Background," in Allard, Jean Scot ecrillain, pp. 265~86. For an interesting review of the level of Greek on the Continent in the ninth century, see]. C. Frakes,
"The Knowledge of Greek in the Early Middle Ages: The Commentaries on Boethius'
Consolatio," Studi Medievali, ser. 3a, 2i (1986), pp. 23-43.

21 See E. ]eauneau, ''Jean Scot Erigcne et le gree," in Arc/zivium Lalinita/is Medii Aelli (Blllletill
du Cange) 4I (I9i9), pp. 5-50. Thery believes tbat Eriugena began his training in Greek
in Ireland, but perfected it on the Continent.
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THE PERIPHYSEON

In the 860s John Scottus Eriugena wrote the Periphyseon (later entitled De divisione naturae, that is, "On the Division of Nature").'
The Periphyseon is a long work, filling nearly six hundred columns of the Patrologia Latina volume and containing approximately 2 '7,450 words,' written in the form of an extended dialogue
between two anonymous philosophers who are known only as
Nutritor and Alumnus or, in the twelfth-century manuscript edited
by William of Malmesbury, as "M" (Magister) and "D" (Discipulus). The work is divided into five books, and in some later
manuscripts these books are divided into chapters, though this was
never completely achieved.
Little is known about the occasion and circumstances which gave
rise to the composition of the Periphyseon. Roughly, it has been dated
as written between 860 and 866. As the dialogue contains many
quotations and excerpts from Greek authors, including Dionysius
and Maximus, and it is known that Eriugena did not begin translating Dionysins until 860, it is postulated that he began the work
in the early 860s. 3 In his critical edition, Sheldon-Williams contends
The Rheims MS bears the title Pcri Physcos Mcrismou, whereas the Paris MSS bear the
title Peri Physeol1. Ninth-century catalogue entries refer to it as pcrifisioll and twelfth-century references such as Honorius Augustodul1cnsis speak of Peri}iseon or Periphyscon (in
the mysterious "Icpa" - possibly Israel the Grammarian). In the Trinity College (Cambridge) MS, thought to have been edited by William of Malmcsbury, the Greek versions
Peri Physcos Merismou and Peri Physeon arc given, with a Latin explanation "de division£'
naturae." When Gale made use of this MS in his printed edition, he transferred the Latin
title De Divisione lVaturae to the work. See 1. P. Sheldon-Williams, "The Title of Eriugena's Periphyseol1," Studia Patristica 3 (Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte dcs
altchristlichen Literatur 78) (Leipzig. x96x), pp. 297-302, and Iohannis Scotti Eriugenae Periphyseoll, vol. I (Dublin: Institute for Advanced Studies, 1968), pp. 5-10.
2 For the word-count, sec G. H. Allard (cd.), Johannis Scoti E6ugenae Periphyseon: Indices
gbll5rales (Montreal: Institut d'ctudes mcdicvales, 1983), p. vi.
3 M. Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigene: Sa vie, son oeuvre, sa pel1$Cc (Lou vain: Abbaye de Mont
Cesar, 1933), p. 189.
I
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that the work developed from an earlier book on logic or dialectic,
a De dialectica. It is indeed true that Eriugena's contemporaries saw
the work in this light, especially as the chief philosophical work of
the day was the Categoriae decem, but there is no other evidence to
support Sheldon-Williams's claim, and in fact his analysis seems to
distort the structure of Book I of the Periphyseon 4 Sheldon-Williams
appears to have based his decision on the long discussion of the
applicability of the Aristotelian categories to God in Book l. This
is, however, less a treatise on dialectic than a typical Neoplatonic
(both Plotinian and Dionysian) proof that God is beyond being and
beyond the grasp of the human mind. Sheldon-Williams is correct
in seeing Eriugena's concern with dialectic as fundamental, but it
would be a distortion of the Periphyseon to say that it grew from
an initial study of the Categories.
As the dialogue is dedicated to Wulfad and addresses him as Fater
in Christo, the work is thought to have been completed by 866 the year Wulfad was appointed archbishop of Bourges by Charles
the Bald - on the grounds that Eriugena would have been unlikely
to address an archbishop as Fater. 5 The dialogue was revised continually over a number of years, as is shown by the various glosses
which were gradually incorporated in the text.
The dialogue begins abruptly, with no setting or introductory
remarks. It makes no reference to local events or to any living writers or contemporary dispntes. Neither King Charles nor Gottschalk
nor Ratramnus is mentioned. Eringena had deliberately set out to
write a timeless philosophical and theological treatise, associating
himself only with the great Christian authorities - Augustine, Boethius, Dionysius, Maximus. The only living person mentioned is
Wulfad, whom Eriugena credits as the instigator of the work and
4 Sec Sheldon-Williams, Periph)'seon, vol. I, p. 5- Guy Allard sees the discussion of the
categories not as digression but as an introductory question which must be treated first.
Sec his essay in R. Rogues (ed.), Jean Scol Erigene et l'his/oire de la philosophie (Paris: CNRS,
197i), p. 224·
5 Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigelle, p. 189. This argument is particularly weak, given that \ve
know so little about the rclations between Eriugena and Wulfad. The only real date for
the completion of the Periphyscon is indicated by the Expositiollts, written possibly in the
Sios, which refers to the Periphyscon by name (PL CXII.230b, Barbet [cd.), p. 160) and
says that the doctrine of essence, power, and operation, as understood in the soul is explained there in a satisfactory manner. The Expositiones is referring to Periphyscoll 1LS68d579 a.
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his cooperator in studiis (V. lana), and whom he asks to correct and
edit the work.'
Only one complete manuscript of the dialogue survives, and it is
from the twelfth century. A number of earlier manuscripts are incomplete copies. The work was edited and corrected several times.
Cappuyns distinguished three stages of the development of the text,
basing his division on the earlier, more complex scheme of five stages
proposed by E. K. Rand. 7 The five stages for Rand were: (I) an
earlier version of Rheims 875; (2) a version ofRheims with the marginal additions integrated in the text; (3) Bamberg; (4) Bamberg with
its marginal notes included in the text; and (5) Paris 12964 and 12965,
which were printed by Floss. Cappuyns simplified this, roughly to:
(I) Rheims, (2) Bamberg, and (3) Paris. Most scholars agree that
the oldest surviving manuscript is Rheims 875, whieh is incomplete
and contains malW marginal additions in different hands. S Rand
postulates that a second eopy was made which incorporated the
marginal additions of Rheims and which has not survived. This
missing copy became the basis for the Bamberg manuscript, which
contains the Rheims marginalia and more, and this in turn was incorporated into the Paris manuscript (Bib!. Nat. lat. r2965), along
with the marginalia of the Bamberg version. The Rand-Cappuyns
account of the manuscript transmission was accepted with modifications by Sheldon-Williams in his edition.' These earlier manu6 On Wulfad sec]. Marcnbon, From the Circle of Alwin [0 the School oj Auxcrre (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. IlIff. Marcnbon thcorises that Wulfad may have
been the author of some glosses of an Eriugcnian nature that appear on Mazarine 561
which was made at Saint Mcdard and owned by Wulfad (po II3).
Sec Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigcnc, pp. 194-6. For Rand's five stages sec his appendix to
1. Traube, "PaiacographisciIe Forschullol;cn, V. Autographa des lohannes ScotttlS," Abholfdlungen der philosophiseh-philologisehen. Klasse der koniglieh hayemischen Akademie der Wissensehafien 26 (1912), p. II.
8 For a description of Rheims S75 (discovered in 1904), see Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseon,
vol. 1, pp. 5-6. Rheims is an imperfect copy in Carolingian miniscule of an early state
of the text. Bamberg was discovered in 1S99. Bischoff belicves both were made at a
seriplorium in Soissons.
9 This edition was criticised by P. Lucentini in "La nuova edizione del De divisione naturae
(Periphyseon) di Giovanni Scoto Eriugena," Studi Medievali, seI. 3a, Ii (1976), pp. 3934<4. Sheldon-Williams distinguished three stages of the text, which he designated as A,
B, and C (A = Rheims; B = Bamberg Ph2/I; C = Paris I2964 and I296S). Actually the
two Paris MSS, while integrating the additions found in Rheims and Bamberg, also contain additions thought to be of dubious authenticity. So C can be divided into C and D.
Rheims 875 is itself not a first version, but seems to include glosses. Sec E. Jeauneau,
"Guillaume de Malmesbury, premier editeur anglais du PeriphY5eon," Sapienliae Doc/rilla:
MCiallge5 de theologie et de lilterature mfdievalcs offirts au Dom H. Hascour O.S.H., Recherches
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scripts generally lack Books IV and V, and thus these latter books
contain fewer revisions and marginal additions. These manuscript
revisions are evidence of the care with which Eriugena's work was
read and studied in the ninth century.
For many years scholars have argued over the authorship of these
marginal additions and interlinear notes and comments. In particular, Traube suggested that some of the additions to Rheims and
all of the additions to Bamberg were in the hand of an Irish writer
_ possibly Eriugena himself. W In fact, he claimed to have found this
Irish hand in four different manuscripts. Rand disputed the identifieation of this Irish hand with Eriugena's, and said that there were
in fact two different hands at work - i' and i', whose work was
purely scribal and not authoritative, and hence neither was the hand
of Eriugena. n Bischoff and more recently Marenbon, Jeauneau, and
Bishop have discussed the problem in detail, and all are willing to
acknowledge Eriugena's guiding presence in many of these enlargements and corrections, if not his actual hand." For our purposes,
de The%gie aruiwne et midieva/e. Numero Special I (LOll vain: Abbaye de Mont Cesar,
19So), p. ISS n. 39. The problem of the recensions is compounded by the fact that Books
IV and V of the Periphyscon generally survive in a different set of MSS.
10 Trallbe announced his discovery of Eriugena's hand in 1906, and the evidence he used
was later published by Rand in the appendix to Traube's "Palaeograplii5c/te FOfS(lnmJ:clI
V." Autographa des Iohannes Seottus. Traube examined Rheims 875, Bamberg Ph2/1, and
the Laon MSS. He thought the same hand wrote the marginal comments in Rheims; he
also thought he found the hand in the glosses added to a work of Marius Victorinus in
a Bamberg MS (Patr 46.[Q.VI.32]), and also in the authorial corrections in MS Laon SI,
which contains Eriugena's commentary on John's gospel. Rand, however, later dissented
in his "The 'Supposed Autographa of John the Scot," University oj California Publicatiolls
in Classical Philology, $ (1920), pp. 13$-41, plates l-I1. Rand found two insular hands,
which he designated as i' and I'; he ascribed neither to $cottus.
I I Hand j' is characterised by Rand as "loose, pointed, flowing, with few abbreviations or
ligatures characteristic of Irish script" ("Supposed Autographa," p. 140). Hand i', however, is "at once more compact and regular, more cursive, with more of the specifically
Irish traits." Rand concluded that neither j' nor i' was John's, but that both were "scribes
employed by him" (p. 140). J. J. O'Meara, "Eriugena's Immediate Influence," in W.
Beierwaltes (cd.), Eriugena Redivivus (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 19 8 7),
p. 1$, says that "it is precisely i' who manifests the ability to think like Eriugena."
12 Jeauneau discusses Rand's conclusions concerning the Laon SI MS in his edition of Jean
Sect, Commelltaire sur l'Evangile de Jean (Paris: CERF, !972), pp. 70-S0. Jeauneau agrees
with Traube that the emendations to Laon Sr are "une ccriture d'auteur personelle et
originalc" (p. 75). However, Bischoff's arguments, discussed by Jcauneau, pp. 76-77,
impressed him sufficiently to make him dissent from Rand and accept i' as Erillgena's
hand. Bischoff argued that i' was Eriugena's hand, and that Rand was correct to distinguish i' and j', The notes to Laon Sr, according to Bischoff arc in i'. On the other hand,
T. A. M. Bishop, "Autographa of John the Scot," in Rogues,Jean Scol Erigclle, pp. 8994, characterises i' and j' as having in their Greek script "a stylistic likeness to some of
the Greek script written in the middle and third guarter of the ninth century at Laol1, a
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the discussion has a bearing on understanding the process of composition of a ninth-century philosophical work. The work was undoubtedly read and commented on by a group of dedicated disciples, and many of the glosses aim for clarity, precision, and
completeness, as Marenbon demonstrated.'3 Marenbon divided the
additions and corrections in Rheims into six classes: (I) brief corrections and additions of words accidentally omitted; (2) short additions which have the character of glosses; (3) reference forward
to subjects discussed later in the book; (4) clarifications of an argument "often of a legalistically precise nature"; (5) elaboration of
a train of thought which depends on discussions later in the book;
and (6) rarely, fresh development of an argument, for example,
1.493 cI 7-494 a30 .
The revisions to Bamberg are less extensive, and Marenbon preferred to see it more as an edition, since there are "very few additions of any substance. "'4 The Paris additions were described by
Marenbon as rather meagre and philosophically unsophisticated. They
are not thought to have been written by Eriugena, according to
Sheldon-Williams (vol. I, p. 223 n. I4).
At least one of the glosses appears to confuse his thinking, for
example, 1.443a, where materiaque is added to God - as an example
of something which eludes the sense and the mind through its ex-

celIence. According to Sheldon-Williams, this is not Eriugena's intention in that he distinguishes materia informis as a privation from
nihil per excellentiam of God in Book III. However, at·Book III.68rc
Eriugena does talk about the primordial causes being identical with
the materia informis of Scripture. Since the causes cannot be grasped
in themselves but only in their theophanies, according to Eriugena,
then it is possible to say that materia can be counted among the things
which escape the grasp of the mind dne to the excellence of their
nature. Sheldon-Williams's analysis then is unconvincing, and a further study of the additions on the Paris manuscript is necessary.
A gloss to the Rheims manuscript at I-443c-d discusses whether
privations and absences might not have some form of being. This
is one of the most interesting glosses as it raises doubts about the
first mode of the division of things which have being and non-being,
and modifies the overall scheme of the five divisions of being and
non-being, thus representing a philosophically important revision
of Eriugena's first draft.
Sheldon-Williams included the glosses and additions contained in
the Bamberg, Rheims, and Paris manuscripts in his edition of the
work, and saw the final product as the version "with which Eriugena finally came to be satisfied. '''5 This seems to be going a little
too far; there is no reason for assuming that the Periphyseol1 ever
reached a completely satisfactory final form (given that it was almost certainly worked over by a lively intellectual circle presided
over by Eriugena). Indeed, some of the additions to the Paris manuscript, originating from Corbie and which Sheldon-Williams included in his edition, may possibly date from a period in the late
870S or 880s, after Eriugena's death.,6 To seck such a final form
would in fact be a distortion of the early mediaeval process of philosophical production, since the work does not seem to have been
a livre d'occasion written to lneet some particular request or deadline.
What the additions indicate is the gradual evolution of a philosophical position associated with and championed by Eriugena. It
is an open-ended speculation. This is shown, for example, by the
addition to the Rheims manuscript at 1.443c-d, where the first mode
of being and non-being is discussed. This mode distinguishes beings

centre of Greek studies and of Irish scholars." Bishop notes that j' appears in more MSS,
and he sees i' as a "rapid, seriolls, dispersed, sometimes rather disorderly hand" (p. 93)·
Bishop inclines towards j' as morc Eriugcnian, calling it the hand of an "Irish-cosmopolitan intellectual" (p. 93), and he explains the predominance of j' as an accident of
survival. Marcnbon has discussed the question in his Cirde of Alwin, pp. 89-109; Marenbon agrees with Rand and is critical of Sheldon-Williams's conclusions in his edition.
He criticises Bishop for concluding that i' is Eriugena on the "old assumption that if one
of the i's is not John, then the other must be" (p. 91). Marenbon finds it inconceivable
that i' could be Eriugena, .but he also accepts Bishop's arguments against i". Marenbon
argues against rapidity and nervousness as signs of an intellectual hand, pointing out that
the authenticated hands of Martin of Laon and Heiric of Auxerre are "slow, deliberate,
somewhat clumsy" (p. 92). Marenbon points out that i' and j' are found together only
on the one MS (Rheims). They were, he concludes, obviously scribes working under the
author's direction. Marenboll goes on to discuss other MSS in which i' and i' appear. In
two MSS i' adds notes on the lives of Church fathers possibly under his own choice.
Hand i' appearances are mainly editorial - adding lemmata to Rheims. "Altogether the
notes of i' and i' reflect the interest which might be expected of two of Eriugena's dosest
associates" (Marenbon, p. 96).
13 Marenbon, Circle of Alwin, p. 97-8.
14 Ibid., p. 98. Sec the appendix to Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseotl, vol. I, pp. 247-69, for
examples of the additions to Rheims, Bamberg, and Paris.

IS Sheldon-Williams, Pcriph)'$eoll, vol. I, p. 27.
16 Marcnbon, Circle oj Alwin, pp. 99-xoo.
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as those things which can be grasped· by the senses or the mind,
and excludes as non-being "things" which escape their grasp - including God and unformed matter. Privations and absences therefore belong to non-being. But the addition to the Rheims manuscript at this point raises a doubt: Possibly absences and privations
can be said to have some limited form of being in virtue of their
association with those things of which they are the privations and
absences. [ shall discuss this question in detail in Chapter 11.'7 This
doubt would, in fact, undercut the whole scheme that Eriugena is
proposing, and indeed he may have grown dissatisfied with it. But
it is certainly not the kind of comment one would leave in a "finished" book.
As we have said, although the revisions of the Paris manuscript
are not sophisticated, they exhibit a desire to develop Eriugena's
thinking. For example, the addition in the Paris manuscript to Book
I.444b glosses the term homo to mean "man in his mortal state,"
whereas "angel" is defined in the addition to the manuscript as an
"essential intellectual motion about God. ",8 Another addition gives
the nine orders of angels, most likely drawing On Eriugena's commentary on the Celestial Hierarchy of Dionysius.'9
Some of the additions do seem to speak with clear authorial intention. For example, at Book I.S13d, the addition qualifies the
meaning of the "motion" (motus) Nutritor is talking about. This
gloss, added to the Rheims manuscript, states that the "motion" is
not the general one from non-being to being, which every creature
experiences, but the more particular motion from matter to (accidental) form. The gloss reads: "[ am not now speaking of that general motion (motus gmeralis) that is common to all creatnres, by which
all things are moved from nothing into being, but of the usual mo-

17 The addition reads: "unless perhaps someone should say that the absences and privations
of things that exist are themselves not altogether nothing, but are implied by some strange
natural virtue of those things of which they arc the privatiOils and absences and oppositions, so as to have some kind of existence" (Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseon, voL x. p.
41).
18 Ibid., pp. 41-43.
19 Sec Sheldon-Williams, ibid., p. 42 11. 26, and Marcnbon, Circle of Alw.in, p. 99. Dionysills
lists the nine orders of angels at Celestial Hierarchy, Chapter Vb (PG III.200d-20Sb),
claiming to havc got this knowledge from Hierotheus. The triadic ordering ofthcse biblical names has no basis in Scripturc.
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tion in time by which every day mutable matter, moved either by
nature or by art, receives qualitative forms. "'0 Shcldon-Williams assumed this gloss to be Eriugena's - written in his own hand. Whatever view we take on the question of Eriugcna's handwriting, it is
certainly not a mere scribal addition, and its technical complexity
and the enrichment of meaning it brings to the discussion surely
mark it as a product of Eriugena's own mind or at least of a highly
sophisticated close colleague's. The many different kinds of marginalia and additions need to be studied in greater detail, but all give
the impression of careful attention to and development of Eriugena's thought, often with considerable technical detail."
Several }lorilegia of the Periphyseon have recently been discovered,
showing the popularity of Eriugena's work," but the real interest
in the Periphyseon flowered in the twelfth century with William of
Malmesbury's "edition" and Honorius Augustodunensis's libel' excerptus, the Clavis physicae. '3 William of Malmesbury's edition survives as the manuscript of Cambridge, Trinity College 0.5.20 (1301),
a complete text which originally contained a prefatory letter written
by William of Malmesbury himself and now in the British Mu20 Sheldon-Williams, Periphyscon, vol. x, p. 199.
2 I Sec, for example, I.493c, where a discussion of thc kind of existence of geometrical bodies
has been inserted into an analysis of the category of quantity. See also LS03b, \vhich
discusscs \\'hat Bocthius means by the "variable things" (variabili.( res). Both these additions are found in the Rheims MS.
22 Sec, e.g., J. Marenbon, "A Florilcgium from the Peripfzyseoll," Recherches de theologie allcieHlle et mCdievale 47 (X98o), pp. 271-7, and his Cirde of Alwill, appendix 2, pp. 171-2
and 103-5. Sce also G. Mathon, "Un Florilcge erigcnien a l'abbaye de Saint-Am and au
temps d'HucbaJd," Recherches de theologie al1(icnne et medicvale 20 (X953), pp. 302-11. These
date from the end of the ninth and beginning of thc tenth century, from northern France,
possibly Auxerre, These J!orilegia excerpt a great many definitions or explanations of Greek
theological terms, but do not show a sophisticated understanding of Eriugcna's negative
theology.
23 On the Clavis physicae see P. Lucentini, "La Clallis pll)'sieae di Honorius Augustodunensis
e la tradizione eriugeniana nd secol0 XU," in R. Rogues, Jeall Scol Erigene, .pp. 405~I4,
and M.-Th. d'Alverny, "Le Cosmos symboligue du XIIe siecle," Archilles d'hisloire doctrillale el lillcraire du moyen age 28 (r953), pp. 31~8I. According to d'Alverny, Honorius
did not properly understand Eriugena's negative theology or his concept of theophany
(p. 33 Il. 2) ~ again bearing out the vicw that Erillgena's deepest thought was far in
advance of his time. Honorills docs, howcver, usc the definition of nature as including
all things which arc and are not, as well as the fourfold division of nature. Honorius
reduces and paraphrases the citations from the Greek authorities; however, he keeps Maximus's scheme of the five categories of being and oftbe exitlis and redill/s. See P. Luccntini
(cd.), Honorii AHgJutodrmensis Clam's physicae, Temi e Testi 2 r (Rome. Storia e Litteratura.
19i4). Sec my discussion of Eriugena's inOuence in Chapter 13 below.
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tions of the nature of space and time, and the meaning of essence.
In so doing Eriugena offers a new metaphysical framework for understanding the relation between God and the world, far beyond
anything available to the Carolingian scholars of the time.
Furthermore, the Periphyseon provides a bold interpretion of Genesis which attempts to reconcile the Augustinian account of the Six
Days, as given chiefly in the De Genesi ad litteram, with the Genesis
commentaries of Basil and Gregory of Nyssa. Books Ill-V are in
effect a HexaEmeron. Indeed, in Book V, Eriugena inserts a prayer
(V.rorob-rolIa) in which he asserts that his sole desire is to have
a proper insight into the words of Scripture, which are, as he says
elsewhere, "the secret dwelling-place of truth," even if Scripture
does not always use nouns and verbs in the right order (I.509a). At
Book IIL690b he says that the Holy Spirit has put an infinity of
meanings (infiniti intellcetus) in the Bible, since He is an infinitus conditor, and all through the dialogue, Eriugena emphasises the need to
recognise the multiplicity of interpretations that can be put on
Scripture, and hence the multitude of philosophical interpretations
of the nature of the world which are possible. Yet notwithstanding
Eriugena's seriousness in attempting to understand the secret of
Scripture, the impression the dialogue leaves is that Eriugena is reading
Scripture from the viewpoint of his own metaphysics. The placing
of the discussion of the meaning of nature, being and non-being,
the categories and essence, at the start of the book forces us to conclude that Eriugena's Hexaemeron is really a vindication of his own
independently arrived at metaphysical insights, albeit stimulated by
the suggestiveness of the Greek mystics he translated.
Furthermore, it is clear that the dialogue is written not merely to
instruct and impart knowledge, but also to provide a vehicle for
travelling on the road towards spiritual enlightenment, and ultimately gaining unity with the Truth itself, which is God. It is an
inquisitio veritatis (IV.784a, IV.858b, V.864b); it aims to culminate
in a radical intelleetus, to arrive at the banqnet of knowledge (V. lOIOC).
This orientation places the Periphyseon on a different scale in relation to other dialogues of the period. The dialogne form was especially popular in the early Middle Ages30 until it was finally re-

placed by the summas, tracts, and quodlibetal questions of the
Scholastic tradition. Augustine, Boethius, Martianus, and Alcuin all
wrote dialogues. Eriugena's form has been compared to the early
dialogues of Augustine, though the opening is Ciceronian. 3 ' Indeed,
it has similarities with the kind of philosophical discussion found in
Augustine's De quantitate animae, De libero arbitrio, and De magistro.
The dialogue is not merely a device for conveying dogmatic propositions, as it would later become; it proceeds in a spirit of genuine
inquiry, where theses are proposed and then discussed at length.
Difficulties are not glossed over but are clearly articulated, and indeed this penchant for facing up to the paradoxes, difficulties, and
even contradictions of the Catholic faith sets Eriugena's work apart
from most other Christian catecheticalliterature; for example, he is
genuinely speculative with regard to the filioque question, and even
allows Alumnus to speculate that the Son may proceed from the
Holy Spirit and the Father, just as the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (II.6IIb-613a).
Eriugena was conscious of the intellectual challenge posed by his
translations of the Greek fathers to the rather inflexible minds of
students schooled in the simplicities and practicalities of the Latin
Church. He is anxious therefore to introduce the Greeks within the
framework of the Latin authorities, notably Augustine, and to show
how the two interpretations enrich and complement each other. He
clearly prefers the Greek to the Latin,3' spiritual idealism to practical
realism. The dialogue allows for choice in the matter of theories
concerning the physical world, as Augustine also allows in his Dc
Genesi ad litteram; each reader may choose the interpretation which
suits him best, as long as it does not conflict with Scripture. The
dialogue combines sense of speculative adventure with a firm
grounding in tradition, and promotes a genuine tolerance of opposing views that was quite unusual in that polemical age, especially

30 Cappuyns, Jean Swt Erigcne, p. 197, says that the dialogue form was much in vogue
during the Carolingian period and that, in llsing it, Eriugena conformed to the bcst literary tradition available.
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3I On the Ciceronian opening line Saepe milli cagitallli, see P. d'Herouville, "LIne Formule
ciceronicnne qui a fait fortune," Revue de philo[ogie 3 (X927), pp. 8x-3, and Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseon, vol. I, p. 222 n. 4.
32 He says as much at V.955a. No-one has expressed Eriugcna's "Greek mind" better than
Sheldon-Williams. See especially his articles in A. H. Armstrong (cd.), The Cambrid5;e
History oj Laic Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 518-37, esp. p. 520, where he says Eriugena was brought "wholly within
the Greek tradition as if he had been a Byzantine writing in Greek." Occasionally Eriugella favors a Latin - as when he sides with Ambrose against Epiphallius (!V.832d);
however, Ambrose, given his interest in Plotinus, is surely an "honorary Greek."
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gIven Eriugena's experience some years earlier in the controversy
with Gottschalk. 33 Eriugena consciously and carefully avoids theological disputes, emphasising the provisional character of all theological utterances in this life. 34 Truth for humans is only a hope an intimation of things to come. It can never have the finality of
eternal truth, which will be gained only after mortals have rid themselves of the fleshly constraints of the body.35
But although Eriugena is anxious to promote harmony and a void
dispute, under no circumstances is he willing to merely repeat timeworn platitudes or stock answers culled from the best-known authorities. The freshness of the Periphyseon stems in part from the
manner in which even the most traditional Christian concepts - the
Fall or Creation or Redemption - arc given a completely new and
thorough rereading. Eriugena's readers could not have been novices, but were obviously skilled theologians and philosophers. The
overall message of the Periphyseon is at once both the simplicity and
the complexity of the Christian understanding of the world. The
goal of all human activity is unity with the One, with the absolute
simplicity of God, but there are multitudinous paths in this essentially pathless land. It is therefore up to the students to choose the
interpretations which satisfy their own reasons and their Own stage
in life; in the end each will be illuminated according to his own
measnre. Speaking of the return of all humans to the One, Eriugena
says in Book V:

Hence it may be seen that while all men participate in one and the same
nature, which is redeemed in Christ and free from that servitude under

33 This tolerance of opposing viewpoints is frequently expressed in the dialogue. especially
in matters connected with the interpretation of Scripture. This tolerance is in sharp contrast to the often violent polemical tOile of the De praedcstillaliotlc (c.g. 369d, where he
recommends that Gottschalk be burned). At Pcriphyseon I.4iSc he advocates that those
who persist in their errors be left alone. He also makes allowances for those who misunderstand through stupidity and lack of intellectual power. But he has plenty of harsh
things to say about the false wisdom espoused by the "perifidious Jews and venomous
heretics" (IV.Ssob) who follow the letter of Scripture and not the spirit. One humorous
interpretation of Scripture, which should be mentioned here, occurs at IV.839c, where
Eriugena interprets the fig-leaves used by falIcn man to cover his shame as "perhaps certain empty and obscure treatises" which veil his intellectual nudity.
34 Eriugena even has Nutritor say at 1II.649d-6sob that he himself had once been deceived
by "false reasonings of human opinions that are far from the truth," and now he sets
down his retraction (obviously influenced by Augustine's example).
35 This is clearly expressed at V.I02Ib, where Eriugena says that human intelligence, while
still in the body, can never hope to have unrestricted access to the \. . . holc truth. Carnal
thoughts arc a frequent calIse of error for Eriugena - in that they deceive the mind into
believing that this sensible world is the most real. Compare the very similar remarks of
Augustine in Dc doctrina Christiana Book III, Chapter V, where he laments the bad habit
of mistaking signs for things.
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which in this life is still groaned and suffered, so that in it all are made
One; the qualities and quantities of their deserts, .. are infinitely large
and manifold. But all these things are in due order comprehended in that
one spacious house in which the state of the universe created in and by
God is displayed in many mansions, that is, many degrees of merit and

grace. And that house is Christ. (V.984a-b; Sheldon-Williams's trans lation)3 6

The image of one house and many mansions (from John 14.2), one
truth but many revelations and understanding, is recurrent in the
dialogue (e.g. I.448c-d). This appreciation of multiplicity is a singular aspect of Eriugena's outlook and style, exceedingly rare in the
tradition of mediaeval philosophy. At Book IV.816d, in a discussion
of the nature of paradise - whether it is a corporeal place or a spiritual state - Eriugena opposes the Greek to the Latin interpretation
but then says:
Whether there be two paradises, the one corporeal and other spiritual, we
neither deny nor affirm. We are merely comparing the opinions of the

Holy Fathers: it is not ours to say which should be followed rather than
another. Let each abound in his sense and let him choose which he \.vill
follow, avoiding all controversy':"

Part of the function of the dialogue is to unfold these multifarious
interpretations of the world and also of Scripture. Indeed, we are
told several times that the number of interpretations of Scripture is
infinite, and as varied as the colours in a peacock's tai!.'s Elsewhere
(e.g. V.rorob) we are told that Scripture is a labyrinth "worthy of
Daedalus. "
36 This translation is Sheldon-Williams's version, currently in press with the Institut d'Etudes
Mcdicvales of Montreal. I am grateful to Professor J. O'Meara for allowing me to sec
this version. See also I.448c-d, where the image of many mansions (John 14.Z) is again
used.
37 Sheldon-Williams's translation. See also Eriugena's similar remarks at IV.804C, IV.814a.
V.86oa, V.889a, and V.lOoIa.
38 "The understanding of God's words is manifold and infinite. Why, in one and the same
feather of a peacock, a remarkable, bcautiflIl variety of countless colonrs is seen in one
and the same spot of a small part of the same feather. And indeed the very nature of
things attracts us to such an understanding" (John the Scot, Pcriphyseon. 011 the Division
of Naturc. trans. M. L. Uhlfclder, with summaries by J. A. Potter [Indianapolis: BobbsMerrill. 1976J, p. 216). The image of the peacock's tail is traditional- it occurs in Boethius
Dc COllsolatione philosoplziae. See }.I. de Lubac, Excgcsc midicvalc: Les Qlwtre Setu dc ['eaiturc,
vol. I (Paris, I959), p. II9, for a general discussion of the commonplace dut Scripture
and the world have infinitely varied meanings.
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But the dialogue has another function than that of revealing different and contrary ways of viewing reality. It is cast metaphorically
in the form of a journey, a difficult sea voyage, a "avigatio. 39 The
journey proceeds through many dangerous places in order to lay
hold of the truth, and to arrive at that crucial Neoplatonic and
Augustinian point of self-understanding. The aim of dialogue must
be to produce a unity of minds and self-integration which Eriugena
sees as fundamental to both philosophy and to Christian salvation.
Thus Nutritor says at II.587d, "Do not be troubled but rather be of
good heart. For this discussion (consideratio) is drawing us towards
an understanding of ourselves, and teaching us the things which it
is right to think and to understand and declare about our God, He
being Our Guide" (Sheldon-Williams's translation, vol. 2, p. 141).
On this road towards unity, however, many diverse difficulties arc
encountered. The pupil, Alumnus, sees himself as cast about on seas
of doubt; he is often bewildered and at a loss where to turn. 40 In
the face of this turmoil and confusion, a guide is needed, and an
orderly discipline must be followed. For Eriugena, the guide in the
dialogue is God Himself, the light of minds (lux 111entiu111). 4' The
participants in the dialogue can only proceed as far as "the ray of
divine power shall permit the keenness of our minds to ascend into
the Divine Mysteries" (III.678a);4' indeed, it is always crucial to recognise the human limitations to grasping the truth of the divine

mystery, and to remember the warning "Seek not after high things
bnt be afraid. "43
Given this recognition of the impenetrable darkness of the Divinity, and the utter reliance of human intellects on the divine power
and illuminating grace,44 the participants firmly place their trust in
true reason (recta ratio) to steer their course. It is astonishing how
often both participants acknowledge the need to submit everything
to the rigorous measure of recta ratio.'5 Both seem skilled in rhetoric
and dialectics and know how to layout an argument and follow
the twists of the discussion in an orderly and comprehensive manner. Alumnus, in particular, is anxious to see that the inquiry follows the natural order of matters (ordo rerum, II.525c) and keeps to
the ordained pattern (disputationis series, II. 52 5a, III. FOc) of the argument.'6 Both participants set a high value on patience and cantion
(IV.814b) and warn against hurried judgments (III.690C). They recognise that this manner of proceeding must be open to following
the many subdivisions of the questions: "For there is no main problem, I think, which does not involve incidental problems when it
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39 Sec D. Moran, "Wandering from the Path: Navigatio in the Philosophy of John Seottlls
Eriugena," The Crane Bag, vol 2, no. 2 (r978), pp. 96-l02, reprinted in The era/Ie Bag
Book of Irish Studies (Dublin: Blackwater Press, 1982), pp. 244-50. Sec also jcauncau, "Le
Symbolismc de la mer chez Jean Scot Erigene," in Lc Ncoplatonismc, Colloquc international du CNRS, Royaumont, 1969 (Paris: CNRS, 1971), pp. 385-94, and E. Jcauncau,
Quatre themes erigcniclIl1cs (Montreal: Institut d'Erudes Mcdievalcs, 1978).
40 Sec. c.g., V.923d, which uses images of a ship buffeted in a storm and threatened with
crashing on dangerous rocks, and V.924C, where the image is of a battle to force a way
through a heavily guarded pass. See also IlI.636a, whcre the image of a boat in a storm
is used as a symbol of confusion and bewilderment; and IV. 743d~744a. The image is also
found in Augustine.
41 On God as lux mentillm see L44Zb, 1.5z7a, It572b, II.6oIC. Also Dc praedcslinatioIJc 438c,
and Epis10la ad CaroIum 1031C, where he says that the light of minds guided his translation
of Dionysius. It is a favourite phrase of Eriugena's. At IV.744a God is called the captain
and helmsman of the dialoguc. See Uhlfelder's translation, p. 209.
42 Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseon, vol. 3, p. r6r. The image is strongly Dionysian. Eriugena
is adept at blending the balanced dialogue style of the Latins (and Augustine in particular)
with the more gnomic utterances associated with the Pseudo-Dionysius. Eriugena's light
metaphor continues the light metaphysics of both Dionysius and Augustine.
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43 III.627C. This is a quotation from Paul, Romans II.2I. Sheldon-Williams, vol. 3, p. 46:
Noli altllm sapere sed time. r have tried to give a literal rendering of this phrase; it is more
usually translated: "do not be proud but be afraid." Here the master says that since the
highest illuminations are denied him, it is necessary to usc the inner light (intima lux)
627b) to gain "whatever seems to us most like the truth." See also the balance struck at
III.638c-d between rational inquiry and respectful silence.
44 Sec, e.g., the prayer in Book III.650b, which prays God to shatter the clouds of fantasies
(l1ubcs vanarum fill1tasiarum) which bind the mind, and open it up to receive the grace of
theophany.
45 Recta ralio or vera ralio favourite phrases of Augustine'S, appear extremely frequently in
the dialogue: G.-H. Allard even goes so far as to claim that Reason is the third participant
in the dialogue; sec his "Quelques remarques sur la displltationis scries," in R. Rogues, Jeal!
Scot Erigene, pp. 2II-::.!4. Recta ratio or vera ratio appears at 1.452b, 456a~b. 456d, 459C,
522b, etc., and frequently there arc expressions such as "reason forces me to admit" (1.504:1,
S01b, 50rc, III.673b). At IV.744a there is a stirring encomium of the power of reason to
struggle bravely or in different terrain. "It [reason] docs not fear any threats of waves or
bends or Syrtes or rocks. It takes greater delight in exercising its power in the hidden
waters of the divine ocean than in resting at case in smooth and open \vaters, where it
cannot reveal its force" (Uhfelder's translation, p. 209). For a discussion of the balance
between reason and illumination, see R. Rogues, "Remarques sur la signification de Jean
Scot Erigene," Miscellanea Andre Combes, vol. I, esp. pp. 265-70.
46 Several scholars have attempted to give an account of the dialectical method utilised by
Eriugena in setting out the argument of the Periphyseoll. Some have referred to the chapter
headings or the scheme of topics selected by Honorius Augustodunensis in his paraphrase.
Not enough is known about Eriugcna's dialectical training or about the methodology of
philosophical argumentation of the time to give a convincing account. Suffice to say that
both participants in the dialoguc are quitc sure that they are following a set order of topics.
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is being investigated by a diligent mind" (III.619).47 Although
Alumnus is good at bringing the discussion back from a digression
(690a-b), Nutritor argues the need for copious repetition and recapitulation,4 8 even to the point of worrying whether perhaps the
readers of the dialogue are being bored by the constant reiterations
of the same point. He decides, however, that

Nutritor is forced to announce that these complex matters will require a fifth book (IV.744a). The disputants recognise that their books
are too long (III. /ISd), but feel that this is necessary to do justice
to the complexity of the task. The dialogue, however, also follows
the familiar Neoplatonic cycle of unity-diversity-reunification or tbe
Christian pattern of Creation-Fall-Redemption. This pattern is clearly
followed from the beginning, and it is unnecessary to postulate a
primitive form of text, dealing with dialectic, as Sheldon-Williams
argued for in his edition. S'
Previous commentators have not noticed any distinguishing features of the master and pupil such that the two might be seen as
genuine individuals. Generally speaking the pupil is thought to be
merely a foil for the master, who is Eriugena. S' Some points of
difference between the two participants can be noted, however, and
these do have a bearing on the movement of the dialogue itself.
Nutritor is an austere figure, learned, wise, and patient (V·923C,
II.S7zb). He is marked by his knowledge of, and reverence for, the
Greek patristic writers. At Book V.9SSa, for example, Nutritor says
that the Greeks, as usual (solito more), display a greater sharpness of
intellect and a more subtle accuracy in their choice of technical terms.
He introduces and explains these new terms to Alumnus. He sets
himself up as an authority not only on philosophical theology but
also on biblical exegesis and interpretation, making use of several
levels of exegesis. S3 He also gives the impression that he speaks as
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. . . when a subject is complicated and has many different aspects, it is

necessary that the explanation be complicated and repetitive. And perhaps
there arc not a few who would prefer to hear the explanation repeated
many times than a brief and cursory summary of so difficult a matter,

which would be more likely to pass over the difficulties than resolve them,
and increase ambiguity instead of removing it. (V.97Sc; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)49

Of course recapitulation is itself a form of recollectio or return of all
things to the One. In gathering everything together, the participants
are themselves participating in the cosmic cycle of nature.
The structure of the Periphyseon is announced by the participants
themselves, who state that they are going to give an account of the
four divisions of nature which are proposed in the opening paragraphs, and that each division will be dealt with separately. The first
three books attempt to deal with one division each. 50 After a long
digression on the nature of "nothing" in Book III, however, a discussion of the Six Days of Creation overflows into Book IV, and
4i Digressions arc a standard feature of mediaeval philosophical discussions. In fact, Jcauncau
compares this discursive style to Plato in his Jean Scot: L'HomClie sur Ie Prologue de Jean
(Paris: CERF I969), p. 45, and says that the Periphyscon follows Jmc traja/oirt hiliwidale.
48 Recapitulation (recapiluiatio, anacephalaiosis) is an important feature of Eriugena's style which
he remarks on several times (II.SS4C, III.684d, IlI.688a, IV.82gb, V.1oIga). The term has
a long history in Greek and Latin theology. Paul used it to signify the collection of all
things in Christ. Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Ambrose all made use of the concept. Sec J.
Danidou, From Shadows to Reality: Stu.dies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers (London:
Burns & Oats, 1960). Rccapillliatio means taking a topic up from one level to another.
Theologically it means, for example, the manner in which Christ takes up (recapitulates)
Adam (II.54Ib). Eriugena found the term in Maximus. Recapilllialio is closely connected
with recolleclio. Sec J. Trouillard, "La Notion d'analyse chez Jean Scot," in Rogues, Jean
Scot Erigcne, pp. 343-56.
49 Each time a subject is repeated, it is drawn up to a new level of the synthesis Eriugena
is completing.
50 Sheldon-Williams, in the Cambridge History, p. 52!, assumes that the Periphyscon follows
the four-fold division of nature, and O'Meara, in Eriugena (Cork, I969), sees the first
three books as dealing with one level of nature each and the last two as dealing with the
return of all things to God. Sheldon-Williams qualified his remark in Mind of Eriugclla,
p. 157, where he says there arc four, three, or two divisions in Pcriphyscon, depending
on one's starting-point.
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51 Sheldon-Williams's argument for a primitive De dialectica sccms to have been influenced
by his apprcciation of Eriugena's considerable skills as a dialectician, and he believes that
fourfold schemc of nature is a metaphysical counterpart of the "dialectician's table of
contrarics and contradictions" (Cambridge History, p. 521). Allard, on the other hand, in
his "La Structure littcraire de la composition du Dc divisione naturae," in O'Meara and
Bieler, Thc Mitd oJEriugella, pp. 147-Si, has suggested that the scheme of the Periphyseon
is not that of the fourfold division as given by Sheldon-Williams, O'Meara, and others;
rather the Periphyseon has the structure of a Hexaifmeron (Allard, p. 14i) and is articulating
,
the meaning of the first three chapters of Genesis.
$2 See, c.g., O'Meara, Eriugctla, p. 33. D. Desrosiers-Bonin, "Etudes des radicaux et de leur
repartition dans Ie dialogue du Pcriphyseoll," in Allard (cd.), jeal1 Scot icrivaill, p. 3f2,
argucs that some words arc mainly used by the master and some by the pupil; the master
uses terms like "apophatic" and "katophatic." This is in general agreement with my observations.
53 Eriugcna's use of the four levels ofinterprctation ofScripturc is most complex (sec, e.g.,
V.roo8b-c) and quite individual. See H. de Lubac, Exegesc midieva{c, vol. 2, p. 38 n. 4,
and E. Jeauneau, appendix 3 of jean Scot: L'Homdic sur Ie Prologue de jcan, pp. 32i-8.
Most original in Eriugena's formulation is his lise of the "historical" level of interpretation. Augustine in De utilitate credcndi distinguishes four series - historia, aCliologia, atwlogiG,
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one who has been illuminated by a theophany, a divine revelation,
and that this is the inspiration behind his pronouncements. He says
to Alumnus in Book 1Il:

shrines of the celestial mysteries. "56 Yet he regards the entrance into
this state as belonging only to the most enlightened and does not
seem to expect this illumination while he is still in the mortal frame.
Alumnus for his part is not the characterless pupil or novice that
many commentators have seen in him. He is a practising philosopher (III. 735 c)" and skilled in the arts (peritu5 artium, 1.508b), having
studied them from infancy (II.604C). In particular he has a special
knowledge of natural cosmology and the working of the four elements, as well as considerable understanding of mathematics (1I.604c,
III.654a, III. 7I3C, 715d).'s He displays a broad familiarity with Latin
theological authorities and with some of the more subtle points of
the doctrine of the Trinity. Alumnus is, however, ignorant of the
Greek authorities, whose ideas deeply shock and disturb him. 59 For
example, at Book III. 646c, he says that he is "bewildered and struck
dumb as a dead man with stupefaction"; at 647b, he says he hears
things which "disturb me greatly and turn me reluctantly from what
I hitherto firmly held"; at 661a, he says he is like a "sleeper awakened" (expergefoctus). He has difficulty accepting that there will be
a general return of all beings to God and not just the return of the
elect (V.92Ib-c), and in general he finds the teacher's immaterialism
and denial of physical reality hard to understand. 60 But he does recognise the superiority of the intellect to sense-knowledge and can
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You have a high opinion of me, as I see, since you assign to me the things
that arc harder to seck and find and demonstrate. However it is my part

to seek, but to find is His alone Who illumines the hidden places of darkness. His also is the demonstration because He [alone] can open the sense
of those who seck and the intellect. For of what usc is a demonstration
from without (exterior suasio) if there is not illumination within (interior
ilZ,Jlninatio)' (III. 656d-65 ia)"

Since he goes on to expound the doctrine, he must have had a revelation of its truth. Elsewhere in the texts he prays God to grant
him continued theophanies of the truth (e.g. 1Il.65ob). But he is also
more than happy to defend his conclusions with powerful argument, and he makes full (and often ostentatious, e.g. 1.498c, 491C)
use of the dialectician's tools, enthymemes, syllogistic reasoning,
dilemmas, and so on. He is also well versed in the figures of rhetoric
(e.g., metonymy, 1.480b). Yet he rather modestly describes himself
as scarcely holding "a place among the least of the followers of the
great philosophers" (III.627a) and refuses to make any rash promises
about how far he will be able to ascend along the steps of contemplation. 55 In Neoplatonic and Gnostic terms he describes the steps
which bring the philosopher's contemplation to the "most sacred

and allegoria. The first three series belong to the literal level and the fourth is spiritual.
Sec de Lubac vol. I, pp. Ij8-9. Sheldon-Williams says that Eriugcna's system owes more
to Dionysius (vol. 3, p. 317 nn. 43 and 44). However, Alumnus appears more unfamiliar
with the literal type of interpretation; see for example III.693c, where Alumnus says he
knows enough about the allegorical (or moral) level of interpretations of the Six Days.
At V.996a-b, Nutritor argues against those who accept the allegorical interpretation only
and neglect the literal. At III. 70SC, Eriugena adds the "historical account of the establishment of things" to the fourfold division of wisdom. For the concept of historical interpretation sec III.705b, 723b, IV.8I8a, 856c, 859b, V.935b-c, V.990c. For Eriugena, there
is nothing wrong with the historical interpretation as long as it is placed in proper context
and is not dcbased by carnal minds, who take place and time literally. Eriugena's usc of
the four levels of thci5ria needs to be examined in greater detail.
54 Sheldon-Williams, vol. 3, p. Il3·
55 His modesty is less significant here than the fact that he is ra1lking himself in a long line
of great philosophers - from Plato to the Church fathers. He is not placing himself below
the level of contemporary thinkers. This is similar to A. J. Ayer, who in a recent interview
on Irish radio (I985) said that he would place himself in the second rank of modern philosophers. However, when asked who he thought was of first-rank status. he could not
think of any!
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56 III.6z7b, "sacratissima caclcstiu11I mystcriorum ady/a"; Sheldoll-Williams vol. 3. p. 45. Eriugcna sees philosophy as aiming to attain unity with the One. not just reason about it.
Here he is in agreement with Plotinlls and Proclus.
57 At III. i35c he includes himself among those who "practise philosophy or read the philosophers. "
58 Alumnus takes special interest in discussions of cosmology in Book III and shows considerable knowledge in this field. At IIL654a Nutritor remarks to him: "I see you arc not
ignorant of the art of arithmetic (arithmeticar disciplina)." Alumnus gives a long aCCOunt
of the rclation of numbers to the monad at III.652c-656d. At IL604b-c he shows knowledge of what the sapiclltes mundi have to say about fire and the other clements, and he
develops this account at III.7I3C as a trueJYsicus (iI4b). At 71Sd he asks Nutritor for an
account of the orbits of the celestial bodies, and makes knowledgeable comments of his
own.
59 For example he knows that "all or almost all of the masters of the Latin tongue" (II.S43b)
arc opposed to the Greek idea that the resurrected body will be without sexual differentiation. Alumnus's knowledge of the Latin account oftbe Trinity is seen at II.61ob ff.,
where he gives an Augustinian version of the reflection of the Trinity in human nature.
Sec also IL613b.
60 At I.489b Alumnus is cast in the role of spokesperson for those who believe in corporeal
substances. which Nutritor sees as stupidity (489C). In general Alumnus has difficulty with
all the specifically Greek theses, e.g., on diffcrentiation of the series, on the inaccessibility
of God, the meaning of theophany, and the nature of paradise.
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be persuaded by rational demonstration. Part of his function seems
to be to voice the difficulties the ordinary Latin theologian will have
with these new Greek ideas. At 1.499a he explicitly says that he is
raising the objections others will have. He sees his own role as that
of criticising and at 1II.690C he sets forth his aim as that of following
and learning the interpretations of others and of the master himself,
and to choose from them what reason recommends." Clearly, no blind
subservience to the master is involved here, and most of the time
the discussion proceeds as if between two equals in philosophical
rank.
The interplay between the personalities of the Magister and the
Discipulus provides a dramatic tension which gives dynamism to
the work, so that it is certainly a genuine essay in dialectic, an authentic dialogue. Given the stress Eriugena places on the role of the
arts in the development of the understanding, and the necessity of
philosophy for salvation (or at least for entry into the higher realms),
it is important not to ignore the dialectical development produced
by the drama of the dialogue itself. There is a recurrent emphasis
on the need for a move from darkness to light, from ignorance to
knowledge, away from sense-knowledge towards intellectual illumination, from the lower to the higher. 6, Eriugena is particularly
scathing of those who cannot scale the lofty heights of his contemplation, but who remain caught up in carnal thoughts (carnales cogitationes, V. IOISb).'3 What is called for in the dialogue and what
gradually takes place in Alumnus and in the reader are a genuine
shift in viewpoint, away from the limitations of the senses towards
an appreciation of the true nature of things, and their ultimate unity
in the Inaccessible One. Those who refuse to grasp this must be
refuted Or ignored. In the end the philosopher's way will be justified
by the coming of the genuine illumination of God: "Let every man

be lavishly endowed with his own interpretation, until the coming
of that Light which converts to darkness the light of false philosophers and changes into light the darkness of those who rightly
know" (Uhlfelder's translation, p. 360).
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61 The master therefore docs not just assemble the interpretations of the great philosophers
and authorities but offers some new interpretations himself. Eriugcna is conscious of his
own originality and seeks to call attention to it. This is extremely unusual in a mediaeval
work.

62 The images of light and darkness, knowledge and ignorance arc deeply Dionysian; Eriugcna, however, also uses many typically Augustinian images ~ for example the general
movement from lower to higher things (ex inftrioribus ad superiora rationis ita, 1.5043.). For
light/darkness images, see V.924d.
63 Like Augustine, Eriugena frequently contrasts those who have fleshly and material understanding with those who have true spiritual insight. The imagery and terms arc Pauline. See, e.g., IV.84Ib-c, 843C.

79

After the Periphyseon, Eriugena wrote a Homilia on the Prologue to

the Gospel of John. This work ranks as one of the greatest homilies
of mediaeval spiritual literature and was widely disseminated in the
Middle Ages, circulating, however, under the name of Origen or
John Chrysostom. 64
Modern commentators since Cappuyns have seen it as closely
complementing the Periphyseon, especially on the theme of the ascent from darkness to light, from lower to higher, from carnal understanding to spiritual contemplation. The Homilia of Eriugena was
of course influenced by Augustine's tract on the Gospel of John,
but it contains a number of particularly Eriugenian themes - including the concept of transcending all that is and all that is not,
the idea of theophany and theosis (8EWCHS), and the idea that the
procession of the Word from the Father is identical with the creation
of all things by God. Eriugena explains that outside God there is
nothing. John is seen as a mystic and is symbolised by the eagle,
which can soar above the whole world. John is able to surpass the
created intellect and gain an insight into the nature of the divine
plan itself John thus symbolises theology, which is the highest form
of contemplation, or theoria, and can penetrate into the highest darkness of the spiritual mysteries (z84b).
In the Homilia, Eriugena continues the Pe>iphyseon theme that faith
is. necessary but is merely preparatory to the work of intellection
and of contemplation, which must be carried out by the pure detached mens or animus. John symbolises this intellect, whereas Peter
signifies faith and action (z84b).
The Homilia develops its rich spirituality until it reaches the highest point in the recognition that the Word runs through all things,
and that all things radiate out from the Word, like the innumerable
radii of a circle (z89a). God is the Light which illuminates Itself,
Lux itaque est et seipsum iIlumi11at (z89C), as well as the whole world.
64 The Homilia has been edited by Jeauneau, Jean Scot: Homelie sur Ie Prologue de Jean. A
beautiful translation into English in contained in O'Meara. Eriugena (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1988).
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Through the Word, however, we, who are no longer the Light, can
once more participate in the Light. The Light comes to us in Scripture but also through the lights of created natures (289C). Our nature is at present a tenebrosa substantia, but it is capable of the Light
(capax iucis, 290C). The Light itself is so bright that to us it is an
impenetrable darkness. The whole theology of light and darkness
is Dionysian, but as we shall see Eriugena incorporates the dialectic
of light and dark into his metaphysics of creation. In the Homilia
Eriugena succeeded in conveying his key ideas, without invoking
philosophical theories, and the Homilia represents the best short introduction to Eriugena's distinctive cast of mind. We shall not be
able to investigate it more fully in this book, as we must now turn
to a more detailed investigation of Eriugena's philosophy.

6
ERIUGENA AS PHILOSOPHER

How are we to interpret Eriugena's philosophy?
He made use of the logical and dialectical material available to the
ninth century in his metaphysical discussions of the nature of essence, substance, accident, and the categories, but he stands above
his contemporaries in offering a unique metaphysical system - the
four divisions of nature - which introduced to the West not only a
new cosmology but also the first important meontoiogy, or study of
non-being - me on (fL1j Qv).
In the following chapters I shall argue that Eriugena's system,
while seeming to provide an objective hierarchical metaphysics of
order, actually presents a subjectivist and idealist philosophy, in the
sense that all spatiotemporal reality is understood as immaterial, mind
dependent, and lacking in independent existence; and also in the Hegelian sense, whereby all finite reality is understood to require infinite reality for its fnll intelligibility and completion.' For Eriugena
the hierarchical order of nature is in fact a product of mind, and is
absorbed and transcended by the mind of the spiritually liberated
For Hegel's discussion of idealism, sec his Science o.fLogic, trans. by A. V. Miller (London:
Allen & Unwin, 1969), pp. l$4-$. It is in the latter sense that W. Winddband, in his
HistMy oj Philosophy, vol. 2 (I90r; reprinted New York: Harper & Row, 1958), p. 569.
defines idealism as "the dissolution or resolution (At~flOsung) of the world of experience
in the process of consciousness." In a recent study, M. Burnycat has argued against the
existence or even the possibility of idealism in ancient philosophy; sec his "Idealism in
Greek pbilosophy: What Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed," in G. Vesey (cd.), Idealism:
Past and Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 19-50: "Idealism,
whether we mean by that Berkeley's own doctrine that esse est perdpi or a morc vaguely
conceived thesis to the effect that everything is in some substantial sense mental or spiritual, is one of the very few major philosophical positions which did not receive its first
formulation in antiquity." R. Sorabji, in his Time, Creation GIld Contimwm (London:
Duckworth, I983), p. 288, has convincingly argued against Burnyeat, citing as his example the immaterialist teaching of Gregory of Nyssa. Idealism does not jtlst arise as an
answer to scepticism; in Gregory's case it was an attempt to dcal with the difficult problem of how an immaterial being could create matter, especially as the effect must resemble
its cause. What is true for Gregory of Nyssa is even truer for Eriugena, who is an idealist
both in the immaterialist and in the Hegclian/Windclbandian meaning.
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person, the Pauline homo spiritualis (I Corinthians 2. IS). Of course,
it is difficult to usc the term "idealist" without a thoroughgoing
examination of Eriugena's doctrines. In some respects Eriugena is
a realist. Thus, for example, unlike Ratramnus of Corbie, Eriugena
is committed to a realistic theory of universals. For him, genera and
species are two ontological grades of reality and not jnst two logical
categories. Furthermore genus and species have a higher kind of
being than individuals (which Eriugena terms atoma). The greatest
reality is ousia which is infinite and One, but it proceeds outwards
through genera and species into the individuals such that everything
can be said to partake of ousia. Ousia itself, however, remains in
itself during this procession and "is not less in the most specified
species than in the most general genus" (1.49"). Eriugena's realism
with regard to the universals cannot be simply translated in the terms
of debate which occupied twelfth-century thinkers such as Abelard.
Although he regards genera and species as real, the manner in which
they partake of the reality of ausia is of crucial importance. Ousia
both transcends everything and can alone be said to be real; it is also
present everywhere, though Eriugena says that "it is not greater in
all men than in one man" (1.49"). It is not always clear that Eriugena sees genera and species in an ontologically realist manner,
because for him, they can be resolved back into ousia. What is truly
real for Eriugena is the ausia, which is incorporeal, invisible, and
transcends the whole material spatiotemporal universe. Ousia is ideal
reality, in its eternal, unchanging, immaterial nature, and in this
sense Eriugena is an idealist. He is an idealist in his belief that matter
is a combination of immaterial qualities, and also in his identification of objects of knowledge with the mind which grasps them, a
difficult doctrine that he found in Dionysius and Maximus. For Eriugena, the human mind, as evidenced by the perfect human nature
of Christ, has the capacity to contain all things in itself; it contains
them as ideas, which of course is their full reality.
This idealist system is consistently the most radical in ancient or
mediaeval philosophy, even more radical than that of Gregory of
Nyssa, and can be compared to the immaterialism of George Berkeley (1685-1753), or more recently to the systems of the German
absolute idealists of the nineteenth century, especially G. W. F. Hegel. Eriugena's idealism is, as we shall see, not simply a version of
German idealism, as many of the German nineteenth-century com-
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mentators assumed, but is a more difficult and problematic formulation of idealism, which struggles with the ultinlate reduction
of everything to infinite subjectivity without wishing to let go of
difference. Eriugena frequently speaks of God as unum multiplex (e.g.,
III.674c), as a complex unity, like the Plotinian reference to nous as
hen palia, the One-many, at EmlCad V.3. IS. This doctrine will later
be systematised by Nicholas of Cusa as the doctrine of coincidentia
oppositorum and the non aliud.
As we shall see, the doctrine that everything is a phantasia
(q)(xvT(x(T(a) and a theophania (6€Oq,&vLa) is part of Eriugena's answer
to this problem of how the One can remain in itself and also partake
in the created order, which it creates, and which is fundamentally
other than the One (see Chapter f2).
Before we can properly interpret Eriugena, it will be instructive
to examine briefly how he has been understood in the history of
philosophy.

Eriugena's fate in the history oj philosophy
Following the condemnations of the Periphyseon in 1210 and 1225,
Eriugena's writings became ahnost unknown in l11cdiaeval philosophy, and references to him are rare from the thirteenth century
onward. He seems to have attracted little or no interest until the
seventeenth century, except among a few scholars such as Eckhart,
Nicholas of Cusa (who advised his readers to study the Periphyseon),
and Giordano Bruno. In the seventeenth century, the religious conflicts arising from the Protestant Reformation and Catholic reaction
once again focussed attention on some of the topics discussed by
Eriugcna - the issues of the rclations of reason and authority, nature
and grace, and, above all, frec-will and predestination.' His works
first appeared in book form in the seventeenth century, beginning
with the De praedestinatione, published in Paris in 1650 and occasioned by the Jansenist controversy raging at the time. The De divisione naturae was printed by Thomas Gale in Oxford in 1681.·; One
Sec the introduction to G. Madcc (cd.), iohannis 5eolli de di"ina praedcslilltlliolJc. CCCM,
Series Latina L (Turnholti: Brepols, 1978), p. xiv.
3 Thomas Galc was an English Hellenist who believed Sconus to be English. Sec E. Jcauneau, "La Traduction erigenicnnc des Ambigua de Maximc Ie Confcsscur: Thomas Galc
(1636-1702) ct Ie Codex remensi5," in R. Rogues (cd.), Jemz Scot En:<:.tnc cl {,his/oire de fa
philosophic (Paris: CNRS, 1977), pp. 136-40. The Pcriphyscoll was one of the first books
to be printed at the press in Oxford.
2
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of the first scholars to exhibit an interest in Eriugena was the classicist and Church of Ireland bishop, James Ussher, who gave him
the name "Scotus Erigena" in his Veterum epistolarum Hibernicarum
sylloge (Dublin [r632], p. 57) and saw him as an early opponent of
the Roman Church.
He was almost totally ignored until the nineteenth century, when
the first histories of philosophy - and especially of Scholastic philosophy - began to appear in France and Germany. A Danish scholar,
Hjort, first brought Eriugena's philosophy to the attention of Hegel
with his r823 study 4 Schopenhauer and Hegel and his followers
reacted to him with considerable enthusiasm. In r83r, Kreuzhage
claimed him as the source of "modern" ideas, and in r838 a Catholic
writer, Schluter, published in Germany an edition of the De divisione
naturae which contributed significantly to the dissemination of Eriugena's ideas.' By r844, however, a reaction had set in, and Moller
published a work listing the errors and heresies oOohn Scottus 6 In
France, meanwhile, the first serious consideration of Eriugena was
by Taillandier in r843, who championed Eriugena as a corrective
to the stale and outmoded philosophy of Scholasticism. 7 Eriugena
was generally seen as an outsider to the main currents of his time,
a challenger of orthodoxy, and a champion of independent thought.
His ideas were also thought to be somewhat reckless and dangerous,
and in particular, he was accused of pantheism.

has become the standard interpretation of Eriugena as a Christian
Neoplatomst with mystical and pantheistic tendencies. Haureau called
him "another Proclus, scarcely Christian,"8 indicating his disapproval of Eriugena's apparent emanationism; and Windclband, in
his Geschichte der Philosophie (r892), saw the main point of Eriugena's
philosophy as the "identification of the different grades of abstraction with the stages of metaphysical reality," which Ueberweg
characterised as the hypostasisation of the tabula logica.' In other words
they regard Eriugena as collapsing the ontological and logical orders
together in an indefensible manner. The general thrust of this widely
held interpretation is that Eriugena maintains a hierarchical metaphysical system under the guise of "divisions" of nature, but that
he goes further than most Christian N eoplatonists in arguing for
the final conflation of these divisions (which include God and nature, uncreated and created being) into one pantheistic concept of
nature as both God and creation. Eriugena is accused of identifying
God and nature.
Many writers have interpreted him as a pantheist (not all of whom
consider pantheism a defect; indeed, some - like Jische - considered
it a subtle and profound philosophical and theological insight)'Q They
were led to this interpretation by Eriugena's many statements asserting that God and the creature must be considered as one, notably in the Periphyseon: "It follows that we ought not to understand
God and the creature as two things distinct from one another, but
as one and the same. For both the creature, by subsisting, is in God;
and God, by manifesting Himself.
. creates Himself in the Crea-
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Eriugena and the charge of pantheism
Most of the main nineteenth- and twentieth-century commentators
- Haureau, Windelband, Copleston, and others - agree with what
4 P. Hjort, JOIMI! ScoWs Erigma odcr lion dcm Ursprtltlg einer c/nistlic/Jcll Philosophic ufld ihrem
heiligen BeruJ(Copcnhagcn, 1823). Hegel refers to Hjort in his His/ory ofPllilosoph}'. vol.
3, trans. by E. S. Haldane (London, 1896), p. 59.
5 C. B. Schhiter, ed., Johatmis Scoti Erigenae De Dillisione Naturae Libri Quinque (Munster,
1838). Sehhiter saw Eriugena as a rationalist, see PL CXXIl.IOlff. For A. Kreuzhage see
his Mitreilungel1 iibcr dw Einj1uss der Philosophie auJ die Elltwicklung des inlleren Lcbells (Munster,
18;)1), p. 216.
6 See N. Moller, johannes Scotus Erigena und seille Irrtt~mer (Mainz, 1844).
i See the important remark of Saint-Rene Taillandier in his doctoral dissertation, "Scot
Erigene et 1a philosophic scolastique" (Strasbourg, 1843), pp. 264-5: "Ce fUt d'abord Ie
catholicismc mystique du midi de l'Allemagne qui tira de l'oub1i sa [Eriugena's] mcmoire.
Frederic Schlegel regrettait pour la scolastique qu'elle ne se fUt pas attachee a suivre de
plus pres Ies enseignements de Jean Scot. Sur les traces de ce penseur libre et fccond, die
cut pu, disait-il. cviter Ia sccheresse et les subtilites ou clIe est alIce se perdre. M. Franz
Baader pensait de meme et maintes fois il appcla l'attcntion de la philosophic sur lcs
speculations de Scot Erigcne." (Baader was an enthusiastic disciple of Eriugena, comparing him to Schelling and idealism.)
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S Sec M. Cappuyns, jean Swt Erigclle: Sa vic, son oelll1re, sa pemec (Louvain: Abbayc de
Mont Cesar, 1933), p, 264.
9 Sec F. Ueberweg, A History of Philosophy, vol. ! (New York and London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 18i2), pp. 358-60. Ueberweg is referring to the account of oU.lia, genus, and
species discllssed earlier.
10 Moller, Johannes SWlU5 Erigena; G. B. Jasche, Del' Pal/theism itS 1tach sell/CH [lerschiedellCH
Hauptformen, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1828); Jundt, Histoirc de pantilCisme (ISiS); c. E. Plumtrc,
History of Pantheism (r882), A. Harnack, History of Dogma, vol. 6, trans. by W. McGilchrist (London, 1899), p. Ji9; J. E. Sandys, A History of Classical ScholarS/ill) pom the
Sixth CC1ltury B.C. to the End 0.[ the Middle Ages, 3rd cd. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 192 I), vol. I, p. 148; M. De Wulf, History of Medictlal PhiloSDphy (London:
Longmans, Green, 1909), p. 215; B. Bosnjak, "Dialektik der Tbeophanie tiber den Begriff
der Natur beiJ. S. Eriugcna," in La Fi[Mo.fia della .'Va/ura lid MedioCtio (Milan: Vita e
Pensiero, I966), pp. 264-iL A. Mcintyre lists Eriugena as a pantheist in the entry on
"Pantheism," in P. Edwards (cd.), The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 6 (New York:
Collier-Macmillan, 196i), p. 32. J. Gracia calls Eriugena a "metaphysical monist" in his
"Ontological Characterisation of the Relation between Man and Created Nature in EriugCJla," joumal oj the History of Philosophy r6 (19i8). pp. 155-66.
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ture" (Ill.678c)." Eriugena was condemned by the Church long after his death. The events surrounding his condemnation are unclear.
He was associated with two Aristotelian scholars who were teaching
at Paris - David of Dinant and Amaury of Bene. In 1210, according
to the Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis," the archbishop of Sens,
Peter Corbelius, and the council of bishops at Paris condemned the
quaternuli of David of Dinant and ordered it to be burned. At the
same time, they forbade both the public and the private reading of
Aristotle's works on natural philosophy (libri Aristotelis de natura Ii
philosophia). The text of the condemnation does not mention the
Periphyseon; the 1225 condemnation, however, refers to the Periphyseon as having already been banned by the "Synod of Sens,"
presumably referring to the judgment of 1210. In 1215 the works
of Amaury were banned, and in 1225 Pope Honorius Ill, in a letter
to the bishops of France, condemned the liber periphysis titulatur and
ordered that all copies be sent to Rome for burning, since the work
was "teeming with the worms of heretical pervcrsity."'3 Actually,
Amaury was already dead by the time of the condemnation in 1210,
SO it was ordered that his remains be exhumed and ejected from the
cemetery; nothing is known of the time or circumstances of David's
death, but he is not mentioned in the decree of 1215. Eriugena was
condemned by association with these heretics, as were the writings
of Aristotle. Eriugena's condemnation in 1225 linked him with the
followers of Amaury of Bene. Both David and Amaury were denounced by Thomas Aquinas as pantheists.
Aquinas discusses David and Amaury's doctrine in the Summa
contra Gentiles Book I, Chapter 26; the Summa theologica 1.3.8; and
the De veritate XXLq.4. Aquinas distinguished between the doctrine
that God is the form of all things ("formal pantheism," as Thery
calls it), which he associated with Amaury, and the doctrine that
God is the matter of all things ("material pantheism"), which he
associated with David of Dinant. Aquinas speaks of the Amauricians as holding that God was the principiul11 fonnale ol11niul11 re1"l<111,

he accuses David of believing God the prime matter of all
Deum esse material11 primam (ST I.q.3.a.8).
Amaury's pantheism asserts that God is the principiHI11 formale 0/11uium rerum, according to Aquinas. l4 Eriugena docs not use the tern1
"formal principle," but he does use the formula forma omnium to
describe God on several occasions (e.g. L500a). He also says that
God is the essentia and subsistC11tia omniHI11. From what is known about
the Amauricians, they held that God is the form in the sense of the
Ideal Exemplar or Primordial Cause of all things, as is reported by
Martin of Poland (i.e., of Troppau) in his Chronicon pontificum et
imperatorum and by Henry of Susa in his LeetH,.a in quinql4e libms
decretalium (070). Henry reported that Amaury had found his teachings in the writings of Eriugena and listed three principal errors: (I)
that all things are God, (2) that the ideas both create and are created
(quod primordiales causae quae vocantur ideae, id est forma seu eXC1"npiar,
creant et c,.eantur), and (3) that there will be an adunatio of the sexes
at the end of time. '5 Martin (d. 1279) reported around 1271-2 that
the Amauricians held that God was both the creative cause of all
things and created in all things, an idea indeed found in Eriugena. ,6
Bernard Gui reports that these errors are to be found in a book
called Pision, '7 and Franciscus Pipinus (d. 1320), in his Chronicon,
says these ideas are to be found in the "Peri Physeon" and were condemned at Paris. ,8 Other sources of Amaury's doctrines and their
condemnation are Garnier of Rochefort's Contra Amauricano5 (1223),
which associates the phrase Deus est omnia with Amaury, and Caesar
of Heisterbach's Dialogus miraculorum (c. 1223).
Apart from references in these writers, there is little evidence (none
of his works survive) that Amaury's doctrines were in fact influ-

II I.-P. Sheldon-Williams (trans.), Periphyseotl (Dublin, 1980), III. 160-3.
IZ Sec the Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, cd. H. Dcniflc and A. Chatelain (Paris, 1889),
vol. I, p. 70, and also G. Thcry, AI/lour du deerel de U10. 1. David de Dillan!. Elude sur
son pamhCisme materialislc (Paris: Bibliotheque Thomistc, 1925), p. 7 and passim.
13 Charluiarium, pp. 106-7. CapplIyns, Jeall Scot Erigellc, p. 248 n 2. For the doctrine of
Amaury of Bene, see G. C. Capelle, Aulour du deere! de J21O. 3. Amatlry de Bhu. Elude
sur son panlheismc forme! (Paris: Vrin, I932).
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14 See Capelle, Amour du deerel de J2IO. 3. Amaury de Belle.
IS For the text ofHenrv ofSlIsa, see P. Lucentini, "L'Eresia de Amalrico," in W. 13cicrwaltcs
(cd.), EriHgcna Rcdi;,illHs (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1987), pp. I74-S
n. 2. Sec also the appendix to Capelle, Autotlr du deerc! de 1210. 3· Amaury de Bellc.
16 The text of Martin's Chrollicol1 relating to Amaury is printed in the appendix to Capelle,
Autour du decrct de 12JO. 3. Amaury de Bellc, p. lOS: "Qui Ama1cricus asservit ydeas, gue
sunt in mente divina, et creare et creari." Martin also accuses Amanry of believing that
God is the essclltia omniulII crealuramm and the essc omnium. He also says that Amaury
asserted that God cannot be seen as He is, either by angels or men, and that there will
be a reuniting of the sexes in the resurrection. All these ideas arc clearly to be found in
Eriugena's Pcriphyseol1. The reference to Amalericus is absent from the first recension of
the CitroniCOIl of 1268-71.
17 The text is reproduced in Capelle, ibid., p. ra8.
18 Ibid., p. 106.
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enced by Eriugena, and there is even less evidence of a connection
between Eriugena and David of Dinant, a portion of whose De tomis
is extant. None the less, since the thirteenth century it has become
a commonplace that Eriugena was a pantheist, although strictly
speaking the term "pantheist" was not used until the seventeenth
century.
How is this phrase forma omnium to be interpreted? Of course,
Eriugena links it to scriptural pronouncements, such as I Corinthians 15.28 that God will be all in all (Deus erit omnia in omnibus),
or John 1.3-4, that all things are in God as life (quod factum est in
eo ipso vita erat, a phrase that appears frequently in Eriugena; see
Chapter 12). Here he had the support of Dionysius who refers to
God as the formless cause of all forms at Divine Names (PG III.
Chapter II.648c), and similar ideas are expressed in Augustine. He
associates the phrase with Dionysius at V.9IOC, and with Gregory
of Nyssa at V.987C: God will be all in all. All things will be God,
the Amauricians and Eckhart will later assert. Amaury is alleged to
have said that Deus est omnia in omnibus and that, for example, God
is lapis in lap ida, "stone in stone." The phrase f01"ma omnium returns
in Thierry of Chartres, Lectiones 11.38, and also in Robert Grosseteste, especially in his tract De unica forma omnium, written in the
form of a letter, probably shortly after Eriugena's condemnation.'9
Eckhart and Nicholas of Cusa will frequently say that God is in all
things and that all things are God. The phrase can, of course, be
interpreted purely devotionally to mean that God is omnipresent
and that all things depend totally for their being on God; otherwise
they would be nothing at all. But Eriugena was accused of teaching
the identity of the created world with God, which does not give
any room for the divine transcendence. This, of course, is only one
side of Eriugena's doctrine; his Dionysian negative theology also
asserted the absolute transcendence of God.
Eringena frequently calls God the genus and the creatures species
(III.6nc), thus seeming to assert that God's being is a genus in which
all creatures participate; thus each creature is itself God, just as each

man is an animal. This can be construed as pantheistic. The consequences of such an interpretation horrify Eriugena, and he firmly
rejects such a view at the very opening of Book II (523d). This
rejection is amplified in the addition to the Rheims manuscript inserted at this point:

19 Sec]. J. McEvoy, ''Johannes Scottus Eriugcna and Robert Grossctestc: An Ambiguous
Influence," in Beierwaltcs, Eriugena RediJJivus, p. 194- Grossetcstc in his letter is responding to a question put to him by Adam Rufus. McEvoy dates the letter between 1226 and
1229, thus suggesting that Grossctcstc was seeking to defend himself in advance against
accusations that he was identifying God with the world.
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For God is not a genus of the creature nor the creature a species of God
any more than the creature is the genus of God nor God a species of the
creature. The same can be said of the whole and its parts, for God is not
the whole of the creature, nor the creature a part of God any more than

the creature is the whole of God or God a part of the creature, although
.. . in a metaphorical sense (metaforice) God is said to be both genus and
whole and species and part since everything which is in Him and (comes)

from Him can honcstly and reasonably be predicated of Him. (II·S23d4d; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
This addition shows that there were worries about some of Eriugena's balder statements, even in the ninth century, but that Eriugena (if he wrote the addition) or one of his immediate followers
was anxious to rebut any charge of heresy made against the work.
A further addition says that we can say that God is a genus using
the "loftier contemplation" (altiar theoria) of Gregory the Theologian. Eriugena could have found a similar careful expression both
of God's immanence in things and his transcendence of them in
Maximus's Ambigua I.iii (PG XCI. I08IC).
Eriugena is not a pantheist, and his strong monistic staten1ents
concerning the identity of divinity and creation arc always counterbalanced by assertions of the absolute difference between God
and creation. We shall show that Eriugena expanded Dionysian and
Cappadocian negative theology into a general negative dialectic, which
continues to assert difference even at the heart of identity, transcendence and immanence being thought together in the one intellectual concept.
Eriugena and German idealism

Some nineteenth-century commentators - mainly in Germany, but
see also Alice Gardner's study written in Cambridge, England, in
1900 - saw Eriugena in a radically different light. They were much
more impressed with his rationalism and radical subjectivism, so
they saw him as forerunner to the idealist philosophers Fichte,
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Schelling, and Hegel. '0 Franz von Baader, for example, says of Eriugena that he "stands way beyond our newer critical philosophy."" These writers saw Eriugena as developing a speculative rationalist system, which identified substance with subject, merging
all things in the Absolute Spirit. According to them, Eriugena made
being secondary to thought and gathered all things into the essence
of infinite subjectivity." Christlieb in r860 compared Eriugena's
theo"y of knowledge with that of Kant, his theory of intellectual
intuition with Schelling's, and his use of negation with that of Hegel. Hegel himself, thinking of Eriugena's identification of philosophy and religion, said that with Eriugena, "true philosophy first
begins, and his philosophy in the main coincides with the idealism
of the Neoplatonists. "'3 Hegel believed that Eriugena was teaching
the idealist doctrine that the real is the rational and the rational is
the real, and was defending the freedom of intellect over the narrower realism of understanding. These writers were struck by Eriugena's remarks that auctoritas is nothing other than vera ratio (l.srrb),
that the force of authority lies solely in its agreement with what is
rationally correct, an idea that Hegel associated with the Lutheran
reformers. Eriugena frequently says that faith comes first, only in
that it prepares the way; true reason must be the first to penetrate
the Truth itself. This aspect ofEriugena's rationalism has been overemphasised and distorted by commentators eager to make him into
an early Christian reformer, but Eriugena can be understood as a
rationalist, in a different sense, in that he believes that the world
will be resolved back through reason to its source in the One. Although the nineteenth-century commentators were interesting and
Sec especially the study of J Huber, Johannes Seo/us Eriugcno: Ein Beitrag ZI/!' Gcschichte
dcr Philosophic und The%gie im Mille/altcr (186r; reprint, Hildcshcim: Ohns, 1960), and
also W. Bcierwaltcs, "The Revaluation of John Scottus Eriugcna in German Idealism,"
in]. J. O'Meara and L. Bieler (cds.), The Mind ofEriugena (Dublin: Irish University Press,
1973), pp. 190-8. For Gardner see her Studies ill John the Scot: A Plzilosopher of the Dark
Ages (New York: Oxford University Press, 1900), esp. pp. 1I$-32, which still makes for
interesting reading.
21 Quoted in T. O'Meara, Romantic Idealism and Romantic Catholicism: Schelling and the Theologians (Notre Dame. Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1982), p. 82.
22 See Huber, Johannes Scottus Eriugena, pp. 179-80. See also T. Christlieb, Leben IlI/d Lehre
des Johannes Scotus Erigena
(Gotha, 1860), and F. A. Staudenmaier, Joha/mes Sco/tIS
Eriugena und die Wissel1Schafi seiner Zeit.
(1834; reprint, Frankfmt, 1966).
23 See Hegel, History oj Philosophy, trans. Haldane, p. 59. See also W. Bcicrwaltes, Platonismus und Idealismus (Frankfurt: Klostermann 1972), esp. pp. I88-wI. More recently, L.
Kolakowski, in his Main Currents oj IHarxislll, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1978), pp. 17-30, sees Eriugena as a forerunner to the Hegelian dialectic.
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adventurous in their attempts to revitalise the thought of Eriugena
for modern philosophy, their hermeneutical methods were somewhat simplistic, and we must therefore be very careful in our attempt to analyse Eriugena's idealism and rationalism to take due
account of the philosophical conditions and cast of mind of the ninth
century. Beierwaltes has justly remarked, "It is, however, impossible from any hermeneutic standpoint simply to add Eriugena's ideas
to all kinds of idealism without critical inspection and mediating
reasoning. '''4 I shall attempt to provide the mediating reasoning between the close exegetical scrutiny of Eriugena's texts and the more
far-reaching philosophical interpretation of their significance.

Eriugena in the context of early mediaeval Loti" philosophy
As I have said, the nineteenth-century comlnentators were struggling with the fairly unreliable texts available to them. It was not
until the twentieth century that Eriugena's works began to be more
scientifically studied and edited, with some new manuscripts of the
Periphyseol1 coming to light (Bamberg was discovered in r899 and
the Rheims manuscript in r904).
Since Cappuyns's monumental study of 1933, '5 scholars have begun to study Eriugena more critically from the point of view of
texts, sources, and traditions - and most particularly with respect
to the traditions of the Carolingian age itself. Marenbon, ,6 Schrimpf,"
and Contreni 2S have argued, in important recent studies, that Eriugena is to be understood primarily in terms of the Carolingian
renovatio. These writers have reacted against interpreting Eriugena
as a rationalist or idealist in anything like the modern philosophical
sense. In fact, Marenbon makes a sharp distinction between what
is genuinely of philosophical interest in Eriugena and what he considers to be theological apologetics. Marenbon believes that what is
genuinely philosophical for Eriugena is the set of themes he pursued
24 See Beierwaltes's article in O'Meara and Bieler, The l'vfind oj Eriugena, pp. 19 0 - 8 .
25 Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigcne.
26 J. Marenbon, Prom the Circle oj Alwin to the School oj Auxerre (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, !98I), and also his Early Medieval Philosophy (48o-11S0j: AH bltrodJlclion
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983).
27 G. Schrimpf, Das Werk des Johannes Scottus Eriugena im Rahmen des WiSSCIlSdw./il'erst(illdniss('s
seiner Zeit: Eine HiHfiihnmg ZH Periphyseon (Mtinster: Aschendorff, 19 82 ).
28 J. COllrreni, The Cathedral School oj Lao/l from 850 to 930: Its Alaf1Hscripts alld Ala.\ters (Munich: Arbeo Gcsellschaft, 1978).
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m common with earlier and later Latin philosophy - the problem
of universals and the nature of logical classification. Eriugena is seen
as a philosopher in the tradition of the commentators on the Categoriae decem, the most important philosophical text that circulated
in the Latin West until Eriugena translated Dionysius. In particular,
Marenbon emphasises Eriugena's treatment of the Categories as the
high point of his metaphysics and his originality, and as his lasting
contribution to the development of philosophy, rather than his
mystical negative theology or his fourfold system of nature (whose
brilliance he acknowledges while arguing that this system has no
philosophical relevance or, worse, produces considerable conceptual
confusion). '9 The tendency of critics like Marenbon and Schrimpf
(who places considerable emphasis on the Latin tradition of dialectic
and the liberal arts inherited from Alcuin) is to see Eriugena with
the Augustinian vision, which he undoubtedly inherited, and to reclaim Eriugena as an early mediaeval Latin philosopher, interested
mainly in logical or dialectical problems in relation to the categories
or the status of universals. 30 I shall argue that although Eriugena
indeed begins within the intellectual framework of Carolingian and
Latin philosophical traditions, he totally transformed and transcended the limits of that system such that he was no longer even
comprehensible to the philosophers of the age in which he lived.

sian 111 r898), and followed by Sheldon-Williams, Gersh, Roques,
and Jeauneau, see Eriugena in terms of Greek Neoplatonism and
Byzantine Christianity. Indeed, it is to be noted also that, whereas
Eriugena was seen by his contemporaries as a dialectician in the tradition of the commentators on the Categoriae decem, he was seen by
later mediaevals, such as Grosseteste and Nicholas of Cusa, as the
man who first rendered Dionysius into Latin, and thus initiated Greek
Christian Platonism in the West." They argued that Eriugena's
originality lay in his skilful adaptation of Greek philosophical and
religious concepts to the Augustinian Latin tradition of Christian
philosophy, and that in general he was trying to expand the horizons of Latin language and thought to aceommodate the subtler,
more complex, and richer thought of the Alexandrine and Byzantine tradition.
Although it is clear that Eriugena is most strongly influenced by
the Greeks, I argue that, philosophically speaking, he transcends the
boundaries of even this complex thought-world of late Neoplatonism and offers a radically different philosophy which can stand comparison with recent philosophical thought, especially the attempt to
break out of the tradition of ontology and develop a meol1tology and
hyperontology. Although Eriugena is a Neoplatonist, his whole philosophical elan is to discover the fundamental infinity at the ground
of the finite, and to think this in terms of both difference and identity. He will arrive at infinite "subjectivity," but think of it in terms
of an intersubjective dialectics, which is not really to be found in
classical Neoplatonism seen as a hierarchical system of being.
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Eriugena and the Greek tradition of negative theology
Not all scholarly critics have restricted themselves to interpreting
Eriugena from the standpoint of the Latin metaphysical or dialectical tradition. Others, beginning with Brilliantoff (writing in Rus29 Marenbon acknowledges his debt to B. Haureau, who in his His/oire de la philosophie
scolastiquc, 2nd cd., vol. I (Paris, 1872), recognised the problem of universals as the main
philosophical problem of the Middle Ages. Marenbon situates this problem of universals
within the problematic of the categories (Circle of Alwill, p. 5). On Eriugcna's alleged
conceptual confusion, sec]. Marcnbon, ''John Scottus and the Calcgoriae Decem," in W.
Beierwaltes (cd.), Eriugcna: Sludicl1 zu scinen Quellcll (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1980), esp. pp. !33ff.
30 For a criticism of the narrowness of Marenbon's definition of phiJosophy in the early
mediaeval period, see J. J. McEvoy's review of J. Marenbon, Early McdiCIJal Philosophy,
in Bulletin de theologie allciwne et mcdicva/e 13 Uan.-Dec. 1984), pp. 556-9. There is no
doubt that Eriugena's framework is Augustinian, especially in terms of his cosmology,
but for this very reason it docs not seem correct to classify Latin philosophy in terms of
its interest in the categories. Augustine did not devote much attention to the problems
of substance or of the categories. His main concern was to explain the rclation of the
temporal to the timeless.
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Eriugena and the metaphysics of hierarchy
Both Greek and Latin Neoplatonism are usually thought to have
been combined in mediaeval thought into a coherent system which
explains being in terms of an objective hierarchical chain of realities,
31 M. Brennan gives the English translation ofBrilliantoffs title as "The Influence of Eastern
Theology on Western in the Works of Johannes Swttus Eriugena" (Saint Petersburg,
1898); see also L. Vietorisz, "Greek Sources in the Periphyseon of John Scows, called Eriugena" (dissertation presented to the Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, Toronto,
1966). For I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, see A. H. Armstrong (cd.), The Cambridge History of
LaIc Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, X9 6 i;
reprinted with corrections, 19io), pp. 42$-$3i· For R. Rogues, sec his Libres sClllicrs IJas
l'erigcnisme (Rome: Ateneo, 1975) and for S. Gersh, sec his From iam/JIichus (0 EriuRclia
(Leidcn: Brill, 1978).
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extending from highest to lowest, from God to formless matter, a
chain which replicates the logical and epistemological layers of
knowledge and the mind. 3 ' The mediaevals thought of these hierarchies as running through all the orders - logical, epistemological,
social, metaphysical, cosmological, and theological - of created being.
Tbus, for Augustine, a stray horse is better than a stone (De libero
arbitrio lII.v.rs.s6, and a drunkard is better than wine (IlLv.I5.57)!
Superficially, Eriugena's system resembles this kind of Neoplatonic
hierarchical system, with its four divisions of nature extending from
God, through the causes and effects, down to formless matter. It
was Dionysius who gave the term hierarchia, the sacred principles,
rules, or "sacred order'" (Ta~,s LEpa) (taxis hiera), CH, Chapter III;
PG IlLI64d), to the West, and who devoted two books, the Celestial
Hierarchy and the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, to an elaboration of cosmic
and human hierarchies." Eriugena's philosophy in fact contains many
hierarchies, derived both from Dionysius and from Augustine (see,
for example, De libero arbitrio III. v. I3). There is an epistemological
hierarchy extending from the highest mystical unity between mind
and God, through intellect, reason, and memory to the external senses and the life-force; there is also a logical hierarchy extending from
the highest ousia through all the widest genera down to the lowest
species and individuals. There is a cosmological hierarchy of God, the
Causes/Light/Word, the theophanies of those causes, angels, human beings, animals, and all living things, matter and the void. But
Eriugena's philosophy of nature cannot in fact be understood simply
in hierarchical terms. His thought is not adequately summarised in
the standard interpretation of the four levels of nature as four hierarchies Or hypostases. 34

We argue that this seemingly objective hierarchical scheme of nature
counterbalanced by an antihierarchical subjectivist tendency, which
may indeed be termed "idealist" in nature, in the sense that these'
are understood as mind dependent, or coming about
through the activity of the mind. The hierarchies are actually theopizanies, that is, revelations of God understood in the perceiving mind.
For Dionysius and even at times for Augustine, as Pepin has
shown,35 the hierarchies appear to stand as objective intermediaries
between the human self and God; and God's grace is seen to be
channelled down these hierarchical rungs of the ladder of being. Augustine normally places angels above humans (at, e. g., De libero arbitrio lJLv.r4.53-5, where angels, who have no desire to sin, are
ranked higher than hnmans). Eriugena, on the other hand, wants
to safeguard the human ability to have direct access to the divine,
and in fact to become divine. He argues that there is no intennediary between the human being and God (IlL668b), citing a scriptural phrase which Augustine (e.g., De vera religione II3, PL
XXXIV. I 72) and Dionysius also use. Eriugena says angels are called
eggigi in Greek because they are "next after" (iuxta) God; however,
they do not stand between man and God. Man has a direct access
to the divine (III. 668c-d). Even though humans are placed halfway
down the ladder of being, nevertheless they also transcend and contain the entire ladder of being in themselves, and as a kind of transcendent non-being are able to merge with God. God reveals Himself directly to man in theophanies, and mankind is able to have
direct vision of Him. The orders of created being cease to be barriers to the intercommunication between human and divine subjectivity, and in fact the human subject is seen to be infinite in its own
absolute nature.

94

32 The classic study of mediaeval hierarchy is A. O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain oj Being
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, I9i6); On Ncoplatonic hierarchy in particular sec R. Rogues, L'Univers diollysien. Structure hierarchique du mondc selon Ie PseudoDeilY> (Paris, 1954); J. Pepin, "Univcrs dionysicn ct univers augustinicn," Recherches de
Philosophic (Aspects de la dialcctiquc), 2 (I956), pp. 179-224; and R. F. Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition oj Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius (The Hague: Nijhoff,
1969). For the later development of hierarchical ideas, see A. Koyre, From rhe C[o.led World
to the Infinite Unil/ersc (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1957), and E. A. Burtt,
The Metaphysical FoundatiollS of Modem Science (New York: Doubleday, 1954), pp. 17-24.
33 See especially Rogues, L'Univcrs dionysicn, pp. 68-91. It is not clear that taxis and scira
are equivalent notions in Proclus and Dionysills.
34 On the idea of hypostasis as understood by Plotinus sec]. Anton, "Some Logical Aspects
of the Concept of Hypostasis in Plotinus," Rcvicw of MelaphY.lics 3 (Dec. 1977), pp. 25871. See also J. M. Rist, Plotinus: Thc Road to Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 1967); D. O'Meara, S/nlC/l-lres hicrarchiques dallS fa philruophie de Plo/in (Leiden: Brill,
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19(5), and A. H. Armstrong, The Architec/ure oflhe Intelligible Vltil/erse in thc Philosophy
of Plotinus (1940; reprint, Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1967). Plotinus refers to the three "principal" hypostases in EtlJ/cad V. 1. Rist claims there arc only three hypostases in Plotinm,
whereas Armstrong claims there arc five (the One, Nous, Psyche, Logos, and Ph)'sis). It is
not always clear that the One is a hypostasiS at all. Later Neoplatonists such as Proclus
and Dionysius prefer to talk about orders and hierarchies and operate with a large number
of different levels of reality. Dionysius uses the term hyposralcs to refer to that which
supports the principles of being, life, intellect, etc. Eriugcna does not sec his four divisiolls
as four hypostases in these terms. Although he docs talk about the highest genus olHia as
being divided into hypostases, he actually understands them as thcoriac.
35 J. Pepin, "Univcrs dionysicn ct univcrs augllstinicn," pp. Ii9-224. On the contrast between Augustinian and Dionysian Ncoplatonism sec also J. Koch, "AugliStinischcr und
dionysischcr Neuplatonismus und das Mittclaltcr," Kmll-Sludicll48 (I9S6-7), pp. II7-33.
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The transcendence of the hierarchies of the created world, and
the absorption of the human mind back to God, involves also the
transcendence of all idea of place. Traditionally, mediaeval Neoplatonism did not allow any creature to move from its allotted place
in the hierarchy of being. Eriugena is doing something very radical
by separating the concept of human subjectivity from the concept
of location in a fixed place. He is, as I shall argue, attempting to
think through the meaning of consciousness in terms which have
been purified of spatial bias, thus allowing for closer comparison of
the human with the divine mind. God is the locus omnium (I.453a)
and man is the officina omnium.
Eriugena's system of nature not only liberates the human mind
from incarceration in a fixed place and time but also develops the
powerful thought that nature itself undergoes a reconstruction and
a reformation which is carried out by the human mind. This reconstruction of nature is effected by the human use of a transcending negative dialectics: Human nature can negate all finitude and
restore all limited beings to their true timeless and infinite natures,
until all natures find the infinite nature of God, which Eriugena (as
Eckhart also does) characterises as Nothingness. In other words, Eriugena allows the mind to reallocate beings in the order of nature
and therefore to subordinate ontological to intellectual or mental
structures.
Eriugena develops a philosophy in which the human mind has
powers to interfere with the ontological process itself and both produce new levels of being and play a role in reconciling all being
with the One. The mind is therefore higher than being itself, and
it is productive of being to such an extent that Eriugena's philosophy can be genuinely called an idealist system, as nineteenthcentury German commentators correctly interpreted. Eriugena's
philosophy in consequence offers a radical new "ontology" of the
human subject. He breaks with the standard mediaeval assessment
of the limited role of human reason and the lowly place of human
nature in the hierarchical order of creation,3 6 and instead invests the

human subject with an extraordinary set of properties. As we shall
see, human nature has an infinite, omnipotent, omniscient, and eternal nature equal even to God himself, if not actually identical with
Him. This glorified picture of the human subject certainly prefigures the Renaissance (indeed, Eriugena is consistently more radical
than Pi co della Mirandola) and Cartesian return to the human subject as the centre of all being and meaning. It is often said that Descartes based his anthropology at least in one part on Scholastic angelology in making of the human mind a separate immaterial being
whose nature is its ability to think. Eriugena, however, is lnore
radical in that he goes farther in basing his anthropology on his
conception of God Himself, and in fact makes human beings higher
than angels in several important respects. The human being is explicitly imago Dei, whereas the Bible does not say that the angel is
imago Dei. Furthermore, God appears to people and angels in human form and not in the form of an angel.
Developing Augustinian and Greek Christian anthropology - as
expressed by the Cappadocian fathers (especially Gregory of Nyssa)
and by Maximus Confessor - Eriugena gives the human being a
crucial role in the mirroring and extension of the divine creative
process. For Eriugena it is no exaggeration to say that the hlunan
being contains all beings (an example of a dignity not accorded to
angelic natures) and that the divine creative process is one with the
process of dialectical reason of the human mind with its progressions and reversions. The human subject is the chosen vehicle for
the divine creative process and for the articulation of the hierarchy
of being itself. Thus the human subject is central to the progression
of effeets from causes in this world, and in the creation, manifestation, and preservation of the material corporeal domain. This is
in radical opposition to the Latin realist tradition. Ontological orders in Eriugena's system can depend for their existence on lTIOVements and decisions of the human subject itself - in fact, the material order itself is dependent on a human error of judgment
(symbolised theologically as the Fall). Thus, for Eriugena, the human power of explicating, negating, and identifying (in judgments)
assumes ontologieal roles in the outgoing and return of the One.
Eriugena is ambiguous on the question of whether humans actually
created the material world or whether the world was created by God
because He "foreknew" that men would fall. In any event, there
would have been no material, temporal world if human beings had

36 The classic study of mediaeval hierarchy is A. O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain oj Being
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, reprinted (976) but in relation to Eriugcna
see the authoritative work of Rogues, L'Univers dionysien. Eriugcna always objects to
human nature being understood primarily in a mortal and corruptible sense. He goes
further than Augustine in emphasising the timeless essence of the human subject in its
fullest sense, thereby holding out a vision of a human nature which transcends the hierarchy of increasing limitation and definition.
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not sinned; the world would have been purely immaterial and eternal.

as being a kind of non-being. 39 If the human subject is self-grounding and infinite, its actual present state is really subordinate to its
perfect and "non-existent" possible state. Eriugena talks about Adamic man in paradise not as representing some perfection which
existed in the past but as a possibility. For Eriugena, as later for
Nicholas of Cusa (who terms God possestj'° and for Martin Heidegger in Being and Time, possibility stands higher than actuality.
Eriugena's philosophy therefore offers a major deconstruction of the
central principle of the Western metaphysical tradition.
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Infinity and the relativisation of ontology

The effect of this intrusion of human subjectivity into objective
hierarchies is to relativise the scheme of nature. Eriugena is saying
that being never is an unchanging absolute but, rather, has formlessness and lack of fixity, which means that it can never be the
absolute first principle of philosophy. As with Nicholas of Cusa,
there is no comparison or relation (nulla proportio) between finite and
infinite. What is real or has being at the level of finite reality may
be overcome at the level of the infinite. The first principle of philosophy for Eriugena is God as transcendent non-being, an ungrounded and infinite formlessness whose richness can only be symbolised by the infinite variability of being. Positing such an absolute
relativises and temporalises all human attempts at a final and complete knowing.
Thus Eriugena's aim is not so much to locate the first principle
of all being as to show the absolute groundlessness or lack of principle of the truly infinite - both human and divine. Both human
being and divine being may be termed anarchos (avapxo,); that is,
both are without beginning or end. 37 Anarchic also means without
origin, without principle, groundless, anaitios (uvacHo,), hoc est sine
principio et sine causa (Ill. 688c). Of course, Eriugena asserts that the
divine nature is self-grounding, causa sui, and by implication it can
even be said of human nature in its perfection that it, too, is selfgrounding, a term which Eckhart will later explicitly apply to 11Uman nature, but which Eriugena implies less boldly.3 8 But to be
grounded in itself the self must be grounded in nothing. Thus, to
interpret this in modern philosophical terms, Eriugena, like Sartre,
sees the human self as having an essentially negative character and
37 Anarc/ws is a traditional name for God in patristic writing, especially in the tradition of
negative theology. Eriugena found it in Dionysius and Maximus. For Eriugcna's use of
the term, see Periphyscoll L45xd, sr6a; l1.562<1., 585a; IIL62Sd (where it is also implied that
the human mind can be termed anarchos, since it partakes of an infinite motion around
God, which is without beginning or end and is symbolized by circularity), 688c; rV.74IC;
and V.909a.
38 Sec R. Schiirmann, Meisler Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 19i8), p. II6.
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Eriugena's philosophy therefore cannot be said to belong squarely
in the classical Western tradition understood either in terms of ontotheology (Heidegger) or in terms of being interpreted as esse, as
Gilson and the neo-Thomists have characterised it. The highest concept in Eriugena's philosophy is not being or substance (as it was
for Augustine), but non-being or what he terms "non-substance"
or "more-than-substance" (hyperousia, superessentia).
Eriugena in fact can be said to be offering a deconstruction of the
Latin ontological tradition of Augustine and his followers. He resists the Latin orthodoxy of the primacy of substantial being and
the equation of the "I Am Who I Am" of Exodus 3. '4 with esse as
made by Augustine in the De Trinitate, and in the De Genesi ad
litteram V.xvi.34, where Augustine speaks of God's being as an ine}
fabilis substantia, or the Confessions VII. 10. 16, where the divine ego
sum qui sum is contrasted with the regio dissimilitudinis of L,llen human nature. He equally resists a sin1plistic interpretation of being

39 On this philosophical tradition which describes the intellect as a "nothingness." sce Eckhart's Parisian Questions. 1. in A. A. Maurer (cd.), }Jaster Eckhart: Parisian Qucsrim-Is mId
Prologues, Medieval Sources in Translation IS (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 19i4; reprinted 1981), p. 4i: "Whatever has to do with intellect belongs to a
different order than existence." See also J. D. Caputo, "The Nothingness of the Intellect
in Meister Eckhart's Parisian Questiol1s," Thomist 39 (I9iS), pp. 8S-II9·
40 Sec Nicholas of Cusa, Trialogus de Possest, translated by J. Hopkins, in A COl1cise !nlraduclioll 10 llie Philosophy of Nicholas oj Cusa (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1980), pp. 62-153. Eriugena does not have a system for comparing possibility and actuality, as does Nicholas; however; he is attempting to resolve all differences into a unity
which docs not annihilate the difference, in a manner very similar to Nichobs's idea of
wltl[idCIIlia oppositorum.
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as pure existence, the ipsum esse subsiste11s of Aquinas" Nor is Eriugena offering a simple monism or Einheitsmetaphysik as it has been
characterised by Gregory," which places all the emphasis on the
self-identity of the highest principle (another way in which the "I
Am Who Am" may be interpreted). Although Eriugena frequently
asserts that ausia alone is real, he always stresses the negative and
incomplete nature of even the highest self-identity; it always includes a negative and distancing element which safeguards the true
transcendence of the Godhead.
In fact, Eriugena's placing of the Godhead or One beyond being
and non-being, outside of all discursive thought and beyond every
logical framework, in the realm of identity within which difference
is preserved in a non-alienated way, opens up a new perspective in
Western thought which is later to be followed in a similarly dialectical way by Eckhart," Nicholas of Cusa,'4 Bruno," and more
recently by the German absolute idealists and by some contemporary Process theologians. Indeed, Eriugena's philosophy is more
properly called meantalagy (from the Greek words me 011, meaning
"non-being"), metaontalogy, or hyperontalogy (the study "after" or
"beyond" the study of being), and truly belongs to the tradition of

Plato's Parmenides. Although it has recently been argued that Eckhart's privileging of intellect over being in his Parisian Questions marks
him as the first major writer to break with Latin ontotheology,4 6 I
argue that Eriugena's discussion of the nature of human intellect (his
"nousolagy") is in fact the first serious attempt to provide an alternative to onto theology in the Latin West. Indeed, without Eriugena's groundwork it is difficult to see how later mediaeval developments such as those of Eckhart could have taken place at all
(although, strictly speaking, we cannot say exactly whether Eckhart
knew Eriugena otherwise than through the Cia vis physicae).
Furthermore, by making non-being a mOre important term than
being, both for the understanding of the concept of creation ex nihi10 and for the description of the natures of both God and humanity,
Eriugena is nlaking a radical reassessment of the concept of n011being itself, which shall be explored in the course of this study. For
him true non-being is the darkest, most inaccessible, and yet also
the richest concept. It contains being and non-being in all their relative forms, but it is also pure infinite possibility and absolute ground
of both unity and identity. It is also, as we shall argue, the nature
of the mind before self-conscious thought, and the true nature of
human existence for Eriugena.
To say that Eriugena is best understood in the context of the
modern subjectivist and idealist turn in philosophy is not at all to
say that he believes in an isolated Fichtean Ego as the SOurce of all
meaning and being. It would be completely anachronistic to speak
of a developed concept of subjectivity in the modern sense in Eriugena. He is thinking of subject as a higher hypostasis upon which
objective reality depends; it is characterised by formlessness and
freedom and expresses itself by forming itself endlessly into different states of mind. The return to the subject for Eriugena is not a
retreat or a reduction to an isolated solipsistic ego, no Il1atter how
infinitely conceived; it is a return to an infinite spiritual and intcrsubjective domain, a world of cornnlunicati11g intelligences whose
inner intimacy is well signified by the dwelling together of the
members of the Trinity. As Henry Bett remarked very accurately,
Eriugena's emphasis on a triadic formulation of ausia and on the
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41 See J. Caputo, Hcidcggcr and Aquinas (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), Eckhart similarly interpreted "I Am Who Am" to communicate purity of existence, an unknown "nature in his First Parisian Question. For Augustine's llse of Exodus 3- 14, see the

Confissi ol1 s.
42 Sec Gregory's essay in Bcicrwaltcs (cd.), PlatonislI1f1s i/l der Philosophic des Mitlelalters, Wcgc
def Forschung J9i (Darmstadt: Wisscnschaftlich Buchgcscllschaft, 1969), p. 343.
43 Sec, c.g., E. Zllm Brunn and A. de Libera, MaItre Eckhart: Mtlaphysique du vcrbc et the%gic
negative (Paris: Beauchesne, 1984), and R. Schiirmann, Meister Eckhart: My.-tic and Philo.lopllcr. On Eckhart's use of dialectic see M. de Gandillac, "La Dialcctique du Maitre Eckhart," in La mystique rhinanc (Paris, 1963), pp. 59-94. It is necessary to bear in mind that

Plotinus and Proclus did not directly affect the mediaeval metaphysical tradition in the
West until the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
44 Sec, c.g., J. Hopkins, i',ficho/as of eusa on God as Not-Other (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 19i9). Nicholas calls God 11011 aliud in an attempt to provide a term
which indicates both identity and difference and their transcendence. As immanent, God
is "not-other" than any created thing; as transcendent, He is the unqualified not-other
(Hopkins p. 7). According to B. McGinn's interpretation of Eckhart, Eckhart argues that
God transcends creatures precisely by being immanent in them; see B. McGinn, "Meister
Eckhart on God as Absollite Unity," in D. O'Meara (cd.), ,,\lcoplatollism al1d Christian
Thought (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1982), p. 133.
4S On Bruno sec W. Beierwaltes, "Absolute Identity: Neoplatonic Implications in Schelling's
Bruno," in Contemporary Germall Philosophy, ed. D. E. Christensen, M. Riedel, et aI., vol.
2 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, r983), pp. 73-99. Bcicrwaltes
interprets Nicholas and Bruno as thinkers engaged in the problem of identity and difference. See also S. Greenberg, The Infinite in Giordano Bruno: With a Translation of His Dialogue COl1ccmil1g the Cause, Principle and OIlC (New York: King's Cross Press, 1950).

lor

46 See Maitre Eckhart d Paris. UIlC critique mCdieva/c de {'ol1totheo{ogic. Lcs Questions ParisiC/JIles
NO.1 ct NO.2 d'Eckhart, cd. and trans. Emilie Zum Brunn, Z. KaJuiza. A. de Libera, P.

Vignaux, and E. Weber (Paris: PUF, 1984).
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Trinity saves his philosophy from the "chill sterility which besets
the Neoplatonist conception of God as superessential unity."47 It is
hard even to find a language in which to describe this aspect of
Eriugena's system, and indeed he himself had to resort to metaphors
and analogies in order to express it. The discovery of subjectivity
is one of the fundamental characteristics of modern philosophy inaugurated by Descartes. Eriugena does not have a modern understanding of the self-enclosed isolated subject. Rather, he has the idea
of a nous which has a "circular" motion around God, and can come
into a unity with Him. In order to understand this philosophically
we have to try to give a name to this mind-God relation. "Intersubjectivity" is useful if we remember that subject is to be understood as subiectum. Eriugena's philosophy at its highest level is really
a play of subjectiviiies moving on a timeless and eternal horizon,
where the "real" world of material and sensible things occupying
space and time is no more than a set of signs, figures, and symbols
by which this multiple subjectivity (God, Man, and the Man-God)
comes to communicate with itself and becomes self-conscious.'s All
sensible things are fantasies to the earthly mind, but they are mysterious theophanies to the divine mind, and to the wise ones who
have learned to see these theophanies by long study of philosophy.
The result of this interplay is the structure known to most students
as Eriugena's fourfold division of nature.
This book then supports, in general terms, the validity of the
approach first taken by the German idealist critics in the last century. Eriugena is best understood philosophically, in terms of the
sophisticated dialectic of being and non-being, which was recovered
by the German absolute idealists and by contemporary European
philosophy. To say this is not to deny that Eriugcna must first be
understood as a ninth-century thinker with the serious limitation of
so urces tha t entails.
47 H. Ben, Johanllf!.$ SCOlU5 Erigcfla: A Study ill Medieval Philosophy (1925; reprinted, New
York: Russell and Russell, 1964), p. IOZ.
48 See the essay of W. Bcicrwaltcs, "l'v'egali Affinnatio: Welt als Mctaphcr," Philosopltisc/les
Jaltrbuch 83 (1976), pp. 237-65. Reprinted in R Rogues (cd.), Jean Scot Erigcne.

7
ERIUGENA'S SOURCES

It is impossible to understand Eriugena's philosophy unless it is seen
in the context of the world-picture he absorbed from his extensive
reading of ancient anthors. This world-pictnre was essentially Neoplatonic in inspiration, as Aristotle's works were in general ahnost
nnknown to the early mediaeval Latin West, except through the
paraphrase of the Categories, known as the Categoriae decem, and also
through the commentaries of Boethins.' In this chapter I shall begin
by giving some details of Eriugena's borrowings from Neoplatonic
anthors, as a first step towards understanding his own philosophical
contribution and originality.
What form of Neoplatonism most strongly influenced John Scottus? What are the principal Neoplatonic elements of his system?
Eriugena espouses both Neoplatonism and Christianity, and for him,
the two never come into contrast or opposition. Thus in the Homilia, Eriugena is able to say in a Platonic manner that man gets his
body from this world bnt his soul from another world. He does
not reflect Augustine's worries about the possibility of conflict between Neoplatonic doctrine and Christian teaching on such matters
as the pre-existence of the soul, the nature of creation and salvation,
or the meaning of nature and grace. Eriugena's main concern is in
fact to integrate into a single coherent system the diverse Neoplatonisms he received from Greek and Latin anthorities (see, e. g.,
IV.S04C-SoSb) and to communicate this integrated system as the
truth of Christianity and the meaning of nature itself He frequently
cites Augustine and Dionysius together, showing that they agree
I

Eriugcna knew nothing of Aristotle's own writing but was familiar with the theory of
the categories, which was available to him through a number of sources, including the
pseudo-Augustinian Catcgoriae decem, and through Martianus Capella. See J. Marcnbon,
Early Medieval Philosophy (48o-rrso): An II/troduction (London: Routledge & Kcgan Paul,
1983), pp. 48f£. He also came across Aristotelian principles such as dYllamis and cnergcia
in the philosophy of Maximlls Confessor, though they are interpreted in a Neoplatonic
manner.
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(V.976a). Of course, it is necessary to remember that "Neoplatonism" is a term developed by German historians of philosophy in the
nineteenth century to apply to the revival and systematisation of
certain Platonic doctrines of Plotinus, Porphyry, and Proclus. Eriugena could not have thought of himself - or of Augustine - as a
"Neoplatonist"; rather, they understood themselves as practitioners
of vera philosophia, true philosophy, the truth as given to reason.

(III. 724b), nevertheless, unlike Plotinus (Ennead V.L8, for example), he does not see himself as explicating Plato, and at III. 732d,
he even says he does not want to be mistaken for a member of the
Platonic sect (de Platone sileo, ne videar sectam illius sequi). Eriugena
is not beyond rejecting certain aspects of what he thought to be
Platonic doctrine, when, for example, he rejects the supposed Platonic definition of angels as "rational and immortal animals" (Periphyseon III. 732d and IV.762c), which, in fact, is to be found in Calcidius. Eriugena also rejects a doctrine of Plato's Timaeus - referring
only to "pagan philosophers" without explicitly citing Plato - when
he rejects the idea that the world was formed from pre-existent matter (1I1.664C), though Eriugena obviously also read this in Augustine
and elsewhere.
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Although earlier commentators frequently referred to Eriugena as
a proponent of Alexandrian philosophy and as a keen student of
Plato, in fact his Platonism is almost entirely derived from Christian
sources. He knew nothing of the actual writings of Plato; it is no
longer thought that he knew the Greek text of the Timaeus as Haureau
suggested in 1872.' It is now even doubted whether he had access
to the Latin translations of Plato made by Calcidius or Cicero."'
Eriugena rarely cites Plato (fifteen citations in the Periphyseon),
and although he' treats him with respect, his citations are frequently
inaccurate. His only certain contact with Plato was through Calcidius's Commentary on the Timaeus (cited by Eriugena in his Annotationes in Marcianum at Lutz, p. IO [7, IOJ and p. 22 [13, 23J which,
however, he misunderstood on certain key points, as SheldonWilliams has shown. 4 He took from the Timaeus (or possibly from
a report of Platonic doctrine in Augustine, for example) the teaching
that the cosmos is a living animal with a body and soul (I.476c), as
well as Plato's description of the nature of formless matter (1.50oc).
He attributes to Plato the idea that all sensible things arc contained
within the principle of life, vital motion (III. 735), which was really a scriptural concept to be found in John I.3-4. He falsely ascribes to Plato the view that all the planets revolve around the sun
(III. 698a)5
Although Eriugena credits Plato with being the only philosopher
in antiquity to infer the existence of a Creator from the creature
z J. B. Haurcau, His/oire de fa philosophic scolastique, Vol. r (Paris, r8/2), p. (52.
3 Suggested by P. Duhcm, System!' du moude: Histoire des doctrines coslllologiqucs de Plafol1 a
CopcflJic Vol. 3 (1915; reprinted, Paris: Hermann, I958), p. 146.
4 See I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugcna's Greek Sources," in J. J. O'Meara and L. Bider
(cds.), The Mind of Eriugcna (Dublin: Irish University Press, 1973), pp. 1-15. Eriugcna
cites Calcidius on the meaning of cnlclccheia (EVTE}..EXELCI.).
5 See Sheldon-Williams (cd.), Periphyseo/t, vol. 3, p. 207 11. 52.

The influence oj Plotinu5 and Produs
The extent of Eriugena's contact with pagan Platonisll1 in general
is less easy to describe with any certainty. In the Annotationes (Lutz,
p. 22 [I3. I]) he rejects as absurd the pagan doctrine of a cycle of
existence. Recently, d'Alverny argued that Eriugena had access to
the Latin version of the Solutiones ad Chosmem of Priscianus Lydus
(which contains a passage commenting on Aristotle's De anima describing the soul in Neoplatonic terms), which might provide a
tenuous link between Eriugena and the later Platonic schooL 6 One
Greek formulation of the four parts of dialectic. used by Eriugena
in the De praedestinatione (358a), is in fact a formulation found in
writers such as the Pseudo-Elias, David, and other late followers of
Proclus (4IO-85)7 It is of course notoriously difficult to pinpoint
6. M.-Th. d'Alverny, "Les So/utiolles ad Chosrocm de Priscianus Lydus etJean Scot," in R.
Roques (cd.), Jean Scot Erigene et /'histoire de fa philosophic (Paris: CNRS, 197i), pp. I4560. D'Alverny is arguing against the view of M. Esposito in his "Priscianus Lydus and
John Scottus," Classical Review 32 (1918), pp. 21-23, which rejects Eriugena as the translator on the grounds that the Latin style is too barbarous. See also M. Cappuyns, Jean
Scot Erigene: Sa vie, SOil oeuvre, sa pensee (Louvain: Abbaye de Mont Cesar, 1933), pp.
148-9. For a more detailed account of Priscianus's text sec C. SteeL The Changill,fZ Se({.
A Study 011 the SOHI in Later Neoplatonism: lambljehus, Damascius and Priseianlls (Brussels:
Paleis cler Academicn, 1978), pp. 121-41.
7 Sec A. Busse (cd.), Pseudo-Elias and David, In Porphyrii Isagogen: Commentarii il1 Atistotelis
Gracca, vol. 18 part 2 (Berlin, 1904). See also L G. Westerink (cd.), Pseudo-Elias (PsetldoDavid): Lec/ures 011 Porphpy's Isagoge (Amsterdam: North-Holland, I967). Eriugcna's source
for this fourfold division of dialectic is unknown, but see P. G. Thery, "Scot Erigcne
traductcur de Denys," Bulletill de Cange 6 (1931), especially pp. 221-4, where he suggests
an anonymous work preserved in a manuscript of the Bibliothcque Nationalc, Coi~lill
387, which contains this division and belongs to the school of commentators of Porphyry
- possibly David.

lO6

John Scottus Eriugena

Eriugena's sources

the sources of Eriugena's many Neoplatonic beliefs, just as it is exceedingly difficult to say with precision whether it was Plotinus or
Porphyry or some handbook of philosophical ideas which first influenced the views of Augustine. 8
Several writers have argued for the direct influence of Plot in us and!
or Proclus on Eriugena. In 1927 Techert thought she had found
evidence for the direct influence of Plotinus, based on central metaphysical doctrines and a series of verbal parallels 9 These parallels
include a belief in a transcendent yet omnipresent One, the relationship between the Logos and the intelligible world, the descent
of the soul and its yearning to return, and so on. None of these
parallels or correspondences of doctrine is sufficiently narrow to
provide an adequate basis for Techert's conclusion, and her argument has been rejected both by Cappuyns and by Paul Henry. W
Eriugena's Plotinian echoes and tendencies are explained by his
knowledge of Greek patristic writers - especially Basil, Gregory of
Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus, who had some contact with Plotinus's thought - as well as by his reading of Latin Neoplatonists
such as Ambrose and Augustine. In fact, Eriugena relics most heavily
on the forms of Neoplatonism found in Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius, and Maximus in particular. As Trouillard put it in a recent
article, it is as if Eriugena were reinventing the theses and themes
of a Neoplatonism which had been lost and forgotten, and were
able through fragments and commentaries to retrieve the "authentic
spirit" of Neoplatonism.
Some of Eriugena's concepts are not to be paralleled with Plotinus's but are nearer to Proclus's, Porphyry's and lamblichus's versions of Platonism. For example, Eriugena's understanding of the
torment of the damned souls in hell, as the souls being haunted by
phantasiae, or delusory visions, is close to that of Porphyry. Stephen
Gersh, in his excellent study From Iamblichus to Eriugena, has shown
much more clearly the close links between Eriugena and the later
Platonic writers (such as lamblichus, Syrianus, and Damascius) es-

pecially in the understanding of the nature of the hypostases and the
sequence of emanation or procession and return. Eriugena seems
close to Porphyry and lamblichus in his talk of a Non-Being beyond both being and non-being, beyond the One."
In terms of his understanding of causation, Eriugena is particularly close to Proclus, especially regarding the idea of the selfreversion of the cause, '3 and some critics (such as Thery) have suggested that Eriugena read Proclus in the original, which is highly
unlikely. It is much more probable that echoes of Proclus in Eriugena derive from the latter's reading of Dionysius, who is now
firmly linked with the school of Proclus. Dionysius's treatment of
angels as henads is also to be found in Eriugena and could give his
work the appearance of having been directly influenced by Proelus. '4 Eriugena's understanding of the central Platonic doctrines of
the forms and of participation is not that of Plotinus but seems to
be inspired mostly by Dionysius. Thus, he does not seem to worry
about the number, self-identity, or distinctness of the forms; rather,
they are divine ideas or volitions, both one and many at the same
time. Similarly Eriugena's concept of participation in the forms comes
directly from his translations of the works of Dionysius, where he
translates the term methexis (fLEeE~LS) as participatio (III. 644a).

8 Sec R. J. O'Connell, St. Augustine's Early Theory of Man (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1968), pp. 1-28, for an excellent discllssion of the problems of source
identification. Sec also P. Hadot, Porphyre Cl Victorill1l5 (Paris: Etudes Augustinicnncs, 1968).
9 Sec M. Tcchcrt, "Lc Plotinismc dans lc systcmc de Jean Scot Erigcnc," Revue Ilcosco/astique
de philosophic 28 (1927), pp. 28-68.
10 See P. Henry, Plotill et {'Oaidellt (Louvain: Spicilcgium Sacrum Lovanicnse, 1934), pp.
246-8.
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II

The il1fluence oj Origen
Eriugena also had contact with writers of the so-called Middle Platonic period. The Alexandrian philosopher Origen was known to
Eriugena - possibly in the Latin translation of Rufinus'5 and also
through such writers as Ambrose and Epiphanius (e.g., IV.8I8c,
832d). Origen is referred to chiefly in Books IV and V (IV.8ISc,
II Sec S. Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugcna (Leiden: Brill, 1978).
12 See Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, vol. I, pp. 167-78. His formulation is, ho\vever, directly from Dionysius.
13 Sec S. Gersh, "Per Se lpsum: The Problem of Immediate and Mediate Causation in
Eriugena and his Neoplatonic Predecessors," in Rogues, Jeal1 Scot Erigene, pp. 367-77.
14 Sec H.-D. Saffrey, "New Objective Links betwecn The Pseudo-Dionysius and Produs,"
in D. O'Meara (cd.), Neop/alonism and Christian Thought (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press,
I<jS2), pp. 64-74, and Saffrey, "Un Lien objectif entrc lc Pseudo-Denys et Produs," Studia Palrisliea, vol. 9 (Berlin: Akademie Vcrlag, 1966), pp. 98-105; sce also I.-P. SheldonWilliams, "Henads and Angels: Produs and the Pscudo-Dionysius," in Sllidia Patrislica,
vol. I I (Berlin: Akadcmic Verlag, 1972), pp. 65-71.
15 Sec H. Bett, Johannes ScoWs Erigena: A Study ill Medieval Philosophy (1925; reprinted, New
York: Russell & Russell, 1964), p. 160 n. 2.
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8r8b-d, 8Vd; V.922C, 929a, 930d). Eriugena appears to have known
Origen's commentary on Genesis; he also cites Origen's De principiis
(Peri Archon) at Periphysean V.929C. Origen's ideas (e.g., the notion
that paradise is to be identified with the human nous) also influenced
Eriugena through the writings of Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus, and indeed Meyendorffhas pointed out that Origen remained a strong influence on Greek Christian writing until
the sixth and seventh centuries. ,6 Eriugena has even been called the
"Origen of the West" (by Huber), and undeniably there are strong
similarities between some of the central doctrinal teachings and especially the cast of mind of these authors. In fact, owing to the
similarity of their names, Eriugena was often confused with Origen,
especially when the Vox spiritualis was circulated in the later Middle
Ages as a text of Origen's. '7 In his own day, critics of Eriugena the powerful Hincmar, for example - accused Eriugena of Origenism. One of the major points of Origen's De principiis is that
creation is an eternal, not temporal, act of God, and of course
Eriugena reproduces a version of this argumentation. Furthermore, Origen holds a theory of the original creation as involving
only the creation of a sphere of intelligible beings, not matter. ,8 Eriugena could also have found this teaching - an eternal act of creation, and a spiritual world as the product of that creation - in Book
I of the De Genesi ad liUeram of Saint Augustine, and indeed Augustine is most likely to be his actual source. For Origen, as for
Eriugena, it is the soul's fall which produces the material world and
the body of the soul itself. Origen, like Eriugena, argues that all
spiritual beings or intellects are one with God in ausia, and of course
this is one of the main points Eriugena steadfastly argues in the
Periphyseon.

Eriugena's sources

thought represented a simplification and a reduction of the complex
and subtle theories of the Greek writers. Undoubtedly, Augustine,
to whom we shall return, is Eriugena's greatest single source, cited
mOre often than any other in the Periphyseon; but Eriugena could
also draw on many popular Latin classics for Neoplatonic ideas. He
certainly read and cited Boethius's Theological Tractates, or Opuscu/o
sacra, and was among the first in the ninth century to use them; but
curiously, he makes no reference to the Consolation of Philosophy,
which he could hardly have avoided reading, given its popularity
in early mediaeval times. '9 He does, however, cite the De institutione
arithmeticae of Boethius, at 1.498 and III.6SS, and may also have known
the De musica. 20
Other Latin Neoplatonic sources available to Eriugcna include
Macrobius's commentary on the Somnium Scipionis, which gives a
vivid account of the Neoplatonic doctrine of the wandering of the
soul, and of the levels of being in the universe. Eriugena was among
the earliest mediaevals to make use of Macrobius." Most important
for Eriugena was the Marriage of Philology and Mercury of Martianus
Capella, which contains many Neoplatonic concepts as well as giving a precis of Aristotle's logical teaching and a brief account of his
theory of the categories. Bede's De rerum natura has also been cited
as a source of Eriugena's fourfold division of nature and his concept
of the primordial causes."
More recently, especially since the excellent studies by Hadot,
attention has turned to Marius Victorinus, the fourth-century rhetor
and convert to Christianity, as an important Latin source of Eriu19 On Bocthius's mediaeval influence see P. Couredlc, La Conso/aliol1 de Philosophic dallS fa
tradition litteraire: Antecidents et posterite de Bocce (Paris, 196j). Alwin was instrumental in
20

Eriugena's Latin sources

Latin sources also provided Eriugena with a wide if eclectic sampling of N eoplatonic concepts and beliefs, although, in general, Latin
16 Sec]. Mcycndorff, B},zantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1974), pp. 26-27.
Ii See E. Jcauneau, Jean Scot: HomClie sur Ie Prologue de Jeal! (Paris: Sources Chrcticnncs,
1969), pp. 15 1- 60.
18 Sec the discussion in R. Sorabji, Time, Creation and Continuum (London: Duckworth, '983),
pp. 194-7·
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22

introducing the Consolatio into the Latin West.
Sec H. Chadwick, BOClhius: The Conso/atiolls oJMusil, Logic, Theology mid Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 297 ll. II: "In ideas the kinship is obvious, and ignorance
is unlikely."
See W. H. Stahl (cd.), Macrobius: Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1952). On Macrobius's transmission of Platonism see Henry, Plolill cl
{'occident, pp. 146-92, and E. Jeauncau, "Macrobe, source du platonismc chartrain," in
Leclio Philosophorum: Recherches sur /'ecole de Charlrc.l (Amsterdam:, Hakkert, I9i3), pp.
279-300. See also H. Silvestre, "Note sur la survie de Macrobe au moyen age," Cla.l."i(a
ct Mediaellalia. Revue danoise de philologie et d'hi."toire 24 (1963), pp. Jio-8o; and P. Comeellc, "La posterite ehretiennc du Songe de Scipioll," Revue des Eludes Lal;lles 36 (r958), pp.
205-34· Macrobius is cited in the AlltlOtatiOIJcs and once in the ExpositiolJes.
See the articles ofG. Madec and B. Stock in W. Bcicrwaltes (cd.), En'ugnw: Sllidie/l Z!I
seinCf1 Quellell (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsveriag, 1980). Eriugena cites Bede
under the name of Augustine at III.640b.
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gena's Neoplatonism.'3 Marius Victorinus (fl. 350) was known to
Carolingian writers, and some recent studies have suggested a close
parallel between his idea of four levels of being (true being, not
truly being, not truly non-being, and truly non-being) and Eriugena's description of the four divisions of nature (see, e. g., Periphyseon
II.546d).'4 Among Carolingian writers, Eriugena was probably influenced by Alwin, Hrabanus Maurus, Fredegisus, and others, as
we have seen, but in fact he rarely if ever cites them and seems to
have had little interest in entering into dialogue with contemporary
writers. Ratramnus's theories on the world soul, for example, though
similar to Eriugena's views, are never mentioned by him.

thority in the De praedestinatione partly because Eriugena wished to
equal and surpass Gottschalk's ability to cite Augustine in support
of his argument, but also presumably because Eriugena was not yet
well acquainted with the Greek writers who would later become his
most important authorities. 28 Eriugena cites Augustine's Dc vera religione, that early work on the identity of true religion and true philosophy, in a passage which inspired Hegel and later readers, who
drew a quite different interpretation from Eriugena's version than
from Augustine's text.
In the Periphyseon, Eriugena takes from Augustine the contrast
between scientia and sapientia: the distinction between the many who
believe and the few who truly understand (I.5IIC-d contrasts the
rudes with the instructed and the wise, sapientcs, an analysis also found
in Augustine's De vera religione). Eriugena also invokes the distinction between true reason and authority as two paths to wisdom (found
in Augustine's De ordine), as well as the general assessment of the
role of the arts in the retum of the mind from lower to higher things,
and the general aspects of the theory of illumination and the concept
of God as lux mentium, as well as the metaphysics of light. '9 Eriugena makes use of Augustine'S account of definition in the De
quantitate animae, Chapter XXV, paragraph 47, where definitions
are said to err when they include too much (e.g., man is a mortal
animal) or too little (e.g., man is a mortal, rational, grammarian
animal). Of course this general discussion of definition is also found
in Martianus.
Of particular interest to philosophers is Eriugena's reinterpretation of Augustine's so-called cogito, which he could have found in
the Confessions XIII. II, The City of God XI. 26, the De libero arbitrio
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The influence of Augustine
No writer of the ninth century could escape being deeply formed
and influenced by the system of Augustine, and Eriugena seems
thoroughly Augustinian in many of his ideas and attitudes. For Eriugena, Augustine is the summae ac sanctae auctoritatis magister (I.446b78). Bett" and O'Meara,,6 among others, have shown how great
Eriugena's debt to Augustine is, not only in the overall outline of
his thought but also in precise details. Bett, for example, has suggested (p. 2I) that the origin of the scheme of the fourfold division
of nature is to be found in De civitate Dei V. 9 (though others find
closer parallels for this scheme in the writings of Bede). Eriugena
also took from Augustine the theory of rationes aeternae and causae
primordiales which is found expressed in Augustine's commentary
on Genesis, the De Genesi ad litteram. '7 Augustine is the major au23 Sec P. Hadot, Porph)'re et Victorinus, z vals. (Paris, X968). See also P. Henry, "The Adversus Arianum of Marius Victorinus," in Journal of Theological Studies n.s., 1 (I950), pp.
42-55. For an edition of Marius's writings, sec P. Hadat and P. Henry (cds.), Marius
Victorinus: Traites theologiqucs sur fa Trinite, 2 vols. SC nos. 68 and 69. (Paris: CERF, 1960).
24 On Eriugcna's rclation to Marius Victorinus, see M. T. d'Alvcrny, "Lc Cosmos symboliguc du XIIc sieck," Archives d'llistofre doctfinale el litleraire du moyen age 28 (1953), pp.
35-42. See also Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinu." vol. I, pp. 14i-i8, and G. Piemonte in G.
-H. Allard (cd.), Jean Scot ecrivaill (Montreal: Institot d'Erudes mcdicvalcs, 1986).
2$ Sec H. Bett, Johannes Sco/us Erigena, pp. ISi-S.
26 Sec J. J. O'Meara, "Erillgena's Use of Augustine in his Teaching on the Return of the
Soul and the Vision of God," in Roques, Jean Scot Erigelle, pp. 191-201, and "Magnonmt
virorum quendam consensum velimus machhwrii (804b): Eriugena's Use of Augustine's De
Genesi ad litteram in the Periphyseon," in Beierwaltes, EriugeIJa, pp. 105-17. See the carefully qualified remarks on Eriugcna's relation to the authorities in G. Madec, 'Jean Scot
et ses auteurs," in Allard, Jean Scot ecrivaiIJ, pp. 143-86.
27 See B. Stock, "In Search of Erillgena's Augustine," in Beierwaltcs, Eriugena, pp. 86ff.
Also see P. Agacsse and A. Solignac, (cds.), La Ge/lese au seils lit/cral en douze livres (Paris:

III

DescJce de Brouwer, 19i2), on the nature of the eternal reasons and causes (especially
Book VI).
28 See G. Madec, "L'Augustinisme de Jean Scot dans Ie De pracdestinatiolle," in Roques,Jean
Scol Erigclle, pp. r83-90; and G. Mathon, "L'Utilisation des textes de Saint Augustin par
Jean SCOt Erigcne dans son De praedeslinalione," in AUJ!uslimlS Magi5tCl" 3 (Paris, 1954), pp.
419-28. Sec also the older study of M. Jacquin, "Le Ncoplatonisme de Jean Scot Erigcne,"
Revue des science5 philosophiques ct theologique5 I (1907), pp. 6i4-8S, whieh argues that Eriugena drew his knowledge in De praed. from Latin writers and did not make use of Dionysius at that time (contrary to Christlieb). Eriugena does appear to have known Gregory
of Nyssa from an early date, since he is cited in the Af/IJotatiollcs.
29 See R. Russell, "Some Augustinian Influences in Eriugena's Dc divisiol1e natl/rac," in O'Meara
and Bieler, The Milld oJEriugclJa, pp. 31-40; and G. Madee, "Observations sur Ie dossier
augustinien du Periphyseol1," in Beierwaltcs, Eriugena, pp. i5-84. Eriugena of course also
found the theory of illumination and the metaphysics of light in Dionysius, but he was
concerned to develop it in Augustine's vocabulary, as he docs in Homilia.
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II. 3. i, the De Trinitate xv. 12.2 I, or in the De vera religione
XXXIX. n, or the Soliloquies II. 1. 1. 30 Eriugena does not use Augustine's formula of si failor, sum, but is interested in the idea expressed in the De diversis quaestionibus q. IS that the mind, which has
immediate self-knowledge, limits itself and thus is finite.
From Augustine'$ De Trinitate Eriugena took many aspects of
Augustine's teaching on the Trinity and especially on the structures
of the human soul, which mirror the triadic patterns of the Trinity
(e.g., esse - scire [ or nosse] - velie, etc.). Eriugena in particnlar adopts
Augustine's triads of being, well-being, and eternal being, or being,
life, and intellect (esse, vivere, intelligere; De libero arbitrio), in order
to differentiate some of the stages of the mind's road to God. Of
course, Eriugena is never limited to one source and could also have
found these triads in the writings of Maximus the Confessor - the
triad of einai (a:vm), eu einai (Eii- EYvm), aei einai aEc EYvm) appears
in the Ambigua (9. III6b), for example. Furthermore, Eriugena developed Augu$tine's understanding of the operation of the Word in
the human soul in a manner which foreshadows its usc by Eckhart
in the fourteenth century.3'
Eriugena read Augu$tine through ninth-century eyes, and many
aspects of what is now regarded a$ pecnliarly Augustinian (such as
Augustine's psychological "existentialism" and his detailed analysis
of human willing and memoria) would not have been a$ apparent to
Eriugena. Conver$ely, Eriugena emphasises aspects of Augu$tine
which are uncongenial to our times, strongly influenced and moulded
as we arc by the Scholastic reading of Augu$tine, seeing him through
the purifying eyes of Thoma$ Aquinas, who "corrected" many of
Augustine'$ statements to conform with the new mataphysics of
Aristotle. 3' Thus modern scholars are inclined to see Eriugena's ide-

ali$m a$ due mainly to the influence of the Greek Christian writers,
although Augustine himself can be interpreted in a strongly idealist
and intellectualist light, especially in some of his remarks in the
Dc diversis quaestionibus and the De Genesi ad litteram. Thu$ at Periphyseon IV. i66a, Eriugena quotes a passage from Augustine's De
Trinitate in support of his argument that sensible things are lower
than ideas, even lower than the phantasiae which come into our mind
from without, whereas Augustine was committed not totalIy to this
idealist thesis that mental images have ontological primacy over sensible reality but, generally speaking, only to the much le$$ idealist
view that unchanging, immaterial, eternal truths are higher than
shifting, changing things, and that spiritual things are higher than
material things.
Furthermore, some recent scholars wish to distance Augustine's
God from the Neoplatonic One and emphasise - with Gilson - Augustine's cOlnmitment to God as a Being, thus playing down
Augu$tine'$ hierarchical metaphysics and emphasising the theme of
the absence of intermediaries between man and God. 33 Eriugena accept$ that there is nothing between man and God (which was Augustine's quarrel with Porphyry and the pagan Neoplatonists);
nevertheless, he interprets the theophanie$ described in Dionysius
a$ a kind of intermediary between God and man. Eriugena accepts
both authorities: Theophanies arc between man and God; they are
not entities, however, but divine willing$, and hence they are a
glimpse of God Himself. Thus Eriugena interprets the statement
that we $hal1 see God face to face as meaning that we shall have
access to the highest theophanies. Eriugena reads Augu$tine and
Dionysius not a$ contrasting and opposing authorities, but a$ proponents of the One vera philosophia; hence he i$ normally at pains to show
their inner agreement. Thu$ at Periphyseon II.S9id, he cites both
on the subject of the divine ignorance (divina ignorantia): "Augustine 'that He is better known by not knowing, , DionY$ius that His
ignorance is true wi$dom" (Sheldon-Williams's translation, p. 163).
Eriugena in general plays up Augu$tine'$ occasional references to
negative theology and to deification; he extends Augustine by $ug-
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30 See Chapter 10, this volume. See also B. Stock, "Intclligo me esse: Eriugcna's Cogito," in
Roques, Jean Scot Er(eene, pp. 327-37, and Sorabji, Time, Creation and ConlillllUm, pp.
289ff.
31 Sec]. Moreau, "Le Verbe et la creation seIon s. Augustin etJean Scot Erigcne," in Rogues, Jcan Scot Erigcnc, pp. 20I-10. On Eckhart's development of the concept sec K. G.
Kertz, "Meister Eckhart's Teaching on the Birth of the Divine Word in the Soul," Traditio
15 (1959), pp. 327-63.
32 On Augustine's metaphysics see the formative study ofE. Gilson, The Christian Philosophy
of Sl. Augustillc (London: Go]]::mcz, 1961), and J F. Anderson, Augustine and Bel/Ig: A
Mctaphysical Essay (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1965). For a critique of the interpretation of Augustine as an ontotheologist sec]. S. O'Leary, "Dieu-Espirit et Dieu-Substance chez Saint
Augustin," in Recherches de SciCHce Religieuse 69 (July I98r), pp. 35i-90.
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33 See Periphyseotl II·53Ib-c, where Eriugena cites Augustine's De JJera re/igione in suPPOrt
of his view that there are no intermediaries between man and God. On the place of intermediaries in Augustine, see]. Pepin, "Univers dionysicn et univers augustinien," Rfcherc/zes de Philosophic 2 (1956), pp. 179-224.
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gesting definite answers to certain questions regarding which Augustine had not in fact made up his mind, such as the nature of
existence in paradise.
Eriugena elsewhere explicitly notes that Augustine opposes the
transformation of corporeal and material bodies into pure intellectual entities and in general wants to remain fairly faithful to a realist
outlook. Nevertheless, Eriugena quickly absorbs Augustine's objections by quoting Augustine's mentor Ambrose, a proponent of
the idealist absorption of matter into mind. 34 Augustine frequently
argued that incorporeals are "better" than corporeal things, that any
soul was better than any body, and Eriugena agrees with this general Neoplatonic principle.
Stock has convincingly argued that Eriugena certainly understood
Augustine better than his contemporaries on such matters as predestination towards evil, and the original fall of the Devil, but he
suggests that in overall terms Eriugena had to resort to sophistries
to harmonise Augustine with his own intention. 35 Both Augustine
and Eriugena agree that the Devil did not have foreknowledge of
his own fall when he was in paradise, but that he was falling from
the beginning. Eriugena explicitly says that the Devil was never an
angel in paradise; he was created "falling," as it were. Neoplatonism
in general has great difficulty explaining why there should be movement from the One in the first place, and Augustine likewise had
difficulty locating the origin of the initial rupture, especially given
the non-temporal nature of this exitus. Eriugena, more than Augustine, is able to give a "process"-type explanation by invoking
his cosmological scheme of the four divisions of nature. Of course,
Eriugena is more appreciative of the allegorical and metaphorical
nature of talk about the "Devil."
Mathon and Russell furthermore have shown that Eriugena in
general subordinated Augustine's teachings to his own hermeneutics

and dialectical scheme, in keeping with his own general attitude to
the interpretation of the auctores. 36 Indeed, at several important points,
Eriugena denies that Augnstine means what he explicitly says - in
the discussion of the existence of sexuality and gender in paradise
before the Fall, for example - and Eriugena follows Gregory of
Nyssa, who, he wants to argue, is not in disagreement with Augustine. 3i
To sum up the vexed question of Augustinian influence, it is necessary to note that Eriugena's understanding of time and place, of
the divine transcendence and omnipresence, and of the hierarchy of
the orders of being is actually quite distinct from that of Augustine,
and that whenever Eriugena does adopt something from Augustine
he usually modifies it, especially emphasising the immaterialist and
intellectualist tendency which pervades his own work. Furthermore,
Eriugena is more confident than Augustine of the human being's
inherent ability to attain gniisis and deification in the form of producing absolute identity of features between man as image and God
as archetype. Augustine's preoccupation with the body and with
heresy hardly finds an echo in Eriugena. Unlike Augustine, Eriugena never discusses sexual desire. Similarly, Eriugena does not
use Augustine's definition of the soul in the De quantitate animae.
Eriugena's entire philosophical commitment is a grand attempt to
show the underlying deep unity and agreement between the Christian systems of Greek East and Latin West, systems which seemed
so disparate to the Latin mind of that age. In particular, he wants
to show the inner harmony between the writings of Augustine, on
the one hand, and the Pseudo-Dionysius, the Cappadocian fathers,
and Maximus, on the other. For him they are two revelations or
theophanies of the one infinite truth. Eriugena is aware that to achieve
this aim he will have to apply a hermeneutic method which will
seem to distort Augustine. Sheldon-Williams has stated the matter
boldly: "The plain fact is that Eriugena constantly misinterprets St.
Augustine, for whereas St. Augustine's thought is always moving
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34 On another aspect of Augustine's intellectualism, sec J. Pepin, "Une Curictlse Declaration
idealistc du Dc Gencsi ad hllcram (Xl!. 10. 2 r) de Saint Augustin ct scs origines plotinicnncs
(Enl1cadc V.3.I-9 ct V.5.I-Z)," RCfmc d'histoire el de philosophic rcligicJlses 34 (1954), pp.
3i3-4 0 0.

35 Sec B. Stock, "The Philosophical Anthropology of Johannes Scottus Eriugcna," Studi
Medicvali, Scr. 3<1, 8 (1967), pp. I-57, esp. p. 30, where the passage (IV.804C
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Eriugcna is discussed in which Eriugena says the authority of Augustine must be followed, but that there is no harm in citing the opinions of other authors with different
ideas that Augustine himself had not thought about.
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36 Russell, "Some Augustinian Influences," in O'Meara and Bieler, The Milld of Eriugena.
For G. Matbon sec, "L'Utilisation des textes de Saint Augustine par Jean Scot Erigcne
dans son Dc praedc.\linatiollc," pp. 419-428. See also J. J. O'Meara, "Eriugena's Use of
Augustine," Augustinian Studies 2 (1980), pp. 21-34.
3i See E. Jcauneau, "La Division des sexes chez Gregoire de Nysse ct chez JC:l.tl Scot
Erigcnc," in Bcicrwaltcs, EriflgclIG, pp. 33-54.
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away from Neoplatonism, Eriugena's thought is moving into it,
and St. Augustine is made to approximate to the Pseudo-Dionysius
rather than the opposite. ",8 We must turn therefore to the impact
of the Greek writers on Eriugena.

from Gregory of Nyssa the idea of matter as a commingling of
incorporeal qualities, the concept of the infinite progression of the
soul in the after-life, and of course the idea of the post-lapsarian
division of the soul into two sexes.
Eriugena, however, also translated and cOlnmented OIl Basil's
Hexaemeron, from which he took an idealist account of time, which
also may have influenced Augustine. 4 ' In fact, if the views of Plotinus are to be found in Eriugena, they are almost certainly a consequence of the latter's reading of Saint Basil, who was a close reader
of the Enneads. Eriugena sees Basil and Gregory as teaching the same
kind of theory concerning the divine ideas and the participation of
sensible things in them. It would be an impossible task to sift through
Eriugena's work trying to detect the individual influences of each
of the Cappadocians, especially when Gregory of Nyssa's De hominis opijicio was written to supplement Basil's Hexaemero" and Eriugena relied most heavily on these two related works. 43 Furthermore,
Eriugena merged the two Gregories and saw Maximus as a commentator on them. Hence he thought of these diverse sources as
one body of thought. Eriugena read and translated all ofDionysius's
works including the letters. From Dionysius, he learned that God
is One (DN I.iv.589d) but that He is also "beyond the One"
(II.ii.649c), beyond being and essence (I.i.588b). He remains wholly
in Himself (XI.ii.95n) while being the cause of all (XIII.ii.977C).
The Dionysian imagery of light was absorbed by Eriugena. God is

The influence of the Greek Christian Platonists

Scholars - notably, Brilliantoff, Cappuyns, Sheldon-Williams,"
Roques, and Gersh - have argued for the overriding importance of
the Greek Christian influence on Eriugena - in particular the impact
of Dionysius, the Cappadocians (especially Gregory of Nyssa and
Basil), and Maximus. 40 These writers gave Eriugena a new understanding of the meaning of creation, the nature of time, and the
relation between the divine ideas and their created effects. Eriugena
also took from the Greeks a new anthropology and a new, more
radical concept of infinite nature, as well as a complicated method
of theological and philosophical negative dialectics. Eriugena furthermore read all these authors as confirming one another's views
and hence runs together the diverse systems of Maximus, the Cappadocians, and Dionysius into one massive system of thought. Gregory of Nyssa in particular helped to form Eriugena's views of the
nature of man and his relation to God. Indeed, Eriugena attributes
to Gregory the highest status among the Greek authorities, comparable to that of Augustine among the Latins (see Periphyseon
IV.804C-d). Almost one-quarter of the whole of Gregory's De hominis opijicio is quoted in translation in the Periphyseon." Eriugena took
38 Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugcna's Greek Sources," in O'Meara and Bieler, The Mind of

Eriuge/Ja, p. 5.
39 Sec I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "The Greek Platonist Tradition from the Cappadocians to
Maximus and Eriugcna," in A. H Armstrong (cd.), The Cambridge History of Late Greek
and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 425SOL Also Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugena's Greek Sources," in O'Meara and Bieler, The
Aiilld of EriugC/Ja, pp. 1-15. Sec the dissertation of L. Vietorisz, "Greek Sources in thc
Pcriphyscon of John Scotus, called Eriugena," (presented to the Pontifical Institute of Me-

dieval Studies, Toronto, I966).
40 Sec Sorabji, who discusses Gregory of Nyssa and Basil in his Timc, Crcalion and
Continuum.

41 On the influence of Gregory of Nyssa sec J. Draseke, "Gregorius von Nyssa in den
Anfuhrungen des Johannes Scotus Erigena," Thcologischc Studien und Kritikcn 82 (1909),
pp. 530-76; and E. Jeauneau, "La Division des sexes," in Beierwaltes, Eriugcna, pp. 3454. It is not clear that Eriugena was consistently able to distinguish Gregory of Nyssa
from Gregory Nazianzus (sec 11.586a), but see also III.73Sd and IV.86oa, where thc two
arc confounded.
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42 On Basil's influence on Augustine sec J. F. Callahan, "Basil of Caesarca: A Ncw Source
for St. Augustine's Theory of Time," Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 63 (1958), pp.
437-54. A full study of Basil's influence on Eriugena has not yet been made. See also B.
Otis, "Gregory of Nyssa and the Cappadocian Conception of Time." Studia Patristica,
vol. 14, part 3 (Berlin: Akadell1ie-Verlag, 19i6), pp. 327-5i.
43 On Gregory of Nyssa's Platonism, see the classic study by H. F. Chcrniss, Thc PlalonislIl
of Gregory of Nyssa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1930), and the opposing
views of A. Weiswurm, Thc Nature oJHuman Knowledge According to Saillt Gregory oJNyssa
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1952). Weisv,'urm argues against
Cherniss that Gregory was not a Platonist, that he rejected the theory of ideas, the doctrine of recollection, and the pre-existence of the soul. Weiswurm emphasises the influence
of Stoic teaching on Gregory, but in my view adopts an overnarrow concept of Platonism, which neglects the major developments of Neoplatonic thought. See also J. Daniclou,
Platonisme ct theologie mystique: Essai sur fa doctrine spirituelle dc Saint Gregoire de iVysse (Paris:
Aubier, Editions Montaine, 1944), and his more recent L'Elrc et Ie tCIllPS chcz Gregoirc df
Nyssc (Leiden: Brill, 1970). On Gregory's sources see P. Courcdie, "Gregoire de Nysse,
lecteur de Porphyre," Revue dcs Etudcs Graques 80 (I96i), pp. 402-6. On Basil's lcsscrknown Neoplatonism see J. M. Rist, "Basil's 'Neoplatonism ': Its Background and Nature," in P. Fedwick (cd.), Basil of Caesarea: Christiml, Humanist, Ascetic (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Stlldies, 1981), pp. I3i-Z20.
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a source of light, from whom innumerable rays spread out, forming
as they go the Dionysian paradeigmata ('lTcxpaoH),fLcxTCX) of to auto
einai (TO aUTO ETvaL, being itself), life itself, and so on. At De divinis
nominibus V.iv.8I7c, Dionysius says that God is the source or mainstay (u'lTo(JTaTT1S, hypostates) of being itself. Dionysius's text is unclear as to whether the divine rays or paradigms are creatures of
God or are of God's essence, and he resorts to describing their nature adverbially. Thus the rays or powers are God (apxcfLws, ar·
chimos) , "causally," or "principally," or "sourcely," if we may use
such a word). Eriugena clarifies this by referring to them as "created," a word Dionysius docs not use; nor as a matter of fact does
Maximus, who otherwise is quite clear in his interpretation of
Dionysius. For Maximus creation involves entrance into the world
of time, and since the causes are eternal they are not strictly created
in Maximus's scheme. Eriugena in his translation makes it clear that
God is supra omnia quae sunt et quae primo sunt, above all things which
are and which primarily are, that is, above the primary causes. This
is a typical instance where Eriugena's Latin translation of Dionysius
resolves an ambiguity of the Greek text.
Commentators on these writers usually see them all as teaching
that God is not known in Himself but is known in His activities or
energies. Their philosophy is seen then to be an account of the
processions (acolouthia, aKoAOUe(CX, rule, order) of the divine
will, and of the restoration of all things to God in apocatastasis
(a'lTOCCXTcx(JTCX(JLS). Eriugena follows this general pattern. He is much
impressed by the Greek frame of mind and by the superiority of
the Greek technical philosophical vocabulary, but he also adopts new
ideas from his Greek readings. In particular, he borrows and transliterates the concepts of theophania (divine appearances, manifestations, or willings) and theosis (deification), the description of God
as a superessential being or as non-being (me on, nihil), and the concepts of affirmative, negative, and mystical theology. Furthermore,
Eriugena takes from the Greeks the terms of the general dynamics
of spiritual reality, namely" the structure of mane (fLovTi), proodos
('lTPOOOOS), and epistrophe (E'lTCCTTPO<i>Ti), which he employs to describe the outgoing from (exitus, processio, progressio, III.68IC), and
the return to (reditus), the One, But his interpretation of these concepts is his own, and his overall scheme or system is also individualistic and unique. For example, he reduces the fairly complex
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scheme of theologies of Dionysius (kataphatic, apophatic, symbolic,
and mystical theologies) to just two - affirmative and negative and makes a more radical claim for the essentially negative character
of all terms for God, including "Trinity," "Father," and "Son. "44
Eriugena reduces the number of theologies to two in order to make
them parallel more precisely the positive and negative aspects of his
concept of dialectic, which he adopted from Maximus, Ultimately
for Eriugena, the dialectic of philosophy and the dialectic of theological understanding are one and the same. He interfaces nature
between human and divine being, however, in a manner not found
in Dionysius at all but present in Maximus. Indeed, these two aspects of dialectic and of theology ultimately reduce to one, all
affirmative statements have a negative dilnension, and vice versa;
Eriugena never stratifies a living dialectic into a rigid system.
Eriugena remains close to the Dionysian terms for the distinction
between eternity and time. Dionysius uses the terms aiiin (aLwv) and
rhronos (XPOVOS), which Eriugena translates as aetemum and tempus.
Unlike later metaphysicians such as Aquinas, Eriugena does not make
use of the term aevum, which was available to Latin writers of that
time. Besides the Cappadocians and Dionysius, then, Eriugena came
to inherit another complex Greek system - that of Maximus the
Confessor (the monk from Constantinople who was to playa large
part in the monothelite controversy), especially Maximus's so-called
Ambigua, commentaries on difficulties and complexities in Gregory
of Nazianzus's writings. Maximus mingled the philosophical tradition of the Cappadocians and Dionysius with the Aristotelian and
Stoic terminology and outlook of late Greek commentators on Aristotle. In his preface to the translation of Maximus, Eriugena says
that he has learned from him how God is one and also multiple,
the nature of the outgoing and return of all things, and the manner
in which God can be said to be immovable and also to move all
things. Maximus, in his Ambigua, does say that God is to auto einai
(ro73C), being itself; but he also says God is above all ousia (II80c).
He does speak about the creature's being part (moira, fLofpcx) of God
44 See the excellent study of R. Rogues, "Teratologic ct thcologic chez Jean Scot Erigcne, "
in his Libres SClltiers vcrs l'trigcnisme (Rome, 1975), pp. 13-43, and also I.-P. ShcldonWilliams's chapter on Dionysius in The Cambridge History of LaIc Greek and Early Mcdic!lal
Philosophy, pp. 457-72. In his dedicatory epistle to King Charles on his completion of
the Venio DiotJysii, Eri\lgcna is able to say that he bas translated the terms KCI'TCUD0'7lKTJ
(Kataphatikf) and O:1TOq.,CI''HKT) (apopharikE) as Ilu%Ria (PL CXXII. 1196b).
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(IoSob-c) and call Dionysius's theia thelemata (6Eta 6E)"''ifLam) by
the name logoi, possibly displaying a Stoic influence. Maximus also
uses the image of the radii of a circle to describe God's infinite omnipresence at Ambigua roSIe. Maximus gave Eriugena a clear statement of the manner in which the Logos runs through all things.
Maximus influenced Eriugena's development of the concept of
dialectic, as well as specifically giving him the idea of a special ecstasis of the soul which is one with the contemplation of physis, resulting in the physica theoria found frequently in the Periphyseon. 45

Given the enormous impact of the mystical and highly spiritual ideas
of the Greek Christian writers on Eriugena, there had to be a maj or
overhaul of his Latin intellectual outlook and a transformation of
his position as a Carolingian liberal arts magister into a major philosopher with a radical and systematic negative dialectics. Eriugena
produced an unusual synthesis of the outlook of Greek East and
Latin West, but it cannot be denied that one of his greatest achievements was his ability to identify many of the common elements of
these two traditions and to distil from them a powerful philosophical idealism. But his philosophy is still a Neoplatonism if we may
use this term in a general sense. Thus, in particular, he maintained
the Platonic concept of a separation between an unchanging eternal
world of ideas and the dependent, changing, not fully real world of
space, time, and corporeality. Furthermore, Eriugena organised his
philosophical concepts into a structure of division or succession and
return or recollection, which renewed the tradition of Neoplatonic
hierarchy. Thus, as Stephen Gersh has shown in his excellent study
From Iamblichus to Eriugena, Eriugena's philosophy is permeated by
the quite unusual outlook of late antiquity and subtly adapts Neoplatonic ideas into a system which was his own but which would
have been quite recognisable to a late Greek author, although it would

have been almost incomprehensible to a reader schooled in the Latin
tradition alone.
According to Gersh, the late Greek writers understand the structure of reality as a "continuous series of causes and effects in which
each term is related dynamically to the previous one: it 'remains' in
its prior (manifests an element of identity with it), it 'proceeds'
(manifests an element of difference), and it 'reverts' (strives to reestablish the identity). "46 Furthermore, this system results in a plurality of orders or a series of hypostases ({!'1rOCfTacrES), termed by Greeks
taxis (T&~'S), seira (crEep&), or hie/'archia (LEpapXLa), which mediate
between the One and the multiplicity of individual entities (including sensations and feelings) on the lowest rung of this order. Both
Augustine and Dionysius make much use of the concept of a chain
of being, a hierarchical order extending through the cosmos from
God to unformed matter, which they found in Plotinus and the Greek
Neoplatonists 47 Following Dionysius, Eriugena does not see this
order or hierarchy as getting in the way of the immediate relation
between the One and the human soul, although it is not always clear
how there can be both a firm order of being and at the same time
nothing standing between man and God - not even the angels or
world soul or other intelligences. To achieve this he uses Dionysius's method of redescribing these hierarchies as divine volitions
(theia thelemata, II.529b; II.6r6a) or divine thoughts (since for God
willing and thinking are one), so that in the final analysis they are
either identical with God or acts of God, which do not serve to
distance the human creature farther from God. In other words, the
hierarchical orders which stand between man and God arc to be
understood not as beings or substances but as minds or theophanies,
which are really a kind of "non-being" in that they are, as it were,
"transparent" and allow the human mind to pass through them to
grasp God directly.
As with Augustine, of course, Eriugena does not simply copy
Dionysius. In fact, he reinterprets many Dionysian concepts, for

45 The best account of Maximus's philosophy in terms of his influence on Eriugcna is still
L. Thunberg, Microcosm alld Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus lhe COIJfessor (Lund: Glccrup, (965), which, however, perhaps overstresses the influence of Origen. See also H. U. von Balthasar, Liturgic cosmique (Paris: Aubier, 1947), and the chapter
by Sheldon-Williams in Tlte Cambridge History, pp. 492-505. Sec also L. Thunberg, Man
and the COWIOS: The Vision oj Maximus ConJessor (Crestwood, N.J.: St. Vladimir's Seminary, I98S).

46 Gersh, From Iambli[hus to Eriugcna, p. 125·
47 j. Pepin, "Univers dionysien et univcrs augustinien," especially pp. 19$-7, where texts
from the De Trillitare and the De GCl1esi ad lirteram VIII. 21.40 arc citcd in which Augustine
suggests that the soul is an intermediary between God and the world. Eriugena, in common with Ratramnus, had an interest in the idea of the world soul, especially in the
Al1l1otatiOIlCS. This soul would form a separate hierarchy between God and the lower world
as in Plotinus.
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example, the Dionysian hierarchy of the lifeless (azoa), living things
(zonta), and the rational (logica), into a hierarchy of living things
and intellect on the scriptural grounds that all things are contained
by life. All things including the lifeless have form, and form is the
first sign of life. Thus all ideas and ontological orders are absorbed
into the being of consciousness and the intellectual life. 48 We are
interested in Eriugena's conception of a hierarchical metaphysical
order with stages of procession and return in order to show that he
does not remain trapped in a reified ontological scheme but in fact
constantly emphasises the manner in which all ontological categories are dependent on the mind (misinterpreting Dionysius and
Augustine in a highly intellectualist light as we have seen) and can
be resolved back into the mind when it performs correct acts of
contemplation or theoria. Eriugena's philosophy is best understood
as a kind of idealism and as a deconstruction of the metaphysics of
substance. But first we must understand how he develops a dialectics
of outgoing and return.
48 Sec I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugcna's Interpretation of the Pscudo-Dionysius," Studia
Patristira, vol. 12. Papers presented to the Sixth lntemational Conference on Patristic Studies,
Oxford, 1971 (Berlin: Akadcmie Verlag, 19(5), pp. 15I-4.

8
DIALECTIC, PHILOSOPHY, AND
THE LIFE OF THE MIND

Dialectic as the Ufe of the mind
One of the main features of Eriugena's philosophy which impressed
Hegel and the German idealists was his use of a sophisticated dialectic with moments of progression and recollection, which the
idealists took to be identical with their own dialectical method. We
must therefore examine Eriugena's conception of dialectic to see
whether it does conform to the idealist pattern. Since Eriugena is
separated from German philosophy by a gap of a thousand years,
we must recover his method of dialectic through a careful hermeneutic of the historical meanings of philosophy (and dialectical in the
early mediaeval period.'
In this chapter we shall explore Eriugena's understanding of the
nature of dialectic (which was contained within philosophy) to see
whether he remains within the boundaries of the Carolingian worldview or whether his concept transcends the intellectual limits of that
time to achieve trans historical status as a universal method of philosophy. I shall argue that his exposure to Byzantine Christian culture led him to develop a new conception of the nature of philosophy which is more radically intellectualist and idealist than any
conception of philosophy to be found in the Latin West in his time.
Through the Greeks he came to modify his understanding of dialectic to include a negative dimension, developed from the extension of the Eastern method of negative theology (where it is applied
I

On Hegel's dialectic and its relation to classical philosophy sec H.-G. Gadamcr, "Hegel
and the Dialectic of Ancient Philosophers," in Hegel's Dialectic: Fi!Jc Hermeneutical SlIIdies
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, I9j6). On the meaning of dialectic in general, sec the entry "Dialectic," in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy vol. 2 (Nnl.' York: Collier-Macmillan, I96j), pp. 385-9, which unfortunately neglects the crucial phase in dialectic of Plotinus, Produs, and later Ncoplaronisrn. For Ncoplatonic dialectic sec A. C.
I

Lloyd, "Nco platonic Logic and Aristotelian Logic," PhrO/1csis
146-60.

I

(1955-6). pp. S8-j2,
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to God) to apply to human nature and to the world.' He therefore
combined the traditional Western Latin concept of dialectic (as the
discipline of logic) with Greek Neoplatonist negative dialectics, to
produce a new understanding of dialectic which indeed is comparable to the method of dialectic of the later idealists.
Furthermore, he understood dialectic to represent the life, or natural activity, of the mind (intellectus or nous) itself, with its outgoing
and returning movements, its affirn1ative and negative capabilities.
The mind's operations are dialectical operations, so that in describing dialectic, Eriugena is talking not just about a logical art or method
but about the nature and workings of the mind itself. He would
have agreed with Plotinus's account of dialectic in Ennead I.iii.4:
We must not think of it as the
does not consist of bare theories
are, as it were, Matter to it, or
Existences, and possesses itself,
realities. :;

mere tool of the mctaphysican: Dialectic
and rules: it deals with verities; Existences
at least it proceeds methodically towards
at the one step, of the notions and of the

Philosophy becomes for Eriugena the vehicle of the mind itself, expressing the life of the human mind in its dialectical movements of
outgoing and return, unfolding and enfolding in perfect correspondence with the movements of the cosmos itself. Moreover, he sees
the work of philosophy as intimately related to the activity of the
soul's return to God; the soul is restored to God through philosophy.

The Carolingian understanding of dialectic
The Latin understanding of dialectic stems largely from Cicero's
Topica and Boethius's De top ids dijferentiis, which arc commentaries
on Aristotle. Aristotle saw dialectic as systematising arguments which
arc in conflict. Dialectic deals with endoxa (Evooi;a), the probable or
believable, as opposed to the certain. Dialectic did not provide arguments deriving from fixed principles, and hence was seen by ArWe shall argue that Eriugcna expands negative dialecticS- to include a negative anthropology and a negative cosmology. On the claim that Nicholas of eusa is the first to take
terms (such as infinity) which applied primarily to God and apply them to describe thc
world, see A. Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinite U/liverse (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1957), p. 18.
3 Stephen McKenna (trans.), Plotillus. The Emleads (London: Faber & Faber, 1969), p. 39·
This view of dialectic goes back ultimately to Plato's Sophisl 253d. For Plato's usc of
dialectic, see also P/wedrus 266b, where divisions and collections arc considered to be thc
essence of dialectic. See also Republic 53Ic-535a.
2
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istotle as capable of assessing reasoning in the different sciences, such
that dialectic is a method for investigating the first principles of any
science. Cicero and Boethius, however, did not usc dialectic to investigate first principles but coupled it with logic as two parts of
the ars disserendi, the art of discourse. It thus became part of a general method of proceeding in philosophical reasoning.
As we have seen, recent interpretations of Eriugena have sought
to place him squarely within the Latin dialectical tradition of early
mediaeval Europe and have sought to deny his radical isolation, and
often to diminish his standing as an original thinker in philosophy.
Marenbon and Contreni have argued, for example, that Eriugena's
work is best understood within the intellectual tradition of Alcuin
and his immediate followers, a group of Carolingian thinkers who
revived and continued the philosophical concerns of Cicero, Augustine, and Boethius after several relatively barren centuries. 4 For
Marenbon, Eriugena is of interest as a comn1entator on the Categoriae decem and is to be interpreted as continuing the dialectical tradition represented by Alcuin and by the pseudo-Augustinian De dialectiea S This tradition saw dialectic as an amalgam oflogical interests,
which includes divisio) division into genera, species, and individuals;
partitio, partition into whole and parts; di[finitio, the nature of definition; substance and the categories; the rclation between what is
found in a subject and what is said of a subject (in subiecto et de
subiecto), as well as the nature of the syllogism and the square of
opposition; and also logical argument and the fallacies. Eriugena had
a good summary of this tradition available to him, in Book IV of

4

J.

Marenbon, From lite Circle of Alwin (0 the School of Auxerre: Logic, Theology and Philosophy in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 198x). See also
E. Jeauneau, "L'Hcritage de la philosophic antique durant lc haur moyen age," La cullura
antiea Ilcl/'Occidente latino dal VII all' XI seeolo, Settimane di studio del centro italiano di
studi sull'alto medioevo, vol. 22 (Spokto: Prcsso la sede del Centro, 1975), p. 31, where
Jeauneau speaks of Ie grand vide concerning pbilosophy in the seventh and eighth centuries.
For mediaeval dialectic in general, see the excellent introduction of E. Stump to her Borthius: De topicis differentiis (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, X978), pp. 18~26, and
also O. Bird, "The Tradition of the Logical Topics: Aristotle to Ockham," Journal oflhe
History of Ideas 23 (X962), pp. 307-23.
5 For Augustine's understanding of dialectic, see B. DarrellJackson, Augustine: De dialcctiea
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1975). This pseudo-Augustinian work was known in the ninth century (with copies found in Reichenau, Auxerre, Corbie, and elsewhere). It is cited in the
Libri Carolilli. For the ninth century Dialectiw of Saint Gall, sec Marenbon, Early Medieval
Philosophy (48o~II50): An Introduction (London: Routledge & Kcgan Paul, 1983), pp.
76-7·
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Martianus Capella's Marriage of Philology and Mercury.' It docs appear that Eriugena was familiar with Boethius's De topids differentiis,
and indeed, his definition of enthymema (EVOVlLllILCt), which Boethius and Cassiodorus (PL LXX. I49d) define as an imperfect syllogism and conceptio mentis, is similar: For Eriugena, enthymema is a
"common concept of the mind," as he says in the Amlotationes, the
De Praedestinatione (39Ib), and the Periphyseon. The connection between dialectic and truth was already to be found in Isidore's Etymologiae II. 1. I and was a familiar way of characterising dialectic in
the ninth century. Thns, Hraballus Maurus, almost a contemporary
of Eriugena's, defines dialectic as "the rational discipline concerned
with definitions and explanations, and able even to separate truth
from falsehood."7 For the Carolingians, dialectic was the rational
art of defining, arguing, and distinguishing truth from falsity.
I wish to argne that Eriugena develops the meaning of philosophy
and of dialectic (which ultimately arc one and the same for him)
beyond this interpretation of these disciplines, as articulated by Augustine, Boethius, Cassiodorus, Isidore, Alcuin, and others, and in
fact gives the term an idealist interpretation. For Eriugena, philosophy is the study by which the mind comes to a self-knowledge
and self-understanding concerning its own awesome power and secret nature - the mind is a quasi creator of the nniverse itself, and it
is due to movements of the mind that the ontological orders come
to be formed.

ers linked philosophy to the practice of education (paideia, 1TCtli:JE(a)
in a broad sense; philosophy signified a universal wisdom, a ronnded
comprehension of things, enkyklios paideia (EVKUKAWS 1TaLoE(a). s
Cicero saw philosophy as the ars vitae (De finibus bonorum et malorum III.Z.4) and as the omnium mater artium (Tusculanae 1.26.64).
Boethius saw it as the wisdom of all those things which are true,
united into a cohesive understanding (sapientia eorum venll11 quae verae
sunt et integra comprehensio), in his De institutione arithmeticae I, which
was widely read in Carolingian times. Philosophy was closely associated with the liberal arts,9 and its express aim was the attainment
of an overall understanding of all things. Philosophy, therefore, simply
meant the summary of the knowledge of all things in the fullest
possible sense; it included all known branches of learning, and was
for the early mediaeval period generally contained in encyclopaedias
and compendia such as those of Isidore, Martianus Capella, Macrobius, and Cassiodorus. Isidore, for example, defined philosophy as
"the science of all things divine and human," including in it not just
the arts and sciences but also religion and theology. W The Carolin-

Philosophy as CIlcyclopaedic knowledge
First let us briefly examine the traditional conception of philosophia
which Eriugena inherited from his Latin sources. The Latin tradition of philosophy as understood by Varro, Cicero, and their read6 See W. H. Stahl, R. Johnson, and E. Burge (cds.), MartianHS Capella and the SCl1etl Liberal
Arts vo1. 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 19i8), pp. 106-54_ In this allegory
Martianus portrays Dialectic as a rather dangerous and ambiguous character, full of
knowledge but with a cold demeanour and a deadliness which can easily ensnare others.
She is portrayed as holding a snake in her left hand. Eriugena, on the othcr hand, always
sees Dialectic in a positive light.
7 Isidore's remarks were repeated by the ninth-century commentators all the Calegoriae decem, a work thought to be by Augustine, but which originated in the circle of Themistius
(c. 31/-88). It was, according to Marenbon, Earl)' Mediellal Philosoph)', p. 76, "the most
intently studied logical work in the ninth and tenth centuries. " Sec also the rem,uks made
by Remigius of Auxerre in his glosses on the Augustinian De dialectica, Paris MS I2949.
Remigius defines dialectic as: discip/ina rationalis diffinimdi, disserendi, ac uera a falsis discerncndi potens. Compare Hrabanus Maurus, De clericorum instilulionc III.xx (PL CVII.39ic):
"Dialectica est disciplina rationalis quaerendi, diffiniendi et disserendi, etiam vera a falsis
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disccrnendi potens." Apart from Eriugcna, the Carolingians did not develop the science
of dialectics beyond these general inherited remarks.
8 On the meaning of philosophy sec the excellent study by A.-M. Malingrcy, Philosophia:
Etude d'un groupe de mots dans fa liaerature grccque, des Prcso[ratiques au IV sieele aprcs I-C.
(Paris: Klincksieck, 1961), and the short summary of philosophical development in F. Van
Stecnbcrghcn, Introduction Ii l'etude de fa philosophic mCdicuale (Louvain: Institut superieur
de Philosophic, 19i4). On education in the Latin world see H.-I. Marroll, A History of
Education ill Antiquity, trans. by G. Lamb (New York: Mentor Books, 1956), and his Saini
Augustin el fa fin de fa culture antique (Paris: Bibliothcque des Ecoles Fran<;:aiscs d' Athcncs
et de Rome, fasc. I45, 1949). To a certain extent Augustine opposed himself to the classical tradition of paideia and \vas directed away from mere curiosity about the world by
his Pauline readings; sec Marrou, Saint Augustin.
9 Cicero, for example, calls philosophy procreatrix and quasi-parens of the arts. Sec Dc oralore
L9-II. Gregory of Nazianzus includes philosophy as one of tbe arts; sec H.-I. Marrou,
"Lcs Arts libcraux dans l'antiquite classiquc," in Arts liberaux e( philosophic au morel! age
(Paris, 1969), p. 24. For Augustine's inclusion of philosophy into the disciplil1arum lihri,
see Retractions 1.6. See also Thierry of Chartres's views in the twclfth century as reponed
in E. Jeauneau, Leaio Philo50phorum: Recherches sur {'Ecole de Chartres (Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1973).
10 Isidore, Differentiae II.xxxix (PL LXXXIII. 93d). See J. Fontaine, Isidore de Sellille ella
culture classique dansl'espagl1e 1Vis(~othiqlle (Paris: Etudes Augllstiniennes, 1983), p. 2 Ii. This
definition is ultimately of Stoic origin; see J. von Arnil11, Sioicorl!m veterum '!yagmenta II
(Stuttgart: Teubner, 1923), p. IS, for the definitions of Aetius (Pseudo-Plutarch) and Sextus Empiricus. Eriugena could also have found the definition in the Greek Christian writers, e.g. Gregory of Nazianzus (Migne, PL XXXV.460a; XXXVLI29a), but it is common in Philo, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen. for its appearancc in Latin writers,
sec Cicero, Tusculanae disputalioncs IV.xxvi.27; Cassiodorus, Instit. II.iii.S; Augustine, Contra
Acadcmicos I. V. 16; A1cuin, De dialectica I (PL CI.952a); and HrabarlUs Maurus, De universo
XV.i (PL CXI.416a), where the usual division of philosophy into cthics, logic, and physics is repeated (416b). In general, Hrabanus's knowledge is drawn from Isidore, C:tssiodorus, and other typical encyclopaedic reSOUrccs.
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gians were especially concerned to classify and collate existing
knowledge rather than fundamentally to alter the traditional structure and generally reproduced the classical divisions of knowledge
in terms of the liberal arts. This standard view was of philosophy
as one of the arts, namely, logica and/or dialectica, and also as encompassing the knowledge contained in all the liberal arts. Contreni
published an example of a ninth-century teaching manual on the arts
which offers a division of philosophy into physics, ethics, and logic,
and goes on to divide "physics" into the quadrivium of arithmetic,
geometry, music, and astronomy. The manual defines logic as having two parts - rhetoric and dialectic. " Carolingian writers (Alcuin,
Hrabanus Maurus) more or less equated philosophy with dialectic
and understood it as the science of the most general principles of
the other disciplines and hence conveying the widest and deepest
knowledge of all things. Stemming from Isidore's Etymologiae (PL
LXXXII. I4ob), the Carolingians explained dialectic as de dictis, about
words, deriving from the Greek leeton (AEK76v). This definition is
also found in Augustine's De dialectica, and is repeated by Eriugena,
ifhe is the author, in the Annotationes Book IV (Lutz, p. 88 [174, II]),
where he says, "dialeetica interpretatur de dictione."
So whether philosophy was identified with the arts as a whole or
with dialectic, it was still understood within the general conception
of encyclopaedic wisdom. Alcuin, for example, saw the arts as the
seven pillars of wisdom, and of course, since philosophy is the study
of wisdom, philosophy must study the arts. '3 It was not until the
Aristotelian revival in-the thirteenth century that the intimate re-

!ation between the liberal arts and philosophy began to be questioned. '4 Gottschalk and Eriugena broadened the Carolingian understanding of philosophy by developing its connection with
grammar, on the one hand, and with religion, on the other, thus
utilising Boethius and Augustine. Eriugena advanced considerably
the understanding of dialectic and was quoted by Carolingians such
as Remigius as an expert in the area. Relnigius COlTIlTIents at one
point that "according to John Scottus, dialectic is outgoing and a
following up" (secundum Iohannem Scottum est dialectica quaedam Juya
et il1secutio), a recognition of division and recollection.
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For Isidore's account of the arts, sec M. C. Diaz y Diaz, "Le$ Arts libcraux d'aprcs les
ecrivains cspagnols ct insulaircs au Vile et VlIIe sieeles," in Arts Ii/JCroux ct philosophic au
moyen age, pp. 37-46.
12 Sec J. Contreni, "John ScottuS, Martin Hibcrnicnsis, the Liberal Arts and Teaching," in
M. Herren (cd.), insular Latin Studies, vol. I (Toromo: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 1981), pp. 32-6. In fact, the tendency to equate philosophy with dialectic is as
old as Plato (e.g. Sophist 253c-e) and is affirmed by Proclus in his commentary on Euclid,
Prodi Diadodli ill primum Euclidis Elemelltorum librum Commentarii, cd. G. Friedlein (Leipzig,
18 73), p. 4 2, 15- l6 , \\'ho calls dialectic the "purest" part of philosophy. For Aristotle's
account sec J. D. G. Evans, Aristotle on Dia/ectic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977). According to Macrobius Saturnalia VIL1S.14, "Philosophy is the art of arts and
the discipline of disciplines"; Cassiodorus repeats this in Iltstit. ILiii.5, as docs Isidore,
Etymologiae.ILxxiv.9. It is later echoed by Hrabanus Maurus; cf. De institutiOlle dericorum
IlL xx. (PL CVIL397C). Sec H. de Lubac, Exegese mCdiellale: Les Qllatre Seils de I'eeriture
(Paris: Aubier, 1959), I, pp. 67-8. This definition allows philosophy both to be its own
discipline and to include the knowledge of all the other disciplines.
l3 See M.-Th. d'Alverny, "La Sagesse ct ses sept filks: Rechcrches sur les allegories de 1a
philosophic et des arts liberaux du IXe au XIIc siecle," Me/anges dCdjes a la memoire dc
Felix Grat 1 (Paris: Pecgueur-Grat, 1949-50), pp. 245-78. See also some of the studies
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The arts and dialectic
The tendency of Carolingian thinkers was to maintain that nothing
new could be added to philosophy, since it contained the arts, which
were themselves perfect exemplars of knowledge and could neither
be added to nor changed in any way. The Carolingians followed
Augustine in holding that the arts were perfect, eternal, unchanging
archetypes of knowledge. As Cassiodorus puts it, "They are neither
increased by expansion nor diminished by contraction nor modified
by any changes, but abide in their own proper nature and observe
their own rules with indisputable constancy. "'5 The arts were seen
as an aid to humans to restore their cognitive powers, which the
Fall had weakened and tarnished, as Hugh of Saint Victor stated in
the twelfth century: "For the mind, stupefied by bodily sensations
and enticed out of itself by sensuous forms, has forgotten what it
was, and, because it does not remember that it was anything different, believes that it is nothing except what is seen. But we are
restored through instruction. nr6 This restorative instruction COlnes
in Arts liberaux ci philosophiC au moyen agc. For the development of this view of the arts
in the twelfth century see J. Taylor, The Didascaliwn of H11gh oj St. Victor: A Mcdiwal
Guide to the Arts (New York: Columbia University Press, 1968).
I4 Saint Thomas in his commentary on Boethius (Expositio sllper Ubi-lim Bocthii dc Trillilalc
V. I, objection 3 and reply) answers the charge that the arts are an adeguate basis for the
divisions of philosophy, by denying that they arc essential classifications corresponding
to real divisions of knowledge, and asserts instead that they arc mere pedagogical steps
in the study of wisdom. Aguinas refers to Hugh of Saint Victor's DidascaiicolI, which was
deeply influenced by Eriugena.
IS Cassiodorus, Illstif. ILiii.22. See Taylor, The Didascaliwtl of Hugh oJSt. Victor, p. I95 n.
2. As Taylor points out, Remigius of Auxerrc said that the arts would never pass away
because the knowable always exists. This mediaeval lllldcrstanding of the arts involves a
misinterpretation and reification of Aristotle's concept of lccllllC.
16 Sec Taylor, Didascaliwll, p. 47.
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from the arts. The arts were seen as a series of steps which lead to
wisdom, moving from the moral and practical to the intellectual
and contemplative visio Dei.
Eriugena does not deny the importance of the arts in relation to
philosophy; indeed, no writer of his time placed such enormous emphasis on the importance of the arts for philosophy and for human
life in general. Eriugena sees the arts as internal in the mind, and
thus they provide the mind with an innate knowledge it has to rediscover, and recollect back to itself, thus assuring the soul of its
"immortality, since it will be dwelling in the region of unchanging
truth." As we have seen, for him, as for Augustine, Boethius, and
the other Carolingian writers, the arts are eternal archetypes of
knowledge; they stand above the shifting activity of the mind, while
somehow being part of the mind, and guide it.,8 But the arts are
also proper to the mind, are integrated into its essence, and in fact
are natural to it. Even in the Annotationes in Marcianum the arts are
said to make the soul immortal (since the arts are immortal, the
mind which contemplates them unceasingly will itself be made immortal), and in the De praedestinatione, ignorance of the arts can be
seen to lead to the gravest dangers including heresy and eternal
damnation. It is in this context that Eriugena can say, commenting
on Martianus, that "no one enters heaven except through philosophy"; that is, the arts and study of knowledge bring about the immortal happiness of the soul. The liberal arts, in the Periphyseon, are
actually understood as the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit conferring
wisdom and grace on those contemplating them, but more important, as we shall see, the liberal arts and dialectic are seen to be one
with the Logos, Christ Himself.
The framework is Augustinian, but Eriugena goes on to integrate
the arts into the mind itself so that it is not so much that the arts
are eternal, do not change, and transcend the mind, but that the
mind is co-eternal with the arts (e.g., 1-486c), and through the arts
the mind conles to realise its true transcendent nature. Thus mind
and arts are actually co-eternal, and both partake in the infinite, unIi For Eriugena's understanding of the liberal arts sec G. Mathon, "Lcs Formes ct la signification de la pedagogic des arts libcraux au milieu du IXc sieck. L'Enseigncment palatin
dcJean Scot Erigcnc," in Arls liheraux et philosophic au moyen age, pp. 47-64- This theory
is a development of Augustine's views in the De libcro arbitrio and in the De ordine.
IS For Augustine's understanding of the arts as Platonic archetypes sec R. J. O'Connell, Art
and the Christlall Intelligence in St. Augustine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19i8), pp.
28-110. Eriugena was strongly influenced by Augustine's De libero arbitrio.
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changing wisdom of God. Eriugena's placing of the arts in the mind
makes them into faculties or habits or powers of the mind. They
actually fulfil the role of epistemological categories of the mind
itself.
When the Carolingians did make separate reference to philosophy, they stuck fairly rigidly to the tripartite division of philosophy
into ethics, logic, and physics, as found in classical writers and in
Augustine and Isidore. Such a division actually cuts across the classification of philosophy as one of the arts (i.e., dialectic) and indicates some confusion as to the place of ethics (as a practical rather
than "liberal" art) and physics in relation to the structure of knowledge in general. '9 These traditional classifications of philosophy severely limited the possibility of developing new sciences or a genuinely metaphysical science of being until the revival of Aristotle
fina1!y shattered this rigid framework.
Eriugena uses these standard classifications of philosophy (i. e.,
philosophy as one of the liberal arts, or philosophy as based on a
division into ethics, physics, and logic), but he never simply adopts
them without giving them a new interpretation, and he offers a different organisation of knowledge which, however, would not be
developed by his successors. Thus he makes the threefold classification into a fourfold one by integrating theologia (theology) into
the discipline of philosophy. He furthermore actually invents his
own science, referred to in the Periphyseon as physiologia (IV.74 IC),
which studies the reaSOns of nature (see III. 700b, where physico is
said to study the "substantial reasons" of nature). '0 Thus Eriugena
links physics, which he defines as knowledge (5cientio) of causes and
19 Augustine refers to the tripartite division of philosophy in De cill. Dei XI.25 (PL XLI.33 8).
This division can be found in Aristotle, Toptes I. 14. IOSb and Isidore, Differentiae ILxxxix
(PL LXXXIII·93d). Alcuin refers to it in his De dialectica (PL C!.9S2C). Eriugena uses the
division in an unconventional way at III. iOSb where he extends the tripartite division into
a fourfold (quadr~formis) division to indude theology, using terms found in Produs (see
Sheldon-Williams, vol. 3, p. 319 n·Si). Eriugena gives a different distinction of etbics
and physics at III. ioo. Eriugena draws on the Greeks to enlarge the meaning of physics
to include his "physiology." Hugh of Saint Victor is credited by Gilson with initiating
th('" distinction between theology and philosopby which came to be so important for the
thirteenth century.
20 Erillgcna could have found the term in Dionysius, Dc di!linis lIomini/ms 648a; see M. de
Gandillac, Oeuvres completes de Pseudo-Denys l'Artopagite (Paris: Aubicr, I943), p. 86.
However, he broadens the meaning considerably; sec R. Rogues, Structures thiologiques de
la Gnose a Richard de Saillt- Victor (Paris, 1962), p. 138. See also D. Moran, "Natura quadriformata and the Beginnings of Physiologia in the Philosophy of John SCOttllS Eriugena,"
Bulletin de philosophic mtdicvale 21 (19i9), pp. 41-6. For another definition of physica sec
III. 62 9a. Erillgcna is deeply il1fluenced by Ma:ximus's concept of physiw theoria.
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effects, to theology as wisdom (sapientia) and as the contemplation
of God, and further mentions moral practice as the means of attaining to physics at 1II.629a. All forms of knowing flow together
in contemplation, whether it is contemplation of nature or of God.
Eriugena is expanding the meaning of these intellectual disciplines
such that they all study the movement and return of universal nature (which includes both God and the creature) and can be all thought
of as a complicated contemplation, a multiplex theoria.
This outgoing and returning are measured by dialectic. Eriugena
vastly extended and modified the meaning of dialectic beyond the
limits of a purely logical or classificatory discipline, until it occupied
a methodological role in his system, which can be reasonably compared to the use made of dialectic by Hegel and the German idealists
of the nineteenth century. Eriugena's concept of philosophy is as a
contemplation of the created world which changes the fantasies of
this world into divine theophanies. He calls this contemplation physiea theoria (e.g., III. 712b, IV.763C); it is his universitatis contemplatio,
which achieves a state of being for the viewer such that he is absorbed, as we shall see, into a timeless and locationless anarchistic
infinity.

number of basic mistakes in philosophy because he is not primarily
motivated by philosophical considerations but is driven by a poetictheological concern for synthesis at all costs. Thus Eriugena confuses Qusia as a metaphysical concept with the logical notion of the
highest genus."
This is not completely fair. Eriugena accepts the Aristotelian classification of the categories which he found in the pseudo-Augustinian Categoriae decem as a useful system for classifying predicates.
He sees them in the Porphyrian manner as the widest categories
under which all genera, species, and individuals in this world can
be ranged, but he does not attribute to the classification the absoluteness Or the completeness which later mediaeval writers will give
it. In fact, Eriugena spends most of Book I of the Periphyseol1 arguing that none of the categories applies to God (Augustine had
denied that the categories applied to God, except for 0145ia, which
he thought was a fitting term for God).'3 Nor do the categories
apply to the human mind, which through its limitlessness transcends all categorical determination. Eriugena here is stating a doctrine which will be reworked by Hegel in his criticism of Kant. In
his Logic, for example, Hegel says that "the categories, as they meet
us prima facie and in isolation, are finite forms. But truth is always
infinite and cannot be expressed or presented to consciousness in
finite terms. The phrase 'infinite thought' may excite surprise, if we
adhere to the modern notion that thought is always limited. Bnt it
is, speaking rightly, the very essence of thought to be infinite. "'4

13 2

The categories and dialectic
Marenbon has convincingly argued (as we have already seen) that
in fact some progress in the understanding of philosophia beyond the
mere repetition of existing concepts was made in the early Carolingian period - in the theory of the categories, as witnessed by the
Munich Passages and the glosses on the Categoriae decem - but he
argues that, in general, the Carolingians were content to pay lipservice to the importance of philosophy in its relation to the arts,
without giving any new direction to philosophical thinking."
Moreover, according to Marenbon, Eriugena makes a considerable

21

Sec Marcnbon, Circle of Alwin pp. 6;-87. On the stages of development of catcgorial
thinking in philosophy in the Latin West, the classic study is A. Van de Vyvcr, "Lcs
Etapcs du devcloppcmcnt philosophique du haut moyen age," Revue beige de pltilologic et
d'his/oire 8 (1929), pp. 425-52. For a criticism of Marcnbon's narrow definition of philosophy, sec J. ]. McEvoy's review of Marcnbon's Early Medieval Philosophy in the Bulletill
de the%gie am:icnnc et medicuale 13 Gan.-Dec. 1934), PP' 556-9.

133

J. Marenbon, "John Scottus and the Catcgoriae decem," in W. Beierwaltes (cd.), Eriugefla: Studien zu seillcn Qucllen (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1980), pp.
117-34· Marenbon says that Eriugena is mainly interested in the categories of ousia, time,
and place, and he sees Eriugena's discussion as providing insights into his theory of universals. The issue of universals had already been a source of dispute bet\.veen Macarius
and Ratramnus in the ninth century. Eriugena has been called both a nominalist (by Mandonnet) and a realist with regard to the understanding of the being of universals. Marcnbon, Early Medieval Philosophy, pp. 65-70, says that Eriugena saw the hierarcby of
genera and species as real rather than simply as classes, as his Latin predecessors had
interpreted them. Marenbon is, however, ignoring the influence of the Greek Platonic
meaning of dialectic on Eriugena.
23 See Dc Trinitate V.1.2ff. especially V.I.3: "But God is \vithout doubt a substance, or
perhaps essence would be a better term, which the Greeks call ol-lsia"; trans. S. McKenna,
Saini Augustille. The Trinity, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 45 (Washington, D.C.:
Catholic University of America Press, 1963), p. I77.
24 G. W. F. Hegel, Logic, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, vol. I. traIlS. \\I. Wallace
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 62.
22 See

134

John Scottus Eriugena

Not only do the categories not apply to God" or to the mind for
Eriugena; they are not even an exhaustive classification of the kinds
of being in this world. Eriugena declares at several points that substance and accident do not comprehend all of being and that other
categories could be discovered. Thus he says in the Periphyseon:
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Philosophy as the imitation oj Christ

25 Bocthius in his De Trinitatc, Chapter 4, also discusses the relationship of the categories
to God, and he is careful not to attribute substantia to God in the normal manner, since

1 began by showing how Eriugena reinterprets the philosophical idiom of his tin1e and reorients dialectic to his new concerns. I Dlust
now show how he reinterprets the relationship of philosophy to
Christ, who was understood to be the Wisdom which philosophia
seeks, in an intellectualist and idealist manner, such that Christ becomes for Eriugena, as for the later German mystics such as Eckhart, the name of both the true infinite understanding of all things
(intelleetus omnium, II.54Sa) and the totality of things understood. "For
Christ who understands all things, is the understanding of all things"
(Christus qui omnia intelligit, immo est omnium intellectus, 11.545a). Christ
is the unity of knower and known ("for to the human intellect which
Christ assumed all the intellectual essences adhere") and is the name
of the kind of intellectual state of being and knowing which all men
seck. ,S To pursue dialectic is to enter into the intellect of Christ
Himself, for Christ's knowledge of things is the very being of things
(cognitio enim eorum quae sunt ea quae sunt est, II.559b).
Philosophy was not only defined in terms of its content in classical philosophy; it was also understood in terms of its telos, or goal.
Philosophy aims at the realisation of wisdom. '9 For Christian philosophers like Alcuin, of course, wisdom was not to be understood
solely in terms of the accumulation of secular knowledge about the
world, but had to include the attempts of the human soul to become
one with Christ, who is Wisdom itself. For Christians from the
earliest period the wisdom which philosophy seeks had been identified with the Christ of the New Testament, based on pronouncements such as I Corinthians 1. 30, and the Carolingian writers also
developed this theme. Thus, for Eriugena as for Augustine and

God is more truly ultra substantiai however, Bocthius is prepared to say that God is a
substance, if substance is understood in a unified and undivided way. Similarly hc believes
that quality can be attributed to God so long as we understand that substance and quality
form a complete unity (e.g. "God is just," where God and justice arc identical). But for
Boethius none of the other categories apply to God.
26 For Plotinus's criticism of the Aristotelian categories see J. P. Anton, "Plotinus' Approach
to Categorical Theory," in R. Baine Harris (cd.), The Significance of Neoplatonism (Albany,
N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1976), pp. 83-100. For Eriugcna's discussion of things under the
categories of rest (sta/us) and motion (morus), sec Peripilyseol1 I1.597a. See Plato, Sophist
25Sd if.
27 For further discussion of the categories sec J. F. Courtine, "La Dimension spatiotemporelle dans la problcmatique catcgoriale du De divisione nalurae de Jean Scot Erigcne,"
Les etudes philosophiques 3 (1980), pp. 343-67.

28 "Humano enim intdlectui quem Chrisms assumpsit omnes intellectuales esscntiac inseparabilitcr adhacrent"; Il.542a. See Eckhart's sermon, Videte qua/em carilalelll (Schi.irmann,
Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, I978], p.
131): "It should be understood that to know God and to be known by God, to see God
and to be seen by God, are one according to the reality of things." Nicholas of Cusa
likewise sees Christ as "the center and the circumference of intellectual nature" (De doaa
ignoranlia III.8.232, Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa 011 Learned Ignorance: A Translalion and an
Apprai.<:al of De Docta Ignorantia, 2nd ed. [Minneapolis: Arthur]. Banning Press, 1985],
p. 144)·
29 The distinction between defining philosophy in terms of its subject-matter and its goal
was made by the late Neoplatonic commentators on Porphyry's Isagoge - Ammonius,
David, and Elias. For them the aim of philosophy was to attain likeness to God.

Now the rcason why I said that a closer inquiry could discover certain
things in nature in addition to those which are comprehended within the
Ten Categories. . was that no onc of the less able (minus capacium) should

suppose that a thorough investigation of things could (not) get further than
the above mentioned quantity of categories. (l1.597a; Sheldon-WIlliams's

translation, p. 161)
Eriugena also moves in the direction of Plotinus and ultimately of
Plato's Sophist by arguing that all the categories can be included
under the wider categories of rest and motion. ,6 Although Eriugena
does pay considerable attention to the categories and docs indeed
add to their interpretation, in the Periphyseon he is not interested in
them for their own sake but uses them to demonstrate some important aspects of immanence and transcendence. '7 He will exclude
not only God and the human mind from the categories; he will go
on to argue, as we shall see, that the primary causes or eternal reasons of things are beyond the sphere of the categories. Eriugena
therefore really rejects the domain of the categories as the dialectician's main concern. He moves the meaning of dialectic far beyond
the categories to apply to the processes of God, the universe, and
the mind as a whole.
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Dionysius, Christ is wisdom (Periphyseon II·545a, 55n, 557c, 5S9b,
etc.). Christ is the thesaurus scientiae et sapientiae (I.54Sb),'O and since
philosophy is for Eriugena, quoting Augustine, De vera religione 5,
the studium sapientiae (De praedestinatione 3S7c), then philosophy in
particular seeks Christ. As an eleventh-century writer would express it, ipsa philosophia Christus: Dialectic itself is Christ. 3 '
The philosopher's desire to gain knowledge and wisdom unites
with the Christian's desire to follow and imitate the life of Christ.
This equation, fundamental to the Middle Ages, had been made as
early as Justin Martyr and found systematic expression in writers
such as Clement of Alexandria and Augustine. Eriugena, however,
interprets the equation of his own peculiarly intellectualist way 3 '
In line with Augustine's use of Saint Paul, Eriugena interprets the
seeking of Christian wisdom as shedding the outer man (IV·753ab), the old man (vetus homo) symbolised as Adam, and abandoning
mere vain curiosity concerning the workings of this world, in favour of putting on the new man, the inner man (2 Corinthians 4.16),
the superior man who will think spiritual rather than carnal thoughts
(II.544b; IV.756b) and will develop a new self which will be a perfect image of Christ Himself. 33 Eriugena interprets this change of
viewpoint in the Platonic manner as a shifting from temporal to
eternal values. Let us illustrate this with a quote from Book IV
(7S3 b - c):

Essence (inquantum caelestis essentiae particeps est). he renews himself, nSll1g
frorn day to day, i.e. from virtue to virtue, with divine grace moving him,
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working with him, guiding him, and bringing fulfilment. The nature shared
by man with animals is called flesh, but that which participates in celestial
Essence is mind (mens vel animus) or intellect. 34

things (memoria mutabilium); he even crushes and destroys them, insofar as
he can, lest they prevail in him in any way. He strives wholly to die to
them and to have them die to him; but insofar as he participates in celestial

This is a boldly Platonic and idealistic assessment of the life of philosophy, comparable, for example, to Iamblichus's view of philosophy, which Carlos Steel says means "to lead a pure life without
contamination by matter, and at the same time to acquire insight,
without error, into true being. "35
Philosophy then is the vehicle for the renewal (renovatia) or recovery36 of the human perfect self, and will restore human nature to
itself. Eriugena expresses this in a radical and theologically ambiguous manner: For him, homo perfectus Christus est, the perfect man
is Christ (II.541C and IV.743C). This comes dangerously close to
saying that Christ is, as it were, the name given to universal human
nature when it has perfected itself through the practice of philosophy, not so much the name of an actual historical person. Indeed,
Eriugena operates quite consciously with this assumption: Philosophy is not just the imitation of Christ, but is the actual business
of reuniting completely with Him, by gaining the point of view He
represents. For Eriugena, Christ represents the power of perfect
knowing as well as the "form of all intelligible life" (forma ol1mis
intellectualis vitae, II.548c), or indeed the unformed form of all (informalis forma omnium). The Homilia is an elaboration on this theme
of reuniting with the Word.
In a phrase taken from Dionysius, Eriugena states that Christ,
who understands all things, is the understanding of all things. Christ
then is the intellectus omnium (II.545b), as well as containing in Himself the rationes of all things. Philosophy then arrives at Christ's un-

30 At Peripilyseolt IV.743C Eriugcna acknowledges that wisdom flows from the Trinity as a
whole, not just from Christ. In Neoplatonism in general, howcver, the One is regarded
as beyond mind and hence beyond knowledge and wisdom. Thus, in Christian Neoplatonism, wisdom belongs to the second person of the Trinity.
3I See M.-M. Davy, Initiation mCdih)alc: La Philosophic au dOllziemc sieclc (Paris: A. Michel,
1980), p. 57·
32 For later discussions see R. Baron, Science et sagesse chez Hugues de Saint- Victor (Paris:
Lethic1lcux, 1957), and Taylor, The Didascalicon of Hugh of SI. Victor.
33 This theme becomes very important in the new spiritual movements of the fifteenth century; see S. Ozment, Homo Spirilualis (Leiden: Brill, 1969). Eckhart speaks of the outer
man like a door and the inner man as the hinge in bis treatise on Gclassctlheit; i.e. the
outer man is always active, while the inner man is calm and free and immovable.

34 Uhlfddcr's translation, pp. no-I. Yet, as we shall see, this thoroughgoing spirituality
does not lead to ignorance concerning the working of nature for Eriugena. Eriugena adapts
Augustine's argumcnt that Christians should make use of the arts like the Jews used the
"spoils of the Egyptians," and he firmly believes, as we shall sec, that philosophers must
inquire into the causes of things, moving gradually from the outward appearances to the
inner reasons of things (sec Periphyseol1 III. 723b).
35 Sec Steel, The Changing Se~f A Study on the Soul ill Later NeoplalOllism: IamblicllJls, Damascius, arJd Priscia/lUs (Brussels: Palcis der Acadcmicn, 1978), p. IS.
36 On the meaning of recovery see G. B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform (New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1967). Anselm will speak of God as formator ct reformator Inct/s in M. J.
Charlesworth (cd.), St. Anselm's Proslogioll (Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University
Press, 1979), p. 134·

For whoever lives perfectly not only utterly despises his body and the life
by which it is administered and all the corporeal senses along with the
things which he apprehends through them, and all the irrational motions

which he perceives in himself, along with the memory of all changeable
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derstanding of things, and this brings about the return of human
nature to itself. True philosophy restores the imago Dei until there
is no separation between image and exemplar, between man and
God. In the following chapter, on human nature, I shall develop
this theme; here I note only that Eriugena conceives of philosophy and Christian faith as having the same goal, namely, to lead
the mind back to its perfect nature by the practice of intellectual
knowing.

Eriugena associates both movements together and frequently says
that the return takes place through the same steps as the exitus. (See
II.532a and Expositiones r84C-185b.) Dialectic is not just how the
mind proceeds, it is also the way the hierarchy of reality itself is
ordered. Sheldon-Williams has commented that "the thoroughness
with which Eriugena applies the principles of dialectic to the whole
of reality finds no parallel in the system of any predecessor. "4° There
is an isomorphism between thought and being, and Eriugena tends
to see reason as the method by which the infinite and nameless One
is gradually expanded into its hierarchy of descending orders. Not
only is the mind active in processing this order, its own nature is
similarly ordered. He seems to speak of this order in two ways as a vertically descending order and as a horizontal expansion where
there is no diminution of being as it flows outwards.
Eriugena speaks as if it is the dialectical movement of the mind
which brings about the orders of reality, and this is indeed his inner
intention. But he occasionally slips into a more realist position, at
IV. 749a, for example, where he says that the dialectical processes
are actually placed in reality by God and are afterwards discovered
there by the human mind. While this is strictly true, it must be
understood that he is talking here of the processes as they occur
outside the fallen human condition. Eriugena is in no doubt that the
fallen human mind is responsible for the distorted orders of reality
it itself produces. Furthermore, he actually associates the human and
divine minds, the analytic of dialectic with the process of deification
of human nature, as he says at Expositiones r84c. By performing the
reductions of dialectic, we humans can become deified and share in
the dialectical procession of realities!"
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Philosophy as dialectic
How does philosophy proceed? It proceeds by means of dialectic,
as we have seen. Eriugena sees the reform of the mind being carried
out by the progressive realisation of the human being's intellectual
potential. There must therefore be a gradual development away from
the senses with their fantasies through reason and ratiocination to
achieve the heights of intellectual contemplation. This is in fact only
one aspect of the dialectic. 37 Eriugena sees the mind dialectically extending itself outwards into reason and sense, moving froln universality to particularity, from non-being to being, from unknown
to known, from unknowing to knowing.
Eriugena took this understanding of the dialectical movement of
the mind from Maximus and Dionysius. He uses a description of
dialectic found in Proclus and his followers which divides dialectic
into four parts - dialectic, horistic, apodictic, and analytic (De pl'aedestinatione, 358a)38 But mOre usually Eriugena speaks of only two
branches of dialectic - division and resolution (or return):
The discipline of dialectic is divided into two parts: diairetike (OLCtLPE'TLKll),
and analytike (aVC£A.1JTLKi)). Diairetike presides over the division, it divides
the unity of the superior genera from above downwards to the individuals
which end the division. Analytike, on the other hand, beginning with the
individuals which it recollects and reunites, mounts up the same stages that

diail'etike has descended, returning everything to the unity of the higher
genera. 39
37 On the concept of dialectic see]. Trouillard, "La Notion d'analyse chez Erigcne," in R.
Rogues (cd.), Jeall Scol Erigcnc et l'histoire de la philosophie (Paris: CNRS, 1977), pp. 34956.
38 Sec I.-P. Sheldon-Williams's article in]. O'Meara and 1. Bieber (cds.), The Mind oIEriugena (Dublin: Irish University Press, I973), p. 3·
39 Sce]. Barbet (cd.), Johatlllis Scotti Eriugellae Expositiones itl Ierarchiam Coelestcm, CCCM
31 (Turnholti: Brcpols, 1975), VILr84C~d. On Eriugena's definition of analysis and analytics see I.472b and II.526b. He uses a variety of terms for analysis, including reductio,
reditus, rcstauratio, and rcsolutio. Remigius uses the terms jUga el illsewlio, which hc says
came from Eriugena.
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The nature of the mind
In fact, Eriugena conceives of the mind in terms of a tripartite and
hierarchically ordered division of intellect (nous), reason, (log05), and
inner sense (dianoia, lk&voLoc II.569b). In its purest state the mind is
pure intellect; human nature is a pure, imluaterial, intellectual spirit.

40 Shcldon-Williams, Periphyseoll, vol. 2, p. Z1S 11. II. In fact, Eriugena's Carolingian contemporaries rarely applied dialectic at all. They were COntent to reproduce the views of
Isidore or Cassiodorus and then move on to other matters.
41 See also his preface to the Versio Maximi PL CXXII. II95c-u96a: avaX.1YTLKTj (a/lalytikc);
hoc est reso[utio, reversio vero B€:WDL<;, hoc est deificatio,
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This nous is spoken of metaphorically as being in an eternal or timeless motion around its cause, which is God, and in fact Eriugena
says that, as with God, the human mind is not different from its
acts or motions: "For as you understand it is not one thing for our
nature to be and another thing for it to move" (Il.S70a-b).
Eriugena goes on to say that the human being is identical with
its intellect: "For we are not other (non aliud) than our understandings; for our true and ultimate essence is understanding shaped (specificatus) by the contemplation of truth" (IV.780c)" This mind has
what might be termed a "horizontal" expansion of ausia, dynamis,
and energeia, but this expansion is dragged downwards to form a
"vertical" hierarchy by the attachment of the mind to the things of
sense; which sensible things ultimately act to obscure from the mind
its knowledge of its true nature as immaterial and self-creating.

no us or ousia; its essence is "a stable motion and a mobile stability"
(II.570a). Eriugena calls this highest motion of the soul "simple"
and says that it "surpasses the nature of the soul itself and cannot
be interpreted" (1I.S72c). This movement of the soul is unknowable
and ineffable. In fact, Eriugena speaks of the mind's circular motion
as anarchos, indicating that he understands the human mind to operate in a boundless and limitless free-play. As we shall see in discussing the primordial causes in Chapter l2, the mind has the power
to circle endlessly - and, more important, at random and without
any preconceived order - through all of the causes which themselves
are like the radii of a circle, which can be determined as having an
order beginning from any point (an image Eriugena found in Dionysius and Maximus).
Nevertheless, the mind does externalise itself in a particularly ordered and hierarchical way. Eriugena conceives of the intellect as

The motions of the mind

proceeding or emanating outwards into reason and sense, which give
the mind two further motions - straight and spiral.
The second motion of the mind is the motion of reason (logos or
ratio), which is linked to intellect as essence is to power, ausia to
dynamis. This motion of the soul is called "natural" (11.573a), since
it belongs within the limits of the soul itself, and in this motion,
God is seen as Cause and the soul operates with its own knowledge
(scientia). This is a "straight" movement, a reasoning from causes
to effects, from premisses to conclusion.
Eriugena sees reason as a motion "born" of intellect:
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Let us examine the action of the mind in a little morc detail. Eriugena portrays the activity of the mind in metaphorical terms as a
series of movements. The idea that the soul is perpetually moving
is found in Plato's Phraedrus 24sc-e, where the soul is defined as
self-motion, and as a self-motion which never ends or begins and
hence is immortal. Gradually, the Neoplatonists established a number of movements of the soul, normally three. These movements
are one with the soul itself, "for the essential being (essentialiter esse)
of the soul is not other (non aliud) than its being moved substantially
(substantialiter moveri)" (II.574b)43 The highest motions of the mind
(i.e., those which move around the Godhead) are circular and timeless, but the mind has a slightly different motion around the primary causes and yet another around the effects of those causes
(Il.S70b). Nevertheless all of these intellectual motions have a defined path, a notion which Eriugena found in Maximus, but which
has a long history in Greek thought. 44 This highest motion is called

The second motion of the soul, then, is the reason, which is understood
as a kind of substantial seeing in the mind (vduti quidam obtutus substalltiajis
in animo) and a kind of art begotten of it and in it, in which it foreknows
and pre-creates (praecondit) the things which it wishes to make; and therefore it is not unreasonably named its form (forma), for (the intellect) in
itself is unknown but begins to become manifest both to itself and to others in its form, which is reason. (Periphyseon II.S77b)

42 Sheldon-Williams's unpublished translation. Uhlfc1der's translation of this passage, non
Enim aliud SUI1Hl$, a/iud nosier intellcctus, (p. 255) loses the sense of the 11011 oliud, which is
crucial for the philosophical interpretation of the passage dealing with difference and identity at the level of intellect. See De Ii non aliud, translated by J. Hopkins in Nicholas of
Casa on God as Not-Other (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1979)·
43 1 have altered Sheldon-Williams's translation here (vol. 2, p. III) in order to bring out
the philosophical identity of being and movement expressed in this passage.
44 See, for example, L. Ballew, Straight and Circular: A Study of Imagery ill Greek Philosophy
(Assen: Van Gorcum, 1979). For the theme in mystic writers, see A. Gardeil, "Les

Mouvements directs, en spirale, circulaires de !'arne et lcs oraisons mystiques," Revue
Thomiste 30 (Paris, 1925), pp. 321-40. See also E. Hugucny, "Circulaire, rectiligne, helicoidal,
les trois degrcs de la contemplation," Revue de sciences philosophiqucs cl thcologiqacs 8 (1924),
pp. 327-31. For the motions of the soul in Dionysius see DZ'v' IV. 10 (PG III. ,0Sb-c, and
916c-d), and for Maximus sec, I Ambigua VI.3 (PG XCl.l I 12d). For ancient doctrine see
Aristotle, Physics 26rb. See also S. Gersh, From Iamblichll5 10 Erillg('t/a (Leiden: Brill, I978),
pp. 72-6, who finds the doctrine in Herrnias, In Phacdrum 20.27ff.
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This is a crucial passage. Eriugena understands reason as the form
of the intellect which itself is formless. It is, however, also born of
the intellect and is the creation of the intellect, since creation for
Eriugena is self-manifestation. But reason as the manifest being of
intellect (understood here as non-being) is also the self-knowledge
of intellect:

ture of functions and retains them all within its unchanging unity.
It is the business of philosophy to trace this exitus and reditus of the
human mind, and in so doing to reform mind to its true nature.
Philosophy must begin with the senses, but it must learn to understand them in the light of reason and gradually progress towards
intellectual insights or intuitions which take the mind into a timeless
realm where knower and known are one.

I4 2

For the human mind begets (gignit) from itself as a kind of offspring of
itself (veluti quondam prolem sui) the knowledge by which it knows itself,
and the knowledge of itself (notitia sui) is equal to itself because it knows
itself as a whole, in the likeness of God the Father Who begets (gignit)
from Himself His Son Who is His Wisdom by which He knows Himself,
and His Son is equal to Him because He understands Him as a whole, and

is co-essential with the Father because Whom the Father begets (gignit) He.
begets from Himself. (Il.603b)
Here intellect is understood to be a kind of One which exists above
even its own self-knowledge (notilia sui), and this self-knowledge is
treated as a created essence which emanates from itself in the manner in which the Father begets the Son in the Trinitarian relationship. Eriugena is giving here his own version of the concept of the
birth of the Son in the soul, which will emerge as a major theme
in Eckhart. 45 For Eriugena, the birth of the Son in the soul is the
epistemological event by which reason comes to know itself as the
intellect becomes self-conscious and thus reunites with it. But reason comes to self-awareness of its function by proceeding through
the arts, which are its own energeia or actuality.
The third movement of the soul is "mixed" (compositus) and represents the manner in which the soul processes the data of sense,
the phantasiae, and relates them to their divine causes (see II.S73b).
These outward movements of the human nous constitute the dialectic of the human mind. They are balanced by a reditus, a return
or recollection of all these aspects of the mind back into intellect. It
is this epistemological movement of exitus and reditus that constitutes dialectic and the meaning of the practice of philosophy itself
for Eriugena. There is in this respect an isomorphism between thought
and reality. The lnind creates or produces its own hierarchical struc45 The classic study is K. G. Kertz, "Meister Eckhart's Teaching on the Birth of the Divine
Word in the Soul," Traditio 15 (I959), pp. 327-63. For a more detailed discussion of
Eriugcna'$ theory of human self-knowledge sec Chapter 10 of the prc$cnt volume. Eriugcna uses the same term (gignit) both for the begetting of the Son from the Father in
the Trinity and for the formation and production of self-knowledge by the mind.
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The identity of knower and known
So far I have shown that Eriugena identifies the nature of the philosophical practice of dialectic with the nature of the mind itself.
Furthermore, we have seen that philosophy aims to achieve the wisdom of Christ, who Himself is understood as the intellection and
understanding of all things. I shall now go on to show that Eriugena
identifies the essence of the divine mind with the essence of the
human mind, and in both cases sees their intellection as productive
of their being, rather than vice versa. In this respect Eriugena is
articulating an idealist thesis of the dependence of being On mind,
and he is also foreshadowing the interpretation of the relation of
esse to intellectus later developed in Eckhart's Parisian Questions.
Eriugena holds a very curious theory concerning the relationship
of the human mind to being. At the level of reason there is a separation of knower and known, subject and object, such that the mind
has to reason towards the essence of the thing known. At the level
of intellect, however, Eriugena accepts the standard Neoplatonic view
that knower and known are one. His immediate source for this doctrine is Dionysius, but it also appears in Maximus. As Eriugena
frequently states, "The intellection of all things is the being of all
things (e.g., II.SS9ab)." At first sight, he appears to mean that the
being of things is their being known in the divine mind. He frequently asserts that the Word contains all things, and that, for God,
the knowledge of things is their being.
However, since the human mind is originally one with the divine,
the being of things is also their being known by the human mind.
Thus at II.S42a, Eriugena says that it is to the human mind (humanus
intellectus) of Christ that all the intellectual essences, or forms of
things, adhere. Christ is omniscient, not just in His divinity, but
specifically in His humanity, and Eriugena will go on to say that
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the restored soul can also become omniscient (as we shall sec in the
next chapter), and contain the forms of all things in itself.
Rene Rogues has pointed out that in fact Dionysius means something quite different, namely that things arc known in so far as they
have being, which is a realist position. Eriugena deliberately distorts
Dionysius to fit his own idealist framework, however 46 At this level
the mind has immediate non-discursive knowledge of its objects:'
and furthermore the being of these objects is not other than their
being grasped by the mind. At many points in the Periphyseon Eriugena interprets Dionysius's remark as meaning that the being of
things is their being known in an intellectualist and idealist manner.
The mind produces the world which it knows through intellect.
(Intellect, of course, is infallible for Eriugena, as is reason so long
as it allows itself to be guided by intellect [II.578b]. It is only at the
lower level that error enters.) Not only are knower and known one,
but, Eriugena says, we are not other than our power of knowing.
Hence not only are we one with our objects, bnt in self-knowledge
we know ourselves and in fact this knowing is productive or creative of our own being.

the idea of docta ignorantia (a term he does not in fact use, but which
could have been available to him through Augustine, who uses the
phrase in a letter, Epistola I30, Chapter XV.28, PL XXXIII.50S).
Although knower and known are one at the level of intellect, Eriugena also wants to argue that a knower can never encompass or
circumscribe or completely envelop the object, when the object is
infinite. Thus although the human mind can know ousia as it is, this
does not mean that it can know precisely what it is - only that it is.
Eriugena believes that the mind perpetually fails to have complete
knowledge of its object and must instead settle for an infinite series
of perspectival viewings or theoriae of its object. Thus although theoria is one with its intellectual object, this unity does not exclude a
certain internal difference between the object and the knower. Eriugena defends the idea of difference-within-unity, of theoriae which
achieve unity but still have to progress towards achieving identity
with the object. Strictly speaking, at this level there is no longer
any object at all; there is only the increasing self-understanding of
subjectivity blossoming into the negative dialectic of encounter with
intersubjectivity, or the Other-as-itself. Philosophy is the attempt
to achieve theoriae concerning nature and God as nature in its infinite
aspect, but philosophy must also recognise that its theoriae are really
divine fantasies or theophaniae.'8 Thus Eriugena will deny that the
human or angelic mind can see the primary causes in themselves;
all that humans can grasp are theophanies of these causes. This suggests that there is in Eriugena, as in Plotinus, a difference between
the logoi in the mind or soul, and the highest forms. Eriugena does
not go on to develop this distinction except in his definition of man
as a certain intellectual notio in the divine mind.
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Knowledge and ignorance, difference and identity
Eriugena complicates this Neoplatonic intellectualist understanding
of the relationship of knower and known by introducing at this stage

46 II.SS9ab. IntcllcClus enim omnium esscntia Onl11ilHl! cst. Sec also 559b31-2, where Eriugcna
associates this idea with Dionys1u5. See also Il.53SC-d; 5g6b; IIL632d; and IV.768b. Sec
It Rogues, "Rcmarqucs sur la signification dcJcan Scot Erigcnc," Divillita$ 2 (1967), p.
285 n. 130, where he claims this phrase is not in Dionysius. The Latin phrase docs appear
in the Vcrsio Dionysii, where Eriugcna translates Dionysius at PL CXXIl. rOiJa, Ecclesiastical Hierarchy I.3, commenting on the achievement of unification with God. Dionysius
says this requires a knowledge of things as they arc in themselves, wbich Eriugena renders
as cognitio eorum, quae sunt, quae ea, qlwe SImi est- This is a distortion of Dionysius's phrase
he gnDsis tDn ontDn he onla cstill (~')'vwaL<; TWV ov-rwv Ti OVTCI. eaTLv)(EH 1.J, PG IIl.Ji6a).
4 i A. C. Lloyd has written the classic studies of the nature of this non-discursive intellectual
knowing; sec his "Non-Discursive Thought - An Enigma of Greek Philosophy," Proceedillgs of the Aristotelian Society iO (X969-iO), pp. 261-i5· R. Sorabji has recently attempted to reinterpret this notion; see his "Myths about Non-Propositional Thought,"
in M. Schofield and M. Nussbaum (cds.), Langu.age and Logos (Cambridge: Cambridge
UniverSity Press, 1982), pp. 294-JI4. I agree with Lloyd's interpretation. Sorabji denies
that non-propositional thought is to be found in Plotinus, which I see as interpreting the
activity of intellect through the eyes of rational understanding, which Hegel and othcrs
have criticised, I think, correctly.
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48 For Eriugena all appearances arc pilantasiae, but those which arc manifestations of thc
divinc afC marc properly called theophaniae. On Eriugcna's concept of plla/Jlasia sec J.-c.
Foussard, "Apparcnce et apparition: La Notion dc phanlasia chez Jean Scot," in Rogues
(cd.), Jean Swt Erigcnc el l'histoire de fa philosophic, pp. J3i-48. On the concept of theophallY sec T. Gregory, "Note sulla dottrina dellc teofanic in Giovanni Scoto Eriugcna,"
Studi MedielJali, scr. Ja, 4 (r96J), pp. is-9I; and J. M. Alonso, "Tcofanfa y vision beata
en Escoto Eriugena," Revista Espmlola de Teologia IO (1950), pp. 361-89, and II (1951),
pp. 255-81. For Eriugena's use of theophanies sec III.681a; IlI.689c; III.624d; ILS5ib;
1.448b; V.98Ja, IODOC. Also Commentarius ill EVa/lgdilim [olranllis Jon-b. On the distinction between phal1/asiae which come from outside and arc communicated through the
senses and thosc which arc copies of those in the mind, sec Periphys('O/J !I.Si3c. Augustit1e's Dc mJlsica is a possible source here.
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Dialectic and deification
Eriugena inherited not only this Latin or Alexandrine encyclopaedic
definition of philosophy and the Christian intepretation of philosophy as the vehicle for restoring fallen human nature to its true self,
but also a more mystical understanding of philosophy through his
reading of the Greek Eastern writers, especially Gregory of Nyssa
and Maximus Confessor. Following on the Aristotelian elevation of
the man of t/,eoria, the contemplative man, to the top of the hierarchy of human types, the Greek patristic authors had equated philosophical theoria with religious vision and transfiguration. In the Life
oiMoses, for example, Gregory of Nyssa explicitly identifies Moses'
vision of the truth with the philosophical insight that true being is
permanent, while illusory being or non-being is everything transitory. Gregory of Nyssa was himself adapting the terminology of
Plotinus and pagan Neoplatonism." Dionysius the Areopagite,
Eriugena's mentor, uses a formula found in the school of Proclus
to talk of the stages of enlightenment through which the human
soul must pass before it gains unity with the One - purgation, illumination, and perfection, leading to a spiritual contemplation
(theoria), which will possibly be transformed into deification (theosis),
the Christian equivalent of the Neoplatonic unity with the One
(henosis).5
In this infusion of Greek spiritual wisdom into the Latin understanding of philosophy lies Eriugena's true uniqueness and radiealness in the history of philosophy.
0

49 See A. J. Malhcrbc and E. Ferguson (trans.), Gregory of Nyssa, The L~fc o.fMoses. Classics
of Western Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, '978).
So On the concept of deification sec M. Lot-Borodinc, La Deification de ['hamlllc selon fa doctrine des peres grw (Paris, CERF, 1970); J. Gross, La Divinisalion du chretien d'aI'ds Irs peres
grees: Contributton hi.liorique a la doctrine de la grace (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1938). Sec also the
excellent encyclopaedia article, "Divinisation," in Dictionnaire de spiritualite, vol. 3 (Paris,
19Si), pp. I3iO-I4S9. Although Eriugena admits that it is rarely found in Latin authors,
it occurs in Augustine. See V. Capanaga, "La Deification en la sotcriologia augustiniana,"
August/nus Magister, vol. 2 (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1954), pp. 745-Si, and E. H.
Kantorowicz, "Deus per naturam. Deus per gratiam," Harvard Theological Review 45 (1952),
pp. 253ff. Sec Augustine Epistola X.2 (PL XXXIIL74) where he uses the term deificari;
Senno 166-4 (PL XXXVIII.909); Senno 192.1.1012; Enarrationes in Psalmos, Psalm 49, CCSL
XXXVIII, p. 575, where he speaks of men deified by grace, not on account of their own
substance. (PL XXXIII.S65); Dc civitalc Dei XIX.xxiii.4. Augustine generally says that
God became man so that man could become God. He docs, however, also say that God
is Himself per naillram, while man is God per graliam. Eriugena found the concept of deification fully worked out in the Greek writers Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius, and
Maximus. See Dionysius Ecclesiastical hierarchy II.I (PL IlI.392a), and Roques, L'Univers
dioflysicn, pp. 88-93. For Eriugena's usc, sec Comm. 300a, 319d, 339a; Homilia 285c, 294C;
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Philosophy for Eriugena involves a gradual ascent through stages
from mere sense understanding and simple moral behaviour to a
more spiritual awareness which needs to be purified, illuminated,
and perfected until it brings human knowing into unity with the
divine. Moral behaviour is merely the opening level of this spiritual
journey, and Eriugena quite emphatically stresses the need for a
highet, more sophisticated vision - altiar theoria - to bring the human mind into proximity with the divine. Eriugena frequently speaks
of the gno5tica theoria (III.683a) or gnostica contemplatia (II.579c) which
philosophy can bring. 5 ' Furthermore, he is often apt to describe human beings in terms of their capacity for contemplation, or theoria,
and in Book V he explains that man is in fact called anthropos
(&vep"l1TO~) because in Greek this means "holding the gaze aloft,"
"a turning towards what is above" (V.941C-d), an etymology which
goes back to Plato's Cratylus (399C). Similarly God is called theos,
Eriugena explains, because he sees (theora, lAS 2 b-c) all things. In
his De quaerendo deum, Nicholas of eusa repeats this etymological
explanation. Both human and divine natures are defined in terms
of theoria. 52
The terms of this spiritual journey are Neoplatonic, and the first
step on the way to knowledge of God is a conversion towards the
self, as Augustine himself frequently asserted. Thus in keeping with
the traditional philosophical aim of self-knowledge, Eriugena's concept of philosophy is based on a radical idea of self-understanding
as the first step towards spiritual enlightenment. 53
Self-knowledge is itself a turning from the outer to the inner self,
from lower to higher things, as Augustine put it, but it is in EriPeri. L48zd. 1L595a, IV.743b, 760d, V.876b, 880<1, 978ab, 983a, 998a, etc. Saint Thomas
accepts deification but interprets it in a more modified manner, signifying similarity rather
than identity with God. See 51' 13.13.9. Sec also Cappuyns, Jean Scot ErigCtlc, pp. 37781, and "Note sur Ie problemc de la vision beatifique au IXc sieck" Rahcrchcs dc Iht%gic
aflcientle el medievale I (I929), pp. 98-107:
5 I Stockl is correct to caU Eriugena a Gnostic; see his History of Scholastic Philosophy, trans.
T. A. Finlay (Dublin, 1903), vol. 2, p. 32$. Sec also Roques, Structures thcolofiques de fa
gnase Ii Richard de saint Victor. Eriugena simply adopted the Greek term by transliterating
it; 'YVW01'~KfJ (CH IX, PC III.32Ia) becomes gflostica (PL CXXIl.32Ia). In general, Eriugcna translates the term gnosis (I'VWO'l<;:) as scicntia (r041a) or cogllilio (JOS2C).
52 On the meaning of contemplation (theoria), sec the article "Contemplation," in the ])i(tiOflf1airc dc spiritualile. See also V. Lossky, Vision oj God (London: Faith Press, I963).
Eriugcna uses the terms col1tempiatio, spcwiatio, lhcaria, and considcratio interchangeably.
See Expositiolles Ii6c.
53 On self-knowledge and philosophy, sec P. Courcellc, "Noscc tcipsUII1 du Bas-Empire au
hatH moyen age. L'hcritage profane et les dcveloppements chretiens," in Scttimal1C di studio
del cCl1tro italiano di studi mIl'alto mediocvo (Spolcto, 1962), pp. 265-95.
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ugena accompanied by the assertion of the radical infinity and boundlessness of the human soul, such that true self-knowledge involves
recognition of the limitations of all human knowledge. Sclfignorance is even "higher" in Eriugcna's terms than self-knowledge;
admission of ignorance is in fact the highest wisdom (II.594a).
Eriugena's philosophy is imbued with the spirit and terms of the
negative theology he so eagerly absorbed from the Greek patristic
writers" and which he so confidently emphasised in Augustine, who
occasionally made theological statements in terms of negative theology, such as melius scitur nesciendi, which Eriugena quotes in the
De praedestinatione and in the Periphyseon II.S97d. Thus the highest
wisdom for him is not the positive possession of encyclopaedic
knowledge, as the tradition of Isidore and Alcuin seemed to imply,
but the deep recognition of human ignorance and non-being, which
very ignorance is itself a mirror of the process of infinite divine
knowing. It is the recognition of its own unlimited nature which
permits the human mind to transcend itself and gain unity with the
Godhead in theosis. This negative knowing, inspired by Dionysius,
Gregory of Nyssa, and other Greek Christian writers, acts as a
counterbalance to the positive dimension of knowing. The positive
and negative elements of knowing are continually in dialectical tension in Eriugena's philosophy, and neglect of this important point
can lead to considerable misunderstanding of the nature of the highest theoria.
For example, theoria, or "spiritual contemplation," is a key term
in Eriugena's conception of philosophy. But it docs not mean simply intellectual non-discursive intuition where subject and object are
one. This is indeed the standard Neoplatonic view derived from
Aristotle's discussion of the intellect. But Eriugena is also concerned
to emphasise both the infinity of the number of theoriae (LSOIC) and
the radical one-sidedness of every theoria when it is applied to an
infinite or divine object. No one contemplation can do full justice
to the infinite richness of the divine. 55 In fact, every contemplation
(theoria) falls short of grasping or comprehending the infinite nature

of the Godhead. Thus every contemplation is only an incomplete
view of its object, although in fact it has no separation from its
object. The problems of giving a proper epistemological account of
the role of theoria are clear, but Eriugena himself partially solves the
problem of how a contemplation can both be at one with its object
and necessarily fail in totally comprehending its object, by introducing the concept of rheophania or divine manifestation or revelation. Every theoria of the Godhead grasps not the Godhead Itself,
since this nature transcends everything which can be said or thought,
but a revealed manifestation of the Godhead, a theophania. In fact,
for Eriugena the theologian or philosopher arrives at the point where
every creature appears as a theophany (Ill.68Ia-b), and there is no
longer any separation between God and creature. Eriugena's concept of the highest contemplations sounds very like the Schellingian
notion of intellectual intnition. But Eriugena safeguards the absolute
infinite transcendence of the divine by arguing for an infinite progress in the human mind's grasping of higher and higher theophanies
or intuitions of the divine nature.
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54 On negative theology sec the work of Lossky and also J. Hochstaffl, Negative Theo/agic:
Eil1 Versll(h zur Vermitllung des patrislischcll Begr([fs (Munich: Metz, I9i6).
5S Eriugcna took from Maximus (who in turn had found it in Evagrius Pontus) the idea that
there arc five levels of contemplation. Sec L Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Alltlll'opolo~ey of Maximus lite C01~ressor (Lund: Gleerup, 1965), p. 424.
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Philosophy as infinite anarchic activity
Philosophy therefore is not just a matter of intellectual cognitions
or intuitions in purely epistemological terms; it is in fact for Eriugena a many-sided viewing of the infinite, a multiplex theoria as
Eriugena calls it in the Commentary (VLii.29-30), or as he calls it
elsewhere, a universitatis contemplatio.'6 Philosophy docs ascend from
mere individual sense-knowledge to a majestic understanding of the
whole; philosophy has oneness with the universal system of nature,
but it docs not comprehend this whole under one theoria only. Rather,
philosophy mnst be content with continually experiencing ever more
complete intellectual visions of the One, increasingly spiritual and
56 At II.S27d Eriugcna speaks of viewing God under two aspects as Beginning. and as End
of all things, as a duplex col1sideralio. He sees the four divisions of nature as a fourfold
contemplation, but in general prefers the idea of an infinite number of contemplations.
Eriugena refers not only to the multiple ways of contemplating nature but also to the
infinite number of meanings in the understanding (theoria) of Scripture. In the t...vdfth
century Eriugena's populariser, Honorius Augustodunensis, will speak of philosophy as
multiplex sapienlia in his De animae exilio et patria (PL CLXXII. 1241-1246). As in Dionysius, the whole universe can be conceived of as consisting of the contemplations of angels, humans, and other minds, as they arc focussed all the One source of all contemplation. Difficult as this may be for the modern mind, this is the meaning of a spiritual
world for mediaeval authors.
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totalising theop'haniae, or divine contemplations. Eriugena invokes an
image to explain how these contemplations are one with the object,
and yet each contemplator sees it from a different viewpoint. He
says it is like many people looking at a golden ball on top of a
temple: Each sees the ball, but no-one's vision interferes with that
of any other (V.883a). Each will experience it in his own way
(V·945 c).
Thus the human mind must be prepared to undertake a spiritual
journey by engaging in philosophy, a journey which is infinite and
endless: "For even in the most purified minds, the infinite is formed
infinitely" (Infinitus enim infinite, etiam in purgatissimis mentibus, jormatur).57 The philosophical journey is an unending quest. This is
clearly expressed in Greek writers, especially in Gregory of Nyssa's
Life oj Moses and in Basil's Contra Eunomium (r.5. II). The path of
philosophy does not end with death, but carries on infinitely. There
is therefore no stasis even in the divine world of intelligible being.
Rather, there is continuous development and evolution where, in a
kind of paradox, the end is reached and not reached at the same
time:

bilis motus, L452C, 1L5ZZd), so also the human mind is said to be a
moving rest and a stable motion. 58
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Although the search is unending, by some miraculous means it [the soul]
finds what it is looking for, but also it does not find it for it cannot be

15 I

Nous and ousia I that is, intellect and essence, denote the highcst part of our

nature, or rather its highest motion. For as you understand yourself, it is
not onc thing for our nature to be and another for it to move. For its
essence is its motion-in-rest and its rest-in-motion about God. (II.S7oa-b;

Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Eriugena refers to God's procession and return to Himself as not
involving any alienation or remotion (quoting Dionysius; see L$23b).
The human dialectic involves alienation in this life, but in the infinite progress of the intellect there is no longer any alienation Ol1ce
the limitations of this spatiotemporal existence have been overcome
by being recognised for what they truly are.
Motion and rest are the metaphors Eriugena applies to the action
of the soul in its attempt to gain unity with the One. These metaphors also stand for the moments of identity and difference in human knowledge. The identity of the intellect and its object is symbolised as the stasis of the mind; the inability of the mind to frame
a comprehensive concept adequate to its object is symbolised as the
motus of the mind.

The human soul cannot rest satisfied with less than the infinite, and
its intellectual desire has an infinite capacity which must, according
to Eriugena, be satisfied infinitely. As Eriugena says, God is infinite
and more than infinite, and beyond both finite and infinite (super
omne finitum et infinitum) (II.589b). From Him all infinities proceed
and to Him they return. Eriugena expresses this enormous capacity
of the human soul or mind, in terms which he also applies to God
Himself. Thus just as God is said to be both at rest and in motion,
and to have a moving rest and a stable motion (mobilis status et sta-

The main purpose of this chapter has been to show how Eriugena
emerges from the traditional philosophical and cultural framework
of the Carolingian age (whose main intellectual concerns centred on
the problems of the pedagogical importance of the liberal arts, the
nature of the rejOl'matio of the image of God in man, and the concept
of dialectic as an analytic method which considers all things in terms
of substance and the other categories, and orders everything under
a hierarchy of genera, species, and individuals) and develops a much
more intellectualist understanding of philosophy as the means to
human self-transcendence. Eriugena argues that philosophy, the
"discipline of disciplines," is also, in fact, the means by which the
mind is able to comprehend and transform the reality it itself produces. For Eriugena philosophy describes the procedure by which

5i Commentary on/he Gospel OJJO/Ill 312b (my translation). Sec E. ]eauncau, CO/1/mcntnire SHr
l'Evangile de Jean, SC no. 151 (Paris: CERF, 19i2), p. 183. Jeauncau links this phrase with
Gregory of Nyssa's De homitlis opijicio.

58 On the concept of spiritual motion and rest sec the excellent study by S. Gersh, KINIDi1:£
AKINHTOJi: A study of Spiritual Motion in the Philosophy of Prodlls (Leidcn: Brill, !973)·
The phrase is common in Dionysius and Maximus.

found. It finds it through theophanies but it does not find it through the
contemplations of the divine nature itself. (Periphyseon V.9I9c; SheldonWilliams's translation)
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the mind operates, and for the wise, things are not other than their
being conceived by the mind; in fact, things have their being in their
being perceived by the mind.
Furthermore, Eriugena's elevation of the human mind and its
powers of knowing does not neglect the radical limitations of positive knowing. Eriugena balances knowledge with the infinite,
formless, perfect understanding through negation which is achieved
by a learned ignorance. The human soul even transcends its identity
with its own objects, even where it is their cause, and breaks free
of all engagement with created being as such. For Eriugena, the soul
is infinite and in a strong sense unformed. It is driven by the love
of wisdom (philosophy) which is also an infinite desire (eros) to become divine and to attain oncncss with divinity. Thus in its ll1crging with the infinite all restrictions and barriers dissolve, knowledge
blends with ignorance, finite with infinite, being with non-being,
human self with the Godhead. It is clear that such an understanding
derived in the main from Eriugena's brilliant - and, philosophically
speaking, surprisingly accurate - interpretation of the Greek writers, Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius, and Maximus, and that it goes
far outside the boundaries of what the educated person in the Carolingian age - or indeed the twelfth century - could grasp and comprehend.
Even more unusual is Eriugena's overall vision of the human mind
as engaged in a purposeless, anarchic, and infinite play of possibilities,59 in a multidimensional contemplative activity which seems to
increase reality itself60 This philosophical activity transcends causal
linear thinking and moves to a kind of living which is anarchos,
without principle, or ohne warum, a living without the why, as Eckhart will later term it. 6 ' Later thinkers who show a similar appreciation of the reformative power of thought to comprehend and re-

solve a divided and decentred reality in the main will repeat rather
than significantly add to Eriugena's thought in this area. Furthermore, his stress on knowledge as a gnosis (-yVW(TLs) separates him
from the more imaginative mystical thinkers in a similar vein such
as Boehme or Lull.
In the next chapter I shall examine how Eriugena fleshes out his
doctrine of the reform of the mind in his fairly comprehensive anthropology, which asserts that the different ontological conditions
of human nature actually resolve into different perspectival contemplations or theoriae, which human nature has in its power to perform.
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59 On the development of this concept of the anarchy of intellect see R. Schiirmann, "The
Loss of Origin in Sota Zen and Meister Eckhart," Thomist 42 (April 1978), pp. 28x-312.
60 It is beyond the scope of this study to develop the connection between this mrtltiplex theoria
and the method of experiencing perspective in order to overcome the limitations of perspective advocated by Nicholas of Cusa in his De visione Dei. The comparison wouJd be
helpful to understand the transition between Eriugena's negative dialectic and Nicholas's
contemplative method which uses artistic or scientific cxcmpla. On the later idea of perspective, sec K. Harries, "Descartes, Perspective and the Angelic Eye," in Yale Fretlc/J
Studies 49 (1973), pp, 28-42.
6r See R. Schurmann, Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 19i8), pp. 63-4·

I53
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9
THE MEANING OF HUMAN NATURE

Instead of beginning directly with a discussion of the meaning of
the four divisions of nature, as most commentators have done, I
began with Eriugena's concept of philosophy and dialectic in order
to show the strong intellectualist and idealist meaning he gives to
the understanding of the practice of philosophy and the interpretation of human nature primarily as mind_ We must now examine
his theory of human nature more closely_ In this chapter I shall argue that Eriugena seems to be giving a dualistic account of human
nature, in terms of perfect and fallen human states, but in fact he
does not conceive of these states as ontological entities; rather they
will be two different points of view for human beings_ Perfect human nature exists only as possibility; fallen human nature exists only
as illusion_ True human nature is the multiplex theoria we discussed
in the preceding chapter. These human states therefore are states of
mind and result from different human theoriae, different human contemplations or perspectives on the one ideal reality_ In fact, as we
shall see, we cannot strictly speak of an "ideal reality," since Eriugena's uniqueness lies in his concept of an ideal non-reality or nothingness which is the true ground of all being and all actuality_ Later
in the Homilia Eriugena talks of three worlds - the material, the
spiritual, and the world where spirit and matter are joined_ Man
belongs to this last world, and represents the medietas between matter and spirit (Hom ilia XIX_ 294a)- In gathering all things together,
human nature participates in the unfolding and enfolding of the cosmos_ Its wholeness, universality, and integrity are absolutely real in
the timeless cosmic sense, but from the point of view of time, this
human nature appears as dispersed, scattered, and purely immanent
in the material world_ Eriugena sets out to show that this temporal
view is not a full understanding of the essence of human nature_

Augustine's anthropology
The starting-point of Eriugena's anthropology is Pauline and Augustinian in the widest sense_ Like Augustine, he is most concerned

ISS

to define or situate human nature with respect to divine nature primarily, rather than in relation to the rest of the created cosmos_ His
anthropology, like that of all the Carolingian writers (as exhibited,
e_g_, in the l'v1unich Passages), owes much to Augustine in that Immanity is understood in terms of the nature of the human proximity
to the imago Dei_ Eriugena is influenced also by Augustine's conception, especially in his earlier writings, of an ideal ratio of human
nature, which is almost an "undescended" part of the soul, , and by
his concept of human introspective self-awareness, a cogito_' Eriugena, however, takes the co-ordinates of this relationship between
God and humanity not directly from Augustine but rather from the
Greek Neoplatonic Christian writers, in particular from Gregory of
Nyssa's De hominis opifieio (from whom Eriugena took the idea of
man as mediator between the sensible and the intelligible realms,
and the idea of the originally sexless and perfect nature of
humanity)3 and from Maximus Confessor's Ambigua, where the
link between human nature and the divine Logos is strongly emphasised. 4
The idea of man understood in the rationes aetemae is developed in Augustine's Dc Genesi
ad littcram, esp. VI. vi.9-II. Augustine struggles with the idea and argues against understanding these seminal reasons as visible seeds, embryos, or any other kind of physical
thing. On Augustine'S anthropology see R. J. O'Connell, St. Augustine'S Early Theory oj
Man (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1968). Plotinus believed in an undescended part of the soul. Proclus, on the other hand, believed that the soul as a whole
descended; sec Dodds (cd.), Elements oj Theology, 2nd cd. (Oxford: Oxford U11ivcrsity
Press, 1963), pp. 184-5, Proposition 211, and Cousin (cd.), In Parmellidem (Paris, 1864),
134a. Eriugena is closer to the later Neoplatonists than to Plotinus. See A. H. Armstrong,
"Platonic eros and Christian agape," Dowl1side Rel/iew 255 (Spring 196r), pp. IXS-2l.
2 On Eriugena's version of the cogito, see B. Stock, "Illtelligo me esse: Eriugena's (Ogilo," in
R. Rogues (ed.), Jem1 Scot Erigetle ct {'his/oire de la philosophic (Paris: CNRS 1977), pp.
327-36. The classic study of Augustine's version of the cogilo is E. Gilson, "Le cogito et
la tradition augustinienne," Eludes sur Ie role de fa pensie mcdieva!e dalls fa formatioll dlJ s},slcmc
carlesicn (1930; reprinted Paris: Vrin, 1951), pp. 190-201. For the analysis of Eriugena's
concept of self-knowledge, sec Chapter 10, this volume.
3 For Gregory of Nyssa's philosophy of man seeJ. P. Cavarnos, "The Relation of Body
and Soul in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa," in H. Dorrie, M. Altenbmger, and U.
Schramm (cds.), Gregor VOIl Nyssa und die Philosophic (Leiden: Brill, 19i6), pp. 61-i8; E.
Corsini, "L'Harmonie du monde et de l'homme microcosme dans le De /lOminis op!ficio,"
in Epcktasis: Mc!langes [lalristiques offerl.' au Cardinal Jearl DaniClou, cd. J. Fontaine and C.
Kannengiesser (Paris: Beauchesne, r9iI), pp. 455-62. For an edition and translation of
Gregory's De hominis opijicio see J. LaPlace and J. DaniClou (cds.), Gregoire de Nysse. La
Creation d'homme, SC 6 (Paris: CERF, 1944).
4 For Maximus see the excellent study ofL. Thunberg, MicrQwsm mid Mediator (Lund: Gleerup, 1965), pp. 150ff., and E. Jeauneau, 'Jean l'Erigcne et lcs Amhigua ad jO/JaI1l/em de
Maximc Ie Confesseur," in F. I--Icinzer and C. Schonborn (cds.), Maxill1us Confessor: ACles
du symposium sur Maxime le COf~fcsseur (Fribourg: Editions Universitaircs, J982), pp. 34364_
I
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Drawing on the two accounts of the creation of 111an in Genesis,
and following in a rich tradition of biblical commentary stemming
from Philo and Origen (especially Origen's commentary on Genesis, which was available in Rufinus's translation), Eriugena's theory of human nature understands humanity under two aspects: (I)
perfect human nature as it might be thought of before the Fall and
(2) present-day [allen human nature. 5 This tradition is neatly summed
up in the following quote from Philo (c. 25 B.C. - A.D. c. 45) which
could just as easily have come from the pen of Eriugena:
For man as formed now is perceptible to the external senses, partaking of
qualities, consisting of body and soul, man or woman, by nature mortal.
But man, made according to the image of God, was an idea, or a genus,
or a seal, perceptible only by the intellect, incorporeal, neither male nor

female, imperishable by nature. 6
In fact, at Book IV.SI7a, Eriugena asserts that the Greeks maintain
that there are two creations of man: an indivisible and universal humanity, very similar to the angelic nature and lacking sexual differentiation; and a secondary nature, "which was added to the rational nature as a result of the foreknowledge of the Fall" and which
is sexually differentiated. Eriugena's concept of perfect human nature
is based largely on his Christology (as is the case with almost all
Christian writers up to and including Nicholas of Cusa). Eriugena
consistently sees the original humanity as at least equal to if not
greater than angels, and in so far as they are imago Dei they are
special, since the Bible never says that angels are made in the image
of God. His concept of fallen human nature, on the other hand, is
based largely on Neoplatonic epistemology and psychology as he
could have found it in many late Greek writers. 7
5 In Genesis 1.26 man is made in the image and likeness of God and hence is a spiritual
being; in Genesis 2.7 man is made from the slime of the earth and is a corporeal being.
This dual account had already been commented on by Philo in his De opiJicio mundi. See
Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, pp. I5Sff. It is central to Augustine's Dc Genesi ad
liUeram Books !II and IV. Augustine speculates whether the two accounts represent a
timeless and a temporal version.
6 Philo, Dc opificio mundi XLVI, in N. N. Glatzer (cd.), The Esscntial Philo (New York:
Schocken, 1971), p. 28.
Sec, for example, C. Steel, The Changing Self. A Study 011 the 50111 in Later Neoplatol1i.lll1:
IamblicJms, Damascius and Prisciamls (Brussels: Palcis der Academii5n 1978), esp. pr. l3241. See also P. Merlan, MOl1opsychisln, Mysticism alld MetaCOllsciotlSlle.ls: Problems oflhe Soul
in the Nco-Aristotelian and ,""eoplatollic Traditioll, 2nd ed. (The Hague: Nijhoff. 1969).
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Human nature in paradise

"The limits of human nature are the limits of paradise" (IV.S25c).
Eriugena's starting-point is perfect human nature, exemplified by
the person of Christ. If human beings had not departed from paradise, they would enjoy the kind of being which Christ Himself
enjoys. Indeed, Eriugena believes that "paradise" itself is merely an
allegorical way of expressing what human nature might have been.
Paradise is the Jerusalem of the parable, whereas Jericho is this world
(IV.SIO). Eriugena begins by saying that man fell from paradise,
but he moves to a more subtle position, using a careful analysis of
tensed statements in the Bible, to argue that, strictly speaking, 11Uman beings have never been in paradise, and that paradise is actually
a future state and a possibility:
Therefore that praise of the life of man in paradise must refer rather to the
life that would have been his if he had remained obedient than to that
which he only began to spend and in which he did not continue. For if
he had continued in it even for a brief interval he must necessarily have
achieved some degree of perfection, and in that case perhaps his master

would not have said, "He began to live," but "He lived," or "He had
lived": although ifhe had used the preterite and the pluperfect in this way,

or if he used them elsewhere, I should rather think that he was using the
preterite for the future than that he meant that man had continued for a

space of time in the blessedness of paradise before the Fall, for the following reason, that he was expressing the predestined and foredetermined
blessedness which was to be man's if he had not sinned as though it had

already occurred, when in fact, that is, in the effects of the completed predestinatio"n, it was still among those things which were destined to be created at some future time. Now I say this because often when he is writing
about Paradise he does use the preterite a'nd pluperfect
nor is this
surprising, since very often the Divine Authority speaks of the future as
though it had already happened. (Periphyseon IV.809b-d; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)s

Eriugena explicitly says paradise is perfect human nature. Following
the Greek tradition of Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, and Maximus,
and invoking sympathetic Latin authorities such as Ambrose, he is
8 This vic\v of perfect nature is derived from Gregory of Nyssa; sec J. Gaith, La COllceptio/!
de la liberte chez Gregoire de Nysse (Paris: Vrin, 1953), pp. S2ff. Eriugena frequently explains temporal terms in a non-temporal sense; see the Homilia, where he explains that
erat in III principio erat verbum docs not simply refer to the past. W"ith Eckhart, Erillgena
believes that creation is an ongoing event, and not something which occurred in the past.
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spiritualising the concept of paradise, 9 denying that it is to be understood in local or temporal terms as an actual place (as Angustine and
most mediaeval writers believed);>O rather, paradise symbolises what
human nature could be or could have been. It expresses human possibility rather than some actual being.
Augustine had discussed the nature of paradise in some detail in
various writings, and had not quite made up his mind, but certainly
tended towards seeing paradise as an actual place from which the
first humans were expelled. At De civitate Dei XIV.z6, he says that
man lived in paradise for a period of time and had a body there,
and might have copulated in a rational and deliberate manner without irrational lust." However, at De civitate Dei XXILz9, he admits
that he does not know what eternal life will be like. Nevertheless
Eriugena read Augustine to be saying that there will be no sex in
paradise (IV.S09a). In De Genesi ad litteram III.xxi.33, commenting
on the expression "increase and multiply," Augnstine says that mortal
bodies must propagate through carnil intercourse, but he is not sure
if immortal bodies would need to do this - or at least he is certain
that it would be done without earthly passion.
In the De Genesi VIILLr.zz9 Augustine notes that there are three
possible interpretations of the nature of paradise: (x) It is terrestial,
(z) it is spiritual, or (3) it signifies both a corporeal and a spiritual
reality. In this text Augustine adopts the third position, and it is in

this light that Eriugena reads and interprets him." Eriugena does
not rule out Augustine's literal interpretation of paradise; rather, he
shows that the Illstorical interpretation can be understood in a deeper
sense (IV.SZ3a). Etiugena contrasts Augustine's De Genesi Book VIII
with De civitate Dei XIV. I I and with the De vera religione, at Periphyseon IV.8x4b. He interprets De vera religiOlle to mean that paradise wiII be purely spiritual. He introduces at this point Ambrose's
speculation that there may be two paradises (IV.SlSb) but concludes
that paradise for Ambrose means nothing other than man himself.
Eriugena examines other authorities: Origen and Gregory of Nyssa
support a spiritual interpretation of paradise, but Epiphanius believes that paradise is local (IV.SrSc). The whole passage is a good
example of Eriugena's careful consideration of the positions of the
authorities, alongside his presentation of his own view of the
matter.
In any case, Eriugena is not interested in paradise as a place, since
place for him is something which is mind-dependent and has no
external corporeal reality; he is interested in paradise because it symbolises perfect human nature. Thus at Book V.S62 he adduces further arguments against the literal interpretation, saying that if paradise were a local place, all God had to do was to fence off the
forbidden tree rather than expel man from the whole of paradise l
Eriugena follows Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus in interpreting
paradise as meaning not just a perfect possible state but also the kind
of being which is actually enjoyed by Christ. In this perfect state
human nature is not restricted by place, time, or corporeality. Christ's
humanity is not just something which happened in this world at a
particular place and moment in historical time; it pertains to Him
outside all place and time. Humanity in general, then, in its essence
is independent of spatiotemporal and corporeal restrictions (see Periphyseon II.S39c-d; "divinitas Christi in loco non est; igitur neque eius
humanitas"); paradise is at once enjoyed by Christ and desired by
man as the perfection of human nature. But Eriugena also gives this
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9 Sec E. F. Sutcliffe, "St. Gregory of Nyssa and Paradise: Was It Terrestrial?" American

10
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Ecclesiastical Review 4 (1931), pp. 337-50. For Eriugcna's account sec T. Gregory, "L'Eschatologic de Jean Scot," in Roqucs, Jean Scot Erigcnc, pp. 37i-92. Eckhart later explains
paradise as meaning "delight and pleasure"; sec E. Colledge and B. McGinn (cds.), Meister
Eckhart. The Essential Scnnons Commentaries, Treatises, and Defence (Ramsey, N. J.: Paulist
Press 1981), p. II6.
Sec, for example, the account of paradise as located in the East and surrounded by an
impenetrable fiery wall, given by the twelfth-century writer Honorius Augustodunensis
in his De imagine mundi, translated in]. F. Wippel and A. B. Wolter (cds.), MediCJJa{
Philosophy from Sf- Augustille to Nicholas of elisa (New York: Free Press; LondonColher-Macmillan, 1(69). pp. IiJ-86. The fact that Honorius was an eager student of
Eriugena's shows all the more clearly how much Eriugena was misunderstood by even
his o\\'n followers in the Middle Ages. For a late mediaeval account, see P. Dronke,
"Dante's Earthly Paradise," Romanische Forschlll1gell 82 (1970), pp. 467-87.
See Augustine, The City of God, trans. G. Walsh, D. Zema, et a1. (New York: Doubleday,
I9S8), pp. 3I7-19: "Merely because we have no present experience to prove it, wc.,have
no right to reject the possibility that, at a time when there was no unruly lust to excite
the organs of generation and when all that was needed was done by deliberate choice,
the seminal flow could have reached the womb with as little rupture of the hymen and
by the same vaginal ducts as is at present the case, in reverse, with the menstrual flux."
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See Dc Genesi ad litteram VIII. I. I-ILS, and the excellent note in P. Agacsse and A. Solignac
(cds.), La Gellese au seilS litteral en douze iillres (Paris: Desclce de Brouwer, 1972), vol 2.,
pp. 497-9. B. Stock, "The Philosophical Anthropology of Johannes ScotttlS Eriugena,"
Studi Medicllali, scr. 3a, 8 (1967), pp. 28-9, gives a skilful account of the differences between Eriugena and Augustine on the meaning of paradise: "The historical reality of Augustine's ideas is not denied, it is merely bypassed" (p. 32). Eriugcna cites this passage
of Augustine at IV.814h.
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a highly intellectualist and idealist slant by stating that paradise implies a particnlar epistemic meaning. Eringena explains that the
chernbim which guards the gate of paradise is to be understood to
symbolise the fullness of human knowledge and wisdom. " Paradise
is really a special form of knowing, and gaining this knowledge
gives the seeker entrance to this spiritual domain. Eriugena strongly
stresses the intellectual rather than the moral aspects of this gnostica
virtus; for him, it is practice of the arts and dialectic, and especially
the negative dialectic learned from apophatic theology and its applications, which give humans entrance into the paradise of their
true nature.

assert in his sermon Beali pauperes spiritu that when lnan stood in
his first cause, he was cause of himself and lacked nothing, but was
a totally empty being (ledic sill) whose sole truth was its knowledge
of itself. '5
As we have just stated, perfect human nature is contained neither
by space nor by time nor by any of the other categories which limit
human existence in the created realm. Thus, just as God by His
nature transcends all the Aristotelian categories of quantity, quality,
place, time, position, and so on, so also hUI11an nature is not bound
within these limits (II.539C-d). "Thus, just as Divine Essence is infinite, so human substance (humana substitutio) made in Its image is
bounded by no definite limit" (Periphyseon IV.7721; Uhlfelder's
translation, p. 244). ,6 Eriugena understands this unlimited nature of
humanity in terms of a full spiritual freedom from all laws and restraints. There are no ontological or spiritual barriers imposed on
the march of the spirit. But Eriugena goes much further than merely
asserting the incorporeality and unboundedness of perfect unfallen
human nature.
Following Maximus, Eriugena states that "man and God are paradigms of each other. "'7 He goes on to show that all of God's at-
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Perfect human nature
What are the essential characteristics of this perfect human nature?
Eriugena argues that human nature is essentially immaterial, eternal,
omniscient, omnipotent, and a being which enjoys total transcendence above all created being, while also immanent in all being. At
present it is, paradoxically, a pure possibility, but it will become
"actualised possibility" in Nicholas of eusa's terms, although Eriugena himself does not elaborate on the type of possibility which
hun1an nature presents. I4 Human nature will move to a state beyond
being and non-being, as we shall see. In fact, human nature in its
perfection is not merely eternal in the sense of having no end; it is
more accurately timeless, as Plotinus also argued. Eckhart will later
13 The Cherubim for Dionysius, as Eriugcna reports, signifies mullilt/do sciwtiac vel jilSio
sapicl1liae (V.86sc) (sec Uhlfclder's translation, p. 275) or full knowledge (piCHa cognitio)
or knowledge of many (cognitio multornm). In other words, philosophy is the gate to heaven.
14 Nicholas of Cusa refers to God as possest, which he explains as a combination of posse
and esse, cutting across the Aristotelian distinction of act and potency. God is the summation of all possibility, and He therefore actualises all these possibilities in Himself, even
if they arc not actualised in the ordinary world. For Nicholas of eusa, God is both all
that can be (i.e., every conceivable possible) and also all that He can be (i.e., He has fully
actualised His potential). This dual understanding of God has caused a great deal of misunderstanding among commentators. Eriugena, on the other hand, says that God is beyond possibility and impossibility, and he docs not employ the Aristotelian terminology
except in the triadic manner of essence-power-operation, which he found in Maximlls.
To the extent that God is a manifest Trinity, He is botb dynamis and cncrgeia; but He is
also a hidden unity underlying both. Man, on the other hand, for Eriugena exists as
possibility from the point of view of this life, but as actuality from the point of view of
the unchanging world of the causes. For Nicholas see Trialogus de Possest, in J. Hopkins,
A Concise Introdu[{ion to thc Philosophy of l\licholas oj Cusa, 2nd cd. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980), esp. pp. 93-7. Actually Nicholas of Cusa also affirmed
that God was beyond all possibility and actuality, since He is beyond even the coincidence
of opposites (coincide/Ilia oppositorum).
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IS On the complex rclation of the human soul to time in Neoplatonism see the study by R.
Sorabji Time, Crcation alld ContillUm (London: Duebvorth, 1983). pp. 253ff. For Eckhart,
sec Colledge and McGinn Meister Eckhart, p. 200.
16 The text of IV. 772 reads: "ltaque sicut divina esscntia, ad cujus imaginel11 facta cst, infinita
cst, ita ilIa humana substitutio nullo certo fine terminatur." Uhlfdder reads the text as
humana substantia, whereas Sheldon-Williams accepts the \-vords hummw substitHtio and
translates them as "human replica." The term subslilutio is not found in classical Latin,
but is frequently used by Eriugena as early as the De pracdcstillatiol"lc to render the Greek
term hyparchis (V1TO:P~~S). Jeauneau claims that the term refers to "the act by which God
leads creatures into being"; Home/ie sur [e prolo,~tle de Jean, SC no. IS I (Paris: CERF, 1969),
p. 334. Eriugena uses it literally to mean "a placing under," a more active term than
substantia, which literally means "standing under" (sub - sto). Eriugena is trying to convey
the metaphysical conception of a being which is given to things, i.e., created being. Substitio, therefore, applies to entities which come after true substances - thus human nature
is a being created after God, "a replica" of God in Sheldon-Williams's sense. Eriugena is
struggling for Latin equivalents to Dionysius's complex terminology - hypostasis and hypos/ales arc two different terms for him; he translates hypostasis as substantia and hyposlales
as subsisttlltia.
Ii Diamt enim inter sc inviccm paradigmata Dcull1 et hominem in Venio Amb(ftflomm S. A.faximi,
Chapter 8, PL CXXILI22oa. On the meaning of parad(Rma in Eriugena see R. Roques,
"Remarques sur la signification de Jean Scot Erigene," Divil1itas 2 ('967), p. 273. Eriugcna
found the term paradigma in Dionysius (DN V.8 rrr.824C), which Eriugena translated in
his Versio Dio/!}'sii PL CXXlr. IIsoc-d: "paradigmata autem dicimus esse ipsa;: in Dco existcntiu/I! JUbstmlt~ficas et uniformilcr praetextas rationes, quas theologia praedestil1aliM1Cs !locat, et
di!lillas cl optimas voiunlalcs, exisrcnlium discrerivas ctjactivas, scomdum quas ipse sllperessenlialis
exislentia omnia ct praedcstina!lit ct adduxit." See also Pcriphyscon II.6Isd-a; and 559<1-b. The
term stands for the Dionysian concepts of Being Itself (10 aulo einai), Life Itself, etc.
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tributes can also be found in human nature. Like Nicholas of Cusa
he is asserting that human nature is divine in a certain sense. Nicholas says human nature is divine but not in an unqualified way.
Eriugena agrees, but he does not spell out clearly the qualification,
except to say that God is Himself per essentiam, whereas man is God
per participationem.'8 Eriugena's formulation is quite radical: Not only
is man a paradigm of God, but God is made into a paradigm of
man. Man and God are mutually self-defining, such that Eriugena
is close to Eckhart's powerful statement "If I were not, God would
not be God. "'9 Thus Eriugena states that just as God is incorporeal
and spiritual, so also human nature is incorporeal and spiritual. Like
God, human nature is an incorporeal essence (ousia), which can be
identified with pure intellect (nous); and the human body is interpreted by Eriugena to be, in its essence, an incorporeal spirit. As
such the human self is essentially neither male nor female but is, in
fact, sexless. Eriugena sees this as the true meaning of Saint Paul's
teaching that in Christ "there is neither male nOr female" (Gal. 3.28).
Eriugena took this notion from Gregory of Nyssa, from whom he
also took the idea that human nature originally would have reproduced itself in the angelic manner by an intellectual process alone,
without recourse to the body, in contrast to Augustine's view that
sexual reproduction might continue to take place but in a totally
rational manner.
God is omnipotent and omniscient; so also is perfect humanity in
Eriugena's view. Eriugena spells this out clearly:

ever in the universe it wished done would necessarily be done, since it
would not wish anything to be done except what it understood that its
Creator wished. (Periphyseon IV.778b; Uhlfclder's translation, p. 25 2-3)

For if human nature has not sinned and had clung without change to Him
who had created it, it would certainly be omnipotent (omnipotens). What18 See D. F. Dudow, "Gregory of Nyssa and Nicholas ofCusa: Infinity, Anthropology and

the Via Ncgativa," Downside Review 92 (I974), pp. I02-8. Nicholas differs considerably
from Eriugena in terms of his theory of human nature. Nicholas likes to emphasise the
finitude of human nature and the inseparable gap between finitude and infinity. Furthermore, he calls man a microcosm and places him a little lower than the angels, whereas
Eriugcna rejects the idea of microcosm and places man on the same level with (and in
some respects superior to) the angels. See De doda ignorantia Ill.iii, I98, in J. Hopkins,
NidJOlas of Cusa on Learned Ig//Orance: A Trans/alion and Appraisal oj De DoCIa Ignorantia
2nd cd. (Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press, X985), p. 131. "Human nature is that
[nature] which, though created a little lower than the angels, is elevated above all the
[other] works of God; it enfolds intellectual and sensible nature and encloses all tbings
within itself, so that the ancients were right ill calling it a microcosm, or a small world."
For Nicholas only a single man can attain to the Maximum - that is, Christ Himself.
I9 Eckhart, sermon Beali pauperes spiritu, in Schiirmann, p. 2I9. For Eckhart the original
mind stands naked, like Adam and Eve; it is unmixed and separate. See Colledge and
McGinn, Meister Eckhart, p. r05.
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Witness a similar stance concerning omniscience at Book IV. 77 7c778a:
NUTRITOR: There was then in human nature the potency of possessing
the fullest knowledge of itself (potentia perjectissimam sui cognitioncm habel1di)
if it had not sinned.
ALUMNUS: Nothing is more likely. For most mighty and most ",.'[ctched
Was that Fall in which our nature lost the knowledge and wisdom which
had been planted in her, and lapsed into a profound ignorance concerning
herself and her Creator.
NUTRITOR: So the fullest knowledge (perfectissima cog"i!io) both of herself
and her Creator was planted in her as part of her nature before the Fall,
in so far as the knowledge of a creature can comprchend itself and its cause.
(Sheldon-Williams's translation, cf. Uhlfelder, p. 252).

Here the soul is said to have had perfect knowledge of itself and its
Creator. In the course of this discussion it is made clear that this
self-knowledge also includes knowledge of all things, since the human soul contains in itself the principles and reasons of all things.
Not only is perfect human nature omnipotent and omniscient,
but it is also omnipresent and yet at the same time transcends the
created universe. Eriugena stresses the divine o1l1nipresence repeatedly: God is all in all (IlL 683C-684d); He is all things everywhere
(omnia ubique deum esse, IlL 677C). Eriugena frequently expresses the
idea of human omnipresence. The human being is whole in the whole
and whole in every part, he says at Book IV.752a-b; and at 759 ab he states that human nature is whole throughout all the parts of
its nature, which in fact encompass all the parts of created being _
the mineral, vegetative, living, and rational and intellectual domains. "Man is in all animals and all animals are in him, and yet
he transcends them all" (75 2b ). w

Human nature as absolute freedom
Eriugena also gives to perfect human nature the quality of absolute
freedom from all limitations, along with the attribute of perfect
goodness:
20

On omnipresence see S. Gersh, "Omnipresence in Eriugena: Some Reflections on
Augustino-Maximian Elements in the Periphyseon," in W. Beierwaltes (cd.), Erillgma: Studien zu scitlcn Quclfel1 (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1980), pp. 55-74.
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For if God is the plenitude of good things (plenituda bonorum) and man is
an image of God, the image must resemble the Primal Exemplar in this
respect also, that it is the plenitude of all good.
_ In this respect also
it is the image, in that it is free from all necessity (liberum omnium necessitate), and· is subject to no natural or material authority but possesses in
itself a will (valuntas) which is capable of obtaining its desires. (Periphyseon
IV. i96a, Sheldon-Williams's translation)

This is a crucial passage. Here human nature is given absolute goodness in the sense that it can always achieve its desires, which arc
assumed to be naturally good. Absolute freedom of the will is itself
a perfect good. Eriugena's claims are most radical. Human nature
is free of all necessity. It is not even limited by nature itself. Although the framework is Augustinian, Eriugena emphasises the voluntaristic side of human nature, rather than its strong attraction to
the good. In this sense Eriugena interprets Saint Paul's statement (at
r Cor. 3. 15-r6) that the spiritual man is subject to no law but gives
the law to himself (like Kant's rational moral being): "Spiritual man
judges all things but is judged by none" (IV. 753"-b). Eriugena could
be understood to mean that the superior man is free to give himself
any law or, more precisely, operates according to no fixed law, since
there are no fixed limits on his nature and conduct. The conception
of a fully free human nature in paradise derives from Augustine's
discussion in De libera arbitrio where Augustine distinguishes between the fully free liberated soul and our present experience of a
free-will prone to evil, a distinction between libertas and liberum arbitrium. For Augustine, the good will is completely free in willing
only the good. It does what it likes, only because what it likes is
good. Anselm interprets the scriptural phrase in a similar manner
in his Proslogion, Chapter XXV, where he says that for the spiritual
man. "whatever he wishes will be his and whatever he does not
wish will not be his." It was in the more radical sense that later
mediaeval spiritual and social movements interpreted this scriptural
passage." Pico della Mirandola (1464-94) expresses a similar view
2I

Such as the Cathars and the Brethren of the Free Spirit. Sec N. Cohn, The Pursuit o.{ the
MillClllliul11 (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), and for a more balanced account sec
R. E. Lerner, The Heresy oflhe Free Spiril (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972).
See also W. Fracngcr, The Millennium of HieroJ1ymous Bosch (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), for an account of the role of this theory in mediaeval art. Sec E. Colledge, "Liberty of the Spirit: The Mirror oj Simple Souls," in L. K. Shook (cd.), Congress
on the Theology oj Renewal ill the Church 2 (Montreal: Palm, 1968), pp. lOO~I7. Sec also
G. Lefr, Heresy in the Later Middle Ages (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
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of man's absolute freedom in his Oratio de hominis digl1itate, where
he is drawing On a passage in the Hermetic Asclcpius, Chapter 6.
Eriugena is possibly more radical, however, as Pico's optimism
concerning human nature is not echoed in his other writings.
Eriugena took this notion of spiritual freedom from Maximus,
for whom Adam before the Fall enjoyed complete freedom because
he had apatheia, a Stoic detachment from all things." Eckhart would
later develop this idea of spiritual freedom in terms of detachment
or re!casement (Abgeschicdmheit) and letting-be (Gelassenheit; Middle
German, Geldzenhcit). '3 Eriugena is less interested in developing the
meaning of spiritual freedom in terms of moral or existential conduct and prefers to express this infinite freedom in more intellectualist terms, as the freedom to adopt any theo";a concerning God
and nature one wishes, to start anywhere in the chain of causation,
which the superior man understands as a seamless web, or as the
infinite radii of a circle. This is the meaning of the anarchic nature
of man. Just as God and the Causes are without origin and obey no
fixed law or order, so also human nature, when it contemplates God
and the causes need obey no fixed order Or progression. Eriugena
says the causes have no fixed order or pattern:
And be it noted that this sequence of the primordial causes which you
asked me to set out distinctly in a definite order of precedence is constituted not in themselves but in the aspects (no/1 in ipsis scd i1'l thearia), that
is in the concept of the mind which investigates them.
For in themselves these first causes arc one and simple and none knows the order in

which they arc placed. (IlI.624a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
The causes are ordered by the mind, which can proceed any way
it likes:
Therefore the order of the primordial causes is constituted in the judgement (arbitrium) of the mind which contemplates them.
. For a devout
and pure-minded philosopher may start from anyone of them at will and
I9 6 7). For the mOVCments that took the freedom of spirit scriously sce M. Rcevcs, Joachim
ojFiore and the Prophetic Fu/ure (New York: Harper & Row, 1976). On Augustine'S complex undcrstanding of free-will see M. T. Clark, Augustil1C: Phi/osopiJC1" oj Freedom (Nc'w
York: Desclce, 1959).
22 See Maximus Ambiglla 42 (PC XCLX316d). See Thunberg, Microco5m and MediatOf, p. 153.
23 See R. Schurmann, "Trois Pcnscurs du dclaissement: Maitre Eckhart, Heideggcr, Suzuki," Journal oJ the History of Philosophy J2 (r974), pp. 455-77; 13 (1975), pp. 43-60;
Schurmann, "Heidegger and Meister Eckhart on Rclcasement," Re5earch ill Phenomen%g}'
3 (r973), pp. 95-JI9.

John Scottus Eriugena

The meaning of human nature

let his mind's eye (oculum mentis), which is true reason, [cmbrace] the others in any order of contemplation. (III.624c-d; Sheldon-Williams's translation)

Himself, and Aquinas also maintains that it is more true to say that
God is "uncaused" than to say that He is causa sui.
Eriugena arrives at this position as a consequence of his application of negative theology to human nature. God is better approached by ignorance than by knowledge, Eriugena learned from
Dionysius and the Cappadocians. It is more proper to deny things
than to affirm them concerning both God and human nature. Thus
human nature is better described as "non-being" than as "being."
Furthermore, when thought of as co-existing with God, human nature is part of the divine infinite nothingness, which Eckhart later
calls by the name "desert. ,,,6 Thus human nature can be called nothing or non-being. Eriugena then says that God creates by manifesting
Himself (see, for example, Periphyseon III. 689a, where Eriugena says
that the divine nature "creates itself, that is, allows itself to appear
in its theophanies") from His own nothingness. Just as God shows
Himself as something from nothing, so also human being creates
itself by manifesting itself. This, of course, follows the old Neoplatonic principle, well expressed by Proclus: Everything which is
perfect, is productive.'7 Not only can human nature be said to be
uncreated, but it can also be said to be self-creating. For Eriugena
the human mind creates itself when it becomes manifest in words
and signs, but also when it moves from intellect through reason to
create a sensible body for itself (the soul, which is an image of God,
makes the body as. an image of itself, II.S8Sd). We shall return to
this shortly. Eckhart, as we have already pointed out, also boldly
proclaims that humanity is causa sui, although he qualified this in
his sermon given in his OWn defence on I3 February I327, when
he affirms that "there is something in the mind of such a kind that,
if the mind were entirely thus, it would be uncreated," while denying that this uncreated part is "of the mind. ",8 Eckhart, however,
frequently asserts in less guarded moments that human beings have
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Man can enjoy a free play of infinite contemplations, whieh in fact
produce human self-transcendence in theosis. Its nature then is a kind
of non-nature, a formlessness which transcends all form, as Eriugena himself says at several points. At III.620C he says it cannot
even be bounded by itself. As Karl Rahner puts it in his Theological
Investigations; "Man is 'by nature' and by his very being the possibility of transcendence become conscious of itself - the selfconscious reference to the absolute and the knowledge about the
infinite possibility."'4 Man is boundless, anarchic, self-transcending
contemplation or subjectivity.
Human nature as causa sui

The most important and difficult question concerning this theory
which Eriugena is concerned to address is the difficult problem of
the relation of this perfect human nature to creation. If human nature is omnipotent and eternal, then in what sense can it be said to
be created? Eriugena's answer to this question is subtle but also
shocking to the mind schooled in Augustinian philosophical attitudes. He maintains that perfect human nature resembles its God in
this respect too; namely, it can be said to be uncreated. As uncreated,
human nature has always dwelt in the Godhead. As Christ, of course,
this human nature is inseparable from the Trinity and must be thought
of as part of it." But Eriugena is giving to human nature the power
_ as an omnipotent uncreated being - to create itself. Eckhart also
says that man is causa sui, and is thus similar to God. Strictly speaking both Anselm and Aquinas reject the idea that God is causa sui.
In the 1l1onologion, Chapter VI, Anselm says that God did not create

24 See K. RaImer, "Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World." in Theological
Investigations, vol. S, trans. K.-H. Krugcr"(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 19 66 ),
pp. ISi-92, csp. p. 179·
25 Eckhart also sees human nature as integral to the divine nature. Sec his sermon Sank!
Paulus sprichl (DW 1, no. ,q): "For your human nature and that of the Divine Word arc
no different - it is one and the same"; sec M. Fox, Breakthrough: A1eisler Eckhart's Creation
Spirituality (New York: Image Books, 1980), p. 104.
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26 For Eckhart on God as "desert" ox: "wasteland," see his sermon III diclJUs suis (D W !. p.
171), and R. $chiirmann, Meisler Eckhart: Mystic alld Philosopher (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1978), p 114.
27 See Procius, Illslitutio Theologica 27, trans. E. R. Dodds in Select Passages Illustratillg J,\ieo~
platonism (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1960), pp. 26-7. Eckhart
himself frequently makes use of this principle, which he found in the Liber de (ai/sis as
well as directly in Procius. It is, of course, also expressed in Plotinus, Ennead V. I, and
elsewhere.
28 Sec Schlirma.nn, Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philo.wpher, p. 29.
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an uncreated essence at the heart of them, recalling Plotinus's conception of an undescended part of the soul. '9 Eriugena never actually
uses this formulation, but does, as we shall see, understand the soul
as the form of itself, and as forming itself while remaining formless
and outside all determinations. Eckhart says something very similar:
"It is free of all names and devoid of all forms, entirely bare and
free, as void and free as God is in Himself. "3 For Eriugena, one
can also speak of an uncreated part of the human soul, or, more
correctly, one can recognise that it is possible to view the soul under
the aspect of its uncreated eternity in God. As we shall see in discussing the four divisions of nature in Chapter 12, Eriugena views
the human mind as able to float freely through all of these divisions
and to be placed in the category of that which is neither created nor
creates, as well as in the category of that which is uncreated and
creates.
Eriugena is quite clear that the perfect human nature belongs to
God and is fully contained in Him, without any difference or distinction of attribute or quality. It is true that Eriugena does allow
for one kind of difference only between God and perfect human
nature; namely, they differ in subject, or as he says, in number; that
is God is one being, and human nature is another, perfectly equal,
and even identical being. Eriugena believes "equal in all respects"
means "identical." Two things are identical if they are in
all respects equal, and yet they retain their difference in number.
This paradox of identity will reappear in the work of German idealists, and in Heidegger's essay Identity and Difference. We must now
discuss the manner in which human and divine nature reflect one
another.
0
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Christology (which affirmed the cosmic humanity of Jesus) and on
the implications of accepting the concept of deification or theosis.
Deification is usually interpreted in the Latin Church as involving
only the increasing similarity between human nature and God, a polishing of the image, as it were, until human nature attains likeness
to God. They stop short of claiming that this image can become
perfectly identical with the archetype in all respects. 3 ' Eriugena,
however, has no qualms about defining a perfect image as one which
has all features in common with the archetype - to the same degree
of perfection as is found in the archetype (e.g., IV.S2n). He believes an image can be an image only if it possesses total similarity
or likeness. If there is any otherness then it is not a true image. This
is in line with Eriugena's understanding of an identity v.rhich includes difference without thereby becoming non-identical. He understands image and archetype as manifest and hidden aspects of the
one identical nature.
Eckhart believes something quite similar about the identity of image and its exemplar, though he uses a more sophisticated language
of being-in-itself and being-for-itself: "An image is not of itself; nor
is it for itself. It has its origin in that of which it is the image ..
An image receives its being inlnleciiately fronl that of which it is
the image. It is one being with it and it is the same being" (D W"
p. 269, 2-7 translated in Schurmann, Meister Eckhart, p. 94). For
Eckhart there is no distinction between man and God "before ever
God created things," but now it is only through grace that man can
become what God is by nature.
Eriugena agrees that an iinage and archetype are one in all characteristics of their essence (remember that essence includes both the
hidden and unhidden aspects of the thing). He does, however, also

The identity of image and archetype
It is clear that Eriugena develops this view of the interchangeability
of God and perfect human nature based on his interpretation of Greek
29 Eckhart calls this the interior castle, or the spark of the soul, relating it to the mediaeval
mystical idea of the scillli/la animae. Nicholas of Cusa also suggests that human nature is
self-created and creates its own world; sec M. Alvarez-Gomez, "Dcr Mensch "Js Schopfer
seiner Welt: Ucbcrlegungcn zu De COHiecturis," Alittcihmgen und ForsdHmgsbcitriige der
CrlSallus-Gesellschafi I3 (X978), pp. r60-6.
30 Eckhart, Illtravit Jesus ill quoddam cQstcilum, in $chlirmanll, iHdster Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher, p. 7.

31 On the doctrine of image and resemblance in Christi:m Neoplatonism sec]. E. Sullivan,
The Image oj God: The Doctrine oj SI. Augustille and Its b!fiuencc (Dubuquc, Iowa: The
Priory Press, 1963) and thc brilliant study of R. ]avclet, Image et ressclIlb/m1(e au douzieme
siede, de Saint Allselmc d Alain de Litle. 2 vols. (Strasbourg: Univcrsitc de Strasbourg,
1967). Thc thinking stems from a combination of Genesis 1.26 with the Platonic discussion of human nature as striving to achieve homoiosis thea. For Augustine's position on
the difference between thc image and its likeness, see R. A. Markus, "[mago and Similituda
in Augustine," RWlle des etudes auglistillicl1l1es 10 (1964), pp. 123-43. Augustine locates the
image of God in the interior man, in the mind, but he does not make mllch of the distinction between image and resemblance; see La Ge/l(?5C all sel1S litteral, vol. 1. pp. 62233. Some later writers argue that man is image by nature, but only perfects the likencss
through grace.
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say that they have the same being but differ in number or subject.
Eriugena found this doctrine in Gregory of Nyssa's De hominis opijicio, which is frequently quoted at length in the Periphyseon. 3 ' It
was a position which was much debated during the Iconoclastic
controversy in the East.
Alumnus articulates this doctrine in an important passage in Book
IV:

point beyond insisting that spirits are individuated even after the
return of all things to the One. At times he talks as if in fact it is
the Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Trinity, which is responsible for the diffusion of principles as individuals. The identification
of the Platonic anima mundi with the Holy Spirit was tentatively
made in the twelfth century by William of Conches and by Thierry.
It was condemned in Abelard by the council of Sens in II40.
Most of the time Eriugena is content to use stock metaphors to
explain how the many and the One are related in the spiritual realm.
Thus all souls and God are one, just as different lights all merge in
the one light (e.g., 1.488a) while each remains its own light; or all
sounds in the one note, or all drops of water in the one ocean (see,
e.g., Periphyseon V.883a)34 In a similar manner in God there is nothing
else than God and everything there is equally divine, Eriugena
maintains. Thus all souls merge with the One, while somehow
maintaining their individual number (their subject). 35 Two humans
have the same ousia and are distinguished only through their accidental qualities, and especially through temporal and spatial location. Eriugena sees individuation as normally occurring through external characteristics, coagulating around the inner universal essence.
Thus there is one primary cause of humanity, but individual humans are differentiated by their appearance in space and time. However, Eriugena does seem to need another principle of individuation,
which he never spells out. This is an epistemic or idealist concept
of individuation. Each mind is different because its perspective on
the totality is different.
Perfect human nature thus is a single unity which is nevertheless
distributed through all human individuals. It is in fact a kind of
cosmic humanity which in every respect is not at all different from
the divine. Indeed, this is exactly as Eriugena wishes it, since he
wants to maintain that Christ is both perfectly human and also God.
It must therefore be possible for human nature to co-exist with divinity, to be equal to it as it were. We may illustrate Eriugena's
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For how would she [the soul] be an image if in some aspect she differed
from that of which she is the image? Except of course in relation of the
subject (excepta subjecti ratione), about which we spoke in earlier books when
we were discussing the Prototype or Principal exemplar and its image.
(IV. 778a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)

Eriugena does qnalify his remarks in two ways. First, he says that
the exemplar is being per se, through itself, whereas the image is
being only pel' payticipationcm (778a); and second, he says that the
Creator is uncreated while the Image is created. Similarly, later in
the Hornilia he states that human nature is not the Light but only
participates in the Light. God alone is the Light per se; we are light
pel' partieipationem.
But these distinctions are allowed to slide when Eriugena talks
about deification in its highest form where human nature actually
becomes merged with God's nature. At this point Eriugena no longer
has a means of distinguishing one nature from another. The usual
mediaeval metaphysical position was that all natures are distinguished or individuated through matter, as expressed in standard
Aristotelian philosophy. But in Eriugena there must also be an individuation which takes place at the level of mind or spirit, which
in fact for Eriugena is individuated by the Holy Spirit. (See II.s 63c ,
where he interprets the biblical idea of the Spirit fertilising the waters
as the differentiating of genera into their species and individuals.)
Augustine had already floated the idea of a spiritual or intelligible
matter in his De Gmesi ad litteram," but Eriugena never clarifies this

J.

T. Muckle, "The Doctrine of St. Gregory of Nyssa on Man as the Image of God,"
Medic!lal Studies 7 (1948), pp. 55~84; and R. Lcys, L'lmage de Dieu chez s. Grigoire de
Nysse: Esquissc d'unc doclrille (Paris: Dcsclcc de Brouwer, 195 1).
33 For Augustine'S account of intelligible matter, see A. H. Armstrong, "Spiritual or Intel-

32

ligible Matter in Plotinus and Augustine," in AlIgllstimH Magister, Congrcs international
Augustinicn (Paris, 21-24 September 1954), vol. I (Paris: Etudes Augustinicnnes, 1954),
pp. 277-83.
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34 On the history of these images see J. Pepin, "SlilIa aquae modica multo il~fusa villo. Ferro
igl1ifllm, lure perfosus acr. L'Origine de trois comparaisons familicres a la theologie mystique medievale," Dillinilas 2 (1967), pp. 331-75.
35 For a general discussion of the problem of individuation in early mediaeval philosophy
and in Eriugena see J. J. Gracia, Introduction to the Problem of Indilliduation ill the Early Middle
Ages 500-1200 A.D. (Munich: Philosophia Verlag, 1984), pp. 123-35. Eriugem says image
and archetype diffcr in respect of subject (rV.822a).
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vIew of the relation between human nature and God with the following diagram:

things. Eriugena found this doctrine in the writings of Gregory of
Nyssa and of Maximus, and never abandoned it, since it appears
also in the Homilia XIX.294b. Man, for these writers, contains all
things; man is the officina omnium (Il.530d; IV.755b; V.893C, etc.),
the "workshop" of all things. Eriugena explains it at II.530d: "For
there is no creature, from the highest to the lowest, which is not
found in man, and that is why he is rightly called officina omnium"
(Sheldon-Williams's translation). This doctrine is based on the Aristotelian view that the soul is in a certain way all things, and is
usually understood to mean that man shares in the nature of other
things in some way, as Nicholas of eusa, for example, interprets
it at De docta ignorantia III.iv.206, where he says, "The intellect is
potentially all things."3 8 But it is here taken fairly literally to mean
that human nature "contains" or "circumscribes" all things by possessing the reasons, principles, and causes of those things in itself.
Thus just as the divine mind contains in itself the knowledge of all
things, so the human mind contains within itself the principles and
reasons (or notions) or seeds of all things.'9
This doctrine is normally understood in terms of human nature
as a mic1'Ocosm which mirrors the macrocosm, a philosophy which
derives from Plato and reached high expression in the Renaissances
of the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. 40 Eriugena, however, intentionally avoids the term "microcosm" at IV.793C, following
Gregory of Nyssa (whose De hominis opiJicio he quotes), since he
believes this word expresses human nature in lowly terms, suggesting that man contains all material and lower things. The concept
of microcosm yields a horrendous lTIOnster, a hUlTIan who is an unregulated mixture of all things. Furthermore, the term seems to have
been understood in a limited way to suggest that n1an is made out
of the four elements which he shares with all other material beings.
Eriugena prefers his own formulations; for him, as later for Pico
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Homo
Human nature
Mind
Thought

Imago
Paradeigma
Verbum (lOg05)
Idea (notio)

Deus
Divine nature
Divine mind
Divine will

Humanity and divinity are correlative terms. They are the opposite
poles of a dialectic of creation/manifestation, which is mediated by
nature or thought or image or word. Man and God are one in that
they are dialectically united in the concealing/revealing dynamic of
the Word. This is the meaning of Eriugena's bold statement that
God and the creature are to be understood as one and the same:
"We ought not to understand God and the creature as two things
distinct from one another, but as one and the same (sed unum et id
ipsum)" (Ill. 678c; Sheldon-Williams's translation). The normal gap
which separates Creator from creature is elided in the personage of
Christ and therefore also in the case of perfect humanity. Eriugena
makes clear that he is not just referring to the Incarnation (which
he calls inhum01latio) as the historical event in which this coalescence
of divinity and humanity occur; it is a property of the eternal world
itself. Eriugena is scarcely interested in the historical Christ, merely
reassuring people, in a manner clearly influenced by Maximus, that
the Crucifixion was not just a phantasia.'6 He wants Christ to be
understood not only camaliter, as a flesh-and-blood human, but also
spiritualiter, as the bond and meaning of the whole universe. Christ
represents true infinity in that he bonds both the finite and the infinite and does not leave them standing side by side, which Hegel
justly criticises as poor theological thinking. 37
Officina omnium
As part of this sharing in the divine nature, perfect human nature
can be said to run through all things and in a way to contain all
36 On Eriugcna's rejection of docctism see Homily XI.290a in Jcauncau (cd.), Jean Scot. HomClic
sur Ie Prologue de Jean, SC no. lSI (Paris: CERF, 1969), pp. 256-8, and esp. 258 ll. I.
Eriugcna is following Maximlls, who strongly defended this point.
37 In the Commentary oflhe GO.lpd o.fJohn (3I2C) Eriugcna talks ofa contemplation or r/Jeoria
which transcends the carnal understanding and grasps the spiritual meaning of Christ; see
E. ]eauneau (ed.), CommClltairC' sur l'El'angi/e deJean, SC no. ISO (Paris: CERF, T972). p.
IS5. See also Pcriphyscol1 V.993b: carnem Chrisli I'ersam iam in spiril!lm.
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38 Sec]. Hopkins, lVic/wlas ofCusa 011 Lcamcd Ignorance p. 135.
39 For a discussion of Eriugena's use of the idea of containment, see J. Gracia, "Ontological
Characterisation of the Relation between Man and Created Nature, '" Joumal oj the History
of Philosphy r6 (1978), pp. 155-66. On the concept of containment in general see S. J.
Grabowski. "God Contains the Universe: A Study in Patristic Theology," Revllc dc l'Un/vcrsile d'Otlawa 26 (1956), pp. 93-II3 and r6s-87.
40 The classic study of the concept of microcosm is R. Allers, "Microcosmos from Anaximandros to Paracclsus," Traditio 2 (1944), pp. 319-407. Sec also G. P. Conger, Theories
of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of PhilosopiJy (New York: Columbi:l University
Press, 1922).
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della Mirandola, man is medietas, intermediary between heaven and
earth (V.893C), and contains all things by transeending them.
I have so far described the attributes of perfect human nature in
Eriugena's system, and noted that he speaks of this perfect human
nature as a timeless essence, which is best understood as a possible
state (and also a future state) of humankind. We shall now turn to
the other pole of Eriugena's dialectical analysis of human nature,
namely, his decription of human nature in its present corporeal, spatiotemporal state.

is a felix culpa and can be celebrated as the moment of the birth of
reason from intellect and the emergence of temporal, self-conscious
awareness, the first step in the history of Spirit (as it is for Hegel).
The scriptural account of the Fall is actually a symbolic or allegorical account, which is really pointing out that perfect human nature
does not in fact exist in this world. Instead, humans are sexually
differentiated, corporeal animals, no longer pure spirit. The Fall is
a symbol of the descent of intellect into reason and sense, the descent of the soul into the body, the shift from a timeless world to
a world governed by space and time and corporeality.
Although Eriugena speaks of human beings as creating their bodies (II.s80a-b), as I shall discuss later, he also speaks of the body
being created because God foresaw that man would sin. For this
reason the body itself is not evil. The body is the result of sin, but
it is not thereby evil (IV.793-99b and IV.846d-847a). Did Adam
and Eve exist for a time before they fell' If sexual differentiation is
a result of the Fall, it would seem not. Eriugena gets around this
problem, however, by denying that humans spent any time in paradise. As soon as he was created, man was already descending from
paradise "under the impulse of his irrational will" (IV.8Irc). We
thus encounter humans as always already male and female. It is interesting that Eriugena denies that woman was created after man in
time.
Eriugena sees this as a splitting of the original unity of no us and
its becoming enveloped in a "female" aesthesis, (IV.813b), which
cloaks its original nature. This idea comes from Philo, from Origen
(whom he cites at IV.8ISC), and perhaps ultimately from Aristophanes' speech in Plato's Symposium.
When the human mind in its perfection resided with God, it was
a formless non-being. But when it appears in this world, it does so
only clothed in the garb of reason and sense. Eriugena interprets the
"garments of skin" of Genesis 3.zr, put on by humans after the
Fall, as the sensible material bodies humans now possess. 4 '
In this world there is no instantaneous unity of intellect with the
object of thought. Rather, thinking takes place through the medium
of reasoning and ratiocinative calculation, which is distended in time.
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As perfect human nature, human existence is thoroughly spiritual,
timeless, and incorporeal. It is a pure mind or spirit. Eriugena variously uses the terms mens, spiritus, animus, and nous (IV.7S3C) to
describe this condition. At the spiritual level humanity is pure mind,
pure intellect. This is similar to the Buddhist notion of man's "original nature," a nothingness which is one with the cosmic way, or
in the Western tradition to the interpretation of "virgin" given by
Eckhart in his sermon, Intravit Jesus in quoddam costtllum. Furthermore, perfect human nature is not differentiated by sex; maleness
or femaleness is not an essential attribute of human nature, Eriugena
says, following Maximus and Gregory (IV.8rzb-c). In order to link
this perfect essence of human nature with its present condition, we
need therefore to introduce a new element - the metaphysical act
of separation known to Christians as the Fall. The Fall occurs through
human free-will which is distracted from spiritual to carnal pleasure
(as in Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa), but it is also due to too
much self-love (philautia) or self-preoccupation ("pride") and a turning
to self instead of to God. 4 ' As in Augustine, however, the Fall is
also in a sense man's self-exteriorisation and self-externalisation. It
41 On the Fall of the soul in Augustine sec O'Connell, St. Augustine's Early Theory oj,Han,
pp. 15 2- 8 3, and W. M. Green, "ill ilium oml1is pCCCGti superbia. Augustine on Pride as the
First Sin," Ullil!wity of California Publications in Classical Philology 13 (1949), pp. 4oi-31.
Plotinus explains human descent from the one in terms of tollna (-rOA.l-lex), "audacity," a
scmitraditional term of the Pythagorcans' and Gnostics', which Plotinus uses at Ennead
V.1.t and 2.9.11 and which docs carry overtones of wilfulness; it is not identical, however, with Augustine's superbia. Plotinus paints a picture of a growing restlessness of the
soul and a kind of audacity by which it overreaches itself, but in some of his Ellneads he
emphasises more the involuntary and necessary nature of this movement (e.g., Ellnead
IV·3·'3)·
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42 See Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, pp. I59ff. This interpretation is also found in Gregory of Nazianzlls; see J. S. Plagnieux, S. Gregoire de Nazial1ze llzc%giell: Etudes de sficme
reiigiellse, no. i (Paris: Etudes Franciscaines, 1952), p. 426.
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The unformed and formless perfect mind was "known only to God
and ourselves" (I.454b); the mind now knows itself only through
the images of sense aud memory, which Eriugena calls collectively
phantasiae. The mind now has form and is formed by the act of
thinking and expressing itself in souud and writing. Eckhart will
later speak, in his sermon Ave, Gratia Plena, of the manner in which
the mind gives birth to the word and pronounces it while it remains
in the mind and the mind "rests on its image." Eriugena speaks of
the mind producing reason and sense as "making" or "creating,"
or as the mind exteriorising itself.

(which) in themselves (are) invisible, and bring (them) forth into sensible
knowledge. (II.58oa-b)

17 6

The mind creates the body

The mind externalised itself and in so doing was clothed in reason
and sense. Pure intellect can no longer operate on its own in a timeless way, but must proceed through the distended temporal processes of reason and sensation and also becomes enveloped in irrational passions. Whereas pure intellects possess spiritual bodies, which
Eriugena at V. 994a calls "true bodies," fallen humanity possesses a
body which appears real and corporeal, but which is in fact an illusion created by the fantasies of sense. It is an illusion produced
by the mind itself. In this sense, then, Eriugena can speak of the
human body as created by the mind. As we have said, it is the
"ilnage of an image," as Plotinus also understood.
But Eriugena can also speak of the human mind creating its external physical body in the sense that this body is its own selfmanifestation, and as we have seen, he defines crcation in terms
of self-manifestation. The mind expresses itself through the motions
of the body, and thus the body is something the mind makes. Eriugena actually talks of the body's being created by the mind:
We do not doubt but that the trinity of our nature, which is not the image

of God but is made in the image of God (ad imagillem Dei).

. is not only

crcated out of nothing but also creates (creat) the senses which arc subjoined
to it, and the instruments of the senses, and the whole of its body - I mean

this mortal (body). For (the created trinity) is made from God in the image
of God out oj nothing, but the body it creates (creat) [itself], though not
out of nothing but out of something. For, by the action of the soul _
it creates for itself a body in which it may openly display its hidden actions
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Eriugena is using the word "create" here to signify a kind of making. Like Augustine, Eriugena uses the terms jacere, "make," and
creare, "create," interchangeably, a confusion not cleared up until
Aquinas (ST 1.45.5). It is not strictly a making from nothing for
Eriugena, but it is a self-manifestation and a moving from the incorporeal to the corporeal, and therefore signifies a part of the cosmic
process of creation.
Eruigena explains that the soul creates the body by gathering together immaterial qualities and by adhering them to quantity, which
acts as a kind of substrate for the qualities (II.58ob). This is a remarkable doctrine, developed from the account given by Gregory
of Nyssa of the soul's creation of the body and unlike anything
found in Latin authors. Eriugena blends Gregory's account with the
account of matter he found in Dionysius's Divine Names IV.z8 (PG
III. 729a), as he shows at Periphyseon 1.500c-50ra, and with an account in Augustine's Confessions XII. VI.6. Eriugena is invoking his
theory that the categories - substance, quantity, quality, place, etc.
- are in fact incorporeal, and blends this with his view that the four
elements (earth, air, fire, and water) are also incorporeal and are
really a combination of elemental qualities (hot, cold, dry, moist)
which themselves are incorporeal and invisible. Matter for Eriugena, as he says at 1.488b, is itself not circumscribed by any place
or form and can only be defined by the via negativa:
For I think you arc suggesting nothing else than that we should recognise
that it is from the concourse (concursus) and commingling (contcmperantia)

of the four clements of this world that the matter of bodies is made.
Nor is this strange, for they do not know that the clements of this world
arc composed of nothing but the concourse of the aforesaid accidents of
ouaLa. For fire is produced by the conjunction of heat and dryness, air by
that of heat and moisture, water by that of moisture and cold, earth by
that of cold and dryness. And since these qualities which come together
cannot by themselves become manifest, quantity supplies them \vith a
quantum (quantum) in which they can make a sensible appearance. (I-495d-

496a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
The human mind therefore produces the impression of corporeal
matter by mingling together the incorporeal qualities into which thc
four clcments resolve.
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The return of human nature

any corporeal sense it treats, discerns, joins, and distinguishes the nature
and reason of things; as a whole, outside and above all creation and itself
(for it is included in the nUlnber of creatures) it revolves around its Creator
in an intelligible and eternal motion which is cleansed of all vices and phantasiae. (Uhlfclder's translation, p. 222)

Eriugena describes two conditions of humanity - spiritual eternal
nature and his temporal material nature. Despite the fact that he
keeps these two orders so radically distinct, there is in fact a way
of mediating between the two and of returning from the temporal
to the eternal. Eriugena is not a dualist, in the later Cartesian sense,
and does not see these two conditions as two orders of being, thought
of in an absolutist manner. He applies his dialectical method to mediate between these two human states. Thus Eriugena posits not
two states but one, seen under two aspects - causaliter and effectualiter. He distinguishes between them adverbially, as it were, rather
than giving them the ontological status of substances or nouns. Just
as we can say that God is a Being and also that God is not a Being,
using affirmative and negative theology, we can also generate a negative dialectic of the human condition so that we are able to say,
"Man is a rational animal" and "Man is not a rational animal"
(IV.758a-b). This can be extended until we can state that man is
and also is not a mortal corporeal body. In fact, Eriugena is concerned to show that these two descriptions do not indicate two permanent types of being, but rather two ways of looking at the one
reality. He is at great pains to emphasise the original total unity of
humanity, a unity which in fact is never destroyed, even by the Fall.
Although the Fall seems to shatter the integrity and unity of human
nature, it is more accurate to say that it cloaks and hides our true
nature from our own understanding, but in fact does not destroy
the ontolo'gical work of creation, which is timeless and perfect, and
cannot suffer destruction or corruption from any source.
Eriugena is anxious to assert that human nature is a unity and a
whole. At IV.754b-c, he says that we are wholly intellect, wholly
reason, wholly sense, and so forth:
ALUMNUS: Are we to say, then, that the human soul is a simple nature
frcc from all compound, or must we believe that it is joined by some parts

into a unity?
NUTRITOR: I maintain the former alternative very firmly - namely, that

it is simple and free from all linking of parts..

. All of it is everywhere

present in it throughout the whole. As a whole it is life, intellect, reason,
sense, and memory; as a whole it endows the body with life, nourishes it,
holds it together, and causes it to grow; as a whole, with all the senses it
perceives the appearances (speCies) of sensible things; as a whole, beyond
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Although this passage treats of the unity and simplicity of the soul,
a doctrine Christians from Augustine on defended with vigour, Eriugena actually extends this unity to include the body. In the original condition man had a spiritual body which was totally united
with his soul, such that the whole person was simple and whole.
Even now, the earthly body is not a real body. The animal body
man has put on is merely a result of free choice; it is a comlningling
of fantasies and hence is not truly real. This is argued at some length,
especially in the important passage at IV.759a f£.:
God is both above everything and in everything, since He, who alone truly
is, is the Essence of everything (essentia omnium); and although He is ",'hole
in everything, He does not cease being whole outside (extra) of everything;
whole in the world, whole around the world, whole in sensible crcation;
whole in intelligible creation; whole He makes the universe; whole He is
made in the universe, whole in the whole of the universe, whole in its
parts, because He Himself is both whole and part, and neither whole nor
part. In the same way human nature is whole in itself in its world, in its
universe, in its visible and invisible parts, \vhole in its whole, and whole
in its parts; and its parts arc whole in themselves, and whole in the whole.

(Uhlfelder's translation, p, 228)
This panegyric on the absolutely unified, omnipresent, and transcendent nature of man includes the unity of the body, and of the
body with the soul, for the passage concludes:
Even its lowest and meanest part, the body, according to its reasons, is
whole in the whole man, since body in so far as it truly is body, subsists
in its reasons, which were made at the first creation; and although human
nature is such in itself, it exceeds its whole. It could not cling to its Creator

without exceeding both everything under it and itself. (IV.759b-c; UhIfelder's translation, p. 228)
A little later Eriugena hastens to assure his student that he is referring not to the mortal and corruptible body but to the eternal body
(Uhlfelder, p. 229). How, then, does he propose to reunite these
two aspects - the temporal and the eternal'
Eriugena reunites fallen human nature with its perfect self through
his account of the return, which leans heavily on the writings of
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Maximus Confessor. Maximus sets out the stages of the return as
something which proceeds naturally. It is part of the divine plan,
an ontological feature of cosmic existence itself. For every outgoing
there is return. (See V.893a-d.) Eriugena uses Epiphanius (V.899C
ff.) to provide him with many natural images of return - the sun
returns every day; the seasons return; seeds turn into plants which
flower and produce seeds and die; the phoenix, after living five
hundred years, builds a pyre and consumes itself with fire only to
rise again (V.900b-c). The return is a natural stage of the dialectic.
In fact, this return and outgoing are eternal and timeless in God
(V.890C-d). Thought of from the side of human nature, however,
this return actually takes place through human temporal activity;
although what it really involves is a turning around of the human
point of view from One of temporality to one of timelessness and
eternity. In fact, the return actually is seen from the human side to
go farther than the outgoing and through grace (V.980c-d) is able
to transcend itself and enter the Divinity.''; Eriugena distinguishes
between the return which equals the exitus (which he calls restauratio
at V.979c and recursio at 979d) and the return which goes beyond it
as a distinction between general and special. The general return is
the return of all effects to their causes, a return to paradise (V.979a),
but the special return (deificatio) is a return through the causes into
the Godhead itself (symbolised by eating of the tree of life: "For it
is one thing to return to paradise, another to eat of the tree of life";
V·979 a).
All of us men, without exception, shaH rise again in spiritual bodies and
with the wholeness of natural goods, and shall return to the ancient condition in which we were first created; but not all will be transformed into
the glory of deification, which surpasses all nature and paradise. Therefore
just as general resurrection (generaliter resurgere) is one thing and special
transformation (speciaiiter immutari) another, so return to paradise is one

thing and eating of the tree of life is anotlier. (V. 97gb; Uhlfcldcr's translation, p. 335)
The return is divided into different stages in different texts. Eriugena is not too worried about the details so long as it is clearly
43 This is similar to Eckhart's notion of the "breakthrough" (Durcltbruch); see Schiirmann,
A1dsler Eckhart: My.llic and Philosopher, pp. 6j-9·
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understood that the general return is a part of nature itself. In fact,
he is quite aware of differences in interpretation, as he notes at V.876c.
In Maximus there are five stages to the return: the reuniting of body
and soul, of male and female, of the earth with paradise (II.553 c),
of the sensible with the intelligible world (II.535a), and finally of
created and un created.
According to Eriugena, the resolution of human nature back to
God takes place through the following stages: First the body is resolved into the four elements of which it is composed, a stage Eriugena says no authority disputes. Then this body is resurrected with
its four elements somehow purified into their eternal ideas (Eriugena's thought is quite unclear on this point); this will involve the
transfonnation of human nature into sOll1ething con1pletely spiritual, and human nature will become one with God. This point is
contested by Latin authorities such as Augustine and Boethius, Eriugena notes at V.8na. He quotes arguments from Augustine's De
Genesi ad litteram X.iv. 7 and from Boethius's Contra Eutychen et Nestorium IV·74-83 (mistakenly referred to by Eriugena as De Trinitate
Book II) that body can never be transmuted into soul and that soul
can never be transmuted into God. This is an important objection
to Eriugena's idealism, but he glosses over it, saying he welcomes
these words but pointing out that many Greeks thought otherwise
and indeed also Some Latins, specifically Ambrose (V.878a). In order to reinforce his idealist interpretation, Eriugena again points out
that the corporeal is in fact a conglomeration in the mind of
incorporeal qualities. Human nature will blend totally with its perfect Idea in the mind of God. It will become one with its primary
causes and then will transcend itself to become one with God Himself so that God will be all in all and everything will be God, says
Eriugena, quoting Scripture (V.876a-b).
In a later passage Eriugena outlines the return as taking place
through another series of stages (again found originally in Maximus) which represent the gradual transformation of the material into
the psychological and into the mental, for "nothing exists in human
nature which is not spiritual and intelligible" (V.878d). These represent an upward movement along tlie liierarchy of human nature.
First, body will be absorbed by the vital motion (vis activa), next
the senses (sensus) will absorb the vital motion, and then the external
sense will be absorbed by the inner sense (sensus interior); this will
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in turn be absorbed by reason (ratio), which will be absorbed by the
intellect (nous or intel/eetus or animus). This intellect will then become one with its universal cause and be transformed into wisdom,
and wisdom will be transformed into the ineffable Godhead (V. r020Cr02rb). There is an absorption of body into soul. At V.987 Eriugena clarifies the meaning of the transition from an earthly to a
heavenly body by explaining that this does not mean (as the carnally
minded have construed it) that the earthly elements are somehow
transmuted into lighter and more ethereal bodies. Rather it means
that bodies will become pure spirits (V·987b).
At V.990b Eriugena talks of body and soul together being transformed into nous, and nous into God Himself. All humans will become a single no us (87Sb) and will be "one soul, one mind, one
God" (V.884a), a theory which is to be developed in detail by the
Latin Averroists in the thirteenth century and condemned in r277·
Eriugena sees the human mind as active in the return, not only
of itself, but of all things. On his understanding, when human nature returns, it brings with it not merely its own bodies and senses
but the entire sensible creation. This doetrine of the universal return
of all things (apocatastasis) is common in the Eastern writers from
Origen, and Eriugena found it both in Gregory of Nyssa and in
Maximus. It is part of Eriugena's idealist assessment of the human
mind which transcends and absorbs all nature into itself44
Just as Eriugena had spiritualised the original paradise from which
human nature fell as identical with perfect human nature itself,
understood as nous and as the perfect imago Dei, so he explains that
in the return of all things, both heaven and hell are to be conceived
of purely spiritually as being states of mind rather than places. There
is not a "new heaven" and a "new earth" in any physical sense, but
only a transformation of everything corporeal into spirit (V. 989c).
This spiritual human nature is of course non-local and also transcends all time.
Moreover, there are as many states of mind as there are human
beings. Each person will ascend on clouds of contemplations (in nubibus theoriae, V.876b) and will attain to the level of intellection and
44 See also Eckhart's sermon Nolitc limcre cos, where he says: "All creatures are brought into
my understanding in that they arc spiritually within mc. I alone bring all creatures back
to God" (Fox, Breakthrough, p. 76). German text in J. Quint, Meisler Eckhart: Deutsche
Prcdigtcn lind Traktatc (Munich: Hanser, 1959, reprinted 1963), no. 26.
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contemplation which befits his moral level (V.988a: "The degree of
brightness of each will correspond to the worthiness of his earthly
life"). At V.98rb Eriugena says that all men will be placed according to their degree in that natural paradise "as though within a temple, but only those who have been sanctified in Christ, shall enter
into its inner parts." Thus each will occupy a rung on the endless
ladder of intellectual contemplation and will be one with the things
they contemplate. Each will have his or her own vision (phantasia) ,
but the visions of the damned will be cruel and terrifying nightmares, a true hell, while the visions of the blessed will be theophaniae
or divine revelations, befitting their moral and intellectual development. Thus the glory of the elect will not be in some especially
bright body but, rather, in the "purity of the contemplation in which
he shall see God face to face" (988b), while the damned do not suffer deformation and ugliness of body but deprivation of the vision
of God (989a): "For I hold that the deprivation of Christ and His
absence are the sole torment for every rational creature, and that
there is no other" (989a). Eriugena says that the damned shall have
the fantasies of those things they desire before their eyes; but it shall
be useless to them, as these fantasies are empty imaginings and a
mere nothing (977a). He goes on to explain that in this world and
in the next the fantasies of sensible things are arranged in a "perfect
order" (977c) and that the good will experience good fantasies and
the bad horrible nightmares of wild beasts, and so forth. The saints,
however, do not receive fantasies at all but, rather, divine theophaniae (978a) until they receive deification itself.
Eriugena makes some extraordinary remarks in the final stages of
Book V when he is describing the return of all things. As we have
seen, he identifies paradise with human nature and the tree of life
at the centre of paradise with Christ or perfect human nature (98n).
Now he points out that God dwells nowhere else but in the heart
of human and angelic being. God is literally nowhere, but human
nature is the place of His lighting or His theophania. Human nature,
however, is on par with angelic nature in that both are the place of
God's appearing. They are the site of being itself understood as unhiddenness and manifestation. But even more important, Erillgena
ultimately resolves angelic and human being into one. Although God
appears to both angels and humans, Eriugena believes that it was
as a human that God chose to appear to both angels and men, thus
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glvmg human' nature an ontological privilege. They are not two
beings but two different intellectual ways of looking at the divine
being:

equal to God Himself. Given this high estimation of humanity in
Eriugena, Heidegger's critique of ontotheology and metaphysics
would need to be substantially revised. For this reason Eriugena's
anthropology is an important chapter in Western metaphysics. His
development of the dialectical relation between man and God also
prefigures the later dialectical systems of Hegel, Feuerbach, and Marx,
all of whom attempt to reinterpret the meaning of the idea that God
expresses Himself through man, and man can perfect himself only
by becoming God. For Eriugena the very knowledge of the true
human essence is itself the secret of human self-transcendence. The
meaning of this knowledge is the means of salvation itself. It is part
of his meaning of philosophy and of the soul's self-understanding
in dialectic, that its knowing is itself productive of its state of being,
or state of viewing (theoria). We will examine the consequences of
this concept of the self for self-knowledge in the next chapter.

For God dwells nowhere but in the nature of men and angels, to whom
alone it is given to contemplate the Truth. But we should not think of
these two natures as two separate houses: they arc one and the same house

built of two intelligible materials (ex Juabus intelligibilibus materiis). It is
of this house that the Lord seems to be speaking when He says: "In My
Father's House are many manSlOns. " (V. 982 c; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)

Summary

In this chapter I have given an account of the meaning of human
nature for Eriugena and have argued that he is not - as first appears
- propounding a dualist theory of human nature but is, in fact, arguing for a duplex theoria, that is, for an idealist understanding of
human nature as mind and for an understanding of man as sensible
animal. But this mind has an infinite capacity for understanding things
in different ways, and this is its real essence. The human mind then
is a set of ways of viewing, which proposes objects to itself and
generates a world in which it comes to an understanding of its own
inner nature as both causa sui and as the perfect paradigm of God's
own infinite, anarchic nature. Eriugena's doctrine has relevance for
modern philosophical anthropology. Heidegger, for example, states
in Being and Time that the being of man as imago Dei has never been
given proper ontological analysis in Western philosophy.45 He ignores Eriugena's complex anthropology, which works out a detailed analysis of the being of human nature to the extent of emphasising its perfect possible nature over and above its actual
"everyday" being. Heidegger seeks to express the nature of just such
a contemplation of human possibility in his Letter on Humanism, where
he speaks of the "quiet power of the possible" and opposes all forms
of metaphysical humanism, which have reduced human nature to
animality and thought of it in too lowly a fashion. 46 Eriugena's evaluation of human nature places it higher than every being, and
45 Sec M. Hcidcggcr, Being and Time, trans. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (New York:
Harper & Row, 1962), p. 74.
46 M. Hcidcggcr, Letter on Humanism, in D. F. Krell (ed.), Martin Htide.£..(!cr: Basic Writill~S
(London: Routledge & Kcgan Paul, I978), p. I96.
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SELF-KNOWLEDGE
AND SELF-DEFINITION:
THE NATURE OF HUMAN KNOWING

Idealist philosophy (e.g., that of Fichte, Schelling, or Hegel) develops from the expansion of the concept of Cartesian self-aware
subjectivity into the concept of an infinite and free, self-positing Absolute Subject. Eriugena's relationship to idealism, therefore, must
be examined from the point of view of his understanding of the
meaning of infinite subjectivity as the essential nature of both God
and man. For Eriugena, God's self-knowledge is expressed through
human knowledge, and human self-knowledge is possible onl y because humans can become one with their idea in God's knowledge.
In the preceding chapter we examined human nature from two
points of view: under the aspect of its ideal nature and under the
aspect of its present dimension in space-time (e. g., IV. 776c-d). We
saw how the ideal nature can be said to be omniscient, that is, to
know all things and to know itself perfectly; while the soul, in its
present state in space-time and in the body, has an imperfect knowledge of its surroundings and of itself, that is, of its true nature.
In this chapter we shall examine Eriugena's own complicated discussion of the relation between the knowledge of the self as it now
presents itself and the ideal knowledge of the perfect self. In particular, we shall be examining this from the point of view of
self-knowledge: That is, what happens when the self's object of
knowledge is the human self? We shall examine Eriugena's claims
concerning the nature and extent of human self-knowledge and in
particular, his startling and seemingly contradictory claim that humans have perfect self-knowledge when they do not know who or
what they are (I.487a-b).' At the summit of knowing, for Eriugena,
I

Sec the excellent study by W. Bcierwaltcs, "Das Problem des absolutcn SclbstBewusstscins bel Johannes Scotus Eriugcna," in his Platonismus ill der Philosophic des Mittdalters (Darmstadt: Wisscnschaftliche Buchgcscllschaft, 1969), pp. 484-516. "Sich-\Visscn
Gones also ist Gottes Sc1bstbcwusstscin. Gottes Sdbstbcwusstsein abcr weiss sieh 1m Wissen des Menschcn" (p. 508). I shall be developing a slightly different interpretation. Sec
also B. McGinn, "The Negative Element in thc Anthropology of John thc Scot," in R.
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knowledge is indistinguishable from ignorance and both combine
into a negative dialectic, which is productive of the nature of the intellect itself.
As Hegel notes, when the self becomes an object to itself in the
cagito, it is, strictly speaking, no longer an object but turns into a
subject.' It is this process of the unifying of subject and object in
the self-identity of subjectivity which Eriugena seeks to express. We
must remember that he is operating throughout with inadequate
terminology to express the nature of consciousness and its reflexive
self-awareness. He has to stretch considerably the terminology
available to him from his readings in Greek and Latin philosophy.
Thus he talks of the intellect's self-awareness in terms of its ability
to understand or know (intelligere, cagnoscere, scire) or define (diffinire, definire) itself, although he talks of its unlimited existential
awareness or consciousness of itself as a kind of not-knowing (nescire). In the eleventh century, Gaunilo in his reply to Anselm will
attempt to distinguish between cagitare and intel/igere, but the two
terms never received a final technical differentiation. We shall now
turn to the sources of Eriugena's concept of knowing.

Augustine'S cancept of self-knowing
The importance of Eriugena's discussion of self-knowledge for philosophy is clearly seen when we realise that he is radically modifying the Augustinian doctrine of the cagita, which Eriugena had
found in many places in Augustine, for instance, the Confessiol1s
XIIl.xi.; Soliloquies Il.i.I; De libero arbitrio Il.iii.7; De civitate Dei XI.26;
De vera religione XXXIX, Chapter 73; Contra Academicas III.xi.26;
De Trinitate X.IO.I3-16, XV.I2.2I: and elsewhere.' In the cagito,
Rogues (cd,), Jean Scot Erigene et l'histoire de la philosophic (Paris: CNRS, 1977), pp. 315~
25. McGinn calls attention to the claim of Eriugena that man does not kno\v God, nor
does God know God, nor does man know man. However, he neglects the important
claim that God docs not know man, which Eriugcna ;llso makcs.
See G. W. F. Hegel, Logic. Encyclopedia oj the Philosophical Sciences, vol. I., trans. W.
Wallace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, I968), pp. 60-75. Fichte also grappled with
the problem of how the ego could posit and know the non-ego as object without thereby
limiting its own infinite esscnce. Sec J G. Fichte, Science of Knowledge with the First alld
Secolld Introductions, trans. P. Heath and J Lachs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982).

3 See E. Gilson, Etudes sur Ie role de la pensee mCdievale dans fa formation du syslcme cartesicl1
(1930; reprinted Paris: Vrin, 1951), pp. 191-201. It was Arnauld who in 1648 drew attention to the similarity between the Cartesian argument and Augustine's Dc Tri/1ilatc
X.1O.12. Descartes always claimcd Augustinc put the cog ito to a diffcrent usc. He says it
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Augustine had found an argument to overcome scepticism, when
he discovered that even when I am doubting, and even doubting
that I am doubting, I cannot deny that I am. But the cogito also gave
Augustine an insight into the nature of the imago Dei, in that, for
him, the mind's powers of being, knowing, and willing or, being,
knowing, and loving (11.610b), mirror the nature of the divine Trinity.4 Augustine explores the inner dynamic of the soul's faculties
and their relation to the Trinity:

mind's knowledge of its own existence. In the De quantitate animae
and the Confessions, for example, he also says that the mind's
knowledge of itself can be analysed to show that the mind is not a
corporeal substance like air or light, but is an incorporeal substance.
Augustine goes on to define the mind in terms of its dynamic
seeking of itself in knowledge. In Question 15 ("On the Intellect")
of the De diversis quaestionibus (PL XL. IS) he says that whatever knows
itself comprehends itself, and that whatever comprehends itself in
this manner is finite. This argument later surfaces in Aquinas in the
Summa theologica I.q.14.3 where it is applied to God. Aquinas has
to deal with an objection that God is finite because He understands
Himself perfectly and thus is limited, the authority for which is this
passage in Augustine. Aquinas says that God may be called finite
in this narrow sense but in reality is infinite. Eriugena will also make
a connection between self-comprehension and finitude, and thus will
deny that the mind (of God or man) can comprehend itself, in order
to safeguard the infinity of the mind.
Augustine uses the same terms as Eriugena in his De Tril1itate
IX.12.18, where he says that in knowing, "the mind begets a
knowledge of itself, equal to itself." In the De Trinitate Book X.3.5
Augustine argues that the mind seeks itself and seeks knowledge of
itself. He explores various models of this self-knowledge. Does the
mind seek an image of itself, which it has itself made? Or docs it
grasp itself through knowing others? Or does it know what a self
is in a universal sense, but not know its own particularity? Or is it
like the eye which cannot see itselP Augustine answers that in seeking to know, and knowing that it does not know, the mind in fact
discovers its own nature: "When the mind seeks to know itself, it
is aware of itself as seeking; that is to say, it knows itself, for as
long as it recognises this ignorance, it certainly knows itself.'" The
mind knows itself in its act of seeking itself (De Trinitate X. ro. 1316), and "when the mind knows itself, it knows its own substance. ,,8
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I should like men to consider three aspects of their own selves. These three
aIC something very different from the Trinity; I only make the suggestion
as a mental exercise which will allow people to find out and to feel how
far distant they are from it. The three things I mean arc existence, knowl-

edge and will. For I am, and I know, and I will. I am a being that knows
and wills. I know that I am, and I know that I will. I will to be and I will
to know. 5

The mind's triadic nature is a paradigm of the Trinity for Augustine, as well as for Eriugena. But this triadic nature also reveals an
inner dialectical life between the powers and functions of the mind,
which Eriugena develops considerably6
Augustine asserts that truth and infallible certitude combine in the
gives him access to the res cogitans, whereas Augustine was interested in the imago Dei.
Sec]. Weinberg's chapter, «The Sources and Nature of Descartes' Cogilo," in his Ockham,
Descartes and Hume (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1977). Augustine uses the
cogito as a step in the proof of God's existence in De libero arbitrio, but he also uses it to
argue for the immateriality of the mind. In Contra Academicos he argues that all conscious
experiences arc self-validating; e.g., I cannot deny that I taste a sweet taste even if the
object eaten is not sweet.
4 Descartes later develops the relationship between the notion of the cogtto and the theological concept of man as imago Dei in Meditation III; sec E. S. Haldane and G. R. Ross
(cds.), The Philosophical Works of Descartes, vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1969), p. ljO. Descartes claims he sees the imago "by the same faculty by which I perceive
myself." He Q.enies, however, that the cogito means that he is the author of his own being,
on the grounds that, ifhe were, he would no longer have doubts. See Eriugena's remarks
on the trinity of the cogito at Periphyseon 1.490b: I know that I am (ousia), I can understand
that I am (dynamis), and I do understand that I am (energeia). At Lsosc-d, Eriugena calls
this "the inseparable and incorruptible trinity of our nature" (trinitas inseparabilis illcorruptibilisquc nostrae naturae). See also II.6rob, and IV. 776c.
5 See COlljcssiol1s XII1.ll, trans. R. Warner, intro. V. J. Bourke (New York: Mentor 1963),
p. 323. Augustine's early philosophy of the Trinity has been intensively analysed by O.
Du Roy, L'Imelligence de fa foi en la Trinite selon Saini AugHstin: Gencse de sa thcologie
trinilaire jllSqu'en 391 (Paris: Etudes augustiniennes, 1966). Sec also M. Schmaus, Die psych%gische Trinitiits{ehre de$ heiligen AUgHSlillus (Munster: Aschendorff, 196j).
6 On Augustine's understanding of the inner life of the mind in relation to Thomas Aquinas's philosophy, see B. Lonergan's Verbum: Word alld Idea i/1 Aquinas, ed .. D. B. Burrell
(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, I968), esp. pp. r83-220.
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De TriHitatc X.3.5. See G. Howie (cd.), Augustine on Education (Chicago: Regnery, I969),
p. 263. Sec also Saint Augustine: The Trinity, trans. by S. McKenna, The Fathers of the
Church, vol. 45 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1963), pp.
29j-9. The problem first arises in Plotinus, EmlCad V.3.I.
8 See Howie, Augustille on EducatioIJ, p. 268. Also S. McKenna, Sailll Augu$tine: The Trinity,
pp. 30i-IO. Augustine insists that the mind knows itself as a whole and kno\vs itself as
a substance, even when it is not thinking about itself.
j
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Augustine's discussion raises deep problems which will resurface
in the Averroist arguments of the thirteenth century and will underlie the problems of Descartes and the rationalists in formulating
an adequate concept of self-knowledge. Despite his idealist tendency, Augustine more usually developed his concept of the nature
of the soul and its self-knowledge in terms of substance or being. The
soul is an intellectual and rational substance, the inner nature of the
human being, which has an existence more or less independent of
the body.'
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time, infinite subject (subiectum), and therefore it is both conscious
and self-conscious. U It cannot even delimit its own nature. It cannot
form a concept of its nature because it cannot objectify itself, or encompass itself in a proper comprehension. It knows itself in its
formless existence, in a knowing which is itself formless. In order
to understand this, we must see how Eriugena discusses the problematic of intellectual knowing in terms of the paradigmatic structuring of knowledge provided by the liberal arts.
The arts as the structure of knowing

The Greek concept of negative knowing

Eriugena develops his theory of the soul and its self-knowledge based
on Augustine's concepts, but with much more emphasis on the negative nature of the human soul and its powers of knowing. This he
took from Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus, especially the idea that
the soul cannot and does not know itself as it is; it cannot frame an
adequate concept of itself or define its own essence. The soul for
Eriugena, following Maximus, does not know what it is; it merely
knows that it is. '0 Thus Eriugena modifies the Augustinian triads of
being, knowing, and willing, to include a negative component. For
example, in the Periphyseon, IV. 776c, he writes of the image of the
Trinity given by the triad of my being, my knowledge that I am,
and my ignorance as to what I am.
For Maximus and Eriugena, ousia in itself is one and infinite. It
is, therefore, not circumscribed by anything or any category or limit
of any kind whatsoever. Ousia, as infinite, is not like the quiddities
(or substances), which are discoverable in the spatiotemporal world
of effects and can be delimited and defined by their "circumstances"
(circumstantiae). All that can be said of infinite ousia is that it is - it
exists. Furthermore, infinite ousia or infinite substance is, at the same
9 Furthermore, the soul has two modes of knowing or viewing. It can look up to higher
unchanging things or it can look down to lower sensible things. It has a ratio inferior and
a ratio superior. See, for example, Confessions VILli and De Trinitate X.i·9· Sec R. H.
Nash, The Light of the Mind: St. Augustine's Theory of Knowledge (Louisville: University
of Kentucky Press, 1969), p. S. In De quantitate animae XIII.zz, Augustine offers a definition of the soul "as a certain substance participating in reason adapted to the ruling of
the body." But see De Genesi ad litteram VILZI.
10 Maximus took this idea from Gregory of Nazianzus, and Eriugena found it in Max-imus's
Ambigua. SeeJ. J. O'Meara and L. Bieler (cds.), The Mind oj Eriugena (Dublin: Irish University Press, 1973), pp. 42-$.

In order to understand self-knowing, we must look at the function
of the arts as mediators of the mind's knowledge to itself. Eriugena
conceives of knowledge as ordered within the encompassing framework of the liberal arts." As we have seen, he tends to talk about
the liberal arts as if they represented faculties of the soul and a categorial description of the knowing function, rather than a purely
"external" educational classification system. Thus he is less interested in the traditional question of the ordering of the arts, their
pedagogic importance, and their number than in their epistemological
and metaphysical status. Eriugena understands the arts as powers or
habits of the human mind; indeed, these are the only specific powers
of the mind he mentions. They are essential to the mind and form
part of the mind's essence, since they both confer eternity on the
mind's activities and provide the mind with its skill and discipline.
They play an important role in the way in which the mind comes
to think about itself. Eriugena, however, never allows a faculty psychology to develop, which would interfere with his strong conviction of the unity and wholeness of the psychic domain.
Let us briefly consider the nature of the liberal arts for Eriugena.
For him they are naturally present in every human mind, although
II Hegel in his Logic, pp. 274-$, criticises Spinoza for being unable fully to think through
this transformation of infinite substance into subject. He says that rather than being a
pantheist, Spinoza denied the existence of the world, a position Hegel terms "acosmism."
Eriugena speaks of the soul as a kind of subject (subiectwn) in relation to its powers of
knowing, but is, of course, unable to express the "subjectivity" of the knowing subject
in a fully modern sense; all he can say is that, as subject, it knows that it is, but not '\.vhat
it is.
12 In fact, all knowledge about the world is contained in the book of nature, and this book
is read with the aid of the liberal arts. See D. F. Dudow, "Nature as Speech and Book
in John Sconus Eriugena," Mcdiaevalia 3 (X977), pp. x3I-40.
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only some use and cultivate them, while others ignore them. '.1 They
are called liberal arts because they playa powerful role in liberating
the mind from its attachment to its lower functions such as exterior
sense and its fantasies and images; instead they lead the mind by
steps to contemplate more rational and intellectual domains. The
contemplation of the eternal truths contained in the arts contributes
to the self-transcendence of the soul and, in Eriugena's view, makes
the soul immortal. Already in the Annotationes in Marcianum, he had
this lofty view of the arts: '4
The study of philosophy makes the soul immortal, and if anyone should
say to this that stupid souls arc without experience in the pursuit of wisdom, and arc consequently mortal, onc must answer that all the arts which
the rational soul employs arc naturally present in all men whether they

make good usc of them, whether they badly misuse them, or whether they
arc completely without the practice of these arts, and for this rcason every
soul is immortal by the pursuit of wisdom inherent in itself. (My translation)

In this early account Eriugena says that the soul is made immortal
by the pursuit of wisdom (i.e., the arts) which is inherent in itself. '5
In the Periphyseon he retains the link between the arts and the immortality of the soul, but is nO longer sure which causes which. As
we shall see, he opts for a relationship between the soul and the
arts, which meanS that they create and receive one another in a dialectical interplay:

I

I:'

}:
t

l'
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For it has been rightly sought out and found by the philosophers that the
arts arc eternal and arc immutably attached to the soul forever, in such a
way that they seem to be not some kind of accidents of it, but natural
powers (naturales uirtutes) (and actions) which do not and could not withdraw from it, and which do not come from anywhere but arc innate in it
as part of its nature, so that it is doubtful whether it is the arts which confer
eternity upon it because they arc eternal and eternally associated \\1ith it so
that it may be eternal, or whether it is by reason of the subject (ratione
subiecti), which is the soul, that eternity is supplied to the arts
or
l3 Compare Descartes in his Discourse all Method, in Haldane and Ross, Philosophical Works,
vol. I, pp. 81-2, where he says that common sense and rcason arc naturally equal in all
men. It is for this reason, Eriugena says, that the arts arc called "natural" (naturales, 1-4 86b)
14 Sec W. H. Stahl, R. Johnson, and R. Burge (cds.), Martianu5 Capella mid tize Sellen Liberal
Arts, vol. I (New York: Columbia University Press, 19iI), p. 88. See also G. Mathon,
"Les Formes et la signification de 1a pedagogic des arts liberaux au milieu du IXe siecle,"
in Arts libtraux ct philosophic au moym age (Paris, 1969), pp. 4i-i O.
IS Wisdom is developed, as Eriugena says, per studium et naiuram. The manner in which
pursuit of wisdom confers immortality sheds light on Eriugena's claim in the AmlOlaliOllcs
that no-one enters heaven except through philosophy, since philosophy is a general name

for the pursuit of wisdom.
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whether they coinhere in each other, all being eternal, in such a \\1ay that
they cannot be separated from one another. (I.486c-d; Shcldon-Williams's
translation)

We should understand the arts here as signifying the knowledge of
all things, and knowledge is to be understood under two aspects:
It includes the ideas or forms or reasons of all things, and also the
power (dynamis) of knowing. The two aspects arc united in the being
(or mind) of Christ, since for Him the knowing of things is their
being, as Eriugena learned from Dionysius: Cogrlitio enim, ut ait sal1(Ius Dionysius, eorum quae sunt eo quae SUI11 est (II.S59b).
.
Thus, in the Expositiones, Eriugena says that the arts all lead back
to Christ:
Just as many waters from diverse sources flov,l together and run down into
the bed of the one river, so the natural and the liberal arts arc returned
into one and the same meaning of interior contemplation, which the highest source of all wisdom, who is Christ, insinuates from all sides through
the diverse speculations of theology. (1.550; my translationr 6

For our present purposes, the arts must be understood as both the
system of knowledge organised into a stable, unchanging structure
and the mind's power of cognising and knowing. But we have already seen that dialectic is the "mother of the arts" (V.87ob) and
that the structure of knowledge in the arts is one with the structure
of dialectic. Thus the arts encapsulate the movements of the dialectic
(and of the mind) in its exitus and reditus} in its positive and negative
dialectical moven1ents. Eriugena is in fact using a concept of dialectic which includes a branch dealing specifically with definitions
- the branch he terms horislike (OPl<J7LK1j) in the De praedestinaliol1e
(368a). As the arts arc the knowledge of all things and the knowledge of things is, for Eriugena, given in definitions, the structure
of dialectic really organises all things into their definitional classes,
which is to say, into their "containing" categories, genera, species,
and forms. Dialectic reaches down to the individuals (or atoma, as
Eriugena calls them at I.479c). That is to say, the arts contain the
definitions of all things ordered in dialectical series. The arts, as it
were, "parcel" out reality into the preordained levcIs produced by
16 "Ut enim multe ague ex diversis fontibus in uoitls fluminis alucum conflullnt atque decurrent, ita naturales et liberales discipline in unam eamdemque interne contemplation is
significationcm adunalltuf, qua SllmrllllS [ons tocius sapientie, qui est Christus, undiquc
per djversas theologic speculationes insinuatur." Sec J. Barbct (cd.), Expositiolles ill Jcrarchiam CodestcIII, CCCM 3I (Turnholti: Brepols, I9iS), p. 16.
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the outflowing of dialectic into its genera and species (see I!.5 26a c or IV.748c, for example). Thus after defining dialectic as the "art
which studies the common concepts of the mind" (I.475a), n Eriugena asks:

with place. In Book I the arts are introduced into a discussion of
the nature of place (locus), and the main aim of the argument is to
show that all the arts involve definitions and that these definitions
can be thought of as the places of the things defined.'9 Eriugena
defines place several times. At !.474b he says that "place is nothing
else but the boundary (ambitus) by which each (thing) is enclosed
within fixed terms ([ertis terminis)," and a little later on (at 1-478b)
he essentially repeats this definition. '0 A similar definition of place
which links it to incorporeality is found in the Munich Passages, where
place is described as an incorporea [apacitas qua extremitates corpomm
ambiantur et qua corpus a corpore seiungitur; it is an incorporeal capacity
by which the extremities of bodies are enclosed and by which one
body is separated from another. It is still uncertain whether this
definition may have been influenced by Eriugena.
Eriugena views definition as an in1material and intellectual notion
which expresses the ousia of every thing; he therefore concludes that
place is itself something immaterial and intellectual:
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What hinders us from placing the method of defining among the arts, attaching it to the art of Dialectic, whose property is to divide and combine
and distinguish the natures of all things which can be understood, and to

allot each to its proper place, and therefore is usually called by the wise
the true contemplation of things (vera rerum contemplatio)? (L486b; ShcldonWilliams's translation)

Eriugena will now argue that the concept of place (locus) must be
understood to mean the place a thing has in the dialectical scheme
of definitions. Things which appear to exist externally in places actually derive their being from the mind's dialectic, which locates
and situates them in relation to the highest genus of ousia. All things
have their being through being known and defined by the mind.
The arts then are the dynamic power of the mind, the mind in
movement, as it were, and these arts establish things in their place
in the dialectical scheme of nature and provide the definitions of all
things. We shall examine this in some detail, in order to be able to
understand what happens when the mind sets out to define (i.e.,
place) itself. If the mind places and defines itself, it must be the cause
of itself, because it is the being known of things which causes their
being, as we have already seen.

The arts, definition, and the meaning of place
All things are circumscribed and contained in their definitions, and
these definitions are ordered in dialectic.'8 Definition is connected
17 Eriugcna refers to common concepts of the mind (conceptio mentis) also at I.49IC. Sec also
AmIDtaliones in MardallulI1, ed. C. Lutz (Cambridge, Mass.: Medieval Academy of America, 1939), p. 103 [203, 9]; Dc pracd. 391b, 415c. He defines enthymemes as common
concepts. This definition is also found in Boethius and Cassiodorus; sec G. Thery, "Scot
Erigene: traducteur de Denys," Archivium Latinilalis Medii Acvi, Bulletin du Callge 6 (193 1),
pp. 2XS-6. Eriugcna confuses what arc essentially two different notions. Aristotle discusses enthymemcs (animated moves from premisses to conclusion) in Rhetoric 1.2.135 6b
and 2.22.I39Sb. He treats of common concepts in the Topics. Eriugena calls the syllogism
a "common concept" and understood that the enthymeme is a form of syllogistic reasoning. What is important here is that Eriugena thought of the art of dealing with syllogisms and enthymemes as part of the topic of dialectic, as Aristotle also did in the
Topics.

18 Eriugena's range of terms for "containment" is wide. He uses circulIlscribere, cirwmdudere,
ambire, cirwmpollere, and tennillare - all indicating the same idea of enclosing something
within its natural boundaries or limit (peras).
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For who among the truly wise would put place, or limit, or definition, or
any kind of circumscription within which each substance is confined, arnpng
the things which are accessible to the bodily senses, when he sees that the
limits of the line or triangle or any plane or solid figure are incorporeal?
. . . And similarly in the case of natural bodies; whether they arc sensible

by the proper mixing of the elements of which they consist or elude mortal
powers of perception by their fineness, the limits of their nature are per-

ceived by the intellect alone. (I.484b-c; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Even the universe as a whole has for a place only its boundaries:
"The place of the universe then is its outer limit" (I-48rd); and Eriugena will go on to develop the idea that there is, strictly speaking,
I9 Compare Cusanus's discussion of definition in his De Ii IlOIl alirld, translated by J. Hopkins. in Nicholas ofeusa on God as iVot-Other (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
I979), pp. 30-1, where he follows Eriugena in seeing definition as involving essential
defmition in its truest form. Furthermore, definition defines (i.e., circumscribes within
the natural limits of the thing). Nicholas goes Oil to state that every definition defines
itself and therefore that "the definition which defines everything is not other than what
is defined." This goes in a somewhat different direction from Eriugena, who wants to
argue that the highest beings escape being defined. For Nicholas, /Jot other is a definition
which defines itself and everything. Eriugena, on the other hand, would not allow the
highest concept to be defined. Sec also ibid., pp. 164-67.
20 This definition sounds very Aristotelian. Compare Aristotle, Physics IVA.2Iza, and sec
E. Grant, Much Ado about Nothillg: Theories of Space and Vawum from the Middle Ages to
the Scientific Revolutioll (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, J981), p. 5. Sec also
O'Meara and Bieler, The Mind of Eriugena, p. 48, where Erillgena's discllssion of time
understood as motion (V.IOOIa fO is said to have Aristotelian echoes.
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no up or down and no direction in the universe as a whole. The
world, he says, is not a place (I.478c)." Commenting on the terms
"higher," "lower," and "intermediate" as applied to the world, Eriugena says, in an addition to the text of the Rheims manuscript:

things are located in their definitions in the mind and derive their
being from the mind's knowing them.
Eriugena now examines the dialectical meaning of definition itself. He makes a distinction between genuine definitions, which truly
"contain" the qniddity of what is defined, and other types of more
"nominal" Or ostensive definition:
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For these names do not proceed out of the nature of things but from the
point of view of onc who observes them part by part. For there is no up
and down in the universe, and therefore in the universe, there is nothing
either higher or lower or intermediate. The (notions) arc rejected by a
consideration of the whole (universitatis consideratio). (I.467a; She1dol1Williams's translation)

He goes on to argue that place cannot be thought of separately from
time and hence all things are contained within space and time. But
both of these are in turn contained by the mind through the definitions which exist only in the mind." He is here viewing the arts
as a kind of encyclopaedia of the definitions of all things, and using
"place" as the position of these definitions in an argument - in the
same sense as Aristotle's concept of place (topos) in the Topics." All
21

Compare Nicholas's remarks on the dimensions of the universe in his De docta igl1oral1lia
II.xi.x56-6I, where he says the earth is neither at the centre nor at the circumference of

the world and that this world is neither finite nor infinite. Nicholas is credited with having
applied the concept on infinity and boundlessness to the universe, but in fact Eriugena
and his Greek mentors had already adopted this position. See K. Harries, "The Infinite
Sphere: Comments on the History ofa Metaphor," Journal of tile History of Philosophy 13
(19iS), pp. 5-15. See also A. Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinitc Unillcrsc (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 195i), and P. Duhem, Systcmc du mondc: His/oire
des doctrincs cosmologiques de PIaloll II Copernic (r9I5; reprint, Paris: Hermann, 1958). Anselm in his Pros/ogion Chapter XII! distinguishes three kinds of beings: those which are
totally limited (omlliflo drwmscripfUs), those which are totally unlimited (i.e., God), and
those which arc both limited and unlimited at the same time (cirwlllscriptus au/elll simul et
il1cirwmscriptus), for which he gives the example of souls, which arc whole in the whole
body, and yet also are in bodies. Eriugena would probably accept this classification.
22 Eriugena, following the Greeks as he says, sees pbce and time as always essentially linked
and inseparable at L48rc and V. IOood-lOora. Space and time "contain" or "circumscribe"
all things, and indeed things can only be known through their spatial and temporal "circumstances" (1.487a-b). As with Produs, space and time form a kind of intermediary
between the eternal causes and the effects. In the order of being, then, time and place are
higher than what they comain and precede beings under space and time - Eriugena evokes
the authority of Augustine De »wsica VI for this idea (I.482b). To this extent he sees time
and space as a priori, and his views bear resemblance to those of Kant. Eriugena also
speaks, however, of space and time as having their own ratiolles or rcasons, which arc
contained in the causes. As in later Platonism, there are forms or ideas of space and time.
Either way, the mind itself is beyond both space and time in its essence or ousia. On the
atemporal form of time, see also Nicholas of Cusa, Dc Ii lIOn aliud, Chapter XVI.76, in
Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa 011 God as Not~Other, p. 103.
23 See Aristotle, Topics, trans. W. A. Pickard-Cambridge, in The Works of Aristotle Translated
into Ellglish, ed. W. D. Ross, voL I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1928). Topoi were commonplaces of argument or the "scat" of the argument. They had a well-established place
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Among the liberal arts also very many definitions are found: for there is
no art without its definitions, as there arc the dialectical definitions from
genus, from species, from name, a priori, a posteriori, from contraries, and
other definitions of this kind, which there is no time to discuss now. For
the dialectical definitions extend over so wide a field that from wherever
in the nature of things the dialectical mind (dialecticus animus) finds an argument which establishes a doubtful matter it describes the esse of the argument [or the seat of the argument] as a place. (l.474C-d; ShcldonWilliams's translation)

Eringena has strict rules on the kinds of definition and their strength.
Following Augustine, he says the only real definition is essential
definition, which defines neither too much nor too little, but tells
what a thing is and distinguishes it from all other things:'4
And although some think there are many kinds of definition, that alone

and truly is to be named definition which is usually called by the Greeks
ousiodes but by our writers essentialis for others are either enumerations of
the [intelligible] parts of the ousia, or corollaries drawn froln outside by
Ineans of its accidents, or any kind of opinion about it whatsoever. But
only the ousiodes admits for purposes of definition that alone which fully
completes the perfection of the nature it defines. For a definition, as Augustine says, admits nothing more and nothing less than that which it has

undertaken to define. (l·483d-484a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Eriugena alters the concept of essential definition, as he inherited it
from Latin dialectical tradition, and modifies it in line with his understanding of his negative theology, which, as we have seen, holds
that an infinite essence cannot be circumscribed or defined and,
in dialectic. See D. Ross, Aristotle (London: Methuen, I964), pp. 56-8, and the excellent
study of J. D. G. Evans, Aristotle 011 Dialectic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977). I am grateful to Prof. David Evans for his information on dialectic in Aristotle
and his successors.
24 Eriugena found a long discussion of the manner in which definitions apply to the definiendum in Martianus Capella'S Marriage of Philology alld Mercury Book IV, where various
examples of both broad and narrow definitions arc given by Lady Dialectic. Sec Stahl et
a1., Marliallus Capella, vol. 2, p. I 14, where definition is discussed as one of the five
predicables.
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therefore, can only be indicated. Here Eriugena is interested in definitions in so far as they locate or place the thing defined. In fact,
he operates normally with three different kinds of definition: (I)
definition per species et diffirentiam, which he calls substantial definition (this is definition arrived at by proceeding through the genera
and species as they are given by "Porphyry's Tree"; for example,
man is a rational animal); (2) definition which locates the thing by
enumerating the circumstances which surround it (IV.772b), which is
the way all beings in space-time are defined (see I.468c, where space
and time are said to be that without which nothing in this universe
can exist); and (3) the negative definition, which says that something
is, but not what it is.'5 Eriugena does not clearly indicate which
form of definition he is using at different times, and this allows him
to say that man can both be defined (as a rational animal) and also
escapes all definition, because of his infinite and essentially negative
nature. We shall examine this shortly.
By means of this argument concerning the nature of the arts Eriugena is able to argue the idealist position that place is in the mind
(animus):

an extraordinary theory, reminiscent of Berkeley's immaterialism." Yet Eriugena will go further and, by applying his teaching
of the identity of image and archetype, will argue that the definitions of all things are also contained in the human mind and that
therefore the human mind is actually the place of the universe itself.
Eriugena speaks of the mind as giving birth to the arts - like a
birth in the soul - yet at the same time the intellect is only the
discoverer of the arts, not their creator (III.658b). At 1.52Ib, he speaks
of the arts as eternal, unchanging, and complete. They can be thought,
in an Augustinian manner, to be above the mind in that they are
nnchanging realities which the mind can contemplate. Like the concept of number in Augustine's De libero arbitrio, these arts would be
on a par with the Platonic ideas and identical with the ideas in the
divine mind. In fact, Eriugena generally thinks of the arts as contained in the mind of God. They are God's ideas Or His willings.
Eriugena refers to them as rationes or notiones or ideae. Initially he
distinguishes ideas of this kind from the notitiae of the human mind. '7

ALUMNUS: By these arguments I am forced to confess that place exists in
the mind (animus) alone. For if every definition is in art and every art is
in mind, every place, since place is definition, will necessarily be nowhere

What then is the place of the arts themselves in the hierarchy of
things? Since the arts place all other things, do they also place themselves? Is the mind below the arts, or does it transcend the arts,
since it knows them? Since the arts contain the ideas, are they really
in the divine mind? In the human mind? Or in an in-between realm
of intelligibles, as some of the Platonists have held? Is the mind the
cause of the arts and their knowledge, or do the arts produce the
knowledge which is in the mind? Eriugena sees the arts as intermediaries: They contain the ideas of all things and can be said to
organise them and "understand" them, in Eriugena's peculiar parlance. Thus they can be said to both understand and also be understood. Eriugena comes to speak of them as if they had a mind and
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else but in the mind. (l.47Sb; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
It is clear from the discussion in Book I that Eriugena is interpreting
the arts in an idealist and intellectualist manner. He is interested in
them as a purely mental region, a region of ideal propositional
meanings, whose truth-values are fixed and unchanging. The arts
are a series of intellectual and eternal truths. They are intelligible
entities, which have their being only in the mind. Moreover, the
universe as such, whose place is defined as its outer circumference
or limit (I.48rd), is said to be contained in its natural definition, as
all other things are (see 1-480a: "All things are contained within their
natural definitions") and therefore is in fact in the divine mind (for
"the definitions of all things subsist in Him as places," I-468c). This
25 Eriugcna refers to negative definition at 1.488b, where matter is negatively defmed as not
being any of the things that arc. All his definitions must be subject to negative dialectic
Thus positive definitions, like "Man is a rational animal," or "Man is an idea in the mind
of God," in fact turn out to be negative or at best relatively true. See Chapter I I, where
these definitions are subjected to the dialectic of being and non-being.
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26 Sec Berkeley's Principles of Human Knowledge (Dublin, 1710). Berkeley was a Greek scholar
and his notebooks make reference to Maximus Confessor, so it is quite possible that his
immaterialism was influenced by late Greek philosophy. It is not known whether he was
aware of Eriugena, but he could have read about him in Bishop Ussher's works.
2 i Eriugena sometimes uses notio for the divine ideas and IlOtitia for human ideas. His terminology is inconsistent, however. Thus at IV. i79a he uses notitia to refer to the divinc
ideas and cognitio to refer to human knowledge. Christ's knowledgc is also normally called
a cognitio. Due to this terminological flexibility Eriugena is able to assimilate human knowing
to divine wisdom.
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consciousness of their own - which indeed they do, if they are thought
of as inseparable from the divine Logos which contains them.
Are the arts, then, above the mind or contained by the mind? In
Book I, Eriugena gives one answer: "The liberal arts which are constituted in the soul are different from the soul itself, which is a kind
of subject (subiectum) of the arts, while the arts seem to be a kind
of accidents which are inseparable from, and natural to, the soul"
(1.486b; Sheldon-Williams's translation). This account would make
the arts into accidents of a substance (the mind or soul). Later in
Book I Eriugena connects the arts with the triad of essence, power,
and operation (ousia, dynamis, and energeia). The arts are either powers or operations of the soul; they belong to either dynamis or energeia. In this book, Eriugena does not attempt to explain further the
relation of the arts to the mind or to their position in the hierarchy
of being and knowing.
In Book IV Eriugena faces squarely the problem of the relation
of the arts to the soul. The whole discussion is crucial to his theory
of knowledge and his understanding of human self-knowledge: We
must therefore examine it in some detail. ,8 In Book IV Eriugena
has been discussing the general problem of how man can both be
made in the image of God and be a mortal animal (since both are
in effect definitions of man), and it has been argued that the mortal,
corruptible nature of man is a result of the Fall and of sin (IV. 76 1b
ff.), as we discussed in Chapter 9. In order to clarify the question,
Eriugena decides to contrast the human and the angelic mode of
knowing, since it is clear that man would have been an angel had
he not fallen into his present mortal state. The meaning of man as
officina omnium is discussed in the context of this comparison. Alumnus asks how all things are contained in man. Nutritor answers by
arguing that all things are contained in nous. Nous contains all the
other epistemological and ontological levels in itself, as well as the
knowledge and definitions of all things. Commenting on this concept of the mind's knowledge, Alumnus says he is aware of the
process by which knowledge and inner concepts are built up in his

mind and how in fact they form a kind of unity in the mind. Some
of these come from external fantasies, but some - the liberal arts,
for example - seem to be innate in the mind itself. Alumnus admits,
however, that he does not understand the relations between these
intellectual concepts in his mind (the arts) and the things themselves. In other words, human beings do have the power of intellectual contemplation, and knowledge through the arts is a good
example of this intellectual knowing. Through the arts man knows
not only sensible things but also intellectual things. He is indeed a
trne officina omnium. But does the mind contain the things themselves or only their concepts and definitions?
Nutritor asks a question which is of crucial importance for our
interpretation of Eriugena's philosophy. Are the concepts (notitiae)
of things contained in the mind of the same nature as those things
(res) of which they are the concepts (IV. 76Sd)?'9 Alumnus says that
the concepts and the things are different, asking indeed how a particular tree or plant could be of the same nature as the knowledge
of it produced in an incorporeal nature' Alumnus, as usual, is a
spokesperson for Latin realism and Augustinian metaphysics.
For the moment, Nutritor accepts this line of argument but asks,
If the concept of the thing is different from the thing, which of these
two is of a higher nature (IV.766a)? Alumnus begins by admitting
that he would have adopted a realist position, that the things are
"of a better nature" (melior, excelsior, superior, IV.766b) than the
concepts, were it not for a statement in Augustine's De Trinitate at
IX. 11-16 to the effect that even the internal phantasia of a body in
the mind is better than the body of which it is a phantasia-'O Moreover, since the knowledge of all things exists in God's mind, it follows that the knowledge itself must be greater than the things which
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28 This section (Book IV, Chapters 7-9) has been discussed in detail by J. Gracia, in his
"Ontological Characterisation of the Relation between Man and Created Nature in Eriugcna,"Joumal oflile History of Philosophy 16 (1978), pp. I55-r66. r follow much of what
Gracia says, but disagree with his overall conclusion. I believe there is a need to introduce
the concept of negative dialectic to explain the relationship of the two defmitions of man
to each other.
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29 Eriugena operates with a similar thcory of the relationship bctwecn words of things as is

given by Anselm in his Prosiogion, Chapter IV. See M. J. Charlesworth (cd.), St. Anselm's
Proslogion (Notre Dame, Ind.: Univcrsity of Notrc Dame Press, 19(9), p. 121. Thc rclationship bctween Ansclm and Eriugcna has yct to be definitively examined.
30 Eriugena gives Augustinc's passagc as follows: <'melior est tamen imaginatio corporis in
animo, guam ilia specics corporis, in quantum hacc in meiiore natura est, id est in substantia vitali, sicuti est animus" (IV.766a). This is a very good example of Eriugcna's
isolation of intellectualist passagcs in Augustine. Augustinc is hcre applying a typical Ncoplatonic hierarchical metaphysics. Other passages in Augustine are more realist. See De
Libero arbilrio Il1.S, howe\'er, \vhere Augustine maintains that any soul is better than any
body; thus, in terms of the relative dignity of theif natures, a drunkard is better than
wine. See also De il11l11orlalitate animae VIII. I3; XUI.zo.
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merely have real external existence. 3' Therefore, Alumnus argues,
the concepts of things are greater than the things themselves, as
"reason teaches us that what understands is better than what is
understood. "3' Nutritor now begins to show the problems in
Alumnus's reply. Alumnus's argument might be valid, Nutritor replies, if "what is formed is greater than what forms." For the
knowledge (notitiae) of things seems to be formed in the mind by
the arts themselves. Alumnus would need to show that the arts are
in fact formed by the notitiae rather than the other way round (766c).
Alumnus sees the dilemma he is in. For both agree that what
understands is greater than what is understood (quod intelligit me/ius
esse quam quod intelligitur, IV.766b), that the intellectual agent or mind
is of a higher order than the intelligible object.33 Eriugena knew of
this distinction between what intelligises and what is intelligised from
Augustine's De Genesi ad litteram, and this principle is also debated
in Augustine's De libero arbitrio Book II. Boethius also distinguishes
between intelligibilia and intellectibilia; the intelligibles are created spirits
like human souls, whereas the intellectibles are the pure forms outside matter. The problem of the relation of intellectibles (or intellectuals) and intelligibles goes back to the Platonic problem of the
relation of the soul to the Forms. Augustine usually uses the qualification intellectualis to refer to the mind which knows, translating
the Greek VOEPOS (noeros); whereas the word intelligibilis refers to the
object known, and translates the Greek vorrros (noetos). (See, for
example, Augustine, Contra Academicos III. xvii. 37.) The distinction

was not always maintained, however. Augustine believes that all
intellectuals are intelligible, but he is not sure if the inverse is true.
In his translation of Dionysius, Hilduin translates VOEPOS as intelligibilis, which he also uses for VOl]TOS. Eriugena corrected this translation and opted for intellectualis for VOEPOS and intelligibilis for VOl]TOS.
This distinction was later retained by John Saracenus in his translation of Dionysius. Eriugena considers the question only in one
place in the Periphyseon, which we shall examine shortly.
To return to the discussion, Alumnus has argued that what knows
is greater than what is known. He now continues: What defines is
greater than what is defined (I.48Sb). But the mind forms and the
object is formed; therefore, what forms must be greater than what
is formed. In fact, Eriugena, as we shall see, will go on to argue
that the arts and the mind form each other. In Book I, he classifies
"invisible" or intellectual natures into three kinds, and this classification (which in general has been ignored by commentators) is
crucial for his idealism. At Periphyseon I.484d, he says that the "genus of invisibles" (genus invisibilium) (by which he means intellects
and their objects) can be divided as follows:
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3I Eriugcna quotes Augustine as saying that. while he thinks the ideal form or phantasm of
the body in the mind is greater than that form as present in matter, he docs not "dare"
to judge whether the idea or form of the thing in the mind is greater than intelligible
things in themselves (Uhlfeldcr's translation, p. 236). Here it is obvious that Augustine
thinks of intelligible things as having a real existence external to the mind which thinks
or intelligiscs them. As Augustine normally opposcs the transformation of matter into
spirit, his views arc somewhat confused.
32 Uhlfcldcr's translation, p. 236.
33 The distinction between intclligibles and intellectuals is found in Porphyry and Victorinus.
On the nature of the soul (psyche) as intellectual (noeros) since it comes from intellect
(nous), sce PJotinus, Ennead V.I.3, in M. Atkinson, Plotinus. Ennead V.I: 011 the Three
Principal Hypostases (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. xxxvi. Eriugena would
have known it from Augustine's Dc GCIlCS! ad liueram XILx.2I; sec P. Agaessc and A.
Solignac (cds.), La Gellese au seIlS Litteral ell douze livres (Paris: Dcsclce de Brouwer. 19(2),
p. 360. Augustine is discussing thc naturc of intellectual vision. For him intelligibles arc
things (res) grasped by the mind. Intellectuals arc themselvcs minds (mentes). Augustine
wonders whether there exist intelligiblcs which arc not at the same time intellectuals. He
is following Plotinus in absorbing the intellectual objects into the intellect itself. Eriugena's approach is slightly different, though the conclusion is roughly the same.
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Those things which arc understood and understand (quae intelliguntul' et

intelligunt)
Those things which are understood and do not understand (quae intelliguntur et non intelligunt)
Those things which arc neither understood nor understand (quaedam
que intelligrmtur neque intelligunt)

11C-

No mention is made here of the missing fourth category - those
things which understand and are not understood (quae il1telligul1t et
non intelliguntur). Eriugena has not completely thought through his
map of the realm of intelligibles and intellectuals. But his account
does echo several Neoplatonic sources. His theory of intellectuals
and intelligibles comes ultimately from a fairly idealist passage in
Augustine's De Genesi ad litteram. 34 Eriugena, as \·ve have seen, ac34 Sec the study of J. Pepin, "Elements pour une histoire de la rclation entre l'intclligcnce
et l'intelligiblc chez Platon ct dans lc neoplatonisme," Rel/ue philosophiqJ!c de fa PraHce et
de {'Ctrallgcr 8r (X956), pp. 55-60, and "Une Curieusc Declaration idealistc du De GCllcsi
ad litteram (XILx.2I) et scs origines Plotiniennes (Elm 5.3.1-9 et Enn 5.5.1-2)," in Revue
d'histoire ct de philosophic religiellscs 34 (r954), pp. 373-400. Sec also notes to Agacsse and
Solignac, La Genese, pp. 566-8. Plotinus is dealing with the question of whether intellect
(nolls) can know itself in the same way as it knows its contents, the intelligib1cs. The
intellect is a one-many (hell polla), and its objects arc both distinct and identical (V.3. ro);
it therefore knows itself both as self-identity and as object.
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cepts the unity of knower and known. Every intelligible thing is
one with the intelligence (or intellectual being) which grasps it. Furthermore, for Eringena, every intelligible or knowable thing is nltimately a thing which intelligises or knows. There should be,
therefore, no known things which are not also knowers. Thus the
arts should actually have the power of knowing and be really mind.
In fact, everything is mind. In this classification in Book I, however, Eriugena does allow for things which "are understood but do
not understand" - in other words, intelligibles which are not also
intellectual beings, which seems to answer Augustine's query in the

tion between techne and episteme. Cassiodorus had already discussed
the distinction in his Institutiones 11.3.20, and it is also to be found
in Isidore's Etymologiae I.i. 1-3. Eriugena had already made the distinction in the Annotationes (Lutz, p. 6S [60.3]), where he said that
the term ars, "art," derives from Greek work aretc, Ineaning virtue.
The arts then are virtues (virtus) or powers of the mind. Alnmnus
asks, Is the art contained in the skill or the discipline of the human
mind a potency or faculty of the mind, or is it an activity of the
mind?
Although the mind is essentially simple, it does naturally contain
a skill and a discipline which are one with it. These are not like
accidents in a substance, but are more like a trinity - three substances in one essence. Even though Alumnus says that a soul can
at one time be skilled and another time be unskilled, he finally admits that skill and discipline are innate in the mind, and it is through
skill and discipline that the mind is reformed (reformata) and brought
back to unity with God:
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De Genesi.

We can understand the intelligibles which are not intellectuals as
specifically human concepts (notitiae) of things, which do not themselves "understand" or contain anything else. They are pure mental
objects and are the elements of knowledge as they are contained in
the definitions of the arts. Understood in this way, these intelligibles are in fact the created things themselves. Are there also beings
which understand but are not understood (the missing fourth category)? These would be minds which are themselves unintelligible.
Eriugena does not mention whether such beings exist, but he does
assert that no being which does not know that it itself exists can
define either itself or another, so it is to be assumed that he docs
not allow for the possibility of an unintelligible intellectual. Intellectuals, however, do not know themselves in the same way as they
know other things. They cannot intelligise themselves completely;
rather intellectuals know intellectuals by a kind of not-knowing.
Augustine would have been in agreement here. For him, minds can
only be known by other minds. Eriugena will only be able to resolve this complexity by applying his method of negative dialectic,
as we shall see.
To return to the main argument, Alumnus wants to hold that
concepts are greater than the things of which they are the concepts,
and he also wants to hold with the general Neoplatonic principle
that the 'cause is greater than the effect and contains it. What then
is the relation of the intellect to the arts which contain the intellectual concepts of things? Alumnus decides to become more precise
about the relation of the liberal arts to the mind. He introduced the
idea of a triad of mind-skill-discipline (mens, peritia, disciplina, IV.766c).
The distinction between ars and disciplina echoes the Greek distinc-
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For although the mind seems to be born unskilled and unwise, an acCIdental state resulting from transgression against the divine command by
forgetting itself and its Creator, yet by the rules of learning it is formed
again (reformata) and can find (potest reperire) in itself its God, itself, its skill
and discipline, and everything which naturally subsists in it, for it is enlightened (illuminata) by the grace of its Redeemer. (IV. 7670; Uhlfelder's
translation, pp. 238-9)

Thus, instead of being like accidents related to a substance, as the
arts had earlier been understood in Book I, they arc now thought
of as substances (hypostases) in one essence (ousia), and as all standing
on the same epistemological and ontological levels.
The related problems of (I) whether the mind understands the
arts or is understood by them and (2) which is higher, the mind,
its faculties, or its objects are resolved along trinitarian lines (IV.767cd). The mind, skill, and the arts form a trinity in which each aspect
is co-natural and co-eternal with the others. They are three hypostases in one essence. Therefore, although Eriugena normally talks
of the functions of the mind in terms of a descending hierarchy, he
now recognises that the mind should more correctly be viewed as
having a horizontal expansion through its skill and discipline and
that all three express the intellect in its highest form. Furthermore,
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the mind, skill, and discipline know that they are but not what they
are; otherwise they would contain or circumscribe each other.
Do the arts then form the mind or are they formed by the mind?
Eriugena - in the personage of Alumnus - would originally have
said that the arts (since they are known by the mind but are not,
he assumes, in themselves intelligences) are below the mind. Augustine, however, had placed the arts higher than the mind. Now
Eriugena argues that they are one with the mind and co-natural with
it, neither above nor below. Furthermore, the arts themselves are
made into intellectual agents, not just passive intelligible objects.
This is an extraordinary concept, based on Eriugena's idea of the
meaning of comprehension or containment. Since the arts contain the
knowledge of all things, they can be said to comprehend that
knowledge. The arts are like minds in that they are able to comprehend and organise knowledge. Now Eriugena makes these arts
co-natural with the mind itself, and argues that just as the human
mind understands the arts so also the arts understand the mind!
(Though he is careful here to take the word "understand" in a less
circumscriptive manner.) "Then mind intellectually comprehends
(intelligit) both its skill and the arts, and is intellectually comprehended (intelligitur) both by the one and by the other, though not
as to what it is, but as to the fact that it is (non quid, sed quia est).
For otherwise the Trinity would not be co-essential and co-equal"
(IV.7 6 7d ; Sheldon-Williams's translation; see also Uhlfelder, p. 239)·
Eriugena goes on to ask whether this trinity of mind, skill, and arts
forms itself or is itself formed by another higher being. The answer
is important:

modifies even this to say that God knows human minds in the same
way as God knows Himself, or as human minds know each other,
namely, as existences only, knowing that they are, not what they
are. But Eriugena is saying here that he would accept that the human mind forms itself - if we take no account of the reference
to God - that is, that the human mind by coming to know itself,
creates itself. Intellect for Eriugena always precedes being; selfknowing is always higher than knowing simpliciter.
The arts are conceived of by Eriugena as ultimately identical with
the unchanging ideas in the divine mind, but they are also habits,
faculties, or powers of the human mind, so they provide a kind of
intermediary between the human mind and God, and also between
the mind and its own self-knowledge. The mind, when it knows
the arts, knows itself in the kind of intellectual recognition by which
minds know each other. 35 In knowing the arts, the human mind is
able to have access to the divine ideas and through them comes to
know its own true (i.e., ideal) nature. As this process continues, the
human mind is able to grasp itself as an idea in God's mind just like
the other ideas. In fact, it can see itself in any or all of the divine
ideas. For it itself is both an idea in the divine mind and one with
all the ideas of all things, since man is the officina omnium, and, what
amounts to the same thing, perfect man is Christ, who is the idea
of all things. Eriugena then abandons the idea that man's ideas, in
the human, limited sense (notitiae), are in any way different from
the eternal ideas (notiones) of the arts. Furthermore, things themselves are not different from their being known, so ultimately there
is no difference among, for example, the real individual man, that
man's idea of himself, and God's idea of that man.
Eriugena has now clarified the meaning of man's self-knowledge.
His concept of self-knowledge is closer to Hegel's than to that of
Descartes. It involves not just immediate self-certainty of its own
existence but also mediated intersubjective self-definition, whereby
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If the Catholic faith did not persuade me that there is a Higher Nature by
which this trinity is established, formed (formatur), and understood, and if

truth did not confirm the tcaching, perhaps I would not be rash in an-

swering that it is formed by itself (a seipsa formari) or surely that it is an
archetypal form (forma principalis). But now since there is a Higher Nature
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from which all things are formed and begin to be formed (ex qua omnia
Jormantuy, incipiunt forman), and turning to which all things that are or can
be turned toward it are formed, I do not doubt that the trinity of mind is

formed by that same Nature. (IV.768a; UhlfcJder's translation, p. 239; my
emphasis)
Eriugena always maintains that only the divine mind has true
knowledge of the human mind. In fact, as we shall see, he later

35 Like Hegel's "reciprocal recognition" which emerges from the master-slave rclation; sec
the Phenomenology oISpirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I9i9), p. IJ2:
"Each is for the other the middle term, through which each mediates itself with itself and
unites with itself; and each is for itself, and for the other, an immediate being on its own
account, which at the same time is such only through this mediation. They recognise themselves as mutually recognising one another (sic Gt/crkefll1CIl sich als grgef/Stilig sich allerkel1nend)." Sec also G. W. F. Hcgd, Phi1:noIllCllo!ogic des Gcis(cs (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 19i5),
p. X4i·
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the mind grasps its essential relation with the Trinity, and also its
own infinite nature in a knowing which is essentially negative in
kind. The strict separation between human and divine mind which
appears in Augustine and Aquinas has been overcome. What matters for Eriugena is the infinite dimension of what is intelligible and
the fact that this intelligibility is not other than the intellectual motion itself.
To have knowledge of anything is to be able to circumscribe it
or contain it, and this is done through knowing the definition or
boundaries of the thing. Man can define all things and as a result
he must be able to define himself. Since he contains all things and
himself, however, he is infinite and unlimited and, strictly speaking,
has no boundaries. Therefore, man is uncircumscribed, and it must
also be true that he therefore cannot be defined. This opens up Eriugena's negative dialectic. Man can be said to both know himself
and not know himself. By knowing himself, he produces or creates
the idea of himself, but higher than that is the not-knowing by which
he remains in an undisturbed infinity above the mind and its manifestations.
The mind can see itself as perfect, although it sees itself not in
itself but in another (God). By seeing itself in the Other, it is also
able to grasp the other of itself, as well as the otherness of its own
self. This is the complicated dialectical message of self-knowledge
and ignorance which Eriugena is trying to portray in the linlited
language of the liberal arts tradition. If the mind produced the arts,
then the mind would be productive of its own idea of itself and
thus would be causa sui. This would also mean, however, that the
truth of the mind was immanent in itself, and this in turn would
immanentise the human mind. But the human mind is selftranscendent. Man must be able then to say that his idea is really
above himself in the mind of God. Eriugena cannot satisfactorily
resolve this problematic play of immanence and transcendence without
importing the tradition of negative theology.

definitions. As we have seen, dialectic is, after all, the science which
collects and arranges definitions according to a definite order. It
therefore must contain the definition of human nature, which is one
of the entities in creation. At this point in Book IV (768b), Eriugena
offers the definition that human nature is an idea, eternally made,
in the mind of God:
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The definition of human being
On the basis of the understanding of the arts and the manner in
which they are enfolded in dialectic, Eriugena is able to say that
dialectic contains the knowledge of all things and especially their
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NUTRITOR: Do you think that the human mind is one thing and that the
idea of it in the mind of the One who forms and knows it is something
else?
ALUMNUS: Far from it. I rather understand that the substance of man as
a whole is simply the idea of him in the mind of the Artificer who knew
all things in Himself before they were made. The knowledge itself is the
truc and only substance of things known, since in it they subsist perfectly

made, eternally and changelessly.
NUTRITOR: We can therefore define man as follows: Man is a certain in-

tellectual idea eternally made in the Divine Mind. (Uhlfelder's translation,
pp. 239-4 0 )
At other points, however, Eriugena denies that human nature
can define itself or the nature of angelic being. In fact, no selfconsciousness can define itself, for then it would be able to circumscribe and transcend itself.
In Book I Eriugena says, "My opinion is that they can neither
define themselves nor each other. For if man defines himself or the
angel, he is greater (maior) than himself or the angel. For that which
defines is greater than that which is defined (maius enim est quod dif
finit quam quod diffinitur)" (I.485a-b; Sheldon-Williams's translation).
He repeats this in several places: What defines is greater than what
is defined and encompasses it. Having said that humans can define
neither each other nor angels (nor God), however, he goes on in
Book IV to offer two definitions of human nature. The first is the
standard one by which man is defined as a rational animal. But he
gives a second, based on the imago Dei notion: "We Can therefore
define man as follows: Man is a certain intellectual idea (notio) eternally made in the Divine Mind" (IV. 768b; Uhlfelder's translation,
p. 240). How can these conflicting statements be reconciled? Eriugena regards as absolute his principle that what defines is greater
than what is defined. Furthermore, what understands is greater than
what is understood. But he also believes that what understands is
productive or creative of what is understood. Thus he speaks in
Book II of the mind, begetting its self-knowledge from itself:
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For the mind begets the knowledge of itself (notilia sui) and from it proceeds the love of itself and of the knowledge of itself, by which itself and
its knowledge of itself arc united. And although the love itself proceeds
from the mind through (the mind's) knowledge of itself, yet (it is) not the
knowledge itself (which is) the cause of the love, but the mind itself, from

each other. Human minds come together when they do not seek to
impose definitions on each other, but understand each other's existence in a n1utual form of non-dominating knowing or ignorance,
which leads to the highest wisdom and deification. Human minds
have their ground and origin and their highest dwelling in the formless non-being before being. This is clearly similar to Eckhart's view
that the mind in its purest form is unmixed with anything and is
separate from all the things it knows, such that it can be said to be
nothing: "If the intellect therefore, in so far as it is intellect, is nothing, it follows that neither is understanding an existence. "3 8 In this
chapter I have clearly demonstrated how Eriugena makes use of the
arts and dialectic to develop a complicated idealist theory of selfknowledge. We must now go on to examine more thoroughly his
understanding of the meaning of non-being.
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which the love begins to be even before the mind itself arrives at perfect
knowledge of itself. For the mind already loves to know itself (se ipsam
cogno5cere) before it brings forth from itself like an offspring (veluti prolem
suam) the knowledge of itself. (II.6IOb-c; Sheldon-Williamss translation),'

In terms of the concept of self-knowledge, then, he would accept
the idealist reading of ergo in the cogito ergo Sum as having inferential
and causal force. The consciousness of self is the cause of the self's
existence. Mind or absolute freedom stands higher than existence.
In so far as this is true, it is possible to say that the mind defines
itself. But in reality it is its oneness with the divine mind which is
the cause of itself, and this oneness is an impenetrable darkness and
infinite non-being, which in no way can be defined or circumscribed. Therefore man cannot be defined in terms of this quiddity,
since strictly speaking, he has no essence or he is all essences. The
only kind of knowledge the mind can have of itself is the kind of
knowing whereby the mind, its skill, and discipline contemplate
each other and realise that they are all one. Eriugena's understanding
of self-knowledge then involves a harmonious dwelling together and
mutual intellectual recognition of the self in its dual moments of
infinite darkness and manifest nature.
Eriugena does not see the mind knowing itself in some form of
private introspection. Rather it knows itself as idea, as a universal,
and knows all beings as itself. J7 The meaning of self-knowing is
multiple. Man knows himself and can define himself as he appears
in the effects, and in space-time, but he does not know himself except by a form of non-knowing as he appears in the causes and in
God Himself. At this highest level, individuals are not other than
36 The terms of this discussion arc Augustinian (sec the first section of this chapter) and
ultimately Platonic, since Socrates in the Symposium understands man's nature as eros. For
Eriugcna, the mind is seen as a dynamic drive or eros which brings itself from non-being
into being, from ignorance to self-knowledge.
37 Hegel similarly understands the relationship between particular and universal in man's
knowledge of himself as Absolute Spirit. Eriugena's concept of self-knowledge is very
similar to that found in German idealism, ,lS Huber and Christlieb correctly maintained.
Thus at IV.7j6d Eriugena says there is one general knowledge of all men in the causes,
whereas in the effects each knows his own private self.
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3 8 See A. Maurer, Meister Eckhart: Parisian Questions and Prologues (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1974), p. 51. See also, LW, vol. I, pp. 270, 3x3-Q.
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THE MEANING OF NON-BEING

In this chapter we shall examine Eriugena's complicated doctrine of
the meaning of non-being (non esse) or nothingness (nihil) in order
to prepare the way for an understanding of the meaning of nature.
Eriugena extends the concept of non-being to include God, man,
and COSmos in their pure (or "uncreated") state, and views this nonbeing as the infinite nothingness, which is more primordial than the
procession of creatures into their causes and effects. Eriugena's philosophy is not being-centred, but has a complicated theory of the
relativity of all being and non-being, and of an Ultimate which lies
beyond both being and non-being. Eriugena makes the being of
creatures subordinate to their being known or intelligised in the theoriae of infinite subjectivity. But he goes further in arguing that infinite subjectivity is itself to be understood as non-being. The four
forms of nature can only be understood when their relationship to
this non-being is explained.
The Latin background to the concept of non-being

Eriugena first discussed non-being in De praedestinatione (395a ff.),
where he argued that evil is to be understood as non-being and
therefore it is neither created by God nor known to Him. He develops this argument further in the Periphyseon at II.596a-b, for example, where he argues that God's nature is simple and does not
know evil; or at V.926a, where he says that God cannot be said to
know the wickedness of angels or men. Of course, the Latin source
of this assessment of evil is undoubtedly Augustinian.' For AugusI Sec G. Evans, Augustine on Ellil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). Eriugcna also found this vicw of evil as non-being in the writings of Dionysius, (e.g., Divine
Names IV.I9.jI6d and IV.32.732d), whom he cites in this regard at V.934h. Dionysius
actually removes evil from the realm of being and non-being: "It has a greater nonexistence and otherness from the Good than nonbcing has" (7x6d, LuibhCid translation,
Pseudo~Dioflysius: The Complete Works [New York: Paulist Press, 1987], p.8S). At IV.3Z. 73Zd,
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tine evil cannot be a substance,' but implies a tendency towards
non-being in creatures, a falling away from the Supreme Being due
to mutability. (See, for example, Contra Julianum I Chapter 9, 43;
PL XLIV.67L) Augustine also regards creatures in their being as
creatures as mere nothingness, as Eriugena and later Eckhart also hold.
Thus Eriugena says at III.646b that every creature considered in itself is nothing, and he cites a passage fronl Augustine's Confessions
(VII. II) which states that creatures are neither entirely being (nee
omnino esse) nor entirely non-being (nee omnino non esse).' In the De
immortalitate animae VII. r2, Augustine says that every defect is a tendency towards nothing. In general, Augustine sees the corruptibility
of all creatures as due to their genesis from nothing, and he believes
all creatures have an innate "desire" to return to nothing, unless
they are sustained by their Creator. Thus, in the Confessions XII. I 1. "4,
he says that bodies may get small but will never fall away into nothingness, on their own. It is not hard to find other references to nonbeing in the work of Augustine: For example, in De magistro, Chapter
7, Augustine discusses the meaning of l1ihil and is uncertain as to
whether it signifies something or nothing. He wants to say that all
signs signify objective realities, but that nothing does not signify an
objective reality. Perhaps, Augustine suggests, it signifies a state of
mind, for example, when the mind does not find what it wants.
Another important source of Augustine's thought about non-being
is found in his writings on matter. At Periphyseon II.546d Eriugena
quotes Augustine's statement that the "formless is next (prope) to
he says that evil is "unfounded, uncaused, indeterminate, unborn, inert, powerless, disordered. It is errant, indefinite, dark, insubstantial, -never in itself possessed of any existence" (LuibhCid trans., p. 94). Anselm later will argue that evil is not a reality; see also
Aquinas's discussion of the question whether God knows evil in ST Lg. 14. Aquinas (in
contrast to Eriugena) says that God docs know evil but that He knows it through the
good ''just as darkness is known through knowing light."
2 See ConfeSSions V.IO and VII.S, where he argucs against the Manichaean vicw that cvil is
a reality by invoking Neoplatonic arguments.
3 Augustine'S reference to the creature as a mere nothingncss has not been given sufficient
attention by his commentators, though it is obviously a less radical formulation than tbat
of Eriugena or Eckhart. On Eckhart's teaching that the creature is nothingness, see R.
Schiirmann, Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
19i8), pp. 85-6, and the sermon Oml1e datum optimum (DW I) and also the Parisian Qlle.\liOns. See also the Bull condemning Eckhart, In agro Domillico article z6, which singles
OUt this tcaching for explicit condemnation. For a discussion of Eckhart's meaning, see
E. Colledge and B. McGinn (cds.), Meister Eckhart: The Essential Sermol1s, Commel1taries,
Treatises, alld Defence (Ramsey, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1981), p. 33.
4 See E. Zum Brunn, Le Dilemme de f'itre et du nOll etre chez saint AUfuslin (Paris: Etudes
Augustiniennes, 1969).
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nothing." Augustine also discusses non-being in his account of the
nature of creation. Augustine was most concerned to defend the
Christian concept of ex nihila creation against the attacks of the
Manichaeans and others and frequently explains what is meant by
"nothing" in this phrase. 5
Eringena, therefore, could already have found the basis for his
speculations on non-being in Augustine, although he needed to turn
to the Greeks for the hermeneutical principles he required in order
to read these Augustinian passages in the light of his own philosophical interest in developing a comprehensive meontology.
Eriugena may also have had contact with other Latin discussions
of non-being - notably, Boethius's Opuscula sacra and the remarkable works of Marius Victorinus, his Ad Candidum Arrianum (c.
A.D·359) in particular. Eriugena had read the Contra EUlychen el Neslorium of Boethius and had found there a discussion of nature in
which it is remarked that "nothing" signifies something, but it does
not stand for a "nature." This passage had already been utilised by
Ratramnus in his controversy on the nature of the soul, and Eriugena must have been influenced by it.
Like the later Greek Platonists, Marius Victorinus has a remarkably complicated hierarchy of meanings of non-being and distinguishes between genuine and relative non-being.' There are close

verbal parallels between his esse) non vere esse, non vert non esse) and
non esse (which he in turn had found in Porphyry, in a text which

5 On Augustine's discussion of non-being in relation to creation, see the excellent dissertation by Christopher J. O'Toole, The Philosophy of Crealion ill the Writings of Augustine
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1944). O'Toole explores the
consequences of Augustine's view that all created beings exhibit theif ercatedness, or cry
out, as Augustine says, Deus lIIe fecit (Emlarraliones in Psalmos XXVI PL XXXVL205~6,
and also in the Confessions).
6 P. Hadot and P. Henry (cds.), MaritH Viaorinus. Traitcs thco!ogiqucs sur la Trinitc, 2 vols.,
SC nos, 68, 69 (Paris: CERF, 1960), vol. I, p. 136. On Marius Victorinus's concept of
non-being, see P. Hadot, Porphyrc ci VictorillllS (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968), pp.
r67-I75. See also G. PielIlonte, "L'Expression qllae 511nl et qllae 11011 slllll: Jean Scot et
Marius Victorinus," in G. H. Allard (cd.), Jean Scot ecril/ain (Montreal: lnstitut d'Etudes
Mcdicvalcs, 1986), pp. 81-113. Marius sees non-being divided according to four modes:
negation, the nature of the other (se[lll1dum naturam a!terills), as potential being, and as
transcendent non-being. The opposition between absolute non-being and relative noubeing goes back to the Sophist 236e ff. and to Aristotle's Physics I.3.18ia. The problem
in the Sophist is the problem of the being of non-being (to me 011 ('illai, 76 ).1.11 OJI E{vm).
The text talks about medamos on ().1.1"']ocq.tws OlJ, by no means being), which Hadot takes
to be equivalent to the haplos me on (ChTAWS fJ.11 OV, simply non-being) of Aristotle, which
is contrasted with particular non-being (me on ti, 1J..11 OlJ n). For a different account of
non-being in Plato see D. Wiggins, "Sentence Meaning, Negation and Plato's Problem
of Non-Being," in G. Vlastos (cd.), Plato: A Col/Celion of Critical Essays, vo!. I (New
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is now lost but which may have been Porphyry's commentary on
Plato's Sophisl) and Eriugena's similar arrangement in Periphyseon
II.S46c-d. Victorinus does speak of ea quae sunl el ea quae non sunl,
he says that the Son comes from those things which are not (ab his
quae non sunl) and goes on to explain four ways in which a thing
can be said not to be. Things are not, according to (I) iuxla negalionem, which includes privation; (2) iuxla allerius ad aliud naluram;
(3) iuxla nondum esse, quod fUlurum esl el polesl esse; and (4) iuxla quod
supra omnia quae sunl, esl esse or iuxla super omnia (Ad Ca11didul11 Arrianum 4. I-S [102Ie-Io22a]). These divisions of non-being are very
dose to Eriugena's fivefold classification, and it is extremely likely
that Briugena took his system from the late Roman senator and convert to Christianity, Marius Vietorinus.
With regard to Carolingian authors, it is possible that Eriugena
knew the ninth-century Latin work of Fredegisus entitled Epistola
de nihilo el lenebris, which argued that the term "nothing" must actually stand for something, since all meaningful terms signify something, as we know Augustine also believed. Since, furthermore, all
created things are said to be made from nothing, Fredegisus argued,
nothing must signify something great indeed. Fredegisus concludes
his letter without actually identifying this "great" non-being with
God Himself, as Eriugena explicitly does, but there is no doubt that
his work is pointing in that direction. It is clear from this text from
Alcuin's Circle that the problem of non-being was a living issue in
Carolingian philosophical and theological debates.
The Greek Neaplalonisl view of non-being

Eriugena discussed non-being in the De praedeslinalione, as we have
seen, but his interest in non-being increased markedly after his reading of Dionysius and the Greeks. The topic was given such detailed
treatment in the Periphyseon (III.634a-690b) that one leading critic
York: Doubleday, 19iI), pp. 268-303, and the essay in the same volume by G. E. Owen,
pp. 223-67. Eriugena reproduces Marius's categorisation of non-being without indicating
his Source; an extant MS of the Ad Candidum (Bamberg Patr. 46 [Q. V1.32 D circulated in
the ninth century, and may have Eriugena's handwriting on it.
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of Neoplatonism, Tronillard, even suggested that Eriugena reinvented Plato's Parmenides!7
Although Augustine and the Latins discussed the topic at some
length, as we have seen, they were not nearly as adventurous as the
Greek Platonists, who made it a major point of analysis. The concept of non-being, for them, was a way of gaining access to transcendence and specifically to the transcendence of God or the One.
As Wolfson has shown, the tradition of negative theology, which
prefers negative to affirmative terms for the divine being, was firmly
established by the fourth century, when the Cappadocians in their
writings had already recognised that non-being was one of the names
of Gods
Nowhere did this receive a more emphatic treatment than in The
Divine Names, Chapter V, and Mystical Theology of Dionysius, large
sections of which are devoted to discussion of the applicability of
the term "being" to God. Dionysius denies that affirmations and
negations apply to God. God is beyond being, beyond non-being,
beyond existence (Mystical Theology V. lo48a): "It is beyond assertion and denial." God's transcendence above all speech is affirmed;
He is the non-being beyond being. Furthermore, the Cappadocian
Gregory of Nyssa identifies the nihil out of which this world is created with God Himself in His superessential non-being, and Eriugena enthusiastically accepted this view. Augustine, on the other
hand, was careful to distinguish God from creation, such that he
could talk about the world as made from God (a Deo), which for
him did not mean made out of God (de Dea), a position Aquinas
later took als0 9

Eriugena was obviously well read in both the Greek and Latin
discussions of the concept of non-being and nothingness. The Latin
tradition generally emphasised the privative interpretation of nonbeing, stressing that non-being implies absence and a lack of being,
but the Greeks in general were more affirmative in their concept of
non-being and preferred to think of it in terms of superessentiality,
that is, transcendence of being and knowing. IO As usual, Eriugena
seeks to mediate between these two positions, not by finding a middle ground but by vigorously arguing for both interpretations: Nonbeing can be understood either privatively or in a supereminent
manner. Nihil means either nihil per privatiorlem or nihil per excellentiam. In fact, Eriugena will go so far as to argue that all things can
be thought of as nothingness in one form or another: God, the primary causes, corporeal things, matter, are all species of non-being,
depending on the viewpoint of the inquirer, as we shall see." Eriugena develops a most radical and complex meontology out of this
discussion of non-being, which we must now examine in detail.
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See J. Trauillard, "Lc Parmenide de Platon ct son interpretation neoplatonicienne," in Revue de tMologic et de philosophic 23 (X9i3), pp. 83-roo. Of course, Plato's Parmcnides may
actually have been the source of some of Dionysius's speculations in this regard. Sec E.
Corsini, II Irattato De divillis nomillibus della Pseudo-Dionigi e i commenti ncoplatonici at Parmcnidc (Turin: Giappichclli, 1962), which argues that Dionysiu$ is applying terms to God
which arc found in the dialogue Parmcnidcs. S. Gersh has a similar analysis in his From
Iambljehus to Eriugcl1a (Lcidcn: Brill, 1978).
8 See H. A. Wolfson, "The Identification of ex Ilihilo with Emanation in Gregory of Nyssa,"
reprinted in his Studies in the History oJPhiiosophy and Religio/l (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Prcss, 1973), pp. 199-221. As carly as the second century A.D. Albinus had
said that the attributes of God do not define His nature but are mere names. Albinus
developed a form of negative theology by the removal of attributes (kal'aphairesill) from
God. See J. Dillon, The Middle Platonists (London: Duckworth, 1977), pp. 284-5.
9 For Augustine creatures arc from God but not oj God (ab illo sed non dc illo). Sec, for
example. the Colltra secundium Manichawm 1. 7 (PL XLII.S83), and O'Toole, The Philosophy
oj CreatiOIl in the Writings oj Augustine.
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The five modes of being arid 11011-beil1g
The Periphyseon begins with a radical claim (I.441a): Nature can be
defined to include all things which are (ea quae sunt) and all things
which are not (ea quae non sunt) - being and non-being. Eriugena
states this frequently in the Periphyseon, but he repeats it in the Expositiones, the Homilia, and also his later jlorilegia, so it is one of the
key notions identifying his influence on later thinkers. As we have
already seen, the phrase ea quae sunt et ea quae non sunt appeared
earlier in Marius Victorinus. The Greek phrase kai panta auk onta
kai onta (KUL 1TaVTU oUK OVTU KUL OVTU), all things that are and are
10 The concept of non-being above being is said by P. Hadot in Porphyrc ct Viaorillus (Paris:
Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968) to be traceable to Speusipptls and is found in bmblichus
and Porphyry as to hyper to on me 011.
I I Compare Aristotle's statement in Metaphysics XIV.2.T089a26: "For non-being too has many
senses just as being has." It can signify what is false, what is potential, non-being in the
sense of any of the categories, or absolute non-being. See also Aristotle, Ph}'sics L3·I86b7a. The concept of non-being as above being may have come from Speusippus, but it is
found clearly stated in Porphyry; see P. Hadot, Porphyre ct Victorilllts, p. r68. Proclus
(Col1lmefllarius in Parmenidem: pars ultima ad/we inedita, itltcrprete Cuillelmo de Moerbeke, ed.
R Klibansky, C. Labo\",sky, and E. Anscombc [London: Waring Institute, 19731, p. 44·I419) lists four levels of non-being: absolute non-being, cngendered non-being, non-being
according to the nature of the other, and the One considered as non-being - a categorization similar to that of Porphyry and Marius and which is also in Eriugena.
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not, appears in Dionysius's Mystical Theology I (PG III.997b), and
is an obvious source for Eriugena's conception of a totality of things
which are and are not. Eriugena translates this phrase as et omne non
ens et ens (PL CXXII, I I 73a), "both every being and non-being."
Eriugena goes on in the Periphyseon to divide nature in terms of its
relation to the concept of creation, producing the fourfold division
of nature (which we shan examine in Chapter I2). But then he returns to discussing the manner in which the concepts of being and
non-being can be interpreted. Eriugena's remarks here are original
and radical and are deeply subversive of the metaphysical tenet of
the primacy of being. Rather than take substantial being as the fundamental and absolute bedrock of nature, he argues that being must
be understood in perspectival or relative terms; sometimes being comes
out as greater than non-being, and sometimes it is the other way
round. It all depends on the viewpoint of the inquirer and his position on the scale of being. The relative ways of understanding being
and non-being are in fact Eriugena's attempt to work out the "analogy" of being in a non-Aristotelian manner. But to think of them
as merely an unsuccessful Platonic theory of analogy is to reduce
Eriugena's structures to Aristotelian categories, whereas our interpretation seeks to understand Eriugena in his own terms and to show
the originality and coherence of his own intention.
Eriugena offers a number of ways of reading the relationship between being and non-being, which he entitles modi, modes of being
and non-being. He initially outlines five (quinque) modes, but says
that there are others which could be found with deeper research
(I.446a). The word quinque may in fact be an addition or emendation
to the manuscript, possibly in Eriugena's hand. In any event the
exact number of modes is not especially significant.

The first mode. The first mode is given special priority; callecCprimus and summus (I.443C), it is perhaps the most commonly found
mode in the Periphyseon. This mode separates things which are comprehensible to sense and intellect from those which are beyond all
human understanding and elude the grasp of the mind:
Of these modes the first seems to be that by means of which rcason convinces us that all things which fall within the perception of bodily sense
or (within the grasp of) intelligence are truly and reasonably said to be,
but that those which because of the excellence (per excellCl1tial1l) of their
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nature elude not only all sense but also all intellect and reason rightly seem

not to be. (Periphyseol1 1.443a; Shcldon-Williams's translation)

Eriugena is here giving ontological primacy to that which is grasped
by the human mind. Whatever the human mind determines as existent has being, and whatever it does not grasp is non-being. In
other words, being is determined by epistemological criteria. It is clear
that this could be interpreted in an idealist manner to mean that the
mind is the arbiter of being, but in this case Eriugena claims that
those things which in this classification are called non-being are in
fact higher than being, by reason of their excellence (per excellentiam
suae naturae, 1.443a). Thus God and the reasons and essences of all
things are among the non-beings. (To this list is added "matter" by
a later scribe - possibly completely altering the meaning of the passage, as I have already discussed in Chapter 5). In fact, in this first
division, Eriugena quotes Dionysius's Celestial Hierarchy IV. I (PG.
III. 177d) on the superessential nature of God, TO -yap ETV(n 7TaVTWV
E(fTLV Tj >J7TEP TO ,,('VaL OEOT'lS (to gay einai panton estin he hyper to
einai theotes). This is a favourite phrase of Eriugena's, which he
translates as esse enim 0111niu111 est superesse divinitas (I-443b), "the being
of all things is the divinity above being." He excludes absolute nonbeing (haplas me on) from the division of things in this mode: "For
how can that which absolutely is not, and cannot be, and which
does not surpass the intellect because of the pre-eminence of its existence, be included in the division of things" (Periphyseon 1.443c;
Sheldon-Williams's translation).
This first mode is completely in line with the normal Greek negative theological understanding. In this mode God is not any of the
things that are. The things that are, are graspable by the mind; God
is not intelligible to the mind and hence is not. Eriugena, of course,
emphasises that it is the mind which gives things their being, but
it cannot give God being because God transcends the mind. We are
here dealing with God as nihil per excellential11, but Eriugena has some
things to say about privation in this mode also. Let us briefly examine his understanding of this concept.

The meaning ofprivation. In an addition to the Rheims manuscript,
Eriugena has added a qualification to this first mode of being and
non-being by introducing the concepts of absence (absentia) and privation (privatio). Eriugena is aware of the logical concept of pri-
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vation, but he does not distinguish it from absence simpliciter or from
opposition (oppositio)." Eriugena was aware of the meaning of privation from his readings in Latin logic (and refers to it in De praedestinatione) , but he goes farther than his sources and at times attempts to give privative forms some ontological foundation, or rather,
he gives these forms a place in his complex "meontology." Although privation indicates non-being, it does not indicate complete
non-being: Concepts like hell, the visions of the damned, and the
evil will are all forms of nothingness. Privation can mean total absence of form, quality, or characteristic, or it can mean privation
or "remotion" (remotio) in the sense of missing something which is
normally or essentially there. Eriugena considers the possibility that
some people will give some intermediate form of relative being to
privation:

(habitus)? For there was no possession before all things that are received the possession of subsistence (habitus subsistentiae)." Eriugena
cannot quite clear up his mind about privation. Normally he says
that it implies an antecedent existence, yet he feels that privatives
may have a kind of non-being - like possibilities - which is at the
same time not absolutely nothing (omnino nihil). Nihil per privationem
is not the omnino nihil, though at times it can be reduced to it.
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Unless perhaps someone should say that the absences and privations of
things that exist are themselves not altogether nothing, but arc implied by
some strange natural virtue (virtus) of those things of which they arc the

privations (privatio) and absences (absentia) and opposites (oppositio), so as
to have some kind of existence. (Periphyseon I.443c-d; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)

Eriugena is satisfied to allow this as a possibility, and it docs not
seem to worry him unduly. Later at Book III. 686b, he says that
privations presuppose existence and therefore the world cannot have
come into being from privation. (He will use this to argue that ex
nihilo docs not mean "from privation.") In an addition to the Rheims
manuscript in Eriugena's supposed handwriting at III.634d, Nutritor asks, "How could there be privation before there is possession
I2 See Sheldon-Williams, Pcriphyseon, vol. I, pp. 223~4 n. 21. In Book III Eriugcry3 talks

of death as the privation of life. See also H. A. Wolfson, "The Identification of ex nihilo
with Emanation in Gregory of Nyssa." Aristotle has two accounts of privation (steresis):
one in the Physics, and another in the Metaphysics, which do not fully agree with one
another. Aristotle - like Eriugena - uses steresis to mean absence of all form (Metaphysics
V .2;.1022 b31) as well as absence of something which is normally there. Aristotle actually
has two terms: steresis and apophasis (negation). Eriugena translates steresis «(J,E:PTI(JLC;) as
negatio, but morc often as privatio (e.g., PL CXXILIIi3b). He also translates apophasis
(a'ITo<j>acrLS) as negatio - or even as rcpulsio (PL CXXIlA6Ib) or depuisio, e.g., PL
CXXILI04IC, Eriugena translates aphairesis (aq,cupi)crLS) as ablatio (PL CXXII.Il74b). At
times for Aristotle privation means that the opposite can be predicated of something,
while negation implies that the opposite cannot be predicated. The distinction is not always clear; see H. A. Wolfson, "Negative Attributes in the Church Fathers and in the
Gnostic Basilides," in Harvard Theological Review 45 (1952), pp. IIS-30. Plotinus later
introduced a new term - remotion (aphairesis). Eriugena appears to use all three terms
indistinguishably.
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The second mode. The second mode of being and non-being is seen
"in the orders and differences of created natures" (I.444a), from the
intellectual powers or angels down to the lowest level of the irrational creature, whereby if a level is said to be, then the levels above
and below it are said not to be:
For an affirmation concerning the lower (order) is a negation concerning
the higher, and so too a negation concerning the lower (order) is an affirmation concerning the higher..
. This however terminates [in] the
highest negation [upward]; for its negation confirms the existence of no
higher creature. .. Downward on the other hand, the last (order) merely
[denies or confirms the one above it, because it has nothing below it which

it might either take away or establisli1since it is preceded by all the orders
higher than itself but precedes none that is lower than itself. (1-444a-C;
Sheldon-Williams's ttanslation)

This mode of division applies only to created being. Being and nonbeing here are only to be applied within the framework of the hierarchical orders of the created cosmos. Thus God and omnino nihil
are completely excluded from this division. It is in this sense that
God, under the rules of this mode, can be shown to be beyond
being and non-being. One very peculiar result is that, under the
rules of this mode, true non-being (omnino nihil) can also be said to
be beyond being and non-being - since it is outside the created universe as such - but Eriugena does not exploit this intriguing possibility here.
The main interest in this division at first sight appears typically
Neoplatonic. Eriugena seems to want to usc it to establish an order
or hierarchy of being from highest to lowest, including the nine orders of angels as well as all the rational levels of the soul, and its
irrational motions also (e.g., nutritive and reproductive powers).
But in fact, the normal Neoplatonic hierarchy is different. In typical
Neoplatonic terms each level "contains" and also produces the level
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and by itself; but it is not in so far as it does not permit itself to be comprehended by the orders that are below it. (I. 444C; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)

which is below it, in a manner which need not be strictly causal;
Dionysius, for example, uses the term hypostat;;s (in the sense of
"that which gives rise to" or, more literally, "that which is placed
below"; Eriugena translates this as subsistentia) for the level which
is higher, but certainly the higher is somehow responsible for the
lower. But in Eriugena's version, when the lower world is affirmed,
the higher world in negated. Instead of being said to be more real,
the higher world is said not to be at all, if the lower world is asserted. Eriugena is applying the fruits of negative theology well beyond the restricted sphere it had in Dionysius and is extending it
to apply not only to God but also to created natures! In this scheme
every order or level of being can be said to both be and not be,
depending on which level of the order the viewer is on. This is a
crucially important mode of being and non-being, which is intimately wrapped up in Eriugena's concept of negative dialectic and
which, when applied to the four divisions of nature, yields us the
truth about the metaphysical status of that division and overturns
the hierarchy of four levels.
The hierarchy of being and non-being, then, is not a straightforward chain of being from higher to lower, but actually is a kind of
"highlighting" or affirming of a particular entity as possessing being
to the exclusion of all other claimants:

Thus, since God in that first and one man whom He made in His image
established (constituerit) all men at the same time, yet did not bring them
all at the same time into this visible world
. those who already {arc
becoming or} have become visibly manifest in the world arc said
be,
while those who arc as yet hidden, though destined to be, are said not to

Thus, the affirmation of "man" (I mean man while still in his mortal
state) is the negation of "angel," while the negation of "man" is the affirmation of "~ngel" (and vice versa). For if man is a rational, mortal,
risible animal, then an angel is certainly neither a rational animal nor mOItal nor risible: likewise, if an angel is an essential intellectual motion about
God and the causes of things, then man is certainly not an essential intellectual motion about God and the causes ofthings. (I. 444b; Sheldon-Williams's

This asserts that whereas in the primary causes things are not, they
do have being in the effects. It is clear that Eriugena is using this
mode to apply to created nature only (or those things which exist
in the visible world, as he says at I.444C). He further wants to distinguish this mode of division from the first one:

translation)

Between the first and third (mode) there is this difference: the first (is found)

This is a strong statement of the perspectival approach to being and
non-being and in fact places at risk the affirmative definition of man
as an intellectual idea in the mind of God, which we have already
discussed in detail in the preceding chapter. It is clear that this definition is now seen to need a negative counterbalancing statement,
which denies the whole truth of the affirmative claim. As Eriugena
says:
It is also on these grounds that every order or intellectual creature is said
to be and not to be: it is in so far as it is known by the orders above it

Thus once more in this mode, being is relative to being known;
ontology is made to depend on the epistemological framework.

The third mode. The third mode of being and non-being is based
on distinguishing actual from merely potential things. If things which
exist are said to be, then those things which are not yet in existence
are said not to be. Eriugena remarks that this is by human convention (humana consuetudine), and of course he could have found it in
Augustine or in Greek writers like Maximus. Things which are still
caught up in the primary causes or, in one of Eriugena's favourite
phrases, in the secret folds of nature (in seeretis sinibus naturae) are
said not to be, while those things which exist are said to be. Eriugena's terminology for act and potency is variable (potestas, vis,
dynamis), and here he speaks of potency as virtus (44Sb):'3

to

be. (I.44Sa; Sheldon-Williams's translation)

generically (genera liter) in all things which at the same time and once for
all have been made in (their) causes and effects; the third specifically (spc-

cia liter) in those which partly are still hidden in their causes, partly are

manifest in (their) effects, of which in particular the fabric of this world
is woven (contexitur). (I.44Sa-b; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
13 See, for example, Periphyseon III.6S7c, where Eriugena makes a distinction between lIis

and pOlc.ltas (or virlus). Talking about the intellectual numbers, he says that they have a
vis, whereby they exist in the monad, and a lIirtus, by which they arc able to come forth
from it. He makes a similar distinction between actus and opus. See Sheldon-Williams's
introduction to vol. 3, pp. 6-7. Eriugena also lIses the term habitlls for potency.
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This seems to make the third mode a species of the first (considered
as genus). In the first mode all created things accessible to the mind
and senses exist; in the third only created things, which have already
proceeded into their effects, are said to be. A curious result of this
classification is that the primary causes themselves, along with their
rationes and essentiae, do not exist on this criterion, since the only
existent things are those which have been carried through into the
effects and into space and time. This, in fact, makes the third mode
the opposite of the fifth. In the third mode the universal human
nature which has not proceeded into causes and effects is said not
to be, whereas in the fifth mode perfect human nature is said to be,
and the human nature which is conceived through sin in this world
is said not to be. Thus human nature can both be and not be, and
perfect human nature has an existence as possibility in the trurd mode,
but is an actuality according to the fifth. This is akin to Nicholas
of Cusa's concept of God as actualised possibility (as discussed in
Chapter 9). '4

things are which are called ideae and are contemplated by the intellect. And Eriugena can be read as saying that in this mode the
being of things is their being known by the mind.
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The fourth mode. The fourth mode is more Platonic in form, and
Eriugena indeed associates it with those he calls the philosophi. It
declares that only those things which are intellectual or intelligible
truly are, whereas things which involve change and mutation (or
perhaps are accessible only to the senses) are not. Thus any body
involved in generation, change, or the temporal world does not have
being in this mode. It is thus the opposite of the third mode. The
unchanging intelligible world, on the other hand, is trnly reaL The
framework is thoroughly Augustinian in its total separation of the
timeless world from the temporal world. At Book IL56Ia, for example, Eriugena develops this contrast between eternal true being
and temporal non-being, and explains that the temporal world "is
called new because it is not eternal and is therefore nothing." This
mode is actually the opposite of the first mode, since in the first
mode both sensible and intellectual things truly are, while God and
the causes (or eternal changeless forms) are not, whereas in the fourth
mode these causes truly are and the sensible and sublunary world
is not. This fourth mode is also very idealist. In this mode those
14 Sec]. Hopkin~, A Concise ltltrodu(/iOlZ to the Philosophy of Nicholas ojCusa, 2nd cd. (Min-

neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, I980), pp. 62- 153.
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The fifth mode. The fifth mode stands apart from the others at first
reading, since it appears to refer to theological or moral rather than
ontological or metaphysical criteria. But - as with the fourth mode
- the framework is Augustinian and Eriugena is following his mentor in arguing that only well-being or being in the state of grace
can really be said to be, whereas fallen nature and entities stained
by sin are not. Of course, for Eriugena, this division applies only
to human beings (and to angels):
The fifth mode is that which reason observes only in human naturc, which,
when through sin it renounced the honour of the divine image in which

it was properly substantiated (substetit), deservedly lost its being and therefore is said not to be; but when, restored (restaurata) by the grace of the

only-begotten Son of God, it is brought back (fedudtu,-) to the fonner condition of its substance (ad pristillUl11 suae substal1tiae statum) in \vhich it was
made after the image of God, it begins to bc, and in him who has been
made in the image of God begins to live. It is to this mode, it seems, that
the Apostle's saying refers: "and He calls the things that are not as the

things that arc." (Periphyseol1 1-445C-d; Shcldon-Williams's translation)
Eriugena can find a scriptnral basis for his language of being and
non-being. He frequently quotes Romans 4.17, for example, at 1-445Cd, and later, in his Commentarius on Saint John at 304d. Marius Victorinus also quotes this line ofPau!'s in his Adversus Arrianum 1.17,
I2-5 (cd. P. Henry and P. Hadot, vol. I, p. 226). In the High Middle Ages, the phrase continued to be linked with the concept of nonexistent beings. Thus Aquinas uses it in his Summa theologica I. 14· 9,
sed contra, as evidence that God has knowledge of non-beings.
To return to Eriugena, in this mode, therefore, the whole of this
created world, which has fallen with man, can be said not to be or
to be nothing, while the risen Christ and God are said to be. This
division is thus based on a contrast between the distinction between
perfect and present nature or between grace and natnre. Eriugena
then goes on to link this fifth mode with the third mode. Perfect
human nature is a possible or potential state. In thc third mode it
is said not to exist when it is still caught up in the causes; in the
fifth mode, it is said to be genuinely existent in that perfect human
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nature exists in God and can be said to be truly real, whereas fallen
nature is not genuinely real. It is in this mode, therefore, that the
life in paradise can be said to be most real even though it never took
place at any time and appears now only as a possibility (and hence
as a form of non-being). This mode, of course, also declares the
present human world to be partaking in non-being.

(virtus) of their impossibility alone. For their being (esse) consists in the
impossibility of their appearing (apparere) in any intelligible or sensible thing.
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The meaning oj the modes oj non-being

Many commentators have been struck by this forceful attempt to
sehematise the meanings of being and non-being. They appear so
early in Book I that the reader expects that they will feature in a
major way in the course of the whole dialogue. Instead, however,
the levels are rarely adverted to, and commentators have been inclined to accept the traditional view that the modes of being and
non-being are a dialectical exercise, which Eriugena abandons almost as soon as he has engaged on it. In fact, he does not stick
closely to the fivefold modes of being and non-being, but uses several more modes. He had said that these five modes were provisional and that many more could be found by more subtle reasoning. Thus he makes use of a sixth mode of being, whereby God is
said to possess all being and the creature to be a mere nothingness
(III. 64 6b ). This, like the fourth mode, is really the opposite of the
first mode. But Eriugena also employs an Aristotelian concept of
being and non-being when he says that substance alone exists and
those things which are accidents or relations do not have being
(IV.764C). This would be a seventh mode.
He is often curionsly nnresponsive to the demands of his own
logic and quite liberal in dispensing being to all kinds of unlikely
candidates. He even goes so far at one point as actually to give a
kind of being to those things which are impossible. That which is
absolutely non-being and does not exist is in fact said to be among
the impossibles, since it can never be. He goes on, however, to
attribute some strange vague kind of Meinongian being to those
things which actually are impossible:
That the possibles and the impossibles arc reckoned in the number of things
none of those who practice philosophy aright will dispute; and these arc
said to be for no other rcason than that the possibles can comc into being
even though they arc not, while the impossiblcs arc contained in the virtue
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(II. 597 b-c; Shcldon-Williams's translation)
This eighth mode is actually the opposite of the third. Instead of
the possible being considered not to be, it is now considered to be.
Indeed, in this form both the possible and the impossible, which
together constitute the most universal domain of objects, are said
to have being. This mode would hardly allow any non-being, unless it is the non-being so dearly beloved of the later Neoplatonists
- that which is beyond possibility and necessity itself.
We cannot expect Eriugena to have a completely systematic and
logical classification for so difficult and perplexing a topic. For one
thing, the Platonic tradition stemming from the Pannenides is too
entangled and Eriugena's sources were too diverse. But second, we
must not attempt to fit Eriugena's discussion into the narrOw
boundaries of predicate logic. He is developing the logic of Dionysius, where affirmations and denials are not necessarily contradictions. In relation to God or to infinite being in general, the negation
of a 61se statement is not necessarily a true statement. Eriugena is
using a dialectic which operates at the level of infinite /lOUS and transcends the limitations of finite reason. Like Plato or, indeed, Hegel
and Heidegger, Eriugena is breaking from the domain of ontologic,
a logic founded on being and predication, and trying to think infinity through the concept of negation and otherness, identity and difference. Compare, for example, Heidegger's remark in his essay
"What Is Metaphysics?": "For thinking, which is always thinking
about something, must act in a way contrary to its own essence
when it thinks of nothing. '''5 Although we cannot reduce Eriugena's
system to a logical form without distortion, we can grasp his main
intention and recognise the validity of his attempt to produce a meontology which parallels classical metaphysics and at the same time
transcends it. In his sermon Beati pauperes spiritu, Eckhart will also
express God in terms of non-being: "The authorities say that God
is a being.
I say that God is neither a being nor rational
therefore God is free of all things and is all things." In another sermon (no. 83 Rmovamini spiritu), he says that it is not true that God
15 Sec "What Is Metaphysics?" in D. F. Krell (cd.), Hcidcggcr: Basic Writings (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978). p. 99.
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is a being; rather, he transcends being and is a "transcending nothingness." (See Colledge and McGinn, Meister Eckhart, pp. 201, 207.)
In fact, the modcs which distinguish between being and non-being
are crucial to the interpretation of Eriugena's meaning, however difficult it may be to analyse them adequately, given his limited terminology and the fact that he undoubtedly is operating under different modes at different times. Probably because he found his initial
discriminations overcomplex and practically unwieldy, he usually
resorts to a simpler classification, which in fact cuts across his larger scheme of five modes. This simpler division turns out to fit neatly into the fourfold division of nature: Non-being is God, and
non-being is the region of unformed matter; but both the causes and
the effects also share in non-being, depending on how the relationship of the act of creation is understood. I shall now turn to this
problem.

The treatise begins with an inquiry into the meaning of the Christian doctrine of creation from nothing. Alumnus is puzzled:
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The T ractatus de nihilo

Eriugena operates with different modes of division between being
and non-being throughout the Periphyseon, but he does make one
major attempt to clear up the confusion of meanings of the term
"nothing" (nil'il) in Book III. This analysis forms an almost perfect
subtreatise in its own right and has been given excellent analysis by
several critics.'6 It is undoubtedly the most sophisticated treatment
of the concept of non-being in early mediaeval philosophy. Influenced possibly by Eriugena, Anselm discusses the meaning of ex
nihilo in his Monologion, Chapter VIII, and offers three different ways
of understanding non-being. Later Aquinas will deal with non-being,
in relation to God's knowledge of non-existent future or possible
things in the Summa theologica I. 14.9-3. Eriugena here develops themes
which will not be discussed again in detail until the Renaissance and
the emergence of the concept of the void and of infinite empty space. '7
.6 Sec the excellent study afG. A. Picmontc, "Notas sobre la ereatio de lIihiia en Juan Escoto
Eriugena," part 1, Sapientia 23 (I968), pp. 37-$8; and also I.-P. Sheldon-Williams's introduction to Pcrip/Jyseon, vol. 3, pp. 5-10. Sec also D. Duclow, "Divine Nothingness
and Self-Creation in John Scotus Eriugena," Journal oj Religioll 57 (April 19/i), pp. 10973·
Ii Unfortunately, we cannot explore here the relationship between the concept of nothing

and the related concepts of vacuum and empty space. For an excellent discussion of these
ideas in later mediaeval philosophy see E. Grant, Much Ado about Nothing: Theories o.{Space
and Vacuum from the i'diddle Ages to the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). Grant examines the shift from the Aristotelian denial of indcpen-
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But when I hear or say that the Divine Goodness created all things out of

nothing I do not understand what is signified by that name, "Nothing"
(nihil), whether the privation of all essence or substance or accident, or the
excellence of the divine superessentiality. (III. 634b; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)

Nutritor answers this by arguing, first, that God's superessential
nature cannot mean nothing in the traditional sense:
I would not easily concede that the divine supcresscntiality was nothing

[or could be called by so privative a name]. For although it is said by
theologians not to be (non esse), they do not mean that it is nothing (nihil
esse) but that it is more than being (plus quam esse). (III.634b; Sheldon-

Williams's translation)
When not-being is predicated of the superessential, Nutritor continues, it does not signifiy nothing, but signifies a nature beyond
being and non-being (super omnia quae sunt et quae non sunt, 1I1.634C),
which suggests that Eriugena's initial division of nature into all things
that are and all things that are not was in fact provisional and incomplete and must now be expanded to include that which is beyond the things that are and are not. The phrase is Dionysian but
is also found in this Latin form in Marius Victorinus, Ad Candidum
Arrianum 11.19-20 (I02Ia; cd. Henry and Hadot, vol. I, p. r34):
Putamus Deu111. esse supra omnia et quae sunt et quae non sunt. Alulnnus
continues to be puzzled because he still docs not understand what
"nothing" means in the phrase, "created from nothing." Nutritor
then begins a subtler - if somewhat elliptical- analysis of the meanings of being and non-being. He starts with the concept of creation
itself
The non-being oj creation is privation

At first Alumnus wants to argue that ex nihilo creation means creation from nothing, understood in a privative sense as the negation
dently existing space to the idea of a "separate" nothing and an extracosmic void (influenced by John Philoponus's criticism of Aristotle, which was preserved in Arabic
commentators), which laid the groundwork for the Newtonian concept of infinite empty
$pace. Sec Eriugena's description of God as the space of spaces or "place of places" (locus
locorum) at III.643C. For Eriugena, spaces arc immaterial and mental, but they are also
infinite, since space is really contained within the primary causes, which themselves arc
contained in the Word.
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of the totality of created being. Creation means that beings appeared
and were made. "Nothing" must not be understood to signify some
essence or matter or even a cause. It is to be understood as neither
in God nor outside Him nor standing apart from Him in any way.
Initially Nutritor agrees with this meaning:

ence (subsistentia), and being (esse) interchangeably, and he attributes
reality to things that do not exist.,8 This signals that he will now
move on to find another meaning for non-being, which will give
it more reality than is possessed by nihil per privationem. He will
therefore reject the view that creation takes place from nothing,
understood as privation, in favour of a new reading of non-being.
For the present, Nutritor assures Alu111nus that "nothing" means
privation of all essence or substance. Yet Alumnus is immediately
thrown into confusion, and feels himself threatened on all sides by
the dark clouds of misunderstanding and obscurity. What is at the
source of his confusion? The master and pupil had earlier been discussing the nature of the primary causes and had decided that it had
been proved beyond reasonable doubt that whatever is created by
God (e.g., the primary causes) is eternal and in fact co-eternal and
co-essential with Him. But now the discussion centers on creation,
and Alumnus has a problem: "How can that be eternal which before
it was made was not?" How can something created eternally be
meaningfully said to be created from nothing, which would imply
that the eternal created entity had an origin? This question radically
alters Eriugena's approach to non-being.

23 0

For that word "Nothing" is taken to mean not some matter, not a certain
cause of existing things (causa quaedam existentium), not anything that went
before or occurred of which the establishment of things was a consequence, not something co essential or coeternal with God, nor something
apart from God subsisting on its own or on another from which God took
as it were a kind of material from which to construct the world; but it
is the name for the total privation (pl'ivatio) of the whole of essence and,
to speak morc accurately, it is the word for the absence (absentia) of the
whole of essence (totius essentiae); for privation means the removal of pos-

session (Privatio eni", habitudinis est ablatio). (III.634c-d; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)

"Nothing" simply means that before things came into being, they
were not. This is an Augustinian answer, and Eriugena notes that
almost all scriptural commentators agree with this reading (111.635a).
But in fact, even this initial clarification contains the hint that Eriugena is not fully satisfied with this version of the explanation and
his own vocabulary shows this quite explicitly:

23 I

Everything created is both eternal and made from nothing
Understand that the things that exist (existentia) have been made from the
things that do not exist (ex non existentibus) by the power of the Divine
Goodness; for the things that were not (ea quae non crant) received being
(esse). For they were made from nothing because they were not before they

came into being. (Periphyseon 1I1.634c; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Here Eriugena is actually implying not only that beings were created, but also that, in creation, non-existent things received existence. At 1II.682c, he quotes Dionysius (Divine Names V-4-5 [PG
1II.817c-820aJ) as holding that being (esse) comes from the nonexistent (ex ante-existente), and that God is not Himself being (to on,
TO ov) but is a personal pre-being (ante on, wv - a term also found
in Victorinus), for which Dionysius and Eriugena use the masculine
form ho on (0 wv) instead of the neuter to on (TO ov). God is the
source of being, but is Himself not a being. The first principle of
Eriugena's system is not being but, rather, the concept of a person
or consciousness, who is above and before all beings of which it is
the cause. At 1I1.634c, Eriugena uses existence (existentia), subsist-

The problem arises out of a consideration of the Augustinian solution to the problem of the nature of creation. Augustine had argued that while we conceive of creation as a temporal act with a
beginning in time, this in fact is Inerely our mode of viewing; in
IS Erillgena, following Dionysills, is casual in his terminology for existence. See G. Allard,
"The Primacy of Existence in Eriugcna," in D. O'Meara (cd.), ,'.,'copia/Drlism alld Christiall
Thought (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Prcss, 1982), pp. 89-96. Eriugena talks not just of essc
and ('xis/clllia, but also of suhsistcntia and the esscntia existcnt/Hm (IiI.6iIbc). As we sa\v in
the preceding chapter, he does not think that existence can be dcfined; in fact, it is "nonbeing" in so far as it is outside the grasp of all ousioiogy. Thesc terms arc taken from
Dionysius's Dc divinis nominihus VA.8I7C, where God is said to be thc source of all beings,
existcnce, subsistences, etc. God is hypostaris ailia, kai demiourgos Olltos, hyparchcos, hyposlaseos, OfHias, physeos. (tJ'ITo(J""ra'l"L<; aLTLa, Kal. 81lILwuPY0<; OV1"o<;, t.)'rr6:p~Ew<;, t)"j,o(J"'l"a(J"Ew<;,
oV(J"(as, cPV(J"EW<;). Eriugcna translatcs this as sJlbsislms causa el crcator existcntis suhsistentiae,
substantiae, essclltiae, naturae: God is the subsisting cause and creator of the cxisting, subsisting, of substance, essence, and nature. Eriugena's vocabulary remains tied to its Dionysian source. Gottschalk distinguishcs between substantia and subsislenlia in his Responsa
dc diver5l"s, Chapter I, in C. D. Lambot (cd.), Oeuvres, pp. 132-4. Boethius in the Opusw/a
sacra had made a carcful distinction between cxistcl1tia and SHbsis/clllia, but Eriugena appears
to have ignored it.
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reality, since God is not separate from His acts, the act of creation
must be considered as part of God's timeless (or eternal) essence. [n
other words, creation is eternal. 19 Eriugena is somewhat more specific in making the products of the creative act one with the act
itself; therefore, created things, though made (facta), arc eternal.
Alumnus, who has accepted all this, now cannot understand how
something which is eternal can come .from nothing. There is an apparent contradiction:

"For He Who made the world from unformed matter also made
unformed matter out of nothing at all" (1l1.636d; SheldonWilliams's translation). Nor is matter created by another principle
apart from God. All things have their origin in the same One. But
the greatest error concerning matter is to believe that matter is coeternal with God and exists alongside Him:
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For how can these things be reconciled with one another' For if all things
that are, arc eternal in the creative Wisdom, how arc they made out of
nothing? For how can that be eternal which before it was made was not,
or how can that which begins to be in time (and with tiule) be in eternity?
. . . Therefore I cannot discover how these opinions do not contradict

each other. (Ill. 636a-b; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Alumnus offers one possible solution of the dilemma. He suggests
that the primary causes are contained in God and are eternal with
Him, but that when they proceed into their effects, they mingle
with matter, which is not eternal. 20
The pupil, however, immediately sees his own error. Holding
this position would entail that unformed matter is itself not one of
the causes, and is itself therefore uncaused and consequently would
exist wholly outside God. But God created all things, including matter. Since matter is included among the causes of the universe, its
own cause must be included among the primary causes (636c).
Nutritor denies various interpretations which would involve separating matter from the causes. He denies that matter is uncreated:
19 Sec Confessions XI.vii.9 and XII.xxix.40. Sec also Dc Genesi ad /ittcram Book Lix.r6. Augustine believed God first created an immaterial, intellectual world which was timeless
and unchanging. Eriugena accepts the Augustinian view that creation is eternal, but he
also understands from the De Cenesi ad litteram that the procession of causes into effects
takes place in time. That, for Eriugena, docs not mean that there arc eternal causes and
separate temporal effects; rather there is only the one set of essences, which is viewed sub
specie aetemilatis and sub specie tal/poris, in a manner which prefigures Spinoza. On the
development of this idea in the twelfth century sec C. Gross, "Twelfth Century Concepts
of Time: Three Reinterpretations of Augustine's Doctrine of Creation Simu{," Journal oj
the History of Philosophy 23 Uuly 1985), pp. 325~38, where the views of Hugh of Saint
Victor, Thierry of Chartres, and William of Conches on creation are given. All three
significantly modified Augustine'S doctrine of simultaneous creation by introducing a
temporal clement. Unfortunately, Gross does not explore Eriugena as a possible source
of twelfth-century ideas.
20 This is in fact the position taken by Thierry of Chartres - the work of creation is simultaneous, but is distended in time through the commingling of the four elements. See
Gross, "Twelfth Century Concepts of Time," pp. 325-38.
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For in this especially the error of the pagan philosophers who have dared
to treat of the making of this world is principally condemned: that they
said that unformed matter is coetemal with God, and that from it, as though
it subsisted apart fronl Himself and coetcrnal with Him, God took the raw

material for His works. (IlI.637a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Matter is indeed created by God. But Eriugena does not want us
to think of creation as a kind of filling up of the hierarchies between
God and unformed matter; rather, we are to think of matter as itself
enfolded in God, belonging to the causes and therefore part of the
infinite nothingness. This infinity is infinitely complex and contains
all opposites. God created not only things like Himself but also things
dissimilar and unlike, and that is an even greater measure of His
glory, Nutritor argues. God therefore is the co-incidence of opposites, and even opposites like matter are contained in Him without difficulty or disruption of the originary unity." He explains,
recapitulating material from earlier books, and relying on Gregory
of Nyssa, that matter is in fact contained within the four elements
and these are incorporeal (1l1.663a). These, in turn, are contained
by the causes (IlI.664a). Unformed matter, then, which can be
understood as privation, is not itself the non-being from which the
world is created.
Eriugena goes on to argue that there is in fact no separation between Creator and creature. Creation itself is not an act or accident,
which can be thought of as added to God's essence, but is God
through and through (1l1.639a-b). The whole of creation is not an
adjunct to God but is eternal in Him. Eriugena will use this argument to show that all created things are eternal and also made. All
things are eternal because creation is an eternal aspect of the divine
21

At III.63ic Eriugena explains that perfection and imperfection arc both contained in God,
as arc all diametrically opposed pairs. These do not disrupt the simplicity of God's being,
but they are essential to provide the richness and harmony of the created universe - just
as musical harmony requires counterpoint (638a). Eriugena could have found these examples in Augustine'S Confessions and elsewhere. Eriugena uses many phrases to indicate
that God is the coincidence of opposites.
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nature; all things are made because everything which is not God is
created. There is only one creation, but there are two modes of
viewing it - either eternally in the causes, or temporally in the effects. In God they arc one; it is man who possesses the possibility
of viewing them in different modes.
Nutritor proceeds to convince Alumnus that all things which are
eternal are made. First he says that God as the source of all things
runs through all things, and is the Beginning, Middle, and End of
all things. All things therefore have their being totally in God. The
being of created things is contained in the Word of God. In fact,
their being in God (or in the Word) is their genuine being:

Eriugena's method here is most instructive and indicative of his
concern to explain faith through reason. He begins by quoting Saint
Paul; then he repeats a passage from Augustine to confirm that all
things are created in the Word of God.'4 He then quotes Dionysius
(Divine Names XIII. r [PG III.997b]) to show that the One contains
the species of all things. He also quotes Maximus (III. 64r b) to show
that the Word of God contains the reasons of all things. He does
not, however, proceed by argument from patristic authority (or from
Scripture) alone. He also invokes a series of arguments based on
vera ratio (64rd), and on his knowledge of the liberal arts, to show
that all things are eternal and made.
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And lest anyone should suppose that we arc one thing and our reasons arc
another (aliud nos esse et aliud nostras rationes), He did not say, In Whom
our reaSOns (rationes) live and move and have their being, but He said: "In
Whom we live and move and have our being." For in so far as we arc,
we arc nothing else (nihil aliud) but those reasons of ours which subsist
eternally (aeternaliter subst;tutae) in God. (III. 64oa; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)'~

This Word, which is a unity in itself, is the exemplar of all things
(640d), and the created world is an infinite complication of this Word.
In fact, the Word itself is both simple and infinitely complex (simplex et infinite multiplex, 64ZC) and thus enfolds all things in itself:
"For its multiple and infinite course through all things is the subsistence (subsistentia) of all things" (III.64Zd; Sheldon-Williams's
translation). Eriugena says that things are not only in the Word, but
in fact they are the Word (64ra), and Christ is also called idea because He is the principal exemplar of all things (64Zbc).
Eriugena explains how all things participatc in God and outlines
a theory of participation which shows that all things are one with
God's eternity, while made in it.'3
This is the same as the idea expressed in the definition of man as an intellectual idea
eternally made in the mind of God, which I discussed in Chapter IO. Here, being is
awarded according to the fourth and fifth modes.
23 Following Produs and later Neoplatonism, Eriugena develops a fourfold division of participation: that which participates, that which is participated in, the relation of participation itself, and that which both participates and is participated in (630a-631a). Eriugena
prefers the Greek term metousia (fJ..ETOuaCo:) to partidpatio, since it indicates the sense of
order whereby what participates has being after what has being in the first instance. Although Eriugena spends a great deal of time developing the Platonic concept of participation (whereby, for example, an image is said to participate in its exemplar), in fact his
more complex relations of being and non-being make the concept of participation less
rdevant.
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Numbers are eternal and created
Eriugena cites the example of mathematics, and relying heavily on
Boethius (III.65Sb), he argues that the monad is eternal and yet contains all the other numbers that are found in it. '5 He argues that the
order of numbers is eternal and unshakable and is not merely a product
of the mind, nor are numbers to be conceived of as existing outside
the mind. Numbers are eternal realities, but they are found in the
mind because they have been put there by God (III.658b ff.). Numbers are one in the monad, but the intellect, by a dialectical operation, is able to draw out numbers from the monad in their natural
order, and therefore numbers are said to be created or made in the
mind. The descent of numbers from the monad is carried out through
and in the mind. They receive a "second birth" (66rb) in reason
and the senses. Thus numbers are eternal, but they are also made
in the intellect (66ra-b); however, they are not made from matter
until they reach the fantasies of sense. This analogy from the liberal
arts is used to explain how all things are contained in the Word yet

Z2

From Dc Gwesi ad litteram II. vi. I2 The passage says that in one \vay things arc in God
and in another way they are outside Him. Eriugena interprets this in his usual perspectival
manner to mean that there arc two modes of viewing the creature.
25 Eriugena took his number theory from Boethius, who in turn got it from Nicomachus
of Gerasa and other nco-Pythagorean sources. Eriugena says, at II1.6Sza, that Pythagoras _
is right in conceiving all things to be made of numbers and believes that Scripture supports
this by saying that God made all things in measure, number, and weight. Eriugena actually believes there are several different orders ofnumbcr. The view that things arc made
of numbers rcsurf,1.ces in Grosseteste and in the Renaissance. This Pythagoreanism stimulated the mathematical investigation of nature of the scientific revolution of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries.
24
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proceed through the causes into the created effects, without being
made from some pre-existent matter. All mathematical entities are
both eternal and made; and now, by analogy, it can be argued that
all intellectual essences are both eternal and made. But all things are
not other than their intellectual essences; therefore, all things are both
eternal and also created or made.

the coincidentia oppositoyum, defining it as "The not-other is not other
than the not-other," and arguing that it thus defines itself.
Eriugena has been discussing God's knowledge of, and participation in, His creation (III.672c ff.). If God is the being of all things,
does He know these things as they arc in themselves or as they are
in Him? If He knows them as Himself, has the creature not been
annihilated? If God knows them as creatures, is He not limiting His
own infinite being by positing something not Him, an object opposite Himself." If God is all in all, as Scripture says, and if He is
the being of creation, then in what possible sense is He other than
the creature? Since God creates by willing, is He other than His
willings? Or more correctly, are the things God wills different from
His willings (673c)? The answer is complex. If God sees all things
as His willings, then He sees them not as multiple things but as a
single willing, since all things are one in Him. How then could God
be other than (aliud) His will? Alumnus says he cannot say that
God is other than His will (III.673C). But if God is not other than
(non aliud) His will, then it will appear that God created Himself,
which at this stage Alumnus still finds incredible. His answer at this
point, therefore, is that of course God makes things in Himself, but
they are other than Him. Nutritor sums up Alumnus's position as
follows:

Ex nihilo creation really means ex Deo
Eriugena can now explain the true meaning of "nothing." God makes
all things in the Word, and all things are not other than their being
in the Word. All things, then, are made from God. "Nothing" is
another name for God, and in fact Eriugena believes it is often used
as such in the Scriptures (685a). He announces this theory as a great
triumph but connects it immediately with the fourfold division of
nature (quadripertita naturae divisio). Thus God is all in all, and creature and Creator are said to be one. Eriugena has at last been able
to give a full account of the meaning of creation. Creation ex nihilo
means God's own self-creation, His self-manifestation in theophanies, His movement from darkness to light. The process of creation
is, at the same time, the process of the begetting of the Word, or
the simple exclamation of the word in divine speech (clamor Dei).
There is no "other" to God, although God can be considered as
"other" than the world. God is really "not other" than the world,
and creation is "not other" than God.
The meaning oj the not-other

Eriugena inserts into this discussion a brief but important analysis
of the meaning of the not-other that prefigures Nicholas of eusa's
account in his De Ii non aliud and confirms our interpretation that
Eriugena is seeking to argue for difference-in-identity, or for the
Hegelian notion of an identity of difference and identity. There is
some evidence that Nicholas's usc of non aliud as a term for God
was stimulated by Eriugena. In his marginal comments on the text
of Periphyseon Book I at 518d (where Eriugena uses the phrase non
aliud to describe the identity of being, willing, and making in God),
Nicholas has written: "in Deo non est aliud et diversum." But he uses
the concept of non aliud in a more technical manner, associated with
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For when you said of the Divine Nature, that outside it there is nothing,
so you understand, as I think, that [while] the Creative Nature permits
nothing outside itself because outside it nothing can [be], yet everything
which it has created and creates it contains within itself, but in such a \vav
that it itsclf is other (aliud), because it is supercsscntial, than what it create"s
within itself. For that it should create itself does not seem to you likely to

be probable. (III. 67 5c-d; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Nutritor immediately attacks this understanding, which is still
thinking of difference instead of identity. He shows Alumnus that
what he cannot grasp is in fact true, namely that God creates Himself. The things God sees in Himself are not other than the things
26 Fichtc struggled with a similar problem. If the ego is infinite substance. how can it posit
the non-ego as an object? If it docs posit this object, then it limits its own infinity and
ceases to be infinite. If it does not posit the object, then there is no external to itself and
the being of the world collapses. Neither Fichte nor Hegel was willing to surrender the
obvious experience of the oppositeness of this world to consciousness. See J. Esposito,
Schellillg's Idealism and Philosophy oINature (Cranbury, N.J.· Associated University Press,
1977)·
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He makes (677b). Nutritor is not just imposing identity; he is asserting the identity of identity and difference by using the double
negation of the not-other: The not-other is not other than itself.

But in traditional metaphysics, creature and Creator are said to
be separated by an enormous and indeed infinite gulf - the gulf
signified by creation itself. Eriugena is anxious that "nothing" be
said to interpose between God and the creature. The difference between Creator and creature is the nothingness which is also the origin of them both. '9 This "nothing," which is between God and
creature, is identical with God's own willings, his theophanies. These
theophanies do not constitute a formal ontological order between
God and creation. They are intermediaries between non-being and
being; they are God's manifestations. All things, then, are theophanies of God and "proceed as it were out of non-being into being"
(III.681a). There is an intimate link between theophanies and human
theoria. Both are intermediaries and, indeed, are the identical act of
mediation. God, creatures, and creation all partake in non-being.
But the theophanies are also human contemplations of the divine,
theoriae, and their revealing/concealing nature is also the ground of
both human nature and the divine. ,0 What, then, is non-being? It
is to be understood as the infinite richness of God before He manifests Himself, or the infinite richness of the Word before it is spoken, or the infinite power of the Cause before it acts, or the infinite
being of the mind before thought. Eckhart similarly calls God an
"equal to nothing" in his sermon number 6, Justi vivent in aeternum
(Colledge and McGinn, Meister Eckhart, p. 187), and also calls the
detached soul a "naked nothingness."
But this non-being would be mere nothingness (omnino nihil) were
it not for the revealing dimension of theophania, of the lighting of
the divine darkness, which is one with the contemplations of the
human mind in the Word. We can never think just one side of the
dialectic; indeed, our own immanent and transcendent nature prevents us from such a one-sided understanding of the meaning of
nature.
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Conclusion

What, then, is Eriugena's conclusion concerning the meanings of
"nothing" and of "non-being"? He has gone through a deep and
thorough investigation of the meaning of "creation ex nihilo" in order to show that this really means "creation from or out of God."
He has shown that Creator and creature are really two aspects of
the one infinite "reality," and can be understood in the dialectic of
affirmation and negation, appearing and concealing, which is the
meaning of the truth itself. God is this appearing and concealing,
and this is the meaning of His self-creation in His willings or theophanies. '7 God therefore can be said both to be and to be nothing:
Therefore the Divine Goodness, regarded as above all things, is said not

to be, and to be absolutely nothing, but in all things it both is and is said
to be, because it is the Essence of the whole universe and its substance and

its genus and its species and its quantity and its quality and the bond (copula) between all things . . . and everything whatsoever that can be understood by whatever sort of intellect in every creature and about every creature. (III.68Id-68za; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
God is in no essence (in nulla essentia, IIl.681C); He is beyond all that
is and is not (ultra omnia quae sunt et quae non sunt, IIl.681c).'8 The
creature similarly is both being and also (considered in itself alone)
non-being. There is a symmetry between Creator and creature. Just
as the act of creation is the mediation between God and Himself,
so also human nature is the mediator between nothing and being.
27 On the meaning of thcophanics and creation as hiddenness (oew/tum) and manifestation
(apparitio, manijestatio), see III.633J, where everything is said to be l10tl apparcntis apparitio,
oault! manijestalio, negali affirmatio. See also W. Bcierwaltes, "Negati AjJirmalio. Welt als
Metapher," in R. Roques. (cd.), Jean Scot Erigel1e et /'histoire de /a philosophic (Paris: CNRS,
I9ii), pp. 263-i6. There are close parallels between Eriugcna's concept of physis and
Heidegger's concept of alahcia, as we shall see in the next chapter.
28 Hegel makes non-being to be the same as being at one stage in the Lesser Logic, because,
thought abstractly and without further determination, they are equal and in fact there is
no concept of a difference between them. However, Hegel wants to go on to argue that
"nothing" in this conception is an abstraction, which must be gone beyond in the higber
unity of the true concrete Absolute. For Eriugena, on the other hand, this "nothing" is
never a mere abstraction but is itself the most concrete and infinite reality. He thus goes
beyond the idealists in interpreting non-being as infinite richness.
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29 Eriugena would agree with Heidegger's account of non-being in What Is Metaphysics?
where nothingness is said to lie behind negation, rather than being hypostatised from the
mental or logical act of negation. See S. Rosen, "Thinking About Nothing," in M. Murray (cd.), Heidcgger and Modern Philosophy (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
19i8), pp. Il6-3i·
30 This is the truth of the relation of mind to the Absolute. As in Schelling's philosophy,
there is not only the transcendent unity of identity and difference, but also the possibility
of a transcendental faculty of viewing this Absolute - a faculty which has its roots in the
finite order itself. This is, for Schelling, il1tcllcktucllc AlIschauul1g, but for Eriugen<l it is
the multiple thcoriae that lead ultimately to Ihcosis.
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At one point Eriugena remarks that he has never considered that
any being but God was anarchos, hoc est sine principia, without beginning or cause (I.4srd). This tractatus On the meaning of nothing
shows that all beings can be said to be without beginning and without cause, and hence are also to be called anarchas. It is the uncaused,
anarchic non-being of humanity which is the vehicle for the articulation of the divine darkness into the light of being. Eriugena's
whole philosophical impetus was to create a dialectic which could
properly express this cosmic process of revelation and concealment.
He feels he has discovered this dialectic, not just in denying attributes of God, but in affirming and denying things also of man and
creation in general.
Eriugena applies this negative dialectic to all things. At III.665a,
for example, he says that all things can be said to be both eternal
and not eternal. They can also be said not to be made or to be made,
not to be or to be. The manner in which this dialectic is applied is
not just a matter of a mental game or conceit. It is a spiritual means
of transcending the temporal and created condition and gaining a'
timeless participation in the oneness of God's infinite nothingness.
The dialectic liberates the mind from attachment to the being of
creatures, considered as substances in their own right, and frees it
to consider all things as non-beings or as theophanies. The dialectic
must also proceed outwards, however, from the eternal into space
and time, in order for the essential dynamic of the "in-between"
nature itself to be fulfilled. In order that all these aspects be understood in their correct dialectical moments, Eriugena introduces the
dialectical and cosmic scheme of the four divisions of nature, to
which we must now tnrn.

12

THE MEANING OF NATURE

Having examined Eriugena's concepts of human nature, mind, sclfknowledge, and non-being, we afC now in a position to interpret his
most famous doctrine: the fourfold division of nature. This is the
high point of Eriugena's physialogia (IV.74Ic), his science of nature,
which has intrigued commentators and yet has remained essentially
uninterpreted. Eriugena is responding to a problem posed by his
Neoplatonic sources, especially Dionysius and Maximus. The problem is the relation between God and His creation. Are God's ideas
and willings part of Him and hence uncreated, Or do they belong
to the structure of created nature? Since there are no intermediaries
between God and creation, according to Scripture, how can a Christian Neoplatonist resolve this problem? Eriugena's answer is to propose a fourfold division of nature, which includes a category of things
which are both created and active in creating. This category is not
a fixed ontological level or intermediary between God and creation.
as we shall see.
In this chapter I shall argue that Eriugena's hierarchical scheme
of nature is to be understood not as a fixed set of metaphysical levels
or degrees of reality but, rather, as. a set of theoriae, or mental acts
of intellectual contemplation, which allow human subjectivity to enter
into the infinite divine subjectivity and nothingness. The four divisions of nature exist only in so far as they are viewed by the mind
and are resolved by the mind into acts of intellect. Eriugena is interested in these divisions of nature because they offer a structure
or paradigm by which the mind can enter into and grasp the anarchic play of infinite nature in its multiple manifestations, which
continue eternally and, in fact, constitute the real meaning of eternal
life. The fourfold division of nature is a pattern or an icon, which
transmits divine infinite theophanies to human minds, which in
turn enter into and celebrate that infinite multiplicity. Since selfmanifestation is creation, the four divisions of nature are rcally forms
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of the self-manifestation and creation of subjectivity, understood as
the common ground of both humanity and divinity.
At its highest level, Eriugena's philosophy ceases being about external things and turns everything into the restless and unceasing
unfolding of divine apparitions, that is, theophanies. Eriugena's
physical world, the common world of nature, is transformed into
a world of symbol, image, exemplar, sign, or, to use a word which
for him had a similar meaning, mystery (mysterium) or sacrament. '
Eriugena understands the four divisions of nature as a series of mysteries, symbols, or sacramental epiphanies. They arc stages in the
infinite dialectical adventure of the mind's reunification with God.
Nature does not simply mean the external, objective existent world,
and Eriugena's science of nature is not merely a physics in that sense.
Rather his concept of nature is to be understood as the site of the
meeting of minds, the location of the play of infinite subjectivity. All
nature is resolved into mind.
I can illustrate the thesis that nature is absorbed into intellect by
quoting a similar idea from a later mediaeval writer, Eckhart. In his
Commentary on Genesis, Eckhart says that the principle (arche, principium) in which God created heaven and earth is intellect:
Note that the "principle" in which "God crcated heaven and earth" is the

nature of the intellect. "He made the heavens in the intellect" (Ps. I35:S).
Intellect is the principle of the whole of nature, as it says in the comment
on the ninth proposition of the Book of Causes with the words "Understanding rules nature through divine power. "2

Nature, then, can be understood only through the concept of mind.
For Eriugena, mind itself must be understood in terms of the dialectic of knowledge and ignorance, being and non-being. We must
see how the ordered hierarchies of nature are subsumed into the
contemplations of the mind.
I

2

Sec J. Pepin, "Mysteria ct symbola dans lc commcntairc de Jean Scot sur l'Evangilc de s.
Jean," ill]. J. O'Meara and L. Bider (cds.), The Mind ofEriHgcna (Dublin: Irish University
Press, 1973), pp. 16-30. Eriugcna found the term symbolon ill Dionysius and translated it
as symbolum, whereas Hilduin had llsed indicium. In the ExpositiOltcs Ivc-d Eriugena says
that sensible things are symbols of intellectual realities. For him, everything in this world
is a symbol or sign of the divine.
For Eckhart's views on this see E. Colledge and B. McGinn (cds.), Meistcr Eckhart: The
Essential Sermons, Commwtaries, Treatises, and Dejcncc (Ramsey, N.S.: Paulist Press, 1981),
p. 84. Augustine interpreted Genesis to mean that the first light that was created \vas the
angelic intellect. Eriugena agrees \vith this interpretation, but also sees this light as intellect
in generaL
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The historical background to the meaning of nature

What is the meaning of the term physis or natura ("nature") in Eriugena's Periphyseon? I shall argue that his account of nature is one
of the most detailed, systematic, and comprehensive discussions of
the subject in the whole of mediaeval philosophy and that he does
develop a system of nature, contrary to Cappuyns, who argued that
la conception tant vantee de la physis is almost completely forgotten
after the first few lines of the work.' Although we cannot discnss
it in this study, Eriugena had considerable influence on the formulations of the concept of nature in twelfth-century writers - mainly
through the dissemination of his ideas by Honorius Augustodunensis with his paraphrase of the Periphyseon entitled the Clavis physicac. 4
Eringena understands the term physis in a remarkably rich way,
which, as we shall see, is a major advance over the fairly reified
understanding of the term in Latin metaphysics (which, for example, saw a firm distinction between nature and divine operation,
i.e., grace). Eriugena inherited a deeper understanding of nature from
the Greek Christian Neoplatonists, who preserve the meaning of
nature found in ancient Greek philosophy as it would be expounded
by Heidegger. 5 Heidegger says that the ancient Greeks understood
nature not as the limited idea of a substance or essence, or as related
to birth (as the Latins did when they translated physis as natura, which
comes from the verb for being born, nascor), but as the process of
3 See M. Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigcne: Sa vic, 5011 oeuvre, sa pcnsCc (Lotlvain: Abbaye de
Mont Cesar, 1933), p. 311.
4 On HonoIius Augustodunensis see P. Lucentini (cd.), HOtwrii AIIgu.'[odlmensi.' Clm!i.' physicac, Temi e testa 23 (Rome: Storia e Lettcratura, 19i4), and P. Lucentini, "La Clavis
physicac di Honorius Augustodunensis e la tradizione eriugeniana nel sccolo XII," in R.
Rogues (cd.), Jean Scot Erigcne et I'histoire de la philo.'ophie (Paris: CNRS, J9ii), pp. 40514· Also S. Gersh, "Honorius Augustoduncnsis and Eriugena: Remarks on the Method
and Content of the Clavis physiwe," in W. Beicrwaltes (cd.), Eriugena RedillivlIs (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1987), pp. I62-i3. Both Eckhart and Nicholas of
Cusa had read this work.
S See Hcidegger's many references to physis, especially An Introductioll to Melapily.'ics (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1959). For Heidegger the translation of physis as
natura marked "the first stage of the process by which we cut ourselves off and alienated
ourselves from the original essence of Greek philosophy." In his later years he read Gregory of Nyssa and admitted that the Greek Christian tradition might not suffer from the
forgetfulness of being to the same extent as Latin Christian metaphysics did (personal
communication from Bishop Kallistos Ware). For a more classical study of the meaning
of nature in Greek philosophy, see E. Hardy, Der Begr{[f der Physis ill der i?riechiscfrell Philo.'ophie (Berlin, 1884).
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concealing and appearing, hiddenness and manifestness, which is one
with the nature of truth (aletheia, a"ii8ELu) itself.' According to
Heidegger, the Greeks were able to think both manifest nature and
its hidden ground or earth in the single concept of physis. We shall
see that Eriugena also understands physis as a structure of concealing
and revealing, hiddenness and manifestation, which is one with the
nature of truth itself. The difference between the ancient Greeks and
Eriugena is that the Greeks thought of physis in terms of peras ("limit")
and time (ehronos), whereas Eriugena understands the play of nature
as infinite (apeiron) and timeless. In order to appreciate the radically
original manner of approaching nature in Eriugena, we must briefly
look at the history of the concept.

the idea of a person. Christianity did not systematically order and
relate the many meanings of nature in a more thorough metaphysical manner, until the disputes over the meaning of the Trinity forced
the Latin Church to devise a means of distinguishing the various
"natures" of God.
Many writers have seen this lack of serious systematic analysis of
nature as implied by the very "otherworldly" attitude of both
Christianity and Platonism in the early mediaeval period 9 It has
been pointed out that Augustine, for example, as he himself indicates in the Soliloquies, is not interested in anything outside of God
and the soul. Of course the absence of Aristotle's Physics was also
influential in depriving the early Middle Ages of an adequate framework for discussing nature.
Ferdinand Van Steenberghen, moreover, has pointed out that the
traditional educational curriculum of the liberal arts left no place for
the study of nature as such. Indeed, there is little evidence of any
advanced speculation on physics or cosmology in the early mediaeval period. >0
Although Augustine did not claim to be much interested in the
principles of nature, he did allow room in his educational programme for the theoretical study of nature, especially the study of
patterns and forms of this world, which might serve to increase our
knowledge of the Creator. In the De doetrina Ch,-istial1a II.XVI.24,
for example, he defends the importance of a knowledge of the natural world for the correct understanding of Scripture. Indeed, his
several commentaries on Genesis provide him with the perfect opportunity to enter into some speculations on the nature of heaven
and earth. In fact, all early Christian writers looked to Genesis as a
survey of natural philosophy, and mediaeval commentaries on the
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The meaning of nature in ancient authors
Although physis, or nature, was an important topic for discussion
in ancient writers from the Pre-Socratics to Lucretius, with many
works devoted to an analysis of the nature of the cosmos, the concept of nature itself was never really clarified in any consistent manner in classical philosophy. Pellicer, in his important study of the
meaning of the term natura, shows that nature had many meanings
in antiquity: It can mean the material or vital principle of a thing,
its innate character and qualities, its being; or it can mean the natural, universal or moral law, a creative power or force, the order
of things, or even the universe itself understood as a totality.7 It can
also mean the principle of growth and nutrition or, as Boethius says,
"that which can act or be acted upon" (natura est vel quod faeere vel
quod pati possit) (Contra Eutychen et Nestorium 1.25-26).
Christian thought added new meanings to the complex cluster of
significations already attached to the concept of nature, for example,
the idea of perfect versus fallen nature, or the contrast between nature and grace (developed in Augustine's anti-Pelagian writings, for
example),' or the definition of divine nature and its relationship to
6 Eriugcna also recognises that the word for nature derives etymologically from the word
[or being born. At V.867ab, he says that ph}'sis comes from phuomai, which means nascor,
plantor, or generar.
7 Sec A. PclJiccr, j"latura: Etude semantique el historiquc du mot latin (Paris: PUF, I966). Sec
also the entry, "Nature," in A. Lalande, Vocabulairc technique et critique de fa philosophic,
8th cd. (Paris: PUF, 1960), pp. 667-73.
8 See F. J. Thonnard, "La Notion de nature chez s. Augustin: ses progres dans la polcmique
anti-pclagicnne," Re!luc dcs Etudes Augustiniellnes 9 (1965), pp. 239-65.
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9 For a classical statement of this view, see E. R. Dodds, Pagan alld Christian ill the A,Re oj
Anxiety (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, I965), p. 3i.
10 F. Van Steenberghen, "La Philosophic de 1a nature au XlIIe sieclc," in La Filoso.fia della
Nature nef Medioc!lo, Atti del terzo Congresso internazionalc di Filosofia medioevale (Milan:
Societa Editricc Vita e Pensicro. 1966), pp. 114-32. In Chapter 8 we discussed the problem of integrating the study of nature into the framework of knowledge given by the
liberal arts. Eriugena fuses physics and theology under the terms scielltia and sapiClltia and
sees the philosopher as the person who studies both. Thus he tends to use phi/osophus,
sapiens mundi, theologus, and physiologus as synonyms. Eriugena refers to physici at Ill. iI4b
and to mUl1datla philosophia at iI3a. In general, however, he defines physics as relating to
the study of the world of change, while his p/zysiologia studies the unchanging causes and
God Himself.
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work of the Six Days (Hexae'mera) contain large amounts of cosmological and scientific information and theorising. Moreover, Eriugena could easily have found passages in Augustine which treated
physics as a kind of meditation on God through His created works.
For example, in De civitate Dei, Book VIII, Chapter 4, Augustine
refers to the threefold division of philosophy into ethics, logic, and
physics, and talks of "natural philosophy whose purpose is contemplation. "" In general, however, it is indeed true that Augustine's
temperament was not disposed towards abstract intellectual speculation, and he was content with the many probabilities and conjectures available to him, as long as they were not in flagrant contradiction of the Bible and his Christian faith. He could, of course,
have fully justified himself in this stance by his understanding of
Plato's Timaeus 29d, which argued that we can only know probabilities or likenesses of the truth concerning the lower sensible world. "
Augustine does allow for arguments from the created world as a
means of understanding the nature of the invisible world, based on
his interpretation of Romans 1. 20, which states that God's invisible
nature can be grasped from the visible things He has made.'3 Eriugena likewise, also quoting Paul, accepts that we can and should
argue from the created world to the Creator and that we should
investigate the reasons and causes of nature in so far as it is in our
power. On the other hand, he asserts that we can never know all
the causes for the myriad individual happenings in this world. We
can never understand the true rationale of the effects that appear.
All we can grasp are the universal principles of nature. Although
he gives a detailed account of the nature of the world in Book III,
following the cosmographers known to him, he nevertheless denies
that this is his main aim, and at III.688a he says that one is free to
adopt or teach whatever theory of the world one likes. >4

Nature was discussed by other Neoplatonic writers in addition to
Augustine. His mentor Plotinus also gave nature considerable emphasis in his writings, although it is unclear how far the domain of
nature extends in his system. Is nature to be considered as a hypostasis alongside no us and psyche? In Ennead IlL8 Plotinus saw nature
almost on the level of the three major hypostases of One; Nous, and
Psyche. He calls nature a "quasi hypostasis" and gives it the status
of a contemplative producer (i.e., something whose perfection and
intellectuality are such that it produces a likeness of itself from itself,
simply by being in possession of itself, without entering into the
material realm). Nature, for Plotinus, was both part of the domain
of the intelligible world and a creative principle in its own right.
Yet he denied that nature has the full self-consciousness and knowledge of the three primary hypostases, and, in places, he seems to
imply that nature acts in an unconscious n1anner. 15
Later writers, such as Martianus Capella and Boethius, also operate with a fairly complex concept of nature. Martianus, for exan1ple, called nature generationum omnium mater, and Boethius, especially in his theological writings, gave considerable clarification
to the concept, when he used it to distinguish the concept of person
in the Trinity. In Contra Eutychen et Nestorium, written to refute heretical suggestions concerning Christ's two natures, Boethius listed
several meanings of nature, some of which prefigure Eriugena's distinctions. For instance, he defined nature thus at Contra Eutychen
1. 1-4:

24 6

Sec G. G. Walsh, D. B. Zcma, ct ai., Augustine, The City oJGod (New York: Doubleday,
1958), p. 149·
12 Eriugcna has a similar attitude towards the kinds of truths which can be discovered in
the natural world. Twelfth-century cosmologists similarly thought that the mutability of
the sensible world made true knowledge of it an impossibility. Sec P. Dronkc, Fabula:
Explorations into the Use of Myth in Medieval Pla/ol/ism (Leidcl1: Brill, 1974), p. 33·
13 This passage of Paul is a great favourite of Augustine's. Sec, for example, De do[{rina
Christiana lA. It is also found in Gregory of Nyssa. For Eriugena's use of Romans 1.20,
see IIL670b, 690a, 723b, V.S64C, looSb. See R. A. Markus, "Augustine: God and Nature," in A. H. Armstrong (ed.), The Cambridge History o.f Late Greek and Early Medieval
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 395-405·
14 See also III. 723ab. Eriugena constantly emphasises the freedom of speculative thought and
the need to choose theories according to one's personal preference. He points out
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Nature, then, may be predicated either of bodies alone or of substances
alone, that is, of corporea]s and incorporeal.s, or of all things which arc
said to exist in any way at all. (Natura igitur aut de solis corporibus dici
potest aut de solis substantiis, id est corporeis atgue incorporeis aut de
omnibus rebus quae quocumguc modo esse dicuntuL)16

Eriugena knew the Contra Eutychen, and it is quite obviously a source
of his inclusion of the domain of the incorporeals into the realm of
nature. This has not been noticed by most commentators. Boethius
that no theory can in fact be either fully confirmed or denied, and the Scriptures themselves do not provide adequate information to found a certain sciencc of nature.
IS See J. Deck, Nature, Contemplation, and the One: A Study in the Philosophy of Plotil1uS (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1967), pp. 64-72. See also P. Hadot, ''L'Apport du
ncoplatonisme a la philosophic de la nature en Occident," ErallOS Jahrlmch 37 (1968), pp.
91 - 1 32 .
16 Sec Boethius, Tractates, De [O/1Sola/iOIlC plzilosophiac, trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Hand, and
S. J. Tester (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, I973), p. 77.

John Scottus Eriugena

The meaning of nature

gave a number of definitions of nature in this passage: "Nature"
may be said only (I) of bodies (1.1); or (2) of substances alone (1.2),
including here both corporeal and incorporeal substances; or (3) of
anything which may be said to exist (esse) in any manner whatever
(1.3-4). Depending on which things "nature" is said of, it may be
defined either as (I) that which belongs to anything which may be
grasped by the intellect (intellectus) in any way (1.8-ra); (2) that which
acts and is acted upon (1.25-26); (3) containing all things including
God (I.5-9); (4) the principle of movement in living things, in line
with the Aristotelian definition (I.40-43); or (5) the specific difference which gives form to anything (I.57-58). It was in these last
two ways that Boethius was interested in distinguishing the human
from the divine nature in Christ. This account is perplexing and
occasioned much debate in mediaeval commentary, including the
early remarks of Ratramnus of Corbie. Heiric of Auxerre, a student
and younger contemporary of Eriugena's, gives a typical definition
of "nature" in his cOlllluentary on the Categoriae decem, which includes all things, whether they are visible or invisible, sensible or
intelligible, creating or created. This last designation betrays an Eriugenian influence, and Heiric ends his definition by saying that
"nature" is the general name for all things which are and are not.17
Eriugena knew these Latin meanings of nature from Augnstine
and Boethius, bnt he took his own understanding in large measure
from Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus.'8 Maximus, following Augustine, who sharply distinguished God and creature, laid enormous emphasis on the absolute separation (chasma) between uncreated and created nature. Eriugena's meditations on nature are
strongly influenced by this contrast, which underlies the fourfold
division of nature. From Maximus also, Eriugena took the notion
of nature as involving an outgoing or proodos from ousia, through
stages which Maximus named (in Aristotelian terms) dynamis and
energeia, until it reaches individual entities and then is collected in
an epistrophii (C'1n(JTpo<l>fJ) or return into ousia.'9 Eriugena adopted

the Greek understanding of nature as a dynamic process which
emerges from God's infinite darkness into the multiplicity of creatures and forms, and returns to that darkness, after passing a period
in the dimension of space and time.
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If Marcnbon, From the Circle of Alwin to the School
versity Press, 1981), pp. I85~6.

oI Auxerre (Cambridge:

Cambridge Uni.
IS For an account of nature in Greek writers (which unfortunately ignores Maximus) sec
D. S. Wallacc-Hadrill, The Greek Patristic View of Nature (New York: Barnes & Noble,
1968).
I9 See L. Thunberg, A1icrocosm and lt1edialor: The Theological Anthropology of A1aximtls rhe
Confessor (Lund: Glcerup, 1965), p. 53.
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The meaning of nature for Eriugena
What does Eriugena mean by the term "nature"? For him, as for
Latin philosophy in general, it has a wide application. He uses it to
refer to the ineffibilis natura of God (e.g., 1.460c); His creative nature
(natura creatrix); the realm of inc or po rea Is (V.993b); the natural order
(ordo, 1ll.663d) of the cosmic hierarchies; the individual things found
in this spatiotemporal world, which are subject to the necessity of
natural law (e.g., V.867a-b), and the natural law itself. More individualistically and idiosyncratically, Eriugena uses the term to refer to the universitas rerum, the totality of all things which are and
are not. Thus at the opening of the Periphyseon (1.44Ia) Eriugena
states that nature can be divided into ea quae sunt (those things which
are) and ea quae non sunt (those things which are not). As we saw
in Chapter II, he suggests many different ways of distinguishing
between being and non-being, and these in turn generate different
meanings of nature. Thus, in son1e modes, nature is taken to mean
the divine nature, while in other modes Eriugena means created nature alone. In Book I he defines nature to include both God and the
creature. And in Book 1ll.62Ia he explains that "by that name, 'Nature,' is usually signified not only the created universe (creata lmiversitas) but also that which creates it (ips ius creatrix)." But Eriugena
also frequently states that God is both a nature and not a nature,
for He is not any of the things that are, and is a kind of hyper physis,
which translates as supernaturalis, supernatural. This allows Eriugena
to follow the Greeks in uniting nature and grace, which Latin philosophy had so sharply distinguished. Thus at III.684c and V.90 6b
he links nature and grace as complementary data and dona. God gives
everything a nature, which establishes it as a substance, but He also
gives it grace, which perfects the nature. Furthermore, Eriugena
distinguishes between ousia and physis at V.867a-b, by saying that
ousia refers to something as it exists in the primary causes, whereas
physis refers to its generation in space and time. Given this broad
range of nleanings for nature and the general flexibility in tenni-
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nology, does Eriugena develop a genuine and consistent theory of
nature?
The Jour divisions oj nature

Immediately following his definition of "nature" as encompassing
all things that are and are not, including God and creation, Eriugena
develops his famous doctrine of the four divisions or species of nature. This division is based on the inter-relation between nature and
creation:
The division of nature (dillisio naturae) seems to me to admit of four species
through four differentiae. The first is the division into what creates and is
not created; the second into what is created and creates; the third, into that
which is created and does not create; the fourth, into what neither creates

nor is crcated. (Periphyseon 1.44Ib-44za; Uhlfelder's translation, p. 2)
We must ren1cmber that, as we have seen, Eriugcna defines creation
as self-manifestation (e. g., i.455b), self-externalisation, revelation.
This dynamic idea underlies the fourfold division. But first let us
examine the division itself.
This division is not found in this precise form in any previous
author, though several vague sources have been suggested, including Boethius, Augustine, Bede, and Marius Victorinus. '0 Most recent scholarship favours Bede's De rerum natura, which Eriugena
quotes without naming at several points." Bede makes use of the
idea of quadriformity in a rather different manner than Eriugena,
and does not exhaustively classify the options available for linking
20 Augustine operates with a threefold distinction in Dc cillilale Dei V.9 (PL XLI.IS1) between those things which make (Jacit) and are not made (i.e., God), those things \vhich
make and arc made (i.e., the primary causes), and those things which are made but do
not make (i.e., the effects). In order to turn this into a fourfold distinction, Eriugena
needed to bring in the Greek idea of God as a non-being who transcends both making
and being made. Eriugena was aware of four types of non-being, possibly through Marius
Victorinus's Ad Candidum, which did circulate in the ninth century. Indeed one MS appears to have marginalia in Eriugena's own hand. See I.-P. Sheldon-Williams's article in
Armstrong, Cambridge History of Late Greek alld Early Medieval Philosophy, p. 523. Sec also
the discussion in Chapter I I , this volume.
21 Eriugena quotes Bede at III.640b although he thinks he is referring to one of Augustine's
minor works. This is in fact part of the opening chapter of Bede's De rerum natura (123a).
It says that the divilla operalio is governed by a fourfold principle (quadriformis ratio). This
principle is divided into cause and effect, eternal and temporal, which is also Eriugcna's
preferred way of dividing nature. Eriugena refers to this quadriformis ratio also in De praed.
369bc. Sec B. Stock, "In Search of Eriugena's Augustine," in W. Beierwaltes (cd.), Eriugena: Studiell zu seinen Quellen (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1980), pp.
Siff.
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nature and the act of creation. Eriugena, on the other hand, wants
the division to appear logical, systematic, and exhaustive, so he goes
into some detail to make it appear ordered like the Aristotelian Square
of Opposition, which he knew from Martianus Capella and elsewhere:
Of these four [divisions], two pairs consist of opposites. The third is the
opposite of the first, the fourth of the second. But the fourth is among
the things which are impossible, and its differentia is its inability to be.

(1.4420; Uhlfelder's translation, p. 2)
Here he talks generally of opposition within the four divisions. He
uses several terms to express the relations of contrariety, contradiction, and containment between the four divisions of nature. In Book
II he expresses the relation in terms of similarity and dissimilarity:
The second form is similar to the first in that it creates, but dissimilar in
that it is created.
. The third takes on a likeness of the second in that
it is created, but differs from it in that it creates nothing.
The third
is similar to the fourth in that it does not create, but is dissimilar in that
it is created..
. Furthermore the fourth is similar to the first because it
is not created, but appears to be remote from it because it does not create.

(11.525c-526a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
The four divisions then are a logical articulation of the relationship
between creation and the act of creating. Eriugena is intent on
working out all the logical relations between his four forms, which
he seems to treat like a schematism of nature."
Eriugena immediately goes on to talk of the division of nature as
matched by a recollection of nature. It is clear that he sees himself as
engaged in the art of dialectic. The four divisions of nature are discovered by dialectic. They also instantiate and exemplify the movement of the dialectic, with its moments of exitus and reditus. The
four levels of nature proceed outwards and multiply into the effects
through the mechanism of likeness and similarity as in other Neoplatonic systems. In fact, as we shall shortly see, Eriugena, like
Dionysius, understands hierarchies as related through likeness and
finally through their likeness to God.
For Eriugena the universe unfolds by logical division, but he also
partitions the world, that is, gives an account of the relationship between parts and the whole. Thus the four divisions can also be
22

Stock, in his "In Search of Eriugena's Augustine," p. 96, relates the four divisions of
nature to the fourfold classification of predicates as in a subject, of a subject, etc.
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understood as the fourfold partition of nature (quadripertita totius naturae discretio, III.688a), though he runs the two concepts together
at II1.690a, where he talks of the quadripertita divisio. Furthermore,
at V.IOI9a, he refers to the universal division of nature as being
four-formed, quadriformata; and at II.524d, he speaks of the quadriformis divisio, the four-form division.
From this account, we see that Eriugena uses various terms (forms,
species, differentiae) to describe the exact nature of these four divisions of nature. He speaks of them as four species under one genus.
It was this assertion that led to the allegation that Eriugena was
articulating a form of pantheism. The divisions are also considered
to be a species separated by four differentiae (1.44Ib), in a manner
which has been compared with the way in which the four elements
are distinguished by the four qualities (i.e., cold, hot, dry, moist)
in Eriugena's own philosophy. '3 Eriugena calls these divisions parts
(partes) at II.526a, and even forms (jomIae) at II.524d. Furthermore,
God is called the forma omnium, and thus would appear to be present
in all the forms of nature. Eriugena frequently uses form as equivalent to species, although he distinguishes them in his commentary
on Book IV of Martianus's De nuptiis. Eriugena is using the term
"form" in a Platonic sense, which he never further clarifies. But the
four forms of nature are in fact four primary causes (which are also
called forms and species) and must therefore organise the multitude
of causes in a higher classification. This gives us a hint as to their
ultimate nature. The primary causes are divine theophanies, and
therefore the four divisions of nature must be understood as theophanies: They are from God, but they are also in Him and are Him.
At III. 690a Eriugena says this universal division is "both from God
(de Deo) and in God (in Deo)." The four forms of nature are also
aspects of Christ, who has been called "Form" by Eriugena, as we
saw.

lestial Hierarchy of Dionysius, where he found the notion of hierarchy. Translating Dionysius, Eriugena defines hierarchy as follows:
"A hierarchy for me is a divine order, science (or knowledge), and
practice, made similar, in so far as possible, to the divine idea, ascending in proportion to likeness to God, according to the illuminations given to it by God" (CH iii.I64d; my translation)." Thus
hierarchy means not just a series of ontological levels, but also a
mental science and moral practice of attempting to increase likeness
to God. Eriugena's four levels of nature are related by likeness to
the first and fourth levels, which signify God Himself.
Eriugena operates with several distinct kinds of hierarchy, as we
have already seen. He has a general hierarchy of all things into being,
life, intellect, and One, an ascending order he could have found in
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Augustine or in many other Neoplatonic sources. He also has an
epistemological hierarchy of sense, imagination, memory, inner sense,
reason, intellect, and an ecstatic union with the One (in contemplations which produce theGsis). Moreover, he has a cosmic hierarchy
which extends downwards from God and the angels, through the
first principles, down through the sun and the planets, until it reaches
the world soul (anima mundi, 1.4i6c), space and time, and the various corporeal realities. But he also conceives of this hierarchy as
the logical tree of genera, species, and individuals, which extends,
as he often says, "from highest to lowest." This is perhaps his most
common way of talking about the hierarchies, as they are expressed
in the division of nature, and it is this which gave rise to the comment that he "hypostasises the tabula logica."
A division is both a logical and an ontological process, following
the standard Neoplatonic recognition of an isomorphism between
intellectual structures and the structures of the real, a mirroring of
reality in thought. Division moves from highest to lowest, and the
return is called recollection, analysis, resolution (analytike), or epistrophe. Moreover, the way up and the way down are the same:"

The four divisions as hierarchy
Eriugena lays out the divisions as a descending order (ordo, 620C)
or hierarchy in the manner of Dionysius's hierarchies. It is in this
way that they have most commonly been understood by philosophers. Eriugena translated both the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy and Ce23 Sec Sheldon-Williams in Armstrong, Cambridge History of Late Greek alld Early Medieval

Philosophy, pp.

$20-1.

24 Sec Eriugcna's translation of Dionysius's Celestial Hierarchy III. r64d, in PL CXXILI044C:
"Est quidem Icrarchia secundum me orda divinus et scicntia, ct actio, deiformi quantum
possibilc, simulata, juxta, inditas ci divinitus illuminationcs proponionalitcr in Dei similitudincm asccndens."
25 This principle of the identity between division and recollection is found in Proclu$, in E.
R. Dodds (ed.), Elemwts of Theology, 2nd cd. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19 6 3),
proposition 38, for example, where PIodus states; "All that proceeds from a plurality of
causes passes through as many terms in its rcvcrsion as in its procession; and all reversion
is through the same terms as the corresponding procession."
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For there is no rational division (rationabilis divisia), whether it be of essence
into genera, or of genus into species and individuals or of the whole into

its parts - for which the proper name is partition (paJ·tilio) - or of the
universe into those divisions which right rcason contemplates therein, that

cannot be brought back again by the same stages through which the division has previously ramified into multiplicity, until it arrives at that One
which remains inseparably in itself (and) from which that division took its

origin. (II.526a; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
Clearly then the four divisions of nature can be understood as
four stages or terms in the logicalj ontological process of procession
from the One into mnltiplicity. Understood in this way we have
to interpret the four levels as a descending order of causation in
typically Neoplatonic terms, where there is a gradual limitation in
the power and range of the cause as we descend. (See, e. g., Plotinus, Ennead V. 1.6, where the principle is clearly stated that even
an eternal and perfect producer produces something inferior to itself.) Thns the four divisions of nature are named by Eriugena as
follows:
Uncrcatcd and crcating
Created and creating
Created and not creating
Uncrcatcd and not creating

God
Primary causes

Created effects (this world)
Materia informis

Non-being
Although the initial intention is to show that the four divisions
can be ranked in descending order, Eriugena's main efforts will be
expended in subverting and deconstructing this original N eoplatonic
scheme. He wants to argue that all four divisions arc on the same
ontological level and do not represent a gradually diminishing causal
power. Rather, the divisions are an outpouring or expansion from
the One, which in no way diminishes the One, who remains omnipresent throughout the whole order. Eriugena appears here to be
affirming a Dionysian modification of a principle of Plotinus's and
Produs's, namely, that what is produced is necessarily inferior.
Dionysius is aware that an infinite being produces infinitely, and
hence what is produced cannot be limited. In the Homilia he expressly states that the generation of the Son from the Father is one
with the creation of all things, and he names this as one of the highest mysteries. Eriugena has many terms for this expansion or em-
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anation and does not at all see it as contradicting or threatening
God's free act of creating. ,6
Certainly the logical structuring of the divisions gives the impression (as in Plotinus) of an eternal and necessary outflowing of the
effects from the causes, of the created world from God. For this
reason also Eriugena was condemned as a pantheist, as we have seen.
One of the charges levelled against the Amauricians in the thirteenth
century was that they taught that the divine ideas were both created
and creating. Moreover, besides calling God a genus of which the
natural orders are species, and seeing their creation as a natural and
necessary emanation, Eriugena also invites the charge of pantheism
by explicitly reducing the four forms of nature to one single ousia,
thus conflating God and the creature. Before attempting to defend
Eriugena on this charge, let us examine the resolution of the four
orders of nature into one.
Hidden in this fourfold scheme is the triadic scheme of emanation
from, and return to, an unchanging One. Thus in Book II Eriugena
explains how the four divisions of nature may be understood as
three: God in His aspects of Beginning, Middle, and End (II. 5 2 7b;
see also I.45rd-452a, 453b; III. 62Id, 675a, 688b). The four divisions
of God are really only God: God is the genus of which the forms
of nature are species.
Eriugena then goes on to show that these four divisions arc not
static categories but, rather, a series of relative beings, which may
be thought together as One nature. The four divisions show nature
in its initial stage, in its expansion (for Nicholas of Cusa: explicatio)
and also in its contraction and return (complicatio, contractio, to usc
Nicholas's terminology). But Eriugena believes that the four divisions can be further reduced (reductio - led back or recollected or
recovered by the mind) to two levels and finally back to one.

26 On Eriugcna's concept of emanation and its relation to later Neoplatonism, sec S. Gersh.
From Iamb/iehus 10 Eriugclla (Lciden: Brill, 19(8), esp. pp. Ii~26. Eriugcna actually uses
the tcrm cmal1atio at 1.506c, and elsewhere he translates Maximus's image as jluerc (flowing
forth) or ./lucre dCJur.mm. For emanation in Dionysius, sec R. Rogues, L'Ul1i!!crs dioll),5iclI
(Paris: Aubier, 1954), pp. 101-2. For a general discussion of emanation and creation, sec
]. H. Gay, "Four Medieval Views of Creation," Hamard Theological Review S6 (19 63),
pp. 253-8. Gersh claims that Dionysius was vague about the manner in which the Divine
Exemplars flow forth from the One. Maximus was morc rigorous in emphasising that,
strictly speaking, they did not flow forth but were created.
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The reduction of the four divisions to one

In Book II, Eriugena demonstrates a reduction of the levels of nature, which is modelled on Maximus's account of the return of the
creature to God. He begins by bringing together the primary causes
and the effects, that is, the second and third divisions of nature.
His argument is as follows: First, every cause has its effect and
every effect its proper causes, so the two terms are mutually dependent and in.separable. Thus cause and effect for Eriugena co-exist
on the same ontological level, and one cannot strictly speak of diminishing power when one moves from cause to effect. In traditional Neoplatonic systems, the cause is usually considered to be
more perfect and to have more reality than the effect, '7 and Eriugena also speaks in these terms. (See, e.g., IlI.663C.) But a cause
may also be understood to be equal to its effect and to have the same
amount of reality except that by definition, the cause is always prior
to the effect, and since it is cause, it is distinguished from the effect,
which is not called "cause" for the same reason. Therefore, one
cannot strictly speak of the identity of cause and effect. Eriugena
prefers to think of the relation of primary causes to created effects,
since in fact for him creation is nothing more than manifestation or
progression from hiddenness into openness, which does not necessarily involve decline or diminution. Thus at III.693a-b he says
that the creature conceived of as cause is not other than the creature
conceived of as effect. Here Eriugena says that cause and effect have
the same meaning (intellectus, 693a), and that they are to be considered not as two different beings but as one and the same (una eademque, 693b). They are separated in so far as the cause is in the
darkness of divine wisdom and the effect is manifested (manifestata,
693b) in perfect knowledge. At IlI.646c he says:
I do not see why what is predicated of the cause cannot also be predicated
of what participates in the cause. (QuC?d enim de causa praedicatur qua ratione
11-011- etiam de causativis praedicari 110n invcnio.) (Uhlfeldcr's translation)

This movement from cause to effect, then, need be thought of not
only as downward diminution but also as horizontal expansion, and
thus at least two of the divisions of nature can be seen to imply one
another. The effects "remain" in the causes (11.517a) and thus can
Zi Sec, for example, Dodds (cd.), Proclus, Elements of Theology, propositions 5 and 36.
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be thought of as One with them. Eriugena argues that although cause
and effect are really distinct and separate and are actually found in
the nature of things (in ipsa rerum natura, II.52Sa), they can be thought
of as One, since all things are nothing but their participation in God
(5 2S b) and have no being outside Him. Thus the second and third
divisions of nature can both be thought under the one category _
created being or created Gusia.
The reduction of the first and fourth divisions

Eriugena next reduces the first and fourth divisions to a single ontological domain:
The first, then, [and] fourth are one since they are understood of God
[alone]. For He is the Principle of all things which have been created by
Him and the end of all things which seek him so that in Him they may
find their eternal and immutable rest. (11.526c; Sheldon-Williams's translation)
These two divisions apply to God because, by negative theological
reasoning, God Can just as well be said not to Create as to create.
Since both the first and the fourth divisions refer to un created being,
or uncreated Gusia, it is clear that they both refer to the divine Godhead. Eriugena, of course, sees non-being as higher than being (as
we saw in Chapter 11); so this reduction of the fitst and fourth
actually is more like a return to the fourth. Moreover, Eriugena
states clearly at several points that the distinction between the first
and the fourth is not a real distinction but only a mental distinction,
based on the perspective or point of view of our contemplations:
For these two forms (formae) are discerned not in God but in our contemplation (of Him) and are not forms of God but of our rcason, resulting
from our double consideration (duplicem cOl1siderationcm) of (Him as) Beginning and End, nor is it in God that they arc reduced to One form but
in OUr contemplation which, in considering the beginning and the end,
creates in itself, as it were, two forms of contemplation (duas Jonnas contemplationis), and these, again, it would seem, it reduces into a single form
of contemplation (in unam formam thcoriac) when it begins to consider the
simple unity of the Divine Nature. (11.527d-528a; Sheldon-Williams's

translation)

The unity of creator and created nature

Having reduced the first and the fourth to one (God), and the second and the third to one (the creature), Eriugena then sets about
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the final reduction of both these divisions to the One. Since the first
and the fourth reduce to one, which is God, and the second and
third together comprise created being, then both together can be
thought of as God and the creature. But God and the creature can
themselves be thought of as one (i.e., as God), since there is nothing
outside God and therefore creation is "contained" in Him. Anselm
will say, in the eleventh century, in his Proslogion that all things are
in God (Chapter XIX), and that God "permeates and embraces all
things" (Tu ergo imples et complceteris omnia, Chapter XX), while at
the same time being before (ante) and beyond (ultra) all things. Eriugena writes:

this new sense. For him it is a concept (or Begriff in Hegelian terminology) which thinks together the dialectical unity of finite and
infinite, divine and created nature. It unites all the hierarchies of
nature and includes the exitus and reditus of the cosmos. Eriugena
uses universitas as a substantive and defines it at II.524d as including
God and the creature. His meaning, however, is not wholly consistent, and sometimes he refers to universitas to signify only created
nature, for example at II1.62Ia, where he speaks of an infinite series
of created wholes (universitates), for which his more usual term is
tatum (II.S23d). Eriugena himself is well aware of this shifting of
meaning within the term itself and raises the matter for clarification
in the form of a question between pupil and master. Alumnus asks:
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NUTRITOR: But suppose you join the creature to the Creator so as to understand that there is nothing in the fonner save Him who alone truly is

_ for nothing apart from Him is truly called essential since all things that
arc arc nothing else, in so far as they arc, but the participation in Him who
alone subsists from and through Himself - will you deny that Creator and
creature arc one?
ALUMNUS: It would not be easy for me to deny it. For it seems to me
ridiculous ~ to resist that deduction.
NUTRITOR: So the universe (universitas), comprising God and the creature,
which was first divided as it were into four forms, is reduced again

to an indivisible One, being Principle as well as Cause and End. (ILS2Sb;
Sheldon-Williams's translation)
This is usn ally taken as the most explicit statement of Eriugena's
pantheism. He has taken the two forms, Creator and the creature,
which Augustine had held so firmly and completely separate and
has united them into a single whole or totality, which he terms
universitas.
Universitas and multiplex theoria
This unity of God and the creature receives several nan1es in Eriugena. It is lmiversalis natura (1I.529a9) or to pan, which he translates
as universitas. In an important study, M.-D. Chenu has pointed out
the importance of the term universitas in the later philosophical developments of the twelfth century. He sees it as a genuine cosmological intuition, a new development in Western thinking about
the world. ,8 Eriugena is actually the first person to use the term in
28 M.-D. Chenu, La Theologie au XIIe siecie (Paris, 19Si), translated as 1Valurc, Man, and
Society in the TweljilJ Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), pp. 5-8.
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I should like to know why you chose to posit as the first part of the universe itself (ips ius universitatis) that Nature which is removed from the universe of all natures (ab omnium IlaturarUI11 univcrsitate) by Its excellence and

Its infinity. (III.620b: Uhlfclder's translation, p. 124)
Nutritor answers at III. 62 ra that universitas cannot be grasped in one
way only, but must be admitted to have a multiplicity of meanings
(non uno sed multiplici rationis intuitu). As with all Eriugena's central
concepts, there is a dialectical flux in the meaning of the term, which
cannot be understood by a univocal approach to theoretical language. Universitas, therefore, is grasped by the multiplex theoria, the
anarchic multiple contemplation of the human mind. Universitas does
not mean being but signifies the dialectical interplay of being and
non-being. Nutritor goes on to say that universitas signifies not only
the created nature but also the Creator, whereas the terms "whole"
(totum) and "everything" (omnia) are normally kept for referring
to created being. Although Eriugena often uses ousia for the being
of all things, ul1iversitas includes not just all ousiai but also all those
things which transcend ousia. It is Eriugena's profound contribution
to philosophy to have discovered a term which refers both to immanent and transcendent natures. Eriugena's universitas actually prefigures later Renaissance speculation on the infinity of worlds in the
nniverse, for example, in Giordano Bruno's On the Cause, Pril1ciple
and the One.
Thus, in Book III, Eriugena says that the first division of nature
is so primary and fundamental that it is found in all the universes
(ul1iversitates): "For this division of nature persists uniformly
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throughout all the universes to infinity" (III.62Ia). Eriugena here is
signalling his comnlitDlcnt to a belief in an infinity of universes an idea normally associated with Giordano Bruno. '9 Eriugena is indeed committed to the infinity of universes and to the multiplicity
of nature, although they are all contained in the divine ousia. To
make sense of this idea, we need to put aside neo-Aristotelian meanings of ausia and try to enter into the complex structure of Eriugena.
As I have said, he believes that the world is seen as a universe, not
in one way but in many. The variability of viewing depends on the
perspective of the viewer. In fact, the four divisions of nature are
themselves most properly to be understood as perspectives, points
of view, contemplations, rather than as substances. Eriugena, as we
have seen, has talked of the four divisions as contemplations. Thus
besides being quadriformata and quadripertita, universal nature is also
a fourfold contemplatia. This is in fact his highest understanding of
the meanings of nature. They are four considerationes (II.5 2 7a), intentiones (II.527b), and theoriae (II.527b). Eriugena does not simply
believe in one monistic and reified universal substance, of which all
things are modifications; rather he sees universal nature as a dynamic process of different manifestations or revelations, depending
on the point of view of the viewer, his location in time, space, history, and also, like all true Platonism and mysticism, on his moral
and spiritual development. There is not a single unity of God and
creation for the ordinary, everyday knower (the fallen man in Eriugena's terminology). This knower sees things as multiple. But there
is a single unity for the highest theoretical contemplations of the
wise and enlightened person. The spiritually enlightened person seeS
nO division or opposition anywhere. Thus to see the world as one
is not to proclaim pantheism: It is to assert the absence of difference
of the highest theoria. Eriugena (in an addition to the Rheims manuscript, at the beginning of Book II) explicitly refutes the accusation
of pantheism. God is not a genus or a species; rather, He transcends
all things:
For God is not a genus of the creature nor the creature a species of God
any morC than the creature is the genus of God nor God a species of the
29 On Bruno, sec A. Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinite Ul1i!lcrse (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1957), pp. 44~S4. Sec also E. Cassircr, An Esay on Man (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1944), p. 15: "In Bruno's doctrine infinity no longer
means a mere negation or limitation. On the contrary it means the immeasurable and
inexhaustible abundance of reality and the unrestricted power of the human intellect."
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creature. The same can be said of the whole and its parts, for God is not
the whole of the creature nor the creature a part of God any more than

the crcaturc is the whole of God or God a part of the creature.

al-

though in a metaphorical sense God is said to be both genus and whole

and species and part. (II.S23d-S24d; Sheldon-Williams's translation)"
In Book II Eriugena, moreover, refers to the levels of the hierarchy
as formae, because they are formed by our minds, rather than because they exist as ontological realities per se:
Now, the reason why we say that the universal nature possesses forms is
that it is from her that our intel1igence is in a manner formed (Jormata)
when it attempts to treat of her; for in herself the universal nature does
not everywhere admit forms. It certainly is not improper for us to say that
she comprises God and creature, and therefore in so far as she is creative

(reatrix) she admits no form in herself, but gives multiformity (muZtiformitas) to the nature formed by her. (II.S2Sb-c; Sheldon-Williams's translation)

Eriugena says that God can be thought as one with the creature by
an intellectual contemplation (universitatis (ontemplatia, 524d), thus
indicating that conceiving of God and the creature as one is in fact
a theoria, a contemplation, rather than an ontological feature of the
world-in-itself.
To sum up then, Eriugena does talk of the relations between the
divisions as if they are parts of a whole, species of a genus, or forms
of a descending order of hierarchy, but these are only ways of
speaking. What he really intends to show is that the four divisions
are four ways of talking about or viewing the divine reality.
Eriugena had already conceded that the first and fourth divisions
of nature do not in fact exist separately in re, in reality, but actually
have only intentional or mental existence. There is no real distinction between the first and fourth, although there appears to our minds
to be a difference between them. Part of Eriugena's own task as a
philosopher is to make us aware of the gulf which separates our
rationalistic understanding from the unity of Truth itself. Eriugena
is on much more difficult terrain when he goes farther and collapses
cause and effect together, because he had agreed that these two divisions exist not only in our minds but in reality itself. Nevertheless, these two belong together, since the cause contains the effect
and the effect participates totally in the cause, as I have already shown,
30 E. Gilson, who also denies that Eriugena is a pantheist, cites this passage in support of
his interpretation in BeinS! alld Some Philosophers, 2nd cd. (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Medieval Studies, 1952), pp. 35-36.
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and Eriugena is content to say that were it not for the Fall of human
nature, effects and causes would dwell together much more closely
than they do now. But in bringing all the divisions back to a single
unity, he has to change his definition of creation, so that it is to be
understood as self-manifestation, and thus both causes and effects
are really theophanies of God.
His problem now is: What kinds of beings have the primary causes?
If they are real beings they would seem to impose an intermediate
ontological level between God and the created effects; if they are
not fully real and are merely divine appearances, then they belong
solely'to God, and it is difficult to speak of creation at alL Eriugena
will answer that the causes are really theophanies, aspects of God's
self-manifestation (that is they appear to us as revelations of God);
no-one knows the primary causes in themselves (L446a) except God.
Thus they are part of the outflowing from the One into difference,
which nevertheless does not destroy the unity but is merely an
expression or articulation of it. No level of reality is interposed between God and creation, because the intermediaries are in fact God's
willings Or self-manifestations, and they have reality only in the minds
which view them. They are both self-manifestations of God and
perspectives or aspects of the human mind. In God they are identical
with God; in humans they are objects of theoria.
Let us examine this in more detail, to see how the second division
of nature (the primary causes) does not in fact constitute a hierarchy
which separates God (the first and fourth divisions) from the created
effects (the third division), but resolves all difference into difference
of perspective or points of view, and dissolves all hierarchy into the
self-expression of subjectivity.

called ideai (coEm) also, that is, species or forms (species velformae). (ILS29b;
Sheldon-Williams's translation)

The primary causes as theoriae
In developing the doctrine of the primary causes, Eriugena is at his
most syncretic. He is deliberately conflating theories of causation
from many different sources and philosophical traditions, including
the Platonic, the Greek Eastern, and the Augustinian conceptions.
Thus in Book II Eriuge!la defines the primary causes:
Now these primordial causes of things arc what the Greeks call prototypa
(r.pw'To71yrra), that is, primordial exemplars, or proorismata (7Tpoop(a\-Lo:'ra.),
that is, predestinations Or prcdcfinitions. They arc also called by them theia

thelemata (8ELex 8Ei\f]/..lCiTa), that is, divine volitions. They arc commonly
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But these are not the only terms Eriugena uses. At 11.562b he calls
them occasiones, at 1I.528d he calls them primordial essentiae, and at
1I·548a he explains "primordial" asjimdamfl1ta or again at 11.553 a as
prinCipia. They are also variously called exempla, definitiones, divinae
volitiones (6r6a), and participationes (11.6r6b)-" In his translations of
Dionysius, he uses the term paradeigmata.
Almost the whole of Book II is devoted to a thorough investigation of the nature of the divine causes. They are similar to Platonic forms in that they are the primary and immutable exemplars
of the things in this world, and as in the middle Platonic (e.g., Numenius) and Neoplatonic interpretation (e.g., Plotinus), these ideas
do not so much exist independently of God as they are contained
in Him as His ideas. Thus Eriugena says in Book II that the Greeks
called them ideas (idea i) ,
.. . that is, the eternal species, or forms, and immutable reasons after
which and in which the visible and invisible world is formed and governed

(formatur et regitur); and therefore they were appropriately named by the
wise men of the Greeks, prototypa (1TPW'TO'T1J1Ta), that is, the principal exemplars which the Father made in the Son and divides and multiplies into
their effects through the Holy Spirit. (II.6Isd-616a; Sheldon-Williams's
translation)3 2

Thus, like the Platonic forms, they are eternal, immutable, supremely intelligible in themselves, existing through themselves (per
se esse, 1I.616b), and causes to all other things, which thereby participate in them. Eriuge!la does not actually say that the term idea
derives from Plato, but Honorius Augustodunensis does in his Cia vis
physicae. For Eriugena, however, there arc an infinite nUll1ber of these
ideas, which goes beyond the Platonic scheme-'.1 In fact, Eriugena's
3 1 S. Gersh, in From Iamblichus to Eriugcna, reminds us of the extreme broadening of the
Platonic forms or causes in late Neoplatonism; sec esp. p. 160 n. 156. Sec also J. L Saranyana, "Las 'ideas' en Escoto Eriugcna," Aetas del V COflgreso Intcmaciollai de Filosojia
Medieval 2 (1979), pp. 120j-13.
3 2 They arc individualised by their being subjects, i.e. by their subjectivity. Aquinas later
individuated immaterial beings such as angels by their potency.
33 On the later Neoplatonic development of the forms, sec A. H. Armstrong, "The Background of the Doctrine That the Intelligibles Are Not Outside the Intellect," Enlrcriens
Hardt 5 (1960), pp. 393-425. See also A. Rich, "The Platonic Ideas as the Thoughts of
God," MncmosYl1c, 4th seL, 7 (1954), pp. 123-33, and H. J. Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus
Believe in Ideas ofIndividuals?" Phrollcsis I I (r966), pp. 6r-80. For Augustine's discussion
of the multiplicity of the divine ideas and their unity in the Word, sec Dc di!lcrsis quacstionibus 83.
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doctrine contains not only Neoplatonic teaching on the ideas but
also the Stoic-Plotinian and Augustinian thoughts concerning the
logoi spermatikoi, or rationes seminales, along with the Dionysian
teaching on the arc/Mi. Augustine is the major mediaeval source
of the Platonic doctrine of ideas, especially his De ideis, that is,
Question 46 of the De diversis quaestionibu5, frequently cited by mediaeval authors, including Aquinas. Eriugena's major Augustinian
source, however, appears to be Augustine's comn1cntary on Genesis, the De Genesi ad litteram, which is also the source of Eriugena's
favourite term for the ideas, namely, primordiales causae. 34 It is noteworthy that Dionysius rarely uses the term idea or eidos, preferring
his own proorismos ('lTPOOPLO"f.l,O<;), which derives from a Pauline use
of the verb proorechein ('lTpOOPLSELV), "to mark out providentially"
(e.g., Romans 8.29; I Corinthians 2.7). Augustine used the idea of
eternal or seminal reasons as a means of explaining how creation
can occur simultaneously and yet only unroll or reveal itself over a
period of time. For Augustine, for example, all trees were created
simultaneously in the logos, even though they only appear and grow
at successive intervals and times. Augustine emphasises that these
seminal reasons are themselves eternal and unchanging, even though
they are manifest in a changing manner over time. He in fact calls
them primordial causes (primordiales causae) and says that they exist
in the Word.
Augustine was uncertain of the exact status of the primordial causes
and seminal reasons. If these causes are always in God in some eternal way, then God did not create them. If they exist only in the
creature, then in what sense are they eternal? Furthermore, do they
exist in the incorporeal or the corporeal creature? At De Genesi ad
litteram VII.xxii.32, Augustine distinguishes the causales rationes of a
thing from its nature or substance. Eriugena sometimes uses a similar distinction, but mostly he resolves the individual rationes of
something into the more universal primary causes. Augustine had
four levels of seminal reasons (in the Word of God, in the elements
of the world, in the first individuals of every class, and in the seeds
34 Sec Augustine, Dc Genesi ad liUcram VLIO.I7. See also the notcs in P. Ag2esse and A.
Solignac (cds.), La Genese au sens littcral en douze livrcs, Bibliothequc de S. Augustine, 48
(Paris: Dcsclcc de Brouwer, J9i2), pp. 657-68. See also F. J. Thonnard, "Les Raisons
scminalcs sclon saint Augustin" Actes du Xle Congres Illternatiollal de Philosophic, vol. T2
(Amsterdam: North Holland, 1953), pp. 146-52.
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produced by man or animal). Augustine understands the pnmary
causes as having a potential existence in matter. This is something
Eriugena occasionally refers to, and the notion reappears in an illustration in the Clavis physicae. For Eriugena the waste or void
mentioned in Genesis really signifies materia infonnis, and this emerged
first as the primordial causes, thus appearing to identify unformed
matter and the causes. For Eriugena this is possible because both
unformed matter and the causes are themselves immaterial and
graspable only by the intellect, though strictly speaking the causes
are grasped only in their theophanies and not in themselves (see
I-446b-c and 1l1.68IC).
Eriugena goes much farther than Augustine in that he understands the primary causes to be ultimately divine ideas or willings
or divine manifestations. As such they are infinite and infinitely
complex, like the meanings of Scripture or the colours of a peacock's tail. In the divine Word, the Verbum, all the causes arc one
and simple, unum, simplex atque individuum (Ill.6z4b), a doctrine Eriugena found explicitly stated in Maximus's Ambigua. In the Word
the causes are a complex unity, unum multiplex (1l1.674C), a term
which prefigures some of Nicholas of Cusa's formulations of the
coincidentia oppositorum. We may note in passing that Descartes follows Eriugena in seeing the ideas or eternal truths as both eternal
and created; this appears in the replies to the Fifth Set of Objections
to the Meditations.
Eriugena initially speaks of the causes as having a natural order
(naturalis ordo, 1l1.6zzb), as if they indeed exhibited a hierarchical
arrangement. Thus in Book Ill, he takes an order of causes he has
found in Dionysius and lists them: (I) goodness, (2) essence, (3) life,
(4) reason, (5) intellect, (6) wisdom, (7) power, (8) blessedness, (9)
truth, and (ro) eternity. He also mentions other ideas - magnitude,
love, peace, perfection. Eriugena is aware of their hierarchical function in Dionysius. He also sees these causes not so much as Platonic
forms but as conveying the essence of scriptural statements about
God. Thus, in the Homilia, Eriugena comments on the scriptural
statements that all things are in the Word as life (John 1.3-4), quod
factum est in ipso vita erat, and says that the phrase can be understood
in two ways, depending on how it is punctuated. The first way is
hierarchical: The genera, species, forms, and individuals in space
and time are all contained in Him, and in Him are life (z88b-c; see
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also Periphyseon III.667a); or it can mean that all things made 111
Him, are life itself. Eriugena accepts both interpretations, one of
which is rather pantheistic. He frequently quotes this passage of
Scripture, for example, in Periphyseon I1.559a; III.64Ia, 666d, 685d;
and V. 908a. It is because of this phrase that Eriugena (following
Dionysius) frequently puts life first among the forms.
Eriugena does not insist on a fixed orda of the causes. He subverts
this hierarchical arrangement and argues that there is no fixed order
to the causes and that they can in fact be understood starting anywhere in the system and moving in any direction. The causes are
ordered by the power of contemplating intellect, as he says in Book
III:

contemplation in anyone of them as each may wish so that as many as
there are of the primordial causes, or rather, to speak more cautiously, as
many as they arc formed in whatever way they arc or can be formed in
the intellects of those who contemplate them, so many arc the ways of
ordering and numbering them that offer themselves of their own accord
by a wonderful dispcnsiol1 (dispositio) of the Divine Providence to those
who practice philosophy rightly in accordance with their capacity for contemplation and in accordance with the inclination of each. (IIL626a-b;

And be it noted that this sequence of the primordial causes which you ask
me to set out distinctly in a definite order of precedence is constituted not
in themselves but in the aspects (non in ipsis sed in theoria), that is, in the

concept of the mind which investigates them. (III.624a; SheldonWilliams's translation)

Taking an image from the liberal arts, he says that the primary causes
are infinite and form a continuous reality like a circle. One can begin
anywhere on a circle and move in either direction, and for that reason circular movement is called anarchos, or "lacking in origin or
principle" (principia cm·ens, III.62Sd). Similarly, all the numbers are
contained in the monad (625c). They reside in an anarchic, infinite,
formless state. They receive form only by being contemplated. This
is the true nature of the four divisions of nature. They are not substances or realities but are manifestations which appear to the perceiving mind. "Therefore the order of the primordial causes is constituted in the judgement of the mind which contemplates them in
so far as knowledge of them is granted to those who discourse on
the divine causes" (III.624c; Sheldon-Williams's translation).
The order of the causes, and of the fourfold division of nature,
is thus a product of the mind of the perceiver. Eriugena then allows
the philosopher and the theologian the freedom to absorb themselves completely in this anarchic play of possibilities (like the Heideggerian Spiegelspiel of being) and divine manifestations:
We should sec more clearly than light that the greatest theologians and
their successors can.
_ both make a start of their contemplations of the
primordial causes from anyone of them at all and set the teIm of their
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Shcldon-Williams's translation)
The mind has the power to order infinite reality according to its
own free inclination and also in accordance with divine theophany
and illumination. Ultimately both divine theophanies (divine willings) and human willings (free-will) are one and the same for the
wise man. The true philosopher allows his will to be one with God's
so that the whole necessity of order and structure in this world is
overcome and he enters into the free anarchic play of infinite presence and absence, hiddenness and manifestation.
Eriugena's entire philosophy of nature is really a light metaphysics of manifestation and concealment, darkness and illumination.
Eriugena thus brings the tradition of the light metaphysics of Dionysius to the Latin West, where it will be continued, in one manner
in some of Aquinas's statements about essc, and in another way in
Robert Grosseteste's De luce, where it will provide the impetus for
the investigation of the physical phenomenon of light, which will
be among the first concerns of seventeenth-century empirical science. In the history of light metaphysics, we must not forget Augustine's commentary on "Let there be Light" in the Confessions and
particularly in the De Genesi ad litteram. Another important mediaeval discussion of light occurs in Anselm's MOl1ologiol1, Chapter
VI.
The four divisions are four examples the mind may contemplate,
but the mind is perfectly free to discard this structure and proceed
along any other path in the revelation of being. Higher than all
revelations, which by their nature must be one-sided and selfconcealing, is the hidden non-being, the abyss or U'grund of being.
Eriugena, then, cannot be said to be setting forth a science of nature
such as seventeenth-century physicists developed. He is an idealist
who is offering his fourfold system of nature as a means of entering
into the infinite play of order and disorder, darkness and light, being
and non-being, phal1tasia and theophal1ia, which is both the meaning
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of the concept of creation and the meaning of the ground of God
and human nature.
Eriugena's massive hierarchical system of nature is easily misunderstood unless we realise the negative dialectics at the heart of
it, which preserves the absolute transcendence of the non-being before being. All manifestations are limited and point to the infinite
darkness which is their origin and ground. By negating every fixed
idea and every static order, and allowing itself to become one with
the non-being above being, to become one with its own highest
self, to achieve perfect self-identity from which all manifestation
and creation springs, the human mind can learn to cast aside its own
limitations and enter into infinite darkness.

I3
ERIUGENA'S INFLUENCE ON
LATER MEDIAEVAL PHILOSOPHY

How influential was Eriugena in the development of philosophy in
the High Middle Ages?
It is notoriously difficult to measure the exact influence of one
author on another in the mediaeval tradition. The main intention
of mediaeval authors was to represent the truth as they saw it, and
they frequently used ideas without crediting them or showing any
awareness that they were in fact borrowing from a different (and
sometimes conflicting) intellectual system. In the case of Eriugena,
his Periphyseon, Homilia, and Dionysius translations seem to have
followed different paths and to have been sufficiently separated that
no sense of an "Eriugenian" tradition developed in the Middle Ages.
Eriugena's complex and difficult system was not easy to grasp.
Furthermore, it is clear that his work may have provided inspiration
with individual thoughts and ideas, but there seems to have been
no recognition that his thought constituted a "system" (of course,
I do not mean a rigid deductive system of the kind which was popular in the seventeenth century) and that the ideas could not be simply separated out at random.
It is clear that Eriugena was widely read by a circle of followers
in the ninth century, although the names of most of his immediate
followers would not strike a chord of recognition among presentday philosophers. We know little of Eriugena's cooperator in studiis
Wulfad, other than that he was a cleric at the monastery of SaintMedard in Soissons, and that Eriugena may have spent some time
there in 856-7. He later was made archbishop of Bourges by Charles
the Bald over the head of Hincmar, who objected to him as a monk
who had been ordained by the rebel, deposed Bishop Ebbo. Nothing remains of Wulfad's works other than a well-known list of
manuscripts in his library, which includes the Periphyseon. Marenbon suggests that a manuscript at the monastery of Saint-Medard,
Mazarine 56r, which was owned by Wulfad, contains annotations
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which may have been made by him.' Another close associate of
Eriugena's at one time was Winibertus, who worked with Eriugena
on the Annotationes} according to a letter contained in Laon manu, script 24. Contreni has identified this Winibertus as abbot of Schiittern
in the diocese of Strasbourg. We think that Eriugena had a brother
named Aldelmus, who is recorded as having at least copied a page
of the Periphyseon. But we do not know of the intellectual labours
of these associates of Eriugena's. On the other hand, we do have a
wealth of anonymous ninth-century commentary on him, in the
form of the additions and glosses to the Rheims, Bamberg, and Paris
manuscripts of the Periphyseon. I discussed the nature of these additions in Chapter 5.
In the ninth century Eriugena's influence was regional - at Laon,
Auxerre, and Corbie. The first person to follow him at Laon was
Martin Hiberniensis, who used John's explanations of Greek terminology and quoted from his poetry, in a manuscript, Laon 444.
Scottus also knew Sedulius Scottus, the poet and classicist, who was
at the court of Charles and at Liege. Eriugena is known to have
taught a certain Wicbald, who became bishop of Auxerre in 879,
and to have educated him in the liberal arts. Another student of
Eriugena's was Elias the Irishman, who became bishop of Angou!eme. Other names associated with Eriugena are Almannus of
Hautvillers and Hucbald of Saint-Amand, who made a jlorilegium
of Eriugena's ideas.
Eriugena influenced (even if he did not directly teach) Heiric of
Auxerre (841-C. 876), a younger contemporary of his who may have
been a master at Laon, and Heiric's student Remigius of Auxerre,
an Irishman (c. 840-C. 908). Heiric's De vita Sanai German.i owes
a great deal to Eriugena, as does his Homiliary, which leans on Eriugena's Homilia. Heiric also comments on the pseudo-Aristotelian
Categoriae decem and uses Eriugena's explanations and ternlinological
elucidations. Thus Heiric adopts Eriugena's definition of nature as
including all that is and all that is not.' He takes Eriugena's terms
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usia, dinamis, energia (Heiric's spelling) and sees usia as the highest
category, which transcends everything else. Cappuyns says that Heiric
was using Eriugena's Ve"sio Diol1ysii in his life of Saint Germanus
(PL CXXIV II31-I208) before 873. 3
Remigius of Auxerre incorporates Eriugena's concepts of dialectic
in his commentary on Augus6ne's De dialectica. He also contrasts
affirmative and negative propositions, and speaks of dialectic as a
.ft'ga et insecutio. 4 Moreover, he identifies enthymema with the conceptio mentis, as Eriugena does in Periphyseon I.491c and De praedestinatione 391b.' This originally is developed from Boethius's In Topica
Ciceronis V (PL LXIV. II42a-II43C, especially II42d, where Boethius says enthymema namque est mentis conceptio).
Eriugena had an influence on the circle of philosophers at Saint
Gall in the late ninth century, especially concerning Latin translations of Greek terms. He also influenced the mysterious "!cpa," who
has now been tentatively identified as Israel the Grammarian. Icpa
wrote glosses on Porphyry's Isagoge, in one of which he counselled
lege Peri Physeon. 6 It is clear that the kind of influence Eriugena had
in the late ninth and tenth centuries was in the area of the Latin
philosophical tradition of commentary, explication, and analysis of
the meaning of dialectic as understood from the Categoriae decem.
Eriugena was seen as a 111aster-dialectician, well versed in the meanings of abstruse terll1S in Martianus, the Categoriae decem} and in
Boethius. Eriugena's influence at this time consisted in providing
technical terms, explanations, and a Greek-Latin glossary. (See Martin Hiberniensis in Laon 444, for example.)' Eriugena's negative dialectics, his understanding of mystical theology, and his overall
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See]. Marenbon, From the Circle of Alwin to the School of Auxerre (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), p. II3. E. Jeauneau, on the other hand, in his articlc "Quisquiliae
e Mazarinaeo codice 561 depromptae," Recherclzes de theologle ancienne et mCdicvale 45 (1978),
pp. 79-129, thinks the annotations may be by Eriugena himself.
See J. Marenbon, Cirde oj A/win, who has given a partial edition of these glosses on pp.
185-6. Marenbon believes glosses on the Categoriae deeem contained in a MS (Milan Ambrosiana B iT sup.) may have been done under Heirie's direction, rather than by Heirie
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MS 12949. See W. Beicrwaltes (cd.), Eriugena Redivivus (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1987), p. 57 o. 37·
Sec Cappuyns, Jean Scot Erigenc: Sa vie, SOil oeuvre, sa pe/uCc (Lou vain: Abbaye de Mont
Cesar, I933), p. 240.
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See the excellent article by G. d'Onofrio, "Die Ueberlieferung der dialcktiscben Lchrc
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speculative division of nature seem to have been generally ignored
Or misunderstood. There are thus some grounds for believing that
the Periphyseon was seen in those early years as a dialectical treatise
on the categories - as some of the library catalogue entries seem to
indicate. (See Chapter 5.)
In the eleventh century Fulbert of Chartres (d. 1028) wrote a letter to Abbo of Fleury in which he commented on Eriugena's COncept of those things which are and those things which are not, esse
and non esse s Fulbert realises that the things which are not can signify superessential reality, that is, God Himself. Thus the opening
definition of nature in Eriugena's Periphysean, which was excerpted
in various florilegia, seems to have circulated quite freely in the tenth
and eleventh centuries. Little more about Eriugena seems to have
been known at that time.
The eleventh century produced some great philosophers, such as
Lanfranc (c. I01O-89), Peter Damian (1007-72), and one of the
greatest minds of the century, Anselm of Canterbury (I033-I I09).
There is no evidence directly linking Eriugena with Anselm, although d'Onofrio suggests that Eriugena was known to Anselm's
circle.' Thus we have Gilbert of Nugent (d. II24) using an Eriugenian gloss On Genesis 1. 2 in his Maralia in GC/1esin I (PL
CLVI.34d), which explains that the words inanis et vacua in the Latin
translation of Genesis may originally have been invisibilis et incomposita. This is a reference to Eriugena's Periphyseon II.55ob, where
he uses exactly those terms to discuss inanis et vacua, explaining that
these terms signify the primordial causes from which this world
proceeds.
Despite the absence of evidence for direct influence, there is a
striking similarity of ideas at some points between Eriugena and
Anselm. Anselm uses a dialectical method of affirmation and negation, which Eriugena also uses, although this would have been a
standard method of proceeding. In Monolagion Chapter XV, Anselm argues that at times non-being may be better than being. Thus
not to be gold is better for a man than to be gold. We know from
Eriugena that dialectic employs precisely those instances where two
8 Sec Fulbcrt, Epistolae 2 (PL CXLLI90bc). Sec also A. Clcrval, Les Ecoles de Chartres au
moyen age (Paris, 1895), pp. II8-g.
9 G. d'Onofrio's article in Eriugena Redivivus, p. 75 n. IIO. See also A. Koyrc, L'[dee de
Dim dans la philosophic de saint Anselm (Paris: Leroux, T923), pp. 139-66.
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sentences directly negate each other (e.g., "Socrates is a man" and
"Socrates is not a man") and seeks to find a mediating path. Anselm
offers a mediation between being and non-being, by carefully qualifying his statements. He frequently discusses the relation between
being and non-being in a manner which suggests an Eriugenian
source. In his tract De Conceptu Virginali et de Originali Peemla, Chapter
V, Anselm argues that evil is nothing at all and that man is punished
in his will alone, which are ideas to be found in Eriugena's De praedestinatione (although there is no evidence that this was in circulation
during the Middle Ages) and in the Periphyseon Book V. W In the
Monologion, Chapter XV, also, Anselm considers what kinds of things
Can be said of the supreme nature. Terms like "highest" do not
directly describe its substance, since these are relative terms and, if
no other substance existed, then the divine nature would still be
there, although it would not be "highest or "better," and so forth.
In the Monologian, Chapter VIII, Anselm explains the various meanings of "nothing," in order to explain the phrase ex nihilo. He distinguishes three ways of talking about "nothing," which are highly
reminiscent of Eriugena's Periphyseon Book III.
Also in the vein of the concept of being and non-being, an entry
dating from the twelfth century in the library catalogue at Cluny
refers to Dialogus Johannis Scoli de hiis que sun I el que non sun!, de
distinctionibus, divisionibus et diffirentiis et ceteriis ratioci11.atio11.ibus. This
indicates that Eriugena's primary division of nature into all things
that are and all things that are not continued to be seen as a peculiarly Eriugenian doctrine, and to have fundamental significance for
the science of dialectic.
In the middle of the eleventh century, a work by Ratramnus on
the Eucharist, the De corpore et sanguine Domi11i, which took a spiritualist position on the Real Presence, circulated under the name of
John Scottus (who actually held similar views; see Chapter I) and
was condemned at the Council of Vercelli in 1050.
The twelfth century was a great period of revival for John Scottus. He was still seen, in the traditional way, as a dialectician and
liberal arts master by Hugh of Saint Victor (d. I I4I), who mentions
II

See J. Hopkins and H. W. Richardson (cds.), Anselm ojCantcrbHry. TriHity, Incarnation,
and Redemption: Theological Treatises. (New York: Harper & Ro'\v, T970), pp. 45-6.
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in his Didascalicon III. 2 (PL CLXXVI. 765c) written around II 2S, the
De decem categoriis in Deum of John Scottus, in a list of the great
works On the liberal arts which includes Varro, Nicomachus ofGerasa, Boethius, and Pythagoras." Hugh may also have been influenced by Eriugena's concept of nature and most certainly by the
idea of primordial causes, for example, at Didascalicon I. 6, where all
things of nature are said to have a primordial cause and a perpetual
subsistence. '3 Hugh's statement that the word "nature" primarily
signifies "that archetypal Exemplar of all things which exists in the
divine mind"" has Eriugenian echoes, although the remaining explanations of nature owe more to classical authors. Hugh also wrote
a commentary, Expositio in Hierarchiam Coe/estern Sancti Dionysii,
which was influenced by Eriugena, although Hugh frequently criticised Eriugena's translations and his theological interpretations.
Hugh, of course, would have used Eriugena's translation of Dionysius's text also. '5 Hugh had read the Vox spiritualis, but again he
found it full of theological errors, although he was using an anonymous manuscript and did not know he was reading Eriugena. ,6
In the twelfth century Eriugena also influenced Alain of Lille;
William of Malmesbury, who edited the Periphyseon (see the discussion in Chapter 5); Suger of Saint-Denis, who adopted Eriugena's aesthetic concepts; and Honorius Augustodunensis, who wrote
a summary of the Periphyseon called the Clavis physicae.
The Clavis physicae summarises Books I-IV of the Periphyseon and
then gives a literal transcription of Book V. This work survives in
nine manuscripts, four of which date from the twelfth century.
Nicholas of Cusa possessed a copy of one of these manuscripts, which
he annotated. Jeauneau says that although the number of manuscripts appears small, nevertheless it is a difficult work and would

have been of interest only to philosophical spirits. We should not
take the small number of manuscripts as an indication of lack of
influence.'7 The Paris Manuscript (Bib!. Nat. lat. 6734), which contains the Clavis, has some beautiful illustrations, especially folio 3V
(see frontispiece), where a hierarchical ordering is given, starting
with figures representing the primordial causes, Bonitas, Virtus, Ratio, Essentia, Vita, Sap ierltia , Veritas, Iustitia, and below them is a set
of three figures representing Locus, Tempus, and Materia il1jormis,
which are entitled Effectus causaru111; below them are four portraits
of the men, birds, fishes, and so on, which are entitled natura creala
non creans. At the bottom, God is depicted as drawing all together
in the Finis.'s This is a figurative rendering of Eriugena's cosmological scheme.
The Clavis was written around II25-30, with the aim of presenting the true meaning of Physica. As Stephen Gersh has stated,
Honorius follows Eriugena faithfully in the description of the four
divisions of nature, but omits some of the more complex aspects of
the five modes of being and non-being. r9 Gersh sees this on11ssion
as "relatively insignificant." I believe, however, that it is central to
the misunderstanding of Eriugena's philosophy current through the
Middle Ages. There is no appreciation of hin1 as a lllcontologist.
Gersh says that Honorius did not understand the more complex dynamic relations between the four divisions of nature or the way in
which they interweave subjectivity and objectivity (p. 166). Honorius also does not show an understanding of the Greek terminology
of theological tradition, but contents himself with emphasising the
aspects of Eriugena that are in line with Latin traditional dialectical
themes. Honorius is especially interested in the doctrine of the primordial causes and also in the account of human nature that is set
forth in Book II. Honorius's work lacks sophisticated metaphysical
awareness; Gersh says it is almost a "bowdlerization" (p. If2).
Honorius - unlike Nicholas of CllSa - avoids Eriugena's paradoxical
formulations of the relations between Creator and created. Gersh
points to a passage in Book III of the Clavis which discusses the
manner in which God can be said not to be among the things that

274

I2

13

14
IS

16
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are created. Honorius comments on not-to-be and says not to be
something is not the same as saying something does not exist. This
is also found in Anselm's Monologion, as we have seen, and some
scholars have suggested that Honorius may have been a student of
Anselm's.
The twelfth century, in contrast to the darkness of the tenth and
eleventh centuries, was a time of intellectual renewal and expansion.
Many manuscripts of the Periphyseon date from the twelfth century,
indicating a wide readership. But many of these manuscripts eontain
only Book I (e.g., Admont 678, Cologne, Stadtarchiv W. 40.225,
EscoriaI P.II.4). Berne Burgerbibliothek 469 contains Book I and
part of Book II. Avranches 230, on the other hand, contains the
remaining part of the Periphyseon (Books II-V) missing from Beme. >0
Furthermore, the Periphyseon is mentioned in library catalogues at
Cluuy, Saint-Bertin, and Lobbes. In fact, at the time of Pope Honorius Ill's condemnation of the Periphyseon in 1225, he attests that the
book "is being read by monks and students in many monasteries
and other places" ("in nonnullis monestariis et aliis locis habetur" by
"nonnulli claustrales et viri scolastici")." According to Jeauneau, the
doctrine of the Periphyse011 also received circulation through a compilation of excerpts from the work contained in the so-called Corpus
Dionysii of Paris, a twelfth-century collection of translations of, and
commentary on, Dionysius. These excerpts appear as glosses on the
Dionysian text - including the discussion of reason and authority,
the return of all things, and the nature of dialectic." One of the
philosophers who used this collection was Albertus Magnus, whose
work contains many of Eriugena's ideas on the nature of the angels,
the primary canses, and the purpose of dialectic. Albertus seems to
have been the source of Aquinas's knowledge of Dionysius.'3
According to Jeauneau the evidence is too meagre to suggest that
Eriugena influenced Isaac of Stella (d. rr69), except that he knew
Eriugena's definition of theophania, which, however, was fairly

widespread by that time. Furthermore, Jeauneau denies that Eriugena influenced the Platonism of the philosophers associated with
Chartres. There is no textual basis for a connection between Eriugena and Chartres. It was Jacquin who, in 1910, had suggested
this influence, on the basis of a common "pantheism" to be found
in these writers. 24 There are no references to Eriugena in the writings of Thierry of Chartres, Gilbert of Poi tiers, or Clarembald of
Arras, and it is not clear that Chartres actually possessed a copy of
the Periphyseon.
In the early thirteenth century Eriugena was associated with the
heresy of the followers of Amaury of Bene, who sought to defend
their leader with references to the work of John Scottus. According
to eontemporary writers such as Martin of Troppau and Henry of
Susa, Eriugena's Periphyseon was the SOurce of Amaury's ideas (as
we saw in Chapter 6); none of Amaury's writings are extant, however, and it is uncertain whether any such influence existed. It is
even more unlikely that Eriugena influenced David of Dinant. Piemonte has argued that Eriugena also had an influence on the Cathars, and Gersom Scholem has argued that Eriugena may have also
influenced the founders of the Jewish Cabala. '5
It is difficult to find persons who after the condemnation of 1225,
openly acknowledged their debt to Eriugena. J. J. McEvoy has made
a convincing argument for the influence of Eriugena on the first
chancellor of Oxford, Robert Grosseteste (II68?-I253), a theologian who resisted Aristotle for a time and held fast to the older
Parisian school oftheology.'6 Grosseteste's De luce (c. 1225-30) puts
forth a cosmology based on the expansion of light, which has Dionysian imagery and concepts, and which could well have been influenced by Eriugena's Vox spiritualis. It must be remembered that
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this latter work circulated in the Middle Ages under the name of
Origen or sometimes John Chrysostom. Grosseteste's temperament
aligned him with Christian Platonism. He translated and commented on the Pseudo-Dionysius, and may well have used Eriugena's Expositiones. Grossesteste designated God with the term forma
omnium or essentia omnium, a terminology found in Eriugena and
later echoed by Nicholas of Cusa.
Grossesteste wrote a short tract in the form of a letter entitled De
unica forma omnium (c. 1226-9) which explains the term forma omnium in Augustinian terms. '7 In support of his interpretation he quotes
from the De lib era arbitrio II. 16-17, in which the phrase does not
occur, however. The phrase does appear in the Periphyseon 1.520a,
where the Word, which is fanna and f0115 of all things, is itself described as formlessness, informitas (502)32). In discussing the phrase,
the letter-writer and Grosseteste must have been thinking of Eriugena, who had been condemned only a year previously, in 1225,
for being the source of this very heretical formula in Amaury of
Bene. Nicholas of Cusa will later use the same phrase, and also
write it in a margin of his copy of Book I of the Periphyseon, where
he will note forma omnium Deus beside SOld.
Grosseteste corrects Eriugena's translation of Dionysius including
his mistranslation of the adverb oukoun as non e.go, as John Saracenus had also done. He provides an explanation for why the older
translator (Eriugena) made the mistake."
Aquinas refers to Eriugena directly only once, in connection with
the controversy over the vision of God sicuti est, in his Commentary
on Saint Paul's Epistle to the Hebrews. He reports that Eriugena believes that we do not see God as He is. This he considers heretical.
Eriugena indeed argued, as did Gottschalk, that man will not see
God with his corporeal eyes, and that he will see Him spiritually
only in theophanies. (See, e.g., 1.448b-c.) Moreover, angels also
will grasp God only through theophanies. This view that' neither
man nor angel will grasp God directly as He is was condemned at
the University of Paris in 1241. 7 9 Aquinas was also aware of Eri-

ugena's Vox spiritualis under the authorship of Origen, as he thought.
As I have argued in this book, Eriugena's closest intellectual followers come at the close of the mediaeval period and the birth of
the modern age. Thus Meister Eckhart of Hochheim (c. [260 - c.
r329) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) are true followers of Eriugena's philosophy.
Eckhart knew of Eriugena's work at least through the Cia vis physicoe and possibly through the Corpus Dionysii of the University of
Paris, as well as through the Homilia. Whether or not there is direct
influence, however, Eckhart's interest in the Neoplatonic theme of
exitus and reditus of cosmic reality has many Eriugenian echoes. It
is true that many other Neoplatonic sources were available to Eckhart, including the Liher de causis; nevertheless, his articulation of
the original hidden ness and transcendence of the Godhead, the concept of creation as divine self-manifestation, the original dwelling
of the highest part of the soul with the Godhead, the fact that the
soul can be spoken of as both created and uncreated, the term nonbeing applying to God, the original nothingness of the intellect, and
the birth of the Word in the soul, offer a range of doctrines with
which Eriugena would be in agreement. Eckhart was also accused
of pantheism in his trial. More precise influence than that cannot be
maintained given the present state of research in the area.
With Cusanus the situation is different, since we know that he
owned a copy of the Periphyseon Book I and a copy of the Cia vis
physicae, and we also possess his annotations on these books. 30
Cusanus also refers directly to Eriugena at several places in his
writings. In his Apologia doctae ignorantiae (1449), he refers to "Johannes Scotigena" along with Maximus Confessor, Hugh of Saint
Victor, and Grosseteste as commentators On Dionysius. He cites
these figures in defence of his teaching of the coincidentia 0ppo5itorum.
In addition, Cusanus refers to "Johannes Scotigena" in a letter to
Bernhard von Waging dated 9 September "454, citing Eriugena as
the person who first translated Dionysius in the time of Charles the
Great ('): qui primo tramtulit Dionysium tempore Karoli magni. 3 '

2; Sec J. J. McEvoy, "John Sconus Eriugcna and Robert Grossctcstc: An Ambiguous Influence," in Bcicrwaltcs, EriugclJtI RedilJivIIs, pp. J92-213.
28 Ibid" p. 197.
29 Sec D. O'Meara, "Eriugcna and Aguinas on the Beatific Vision," in Bcicrwaltcs, Erit/gena
Rcdivivll.l, pp. 224-36.
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30 Cusanus's annotations all the Ciauis physicac arc contained in Paris MS BibL Nat. lat.
6734ff. 6r-I89v, and have been published by P. Luccntini in his P/alollislI1o IIlcdicualc:
COl1iribrrli per la staria dcll'eriuJ!Ctlismo (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1980), pp. 83-I09. The
annotations on the Pcnj)hyscoll have been edited and published in Mitteilllngen lind For~
sc!lImgsbeilrcige der CUSflllUS-Ccsclhchajt 3 (1963), pp. 84-JOO.
31 Sec Bcierwaltcs, "Eriugcna und Cusanus," in his Eritlgcl1a Redivilllls, p. 313 n. 5.
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Cusanus also knew the Homilia under the authorship of Origen,
and cited it in his sermon Verbum caro factum est (1437-8)3' Cusanus
and Eriugena accept the Dionysian view that God both transcends
all things and is present in all things. Thus Cusanus cites the etymological explanation of the term Theos as deriving from theo and
theoro, to run and to see, because God runs through all things and
sees all things. This etymology is found in Eriugena in Book 1.452C,
and in Cusanus' s De quaCl'endo Deum. 33 In the De coniecturis he calls
God the entitas omnium and the quidditas quidditatum; in De visione
Dei 9 God is the essentia essentiarum, and elsewhere Nicholas uses
the term forma formarum. All these phrases echo Eriugena's view of
God as the essence, form, and subsistence of all things (e.g., 1.499a,
1.50za) and are Latin formulations of Dionysius's remarks in De divinis nominibus (977c). As I mentioned earlier, Cusanus actually wrote
the phrase forma omnium Deus in a margin of his copy of the Periphyseon at 1.501d.
Like Eriugena, Cusanus sees God as the essence of all things, the
Beginning, Middle, End, and principle of all things. But God is also
absolutely above all things (e.g., De sapientia I). This also comes
from Dionysius. Moreover, God is above all things that are and are
not, which again derives from Dionysius (De divinis nominibus
V.816b). For Cusanus, God is the coincidence of opposites, and he
finds this doctrine in Eriugena since he notes deus contrariorum contrarietas at Periphyseon 1.517b-c. But God is also above the coincidence of opposites; He is infinitas absoluta (De visione Dei 13). God
is inattingibilis for Cusanus as for Eriugena and Dionysius. Cusanus
does develop an original set of names for God to express the uniqueness of the divine nature, for example, Idem, Aequalitas, and of course
the Non Aliud; but the basis for this kind of naming is found in
Eriugena and in Dionysius.
Cusanus also agrees with Eriugena in seeing creation as a theophany or self-manifestation of God. Furthermore, created beings,
considered in themselves, are nothing. This is expressed in De
docta ignorantia 11.3, for example. The being of the creature then is

solely the being it receives from God, which is God's own selfexternalisation. In the marginal comments on the Periphyseol1, Cusanus writes quomodo Deus dicitur fieri beside an expression of this
doctrine at 1.516C. He took his concept of theophany from Eriugena, and also his view of the absolute unity of God.
Cusanus's general philosophy of explicatio and implicatio, of infinity and finitude, expresses in a different technical terminology some
of the central insights of Eriugena's system. Of course, it is almost
impossible to separate the Dionysian influence from what is purely
Eriugenian, but we can say that Cusanus was Eriugena's greatest
disciple, and that it was through Cusanus (and his admirers Bruno
and Descartes) that Eriugena's thought came to affect the formation
of the modern mind.
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32 See E. ]eaullcau, Jean Scot. L'Homelic sur Ie Prologue deJean, SL no. lSI. (Paris: CERF,
1969), pp. 146-8.
33 Sec C. Riccati, Processio et Explicatio: La Doctrine de fa creation chez Jean Scot ct iVieo!as de
GleS (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1983), p. 36 11. 84. Cusanus says: Ihcas dicitur a (hearo si!Jc Iheo,
quod cst video

cl

curro.
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CONCLUSION

In this book I have argued that Eriugena's philosophy should not
be interpreted solely as a hierarchical metaphysics of order, but in
fact is an idealist system in which the diversity of nature is understood to be produced by the multiplicity of perspectives of the viewing
subject. I trust that my use of the term "idealist" has become clear
over the course of this book.
The results of this investigation have a bearing on the Inanncr in
which the writings of John Scottus Eriugena must be interpreted.
They are also important for the wider interpretation of the history
of mediaeval philosophy in general.
Eriugena's philosophy is a daring attempt to express in dialectical
terms the meaning of the relations between human and divine nature. As we have seen, he conceives of these relations as an interplay
between non-being and being, finite and infinite, particular and universal, uncreated and created. The fourfold division of nature, then,
is a schematic representation of what is essentially a dynamic dialectical process. The traditional interpretation of the four divisions
as four levels of a hierarchy of being is misleading in that it neglects
the dynamic negative dialectic, which Eriugena applies to all affirmative onto theological statements. The rigid hierarchy of beings must
be understood from a different perspective, namely, as an example
of four interrelated ways of viewing what is essentially the formless
and infinite unity of divine nature. Eriugena associates the ontological expansions of nature with the epistemological layers of human
contemplation. His philosophy of nature is a form of perspectivism.
I have also shown that Eriugena develops this extraordinarily
modernistic philosophy of human nature in tenns which are rooted
in the historical, cultural, and intellectual context of the ninth century. He developed a relatively sophisticated way of dealing with
Latin and Greek metaphysical and logical terminology, so that it
became, in his hands, a tool for expressing the dynanlism of uni-
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versal infinite nature. This was a remarkable achievement, which
inevitably led to Eriugena's being completely misunderstood by his
contemporaries and by many of his later followers.
I indicated how this extraordinary dialectic can be seen as a forerunner of the negative dialectics of Eckhart and Nicholas of eusa.
Eckhart, for example, uses the phrase the "negation of the negation" in his sermons, and frequently refers to the hidden darkness
of God, for example, in his sermon Ave, Gratia Plena, where he
speaks of the "hidden darkness of the eternal divinity." But, more
important, Eriugena is expressing a view of the cosmos which serves
as a philosophical link between late Greek Neoplatonism and later
rationalism in general (e.g., Descartes and Spinoza) and nineteenthcentury German idealism in particular. He holds that all things are
resolvable into their ideas, that the being of things is their being
known. But he also holds more important idealist theses: that the
finite must be resolved into the infinite, that matter is only a stage
in the self-alienation of spirit, that substance is essentially subject,
and that spatiotemporal reality is itself an essentially incomplete and
dependent mode of being, requiring completion by the timeless and
eternal.
Eriugena is not simply a forerunner of German idealism, although
he undoubtedly prefigures the central tenets of that rich philosophicalmovement. He must be understood not only as expanding Latin
and Greek philosophical terminology to cope with concepts involving the infinite, as the idealists did, but also as developing a
philosophy of nature which is origil1al in many respects. Eriugena's
problematic of the meaning of nature cannot be simply integrated
into the Western problenl of the ll1caning of being, without its being
seen to depart significantly from ontotheology.
Both neo-Thomist and Heideggerian interpreters of the history of
philosopby have placed considerable emphasis on the centrality of
the inquiry into being, as the matter (die Sache) of philosophy from
Augustine, through the Arabs, to Aquinas and Suarez. Books like
Etienne Gilson's Being al1d Some Philosophers and Jacques Maritain's
ExistC11ce and the Existwt attempt to rehabilitate Scholastic thinking
in the light of Heideggcr's critique of Western metaphysics as onto theology, that is, as a metaphysics which identifies together God,
Reason, and Being. Whether one agrees with the Hcideggerians or
with the nco-Thomists, both sets of comnlentators are in agreclnent
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that being is the central problem of the Western metaphysical tradition.
What our investigation has shown is that both the Heideggerian
and the Scholastic accounts of the history of mediaeval philosophy
are seriously deficient in that they considerably underestimate the
far-reaching consequences of the Neoplatonic legacy, inherited and
enriched by mediaeval writers such as John Scottus Eriugena. As
we have seen, Eriugena's philosophy simply cannot be understood
ifit is approached solely from the point of view ofboing oressenee/
existence or the eternal and unchanging nature of divine being. Eriugena's philosophy is best read in terms of the irrelevance to his
problematic of the central metaphysical desire for being. His philosophy is indeed a mediaeval rewriting of Plato's Parmenides, which
takes seriously the problematic of non-being, difference, and otherness. Eriugena's attempt to classify the numbers of ways in which
something can be said either to be or not to be opens up into a fullscale inquiry into the meaning of non-being. As we have seen, God
is non-being, matter is non-being, evil is non-being, the creature in
itself is non-being - even God's willings or theophanies are nonbeing in that they do not erect an ontological barrier between the
human soul and the vision of the divine nature. As Findlay states
in his Plato: The Written and Unwritten Doctrines, Eriugena is probably the purest Platonic philosopher to be found in the Middle Ages.
The full implications of his intellectualist and idealist version of that
Neoplatonic system have not been completely understood. Moreover, Eriugena stands at the start of a tradition in the West which
runs counter to the ontological tradition, and which resurfaces in
the late German mystics like Eckhart, the Renaissance humanists
like Pico, and such adventurous thinkers as Lull, Cusanus, and Bruno.
Furthermore, Eriugena is not a monist or pantheist through and
through. Although he reduces everything finally to ousia or to natura
compreh~nded as containing both God and the creature, he understands both essence and nature in terms of their true infinity. He
takes seriously the notions that the finite depends on the infinite for
its existence and that the true infinite is one, which is not simply
standing outside and alongside of the finite, but one which has enfolded and encompassed the finite within itself. This is the cornerstone of idealism, as Hegel defines the term. Furthermore, Eriugena
does not reduce everything to a simple identity. Although for him
all being is grounded in the original identity of the One, he gives

this identity a trinitarian or triadic nature, and thus introduces difference into the heart of identity. Eriugena's philosophy argues not
that identity just proceeds into difference and returns again to itself
in the familiar Neoplatonic process of outgoing and return, but that
this cosmic dialectic concludes with an identity which has been enriched by difference so that difference continues - no longer as alienated difference, but as Otherness as the heart of the One itself.
Therefore, we can apply to Eriugena Reiner Schurmann's remark
about Eckhart in Meister Eckhart: Mystic and Philosopher (p. I09): "The
identity of the totality is here neither transcendence made immanence (metaphysical identity) nor universal ontic homogeneity
(pantheistic identity), but playful presence (symbolic identity)." Eriugena gives us the understanding of the timeless and infinite play
of difference within identity.
Eriugena's striking and majestic attempt to think through the
consequences of difference-in-identity has been examined here. He
cannot think of being without thinking also of non-being, cannot
conceive of creation without acknowledging the uncreated, cannot
conceive of nature without recognising its infinite and unlimited aspects, which make it unknown except in terms of its existence. Eriugena wants to involve the human mind in the play of difference
which is the infinite nature of God, and this he does in terms of his
complicated concept of negative dialectics. His philosophy is a challenge to traditional ontotheology. It is best understood in terms of
the dialectic of infinite and finite, unlimited and limited (peras and
apeiron), and the resolution of the relation of similarity or likeness
and dissimilarity or difference, which has been at the centre of Western
categorial and classificatory understanding since Plato. But besides
offering a new metaphysics or a new ousiology or physiology, Eriugena's philosophy gives an extraordinary account of knowledge
and of the mind. For him, subject and object are overcome, all being
is contained in self-consciousness, and self-consciousness is the inner
meaning of the play of presence and absence, being and non-being.
Eriugena lacks the full epistemological vocabulary of the Scholastics
or the post-Cartesian critical philosophers, and hence his articulation of discoveries in this area is all the more remarkable. He first
recognises that all entities are not other than their being known by
the mind (in its timeless essence, rather than its temporal incarnation). He then argues that the being of the mind is itself its being
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known, so that its self-consciousness is more original and more fundamental than its being. Self-consciousness, however, can also be
construed as self-creation, given that creation is se1f-luanifcstation.
Eriugena's system, therefore, assumes that self-consciousness is at
first a kind of unconsciousness or non-consciousness, which then
gives expression to itself, thereby creating itself as manifest or revealed self-consciousness. It is mind before thought or a hidden inner unknowing, which is really the highest mind and which can be
legitimately called "non-being." This is a kind of possible intellect
(although the terminology is unknown to Eriugena and will only
be developed when Aristotle's De anima arrives in the West), and it
is similar to the un created part of the soul (Grunt dey Sele) in Eckhart. It is not surprising that Eriugena's work has been confused
with some of the Latin Averroist interpretations of Aristotle which
circulated in the thirteenth century.
In this book I have not argued that Eriugena is a modernist simply
by isolating some of his more modern sounding statements and
translating thein into the vocabulary of recent critical philosophy.
Instead, I proceeded by a historical hermeneutics, which started by
locating Eriugena squarely within the Carolingian tradition of the
Latin West in the ninth century. But I argued that Eriugena's philosophy is not to be restricted within the intellectual boundaries of
that age. He was an innovator (a term which is most difficult to
apply to any mediaeval writer) and conscious of the new tradition
he was inaugurating. Through a variety of historical circumstances,
that new tradition was subsequently effaced during the formation
of modern philosophy and only re-emerged in its full philosophical
significance in the idealist commentary of nineteenth-century German philosophers and theologians. I have shown that their interpretation of Eriugena is in fact a valid starting-point for reading
him, although I have been eareful to mediate their claims by returning them to the tradition whence they sprang. But we read Eriugena not only to enter his world but also to gain another perspective on our own. To subjugate his claims to the criticism of a
narrowly conceived logic would be a simple, shallow, and sophistic
exercise. For this reason I have refrained from engaging in a narrow
criticism of Eriugena's formulations. In dealing with an early
mediaeval thinker, it scarcely profits to show that he is confused or
makes logical mistakes or misinterprets his sources. It is 111uch morc

important to try to come to terms with the strangeness of the worldview he is presenting, and to try to understand that world-view by
a sympathetic hermeneutics. I hope to have shown that Eriugena's
novel understanding of nature contains deep and important philosophical insights, worthy of serious consideration by the contemporary philosopher.
ii
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Dc divifla praedestinatione (Eriugena), 24, 29,
30118, 35, 3i, 38, 47, 701133, i2n41, 83,
105, III, 126, 136, I38, 148, 16In16,
193, 19411Ii, 212, 215, 220, 2501121, 271,
2i 3
Dclhaye, Philippe, 9, 10, 12n23, !9n3i
Democritus, 4011I4
Denis, Saint, 48
Descartes, R., xiii, xiv, 97, 102, I8in3,
188114, 190, 192n13, 207, 265, 281
Desrosiers-Bonin, D., 75n52
Devissc, ]., 34
Dictlil, 16. Works: De mensura orbis tcrrae, 8
Dionysiaca, Hilduin's translation of, 16, 53;
Versio Dion},sii, 271
Dionysius the Areopagite (PsuedoDionysitls), xii, xiii, 14, 2 I, 35, 47, 48,
49, 51, 54, 56, 58, 59, 67, i21141, 76n53,
80,82,9 2, 93, 95, 98n37, 103, 106, 107,
II3, Il5-22, I36, 137, 138, 141, x43,
144, 146, 148, 152, x67, 193, 203, 215,
222, 22i, 24I, 254, 2551126, 263-i, 269,
2i4, 2i6, 278, 2i9. Works: Celestial
Hierarchy, So, 55, 64, 94, 219, 253;
Divine Names, 88, XIi-I8, 13Ill20, 177,
2I2lll, 216, 230, 23Ill18, 235, 280;
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, 14, 2$2; Mystical
Theology, 2X6, 218
Donatists, 29
Donatus. 6
d'Onofrio, G., 272
Duhcm, P., 42, 43
Dungal (Irishman), 7,8, 1$
Ebbo (Bishop), 27112, 28, 269
Eberhard (Count of Friuli), 15n2i, 28
Eckhart, Meister (of Hochheim), xii, 83,
88, 96, 98, 99n39, IOO, Il2, X35, 142,
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I57n8, 158n9, 160, 162, 167, 168, 169,
I80n43, 211, 213, 243n4, 2i9, 283, 284,
286; and o/me warum, 1$2. Works: Aile
Gratia Plena, Ii6, 283; Beali pauperes
spiritu, 161, 227; Commentary on Genesis,
242; Gclasscllhcit, 136n33, 165; [nlrauit
Jesus in quoddam castelltlm, I74;Jruti lIiUCIII
in aetCYIlUIII, 239; Nolite rimere cos, r821144;
Omlle dalum opti/mmJ, 213n3; Parisian
Qucstions, IOI, 143; RCIlOJiamini -,pifilU,
22i; Sallkl Paulus spri(lIl, 166n25
Eigil (Abbot of Fulda), 2in2
Einhard, 2 I
Elias (Irishman), 270
Elias (Platonist), .ICC Pscudo-Elias
Elipandus of Toledo, 13
Epiphanius, $3, 691132, re7, 159, 180
Erhardt, R. von, 43
Erhardt-Siebold, E. von, 43
Esposito, M., 56n20
Eutychcs, Ars de verba by, 6
Evans, J. D. G., 1971123
Expositiones (Eriugena), 50n6, 55, 59115,
I38, 139, 193, 217, 2421lI, 278
Felix of Urgel, 13
Ferrieres, monastery of, 15Il27
Feucrbach, L., 185
Fichte, j. G., 89, 101, 186, I8il12, 237
Ficino, Marsilio, xii, 5x
Findlay, j. N., Plato: The Written and
Unwritten Doctrines by, 284
Fleury, monastery of. ;3
Florus of Lyon (Bishop). 12, 29, 33, 34.
35, 53· Works: Advcrsus Jollallllis Scoti
erroneas dcfinitiOlles fiber, 33
Floss, H. -J., 60
Fontenoy, Battle of, 16
Fredegisus, II, 21, 110. Works: i:.pistoia de
lIihiio et te/Jebris, II, 215
Freeman, A., 141126
Fulbert of Chartres, 272
Fulda, monastery of, 2, 12, 15n27, 2i, 29
Gale, T., 58m, 67, 83
Gandillac, M. dc, 48n1
Gardner, A., 89
Garnier of Rochefort, 87
GaunDo, 187
Gersh, S., 93, re6, II6, 120. I21, 2r6117,
255026, 2631131, 275
Gilbert of Nugent, 2iZ
Gilbert of Poitiers, 2i7
Gilson, E., 99, II3, 13InJ9, I55n2,
26In30. Works: Being and SOJlJe
Philosophers, 283
Gottschalk of Orbais, xi. q, 24. 2~, 27-
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Gottschalk of Orbais (COIlt.)

Hjort, P., 84

LCrins, monastery of, 56

30,33,34, 59, 70, Ill, 129, 278. Works:
Dc diversis quaestionibus, 22; Rcsponsa de
diversis, 23InXS
Gracia, J., 8SnIo, 200028
Grant, E., 228n17
Greece, S6

Homily (HolI/ilia) (Eriugena), 24, 79, !O3,

Uber de callsis, 167n27, 242, 279
Libri Carolini, '4, I25n5

Gregory, T., roo
Gregory of Nazianzus (theologian), $2, 53,
89, 106, 108, II6n4I, IIg, 127n9, 190010

Gregory of Nyssa, Saint, xii, xiii, 14, 33,
44,53, 67, 68, 8InI, 82, 88, 97, 106,
108, IIIn28, lIS, 148, 1$2, 1$7, 1$9,

162, 174, Iii, 182, 190, 216, 233, 243,
246013, 248. Works: De hominis opifido
(De ima~~ine), ro, 51, 116, Hi, IS5, I{0,
173; L{fe oj Moses, '46, ISO
Gross, c., 232019
Grosscteste, Robert, 49, $0, 93, 23$02$,
279- Works: De luce, 267, 277; De uniw

forma omnium, 88, 278
Cui, B., 87

Hadot, P., 109. 214n6
Haimo of AuxerIe, 3605
Harries, K., 152060, 196mI
Haurcau, J. B., 84, 85, 92029, 104
Hautvillcrs, monastery of, 25, 28
Hegel, G. W. F., xiv, 81, 82, 84, 90, III,
123, 132, 133, I44n4i, Ii2, li5, ISS,
186, rSi, 210n37, 227, 237n26, 284.
Works: Logic, I871l2, I9InII, 238n2S;
Phenomenology of Spirit, 207n35
Heidcgger, M., 185, 244, 283; and aletheia,
238n27; on ancient Greeks and nature,
243. Works: Beillg and Time, 99, 184;
Identity and Difference, 168; Introduction to
Metaphys£Cs, 243n5; Letter atl Humanism,
184; What Is Metaphysics? 227, 239
Heiric of Auxerre, 21, 62nIO, 248, 271.
Works: De lIita Saneti Germani, 270;
Homiliary, 270

Henry, Paul, 106
Henry of Susa, 87, 277
Hcraclides of PontuS, 42, 43
Heraclitus, 40n14, 41
Hermens, 0., 351lI
Herren, M., 39, 56n2o
Hibernia, 36
Hildujn, 1, 16,48,49,55, 203, 24 2.
Works: Passio Sanctissimi Dionysii, 48
Hincmar of Laon, 19
Hincmar of Rheims, xi, 17, 20, 23, 27, 28,
29, 33, roS, 269. Works: Ad simplices, 29;
De orditle palalii, 17; De ratione animae,
2I; De regia persona, 17

II In29, 137, 154, I57n8, 170, 172n36,
In, 217, 254, 265, 269, 2iO, 279, 280
Honorius Augustodunensis, 5801, 65,
73n46, 149n56, 158nlo. Works: Clavis
physicae, rOI, 243, 263, 265, 274-6, 279
HOllorius III (Pope), 276
Hrabanus Maurus, 10, 12, 13, 15n27,
I9n37, 23, 25, 27, 28, 29. lIO, 126, 128.
Works: De institutione clericorum, 12, 67,
126n7; De laudibus Sanctac Crucis, X2; De
universo (De rerum /laturis), 12, 67, 127nl0
Huber, J., 35nl, 108, 210n37
Hucbald of Saint-Amand, 270
Hugh of Saint Victor, 50, 129, 13In19,
232nI9, 273, 279. Works: Didascalicon,
'74
Iamblichus, ro6-7, 137, 2171lIO
Icpa, see Israel the Grammarian
Iremeus, 74n48
Irene (Empress of Byzantium), 14
Isaac of Stella, 276
Isidore of Seville, xii, 4, 5, 13, 21, 44, 46,
67, 127, 131, 139n40: 148. Works: De
differentiis verborum, 6; EtYl"l1%giae, 4, 6,
126, 128, 205; Senlentiae, 29
Israel the Grammarian, s8m, 2jI
Jacquin, M., 277
Jasche,.G. B., 85
Jeauneau, E., 18, 20, 44n23, 56, 61, 93,
125n4, 150n57, 270nI, 274, 276, 277
Jerome, Saint, 21, 29n7, 33
John, Saint, as symbol of contemplation,

79
John Chrysostom, see Chrysostom, John
Justin Martyr, 136
Kant, Immanuel, 90, 133, 164, 196n22
Koyre, A., 94n32, 124n2, 1961121
Kreuzhage, A., 84
Ladner, G. B., 13n24
Laga, c., 521lI I
Lanfranc (Archbishop of Canterbury), 272
Langres, Council of, 33
Laon, 2, 19, 61n12, 270; cathedral school; 20
Laon Ms. 24, 270
Laon Ms. 81, 611lI2
Laon Ms. 444, 45, 54, 270, 271
Leo III (Emperor of Byzantium), 13
Leo III (Pope), 14
Leo V (Emperor of Byzantium), 14
Leonardi, c., 38, 39

Licbcschiitz, H., 38, 42n20
Liege, 57, 270
Lloyd, A. c., 144n47
Lobbes, 276
Lothair I, 16
Louis the German, 16, 17
Louis the Pious, II, IS, 48, 49
Luccntini, P., 60n9
Lucretius, 244
Lull, Ramon, 153, 284
Lupus of Ferrieres, xi, IS, 17, 21, 25, 27,
28. Works: Liber de tribus quaestionibus, 29
Lutz, Cora, 37, 38, 42, 43
Lyon, 12, 27, 29, 33
Macarius (Irishman), 22, 133n22
McEvoy, J. J., 49n5, 8811I9, 92n30,
13 2n2 1, 277
McGinn, B., 100n44, 187I1l
McIntyre, A., 85nlo
Macrobius. 46, 127. Works: De dilferCtltiis et
societatiblls J!raeci [atinique verbi, 6;
Saturnalia, 6, 128n12; Somnillm Scipionis
(Commentary on the Dream oj Scipio), 8,

41m6, 109
Mainz, 12, 16, 28
Malmesbury, 37. 66
Manno (of Laon), 20
Marenbon, John, 9, 10, 46, 60n6, 61, 62,
9 1 , 92, 12 5, 126n7, 132, 133n22, 269,
270112
Maritain, J., Existence and the Existent by,
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Marius Victoril1us, sce Victorinus, Marius
Marrou, H.-I., 42tll8
Martial1us Capena, xi, 6, 20,42,43,46,
5 1 ,69, Ill, 127, 197n24, 247, 251, 271.
Works: De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii,
xi, 37-45, 67, 109, 126, 252
Martin Hiberniensis (of Laon), 6, 20,41,
45. 62n12, 270, 2jI
Martin of Poland (of Troppau) , 87. Works:
ehronicon pont(fiwm et imperatorum, 277

Marx, K., 185
Mathon, G., Il4
Maximus Confessor, xii, 21, 53, 58, 59,
67,82,97, 98n37, 1031H, 106, 115, rr6,
Il7, rI9, 131I120, 138, 140, 141, 143,
14 6 , 15 2, 157, 159, 161, 172, 173, 174,
r80, r8I, 182, 190, 1991126, 223, 235,
24 1, 248, 2551126, 256, 279. Works: Ad
Thaiassiwfl, 52; Ambigua, 52, 89, 112,
120, 155, 265
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Mazarine 56r (Ms.), 60n6, 269
Metz, 38, 39
Meyel1dorff, J., ro8
Meyvaert, P., 521111, 531112
Michael Scottus, 7
Michael II, 14
Michael the Stammerer, 48
Moller, N., 84, 8S11IO
.Mullich Passagc$, 10, 132, 155, 195
Neustria, 17
Nicaca, Council of, 14
Nicholas of Cusa (Cardinal) (Ctlsantls). xii,
49, 83, 88, 93, 98, roo, 124112, 1351128,
I5 6 , r62, r68n29, 224, 255, 26$, 274,
2i5, 278, 283, 284. Works: Apologia
doctae igllorantiae, 279; De docta (,?l1ofa/llia,
173, 196H21, 280; De Ii flOIi aliud, J9SnI9.
19 6n 22, 236; De possest, 99, 160; De
quacrctJdo Drum, '47, 280; De visiollc Dei,
15 2n60, 280; Verbum caro factum est, 280
Nicholas! (Pope), 50
Nicomachus of Gerasa, 2351125, 274
Numenius (middle Platonist). 263
O'Connell, R. '., 106n8
Odo (Bishop o'f Beauvais), 22
O'Meara, J. J., 55, 6rnII, 7ln36, 74n50,
75n51, lIO
O'Neill, P., 36n5
Orbais, monastery of, 27, 29
Origen, 6, 33, 79, W7-8, 1271110, 146n50,
15 6 , 157, (59, TiS, 182. 278, 279, 280
Oxford, 38, 39, 83, 277
Paracclsus, 51
Pardulus of Laon (Bishop), 20, 27, 29, 35
Paris, 38, 46, 48, 49, 86, 87; University of,
278

Paris Mss. (12964 and 12965), 60, 62, 63,
64, 661125, I26n7, 270
Paschasius Radbenus, 2 I, 24
Paul, Saint, 48, 49, 73n43, 741148, 136, ,62,
16 4, 225, 235, 246; and hOlllo spiritualis,
8,
Paul the Deacon, 8
Paulinus of Aquilcia, 8
Pclagianists, 33
Pclagius, 29
Pcllicer. A., 244
Pepin (Pippin), 17
Pepin, J., 95
Periphyseoll (Eriugena), xiv, 21, 22. 24, 25,
26. 28, 39. 42. 43, 45, 46, 50, 5 rn9, 53,
Si. 59-67, 69, 70. 74. 7S, i9, 85. 86, 91,
I04, w8, 109. TtI, II3, 116, (20. 126,
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Pcriphyseon (Eriugcna) (cont.)
130, I31, 133, 134, 144, 148, 159, 161,
1'/0, 17!, 177, 190, 192, 203, 2I2, 213,

215,217, 218, 228, 236, 243, 249, 266,
269, 270-4; 276-81; condemnation of,
83, 86, 276-7
Peter, Saint as symbol of faith and action,
79

Peter Corbclius (Archibishop of Scns), 86
Peter Damian, sec Damian, Peter
Peter of Pisa, 8
Philo Judactls,

127n1O,

156, liS

Philoponus, John, 22911I?
Photius, Bibliotheca by, 2
Pico Della Mirandola, xii, 51, 97, 164,
173-4, 284· Works: Oralio de hominis
dignilale, 165

Picmo!1tc, G., 277
Pipinus, Franciscus, ehronicot! by, 87
Plato, xii, 40n14, 74n47, 76n55, 104-5,
124113, Ii3, 263, 285; and homoiosis Iheo,
169!13J. Works: Cralyllls, 147; Parmcnidcs,
xiii, 101, 216, 227, 284; Phaedrus, 140;
Sophist, xiii, 124n3, I28nr2, 134, 214n6,
215; Symposium, 175, 2101136; Timaclls,
re5, 246
Platonists, !O3, 117n43, 196n22; Greek, 46,
93; and Platonic archetypes, 130m8
Pliny, 8, 46. Works: Natllrai His/ory, 6, 43
Plotil1l1s, 51, 59, 69Il32, i7n56, 83, 951134,
1001143, 104-7, II7, 121, 124, 134,
I441147, 145, 146, 155m, 160, 167n27,
I68, 1741141, 176, 189117, 202n33,
2031134, 24i, 254, 255, 263
Porphyry, 104-i, II3, 198, 214, 2171110.
Works: Isagoge, 46, 135n29, 2jI
Priscian, 56. Works: Insfitutiones
grammaticac, 6

Priscianus Lydus, 105
Prod us, 48m, 51, 77n56, 85, 95, reon43 ,
128m2, 13IIl19, 138, I46, I$5nI, 167,
196n22, 2IinII, 253n25, 254
Prudcl1tius of Troyes, 2i, 28, 31, 36-9.
Works: Dc pracdcstinaliotlc contra joannem
Scotrun, 33; Epistola ad Hincmarum ct
Pardulum, 28

Pseudo-Dionysius, sce Dionysius the
Arcopagite
Pscudo-Elias, 105, 1351129
Pythagoras, 41, 235Il25, 274
QuiefZY, 19, 28, 33
Raimer, K., 166
Rand, E. K., 38n7, 45, 46, 60, 6WIO,
62n12

Ratramnus of Corbie, 12, 13, 21-4, 27, 28,
29,33,59,82, IIO, 1211147, 133n22, 214,
248. Works: Contra Graecorum opposita,
13; Dc corpore et sal/guille Domini,
273; Liber de anima, 22

22, 23,

Ravenna, I
Regenbert (librarian of Reichenau), 13
Rcichenau, 2, Il, 13, 125n5
Remigius of Auxerrc, 12,41,45,46,
0611" 129, 138n39, 2io, 27I
Rhcims, 12, 19, 36
Rhcims Ms. 875, 60-4, 66n2S, 89, 91, 196,
219, 220, 260, 270
Rist, j. M., 95n34
Rome, 27, 28113, 40, 49, 86
Rogues, R., 49114, 54, 55, 93, u6, 144
RuGous, 107, IS6
Russell, R., Il4
Saffrey, H.-D., 48nl
Saint-Bertin, monastery of, 276
Saint-Denis, monastery of, 16, 17n3I, 49t13
Saint Gall, monastery of, 7, lZ, 57, I25n5,
Z il
Saint Josse, monastery of, 17
Saint-Mcclard, monastery of, 2I, 36, 60n6,
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SaraCel111S, John, 203, 278
Sartre, j.-P., 98
Savonnicres, council of, 33
Schelling, F. W. j., xiv, 3511I, 84117, 90,
186, 239n30
Schluter, C. B., 84
Scholem, G., 277
Schopenhauer, A., 84
Schrimpf, G., 38, 39, 4I, 4211I9, 67, 9J, 92
Schiirmann, R., 169, 285
Schuttcrn, Abbey, 36, 270
Swttus, Michael, sec Michael Scottus
Sedulius Scottus. xi, 7, 270
SeIlS, council of, 86, 171
Sextus Empiricus, I27nlO
Sheldon-Williams, 1. P., 141125, 37, 53, 58,
59, 60, 62, 63, 65, 74nso, 75, 761153,93,
104, IIS, II6, 139
Sherwood, P., 5211IO
Silk, T., 45
Silvestre, H., 39, 45
Soissons, council of, 28, 269
Sorabji, R., 8InI, 144n47
Spcusippus, 217nlo
Spinoza, B., 191, 23211I9, 283
Stahl, W. H., 38n7, 401112, 42nI8
Stanford, W. B., 561120
Staudcnmaier, F. A., 35nl
Steel. c., $2, 137
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Stock, B., II4
Stockl, A., 147n5'
Strabo, Walafrid, sce Walafrid Strabo
Strasbourg, 36, 270
Stump, E., 125n2
Suarez. F., 283
Suger of Saint-Denis, 274
Syrianus, 106
Taillandier, S.-R., 67n2g, 84
Tara Brooch,s
Tcchcrt, M., 106
Tertullian, 74n48
Thcmistills, Iz6n7
Theodora, 14
Theodoric, I, 4, 8
Thcodosius, 18
Theodulf (Bishop of Orleans), 8, 14
Thcophilus, I4
Thery, P., 16n29, 48u2, 55lHS, 57n21,
105n7
Thierry of Chartres, 127n9. 171, 23 2111 g,
277· Works: Lec/iones by, 88
Thomas Aquinas, Saint, see Aquinas, Saint
Thomas
Thunberg, L., S2nIO
Tiberias, 5211IO
Tours, 12, 18
Traube, L., 61
Trouillard, J., 106, 216
Ucbcnveg, F., 85
Usshcr, James, 84, 1991126. Works: Veterum
epistolarum Hiberniwmm syllose, 84
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Usuard of Saint-Germain-des-Prcs, 21
Valence, council of, 29t17, 33
Valla, Lorenzo, 49115
Van de Vyvcr, A., I I
Van Stecnberghcn, F., 245
Yarra, 126, 274. Works: Discip/i1wr/lm libri
IX, 41, 44tl25
Vercclli, council of, 23, 273
Verdun, Treaty of, 16
Victorinus, Marius, 46, 6rnlo, log-la,
2I4-IS, 217, 22$, 229, 2S0
Virgil, Georgics by, 6
Vox spiritualis (Eriugcna), 36, roS, 274,
277. 279; sec also Homily
Waging, Bernhard von, 279
Walafrid, Strabo, 17
Wallach, L., I4n26
Weiswllrm, A., rI71143
Wicbald, 270
William of Conches, 171, 2321119
William of Malmcsbury, 35n2, son7, s8m,
65, 2i4. Works: Dc gcslis ponl(fimm
alJ,f;lomm, 37; Dc gcslis regum ang/orum, 37
Windclband, W., 8InI, 84, 85
Winibertus (Abbot of Schtittcrn Abbey),
36, 4I!1r" 270
Wolfson, H. A., 216
WuJ6d, 21, 36, 59; as Eriugena's coopcrator
ill slIIdiis, 60, 269
York,
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This index comprises technical terms in Latin and Greek, key concepts, names of
mythological characters, and other important terms.
Abgcscliiedcnhcit, r6S
ablatio, 2201112, 230
absence, 63. 64, 220
,gbsentia, 219, 220, 230
accident, 45. 81, 134, 192, 200, 205, 226,
229, 233
(le%llthia, 118
acosmlsm, 19X11I1
action, 79, 248
dC/US, 2231113

Adam, 741148, 136, 1621119. 165; and Eve,
175
adoptionism, 13
adoratio, 14
ad!matio, 87
aesthCsis 175
acternum, II9
aeVUl1l, 119
I

(lion, IIg

alahcia, 244
Alumnus (character in Pcriphyseon), ii-8
ambire, 1941118
ambitus, 195
(/naitios, 98

analogy,

218

analytike, 138, 1391141, 253
a/1a)'c/Ios, 98 (human and divine nature),
141, 152, 240, 266

Anastasia, Lady (character in The Marriage

of Phi/ology and Mercury), 40
angel, 50n6, 64, 67, 87nI6, 94, 95, 97, 105,
107, 121, 145, 156, 162, 183-4, 200, 209,
212, 221, 222, 225, 242n2, 253, 263n32,
276, 27 8
anima mrmdi, 44, 171, 252; scc also soul;
world
animus, 54, 79, 137, I74, 182, 198, 20In30;
dialccticus, 197
anoia, 44
anthropology; in Augustine, 154-6; in
Eriugena, 97, 153, 184-5; in Greeks, n6;

in Gregory of Nyssa, 5.; in Maximus,
53; negative, 124m
antlm5pos, 147
apatheia (stoic term), 165
apeiron, 244, 285
apocatastasis, 118, 182
apodictic, 138
Apollo, 40
apop/Jasis, 220m 2
apophatic, 75n52, II9, 160; apophatike,
119 n 44
arbitrium, 32, 165
arc/Ie, 242, 264
archetype, 168, 169, 170, 199
arele, 205
arithmetic, 77n58, 128
armonia omnium rerum, 44
ars, 204, 205; disserendi, l25
arts, liberal, 33, 34, 46, 77, 78, 127-3 2,
235, 245, 266, 2jO; and ars as derived
from arele, 20S; Augustine's view of,
III; and definition, 194-9; Eriugena's
usc of, in Dc praed., 32; Eriugena's use
of in Pcriphyseon, 191-208; Gottschalk's
ignorance of, 31; Latin tradition of, 92;
in Martianus Capella, 39-41; as natural,
192n13; Periphyseon as handbook of, 67;
in self-knowledge, 199-208; as seven
pillars of wisdom, 9; in soul, 191-4
astronomy, 42, 43, 44, 128
a/cehnos, 44, 55
aloma, 22, 45, 82, 193 sec also individual
authority and reason, 83, 90, l I I , 235, 276
beatitude, 32
being, xiii, 134, 138, 139, 143, 152, 154,
161, 167, 169, 170, Ti8, 183, 188, 190,
I96n21, 198n25, 200, 207, 210, HI, 212,
236, 240, 253, 257, 267, 268, 2i5, 282,
285; as central problem of metaphysics,
284; Christ as, of all things, 53; four

levels of, in Victorinus, 1 ro; God as,
119, 216; God as beyond, 59, IOO, I I 7;
and God as ho on not to on, 230; God as,
of all things, 88; hierarchy of, 94, r21;
infinity as variety of, 98; knowledge of
thing as its, 193, 225, 283; mind as
higher than, 96: and non-being, 68, 160,
2I], 218, 221, 222, 224, 226-8, 242, 259,
273; privation as kind of, 63, 64; and
things that are and are not, 249; and
well-being and eternal being, 112
Bible, 157, 246; and biblical exegesis, 75;
and biblical glosses, 36
body, 70, r03, II4, 129, 136, 156, 162,
167, I]5-8, 196n21, 20r, 202n31, 247,
248; reuniting with soul, 181, 182;
spiritual, 49, r80
carnal understanding, 78, 79, 136
carnaliter, I]2
Carolingian rCltovatio, sec renovalia,
Carolingian
categories, 68, 81, I25, r32-4, 151, 161,
In, 190, 193, 217nII, 272; applicability
of, to God, 59; problem of, 92
Catholic faith, 53, 206
causa, 230; causaliter (point of view), X78
causa sui, 98, 184, 208; human nature as,
166-8
cause, primordial, 63, 87, 94, l07, 109,
110, 118, r34, 140, 141, 165, 173, 182,
195n22, 204, 212, 2Ti, 223, 224, 225,
229n17, 231-4, 236, 246, 249, 252, 2547, 26r-8, 272, 274, 275, 276; as eternal
in God, 232; primordiales Causae, 264
celestial bodies, 771158
·ce/tica eioquefllia, 33
chasma (separation), 248
cherubim, 160
Christ, Jesus, 71, 74n48, 82, 135-8, 143,
157, 159, 162n18, 169, 171, 172, 183,
193, 199n27, 207, 225, 234, 247, 248, 252
Christianity: Greek, 67, 93, I23; Irish, 4
chronos, 119, 244
circumcludere, 194nl8
circumpol1erc, 194nr8
circumscribere, 194nl8
circumscriplus, 196n21
circumstal1tia, 190; and substance as only
known by its circumstances, 198
cipilates, 30
cogito ergo sum, xiii, 187, 210; Augustine's,
III-12, 155, 187-9
cogl1itio, 147n51, r60nI3, 193, 1991127
coincidCltlia oppesiforum, xii, 83, .601114, 237,
265, 279; co-incidence of opposites, 233
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coll1piicario, Cusanus's term, 255
complltus, 12
(OI/ceplio melllis, 126, 19411Ji, lil; sec also
ellihymcma
(OlJ[lIrSIlS, Iii
condemnation of Eriugena, 49, 86
wlldi/or, 68
consciousness, r87, 230, 237rlz6
considcralio, 72, 147n52, 257. 260; duplex,
149n56; 1I11ilJersi!a!is, I96
cOlltemperamia, 177
colltempialio, 1471152, 194, 260, 26r; gtloslica,
147; IInil 1ersitatis, IV, 149
contemplation, 79, 132, 138, 146, 148-50,
16 5, 182, .83, 193, 20r, 239, 241, 242,
24 6 , 257, 259, 260, 26r, 266, 267, 282
contractio, Cusanus's term, 255
cOllversion, 147
corporeal, 136, 181, 247, 248, 253, 264; as
eyes, 278; and corporeality, 120, 159,
liS; substances as, 77n60, r89, 217;
transformation of, to uncorporeal, r 14
cosmology, 42, 44, 53, 77, 81, 92n30,
124112, 245, 277; and cosmological, 43
cosmos, 39, I04, 124, 154, I55, 212, 221,
244, 259, 283; and cosmic cycle. 74; and
cosmic hierarchy, 253
crem·c, 177
creation, 47, 70, r03, 116, 166, 17Z, 182,
20 9, 218, 229-34, 236, 237, 251, 285; as
different from God, 216; as eternal, 108;
ex nihilo, 67, 101, 214, 228, 236; as
identical with God, 89; as ongoing
process, 15i118; as self-manifestation, !42,
167, X76, 177, 241, 250, 262, 279, 286;
six days of, 74
creator, 55, 104, li2
creator, 163, 170, r79, 205, 213, 23IOr8,
233, 238, 239, 245, 246, 257, 258, 259,
275; mind as, of arts, 199
creature, 88, 89, 104, 132, 172, 173,
1821144, 212, 233, 238, 239, 248, 255-60,
284; each, as theophany, 149; as pure
nothingness, 213, 226
crucifixion, 172
Daedalus, 71
darkness, ZlO, 213lU, 236, 239, 240, 249,
256, 267, 268, 283
datuIII, 249
deconstruction, 99, I22
definition, 207, 208; as branch of dialectic,
12 5, 193-9, Augustine's account of, III:
and human ability to define, 187; of
human being, 20S-II, 22Z; pa species el
diffi r el1liam, 198
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dei{icQtio, 180
deification, IIS, IIS, 139, 146-9. 169, 170,
183, 2JI

demiollrgos, 55, 231018
detachment, 165
Devil, 30, 114
diairctike (branch
dialectic, 8r, 93,
174, 178, 180,
197. 208, 209,
251, 259, 2il,

of dialectic), 138
97, lIS, II9, 120, 123-54,
185, 188, 192, 193, 194,
2II, 227. 235. 238, 239.
2/3, 276, 282, 285; of

affirmation and negation, 272; Alcuin's

knowledge of, 9; of being and nOIlbeing, lOZ; in Dc praed., 31, 32;
Eriugcna's definition of. 67; four parts
of, 105; Hrabanus's definition of, 12; of
light and darkness, 80; Martianus's
account of, 40, 42, 44; of outgoing and
return, 122; Pcriphyseon as treatise of, 59,
73, 75, 78
dialectician, 29. 76, 93
dialectics, Ilcgativc, xiii, 89, 96, 116, <20,
124. 160, I78, r87, 193, 198nz5, zoom8,
Z04, z08, ZZZ, z40' z68, z71, z8z, 283,
285

dialogue, 58, 59, 71, i Z , 74, .is, 78
dianoia, 139
discip/ina, 54, 204
discipline, 191, z04, z05, z06, 210
divinity, 180, z42, 283; as above being,
219; as correlative with humanity, li2;
creative process of, 9i; darkness of, 73;
identity of, with creation; 89
dillisio, 125, 252, 254
docetism, 172n36
docta ignorantia, xii, 145
donum (grace as gift), 249
dualism, 31
dynamis, 52nlO, 103, 140, 141, 160n14,
188n4, 193, 200, 223, 248, 271 (Hciric)
earth, 42, 43, 53, li4, Iii, 196ml, 242,
244, 245; new, 182
education, Irish: and legal studies, 5; and
science, 6
effectualiter, 178
eidos, 264
ellMi, I12, u8, I!9, 16rnn
clements, four, 40, 51, 77, 173, 177, 181,
182, 232, 233, 252, 264
e/oqllentia, 40; eloquence,. 41
emanatio, 255n26
emanation, 10i, 255
eIJdoxa, 124
cIJergeia, 52nlo, 103111, 140, 142, 1601114,
188n4, 200, 248; cllergia (Heirie), 2il

energies, divine, 118
enlightenment, 68, 7i, 146, 147, 205
cnte/echeia, 104
enthymema, 271; enthymemc, 76, Iz6,
194n17
enlilas omnium, 280
epislcme, 54, 205
epistemology, 94, 131, 142, 171, 191, 200,
205, 219, 223, 253, 282, 285
epistroph€, 118, 248, 253
eros, 152, 210n36
esse, 32, 99, U2, 140, 143, 19i, 213, 227,
230, 231, 248, 263, 26i, 272; esl percipi,
8InI; ipSllll1, subsistens, 100; non, 212, 213,
229, 272; 110n liCIT esse, non esse, and /10/1
lIere non esse, 215; oml1ium est superesse
diviflitas, 219
essence, 137, 162, 171, 179, 184, 197, 205,
210, 219, 229, 230, 236, 238, 243, 254,
265, 280, 284; God as, 133n23; God as
beyond, 117; of image and archetype,
169; meaning of, 68, 81; and power and
operation (triad), 59n5, 160n14, 200; of
soul, 190; timeless, of human nature,
96n 36
essefltia, 224, 263, 275; essentiarum, 280;
existentium, 23rn18; God as omnium, 87,
Ji9, 278; God as summa, 31; nul/a, 238
eternity, II9, 136, 179, I80, 234, 240, 26S;
of arts in mind, 191, 199; and eternal
being, 224; and eternal idea in God's
mind, 209; and eternal thiogs as made,
23 2

ethics, 9, 127010, 128, 131, 246
eucharist, 21, 23-4
Eve, Ii5
evil. 31, 32, 114, 212, 213, 220. 273, 284
existence, 81,188,191,207,210,211,216,
219, 220, 221, 223, 224, 230, 231m8,
261, 284, 285
existentia, 230, 231nl8
exitus, II4, II8, 139, 142, 143, 180, 193,
251, 259, 279
explicatio, 255, 281
expositor, 54
facere, 177, 244
faith, i9, 90, 235
Fall, xiii, 32, 52, 70, 97, 115, ,29, 156,
157, 163, 165, 174, Ii5, 178, 200, 262
fantasy., 102, 132, 138, 145, 176, I7g, 183,
192, 201, 235
ji..'lix culpa, liS
fig-leaves, 701133
figura, 24
.fiiioqlle, IS, 69
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fire, in elements, 7jl158, 177; region of, 32
jlorilegiHm, 217, 270
foreknowledge: of Devil, 114; divine, 31,
15 6
form, 45, 86, 87, 142, 143, 193, Ig6n22,
202, 206, 220, 24$, 248, 2$1, 2S2, 2$8,
26 4-7, 280; as first sign of life, 122; and
formless cause of all forms, 88, 137; and
formlessness of human nature, 166, 176,
19 1; and infinite formlessness, 98 ;
Platonic theory of, 107, 263n33; soul as,
of itself, 168
forma, 14I, 257, 261, 263;formarum, 280;
omnium, 87, 88, 2$2, 2i8, 280; principalis,
206; vitae, 137
formlessness, see form
jrater in Christo, dedication, $9
freedom, 161, 163-6, 210; of thought, 246
Free-will, 29,83, 164, 165021
filga, 129, 138n39, 2il
fundamel1ta, ideas as, 263
Celassenheil, 165
gemina praedestinalio, 30
Genesis, $1, 68, 7SnSI, 107, no, IS6,
1691l31, 175, 242n2, 245, 264, 26S, 272
genus, 82, 88, 89, 94, 125, 133, lSI. lio,
193, 194, 197, 224, 238, 253, 254, 255,
260, 265; of invisibles, 203
geometrical bodies, 651121
geometry, 128
gnosis, 115, 144n46, 14TH51, 153
Gnostic, 76, 147n51, 174n41
God, 68, 78, 85, 94, 132, 162, 180, 183,
184, 20 7, 246, 254, 257, 258; as
actualised possibility, 224; as all in all,
88, 163, r8I, 226, 236, 23i; as all things,
79, 171, 2.33; all things one in, IiI; as
ante-on, 230; as beginning, middle, and
end, 255; as beyond being and nonbeing, 221, 238; as outside categories, 59,
133; as outside creature, 248; in
Dionysius, II7-18; and divine ideas, 209;
docs not know evil, 212; and etymology
of Iheos, 147, 280; above everything and
in everything, li9, 216, 281; as finite in
His knowledge, 189; as infinite, 150, 168;
as light of minds, 72; as matter of all,
86-7; as beyond mind, 51, 2r9; mind
becomes, 77, 181, 182; mind's motions
around, 14I-2, I49; mind's road to, U2;
as non-being, 63, 98, 215, H7, 227-8; as
not genus or species, 89, 260; nothing
between, and creature, 239, 262; as one
and many, II9; as one with His acts,
140, 232; as place of all, 96; as self-
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creating, 167; as simple, 70, 83; as
superessentialnature, 229
grace, 30, 73, 83, 95, I03, 130, 169n31,
180, 225, 243, 244, 249
grammar, 129
grammatiws, 37, 46, 47
Greek (language), grammatical
understanding of, 56; studies on
cominent, 57; where learned by
Eriugena, 56
Greek fathers, 75
habitus, 221, 2231113
heaven, 30, 53, 174, 242, 245; new, 182; 110
one entcrs, except through phiJosopby,
130, 192n1 5
hell, 24, 30, 32, 33, J06, 183, 220
hell palla, 2031134
henad, 107
henosis, 146
heretic(s): and Augustine's preoccupation
with heresy, 115; Eriugena as, 84-9:
ignorance of arts makes, 130; Jews ;IS,
70n33; MaximllS as, 52nl0
Hermetic, 4 I
Hermetic Asclepius, 165
hierarchy, 10, 50n6, 51, 53, 81, 8S, 93-8,
II3, IrS, 12I-2, 1331122, 139, 140, T4I,
199, 200, 205, 214, 221, 222, 233, 241,
242, 249, 251, 252-6, 259, 26r, 262, 265,
266, 268, 275, 282; hierarchia, meal1ing
of, 94, 121
higher things, 78n62, 79, II I. 190119
historical interpretation, 76n53
homo, 64, 136, I37, 172: spirittlalis, 82
homoiosis thea, r69n31
horistike, 128, 193
human nature, 64, 147, 282; affirmation of,
222; in Augustine, 154-6; as causa sui,
166-8; definition of, 198, 200, 208-II;
falien, 70n33, 139, 146, 156, 174-6, 241;
free, 164-6; in Gregory of Nyssa, 5r,
n6; in hicrarchy of being, 96; identical
\-vith mind, 140; as infinite, immortal,
etc., 97, 99, 137, 160-3; and inner man/
outer man, 136; in Maximus, 53; nothing
between, and God, 95, 113; as officina
omnium, 172-4; in paradise, 157-60; and
perfect humanity of Christ, 82;
restoration of, 178-84; as sexless, 156; as
un created, I66; universal, 224; sec also
body; imaio Dei; ojjicilla omnium; mind;
intellect; soul
hyparchis, 16wI6, 231nr8
hyperontology, 93, 100
hyperousia, 99
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hypostasis, 94.
231m3, 247

IOI, 10j, 121, 161nr6, 20$.

hypostates, 95n34, IIS, r6rnr6,

222,

231m3

iconoclasm, 13, liO
idea, 199, 225, 263
idea(s), 82, 87, 113. rr6, In, 120, 181,
193, 196n22, 207, 208, 210, 222, 255,

264, 283; man as, in mind of God, 209;
Platonic, 199
idealism, xiv, 69, 122, r8I, 186, 203;
definition of, 81-3; German, 89-91, 283,

286
idealist: Augustine as, 190; Eriugcn3 as,
xiii, 8r, 82, 95, 113, Il4, 123, 126, 135,
143, 144, 154, 160,171, r82, 184, 198,
210, 2Ig, 224, 238028, 267, 282, 284
identity, 89, 93, 100, IrS, 140M2, 145,
lSI, 168, i03Il34, 227, 236-8, 239Il30,
284-5; of cause and effect, 256; of image
and archetype, 169-70, 199; of knower
and known, 143-4
idolatry, 13
ignorance, 78, 152, r87, r89, 190,208,
210036, 211, 242; of arts, 130; divine,
II3; and knowledge, 144-9
ignorantia, difJina, 113
illumination, ii, 78, III, 146, 253, 267
image, 168-72
imago Dei, 10, IS, 51, 97, IIS, 138, ISS,
156, 172, 176, 182, 184, 200, 209; in
Augustine, 188; in Descartes's
Meditations, 188n4
immanence, 134, 208, 285; of God, in
things, 89; of human nature, 239
immaterial world, 2J2n19
immaterialism, ii, 8r, 82, lIS, 199; of
mind, 97, 139; of place, 195
immortal, 40, 130
immortality, 42n18; of soul, 192
implicatio, 281
inanis et fJacua, 272
inartificose, 55
incirwmscriptus, 196n21
incorporeal, 31, 82, 161, 162, 174, 189,
201, 247, 249, 264
incorporeal qualities, 52, 53, II7, 177, 181,
233, 248
individual, 82, 94, 125, 133, 151, 170, 171,
193, 207, 210, 248, 253, 2$4, 26$
individuation, 170
infinite, 8r, 132, 233, 281; as ground of
finite, 93, 283-4
infinitude: of Christ, Ij2; of God, 96, 189;
of mind, 208; of ousia, 82, 190; of
possibilities, lor; of soul, 148; of

subjectivity, 90, 98; of sun, 43; of
theMiae, 14$. 149; of thought, 133; of
worlds, 259, 260
inllUmanalio, 172
inquisilio fJcritatis, 68
insautio, 129, 138n39, 271
intellect, 73, ii, 79, 90, 101, 122, 14 1- 2,
144,1$1,162, Ii3, Ii4, 175, li8, 182,
187, 199, 202, 203, 204, 206, 207, 211,
235, 241, 242, 248, 253, 260n29. 265,
266; as nothingness, 99n39, 279; possible,

286
itJtellcctibilia, 202
intellectual, lIS; place is, 195
intellectual knowing, 201
intellectualist, 135, 136
intellectuals, 202-4, 224
intellectus, 68, 124, 143, 182, 248, 25 6;
omnium, 135, 137
ill/elligere, 187
ill/elligibilia, 202
intelligible world, creation of, 108
intelligibles, 199, 202-4, 224
intentio, 260
interpres, 54
intersubjectivity, 101-2, 145, 207
intuition, intellectual, 90, 149
Justitia, 275
Jansenist controversy, 83
Jericho as symbol of fallen world, 157
Jerusalem, 2; as symbol of paradise, 157
Jesus, see Christ, Jesus
Jews, 70n33, 137 n 34
Jupiter (planet), 40, 43
kataphatic, 75n52, Il9; kataphatikE, II91144
knowledge, 78, 130, 138, 144-9, 152, 160,
163, 173, 185-208, 211, 225, 237, 242,
245, 247, 285; of things as their being,

'93
labyrinth, 7 I
latrcia, 14
learning, secular, 44
lecton, u8
liberal arts, see arts, liberal
liberlas, 32, r64
liberum arbitrium, 32, 164
life, 122, 220m2, 253, 265; eternal, 241,
tree of, 180, 183
light(s), 78, 79. 80, 94, H7, 118, 189, 23 6 •
240; all, merge in one, IiI; and human
nature as not Light but participant in it,
170; inner, (intima lux) 73n43;
metaphysics of, III. 267; of minds, 72
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locus, 194, 195, 275; locomm, 229n17;
omnium, 96
logic, 9, 59, 8r, 94, 124-5, I27llIO, 128,
131, 220, 226, 227, 246, 253. 255, 282;
and genus and species as "logical," 82;
and logical classification, 92, 132, 251;
and tabula logica, 85, 253
logica, 128; vetu5, rI
logoi, 120, 145; spermalikoi, 264
Lo.gos, Christ as, 53, 130, 155, 172, 200; as
reason, 139, 141, 264; in rclation to One,
106; runs through all things, 120; as
word for reason, 57
love, 39, 210, 265
lower things, 30, 78n62, 79, I l l , 190119
lux melltiul1l, 72, III
Magister (character in Periphyseon), 49, 756, 120
"man, see human l~ature
mansion, 71
marginalia to Periphyseoll, 60-5
Mars (planet), 43
martyr, 37, 48; Maximus as, 52
materia informis, 63, 254, 265, 275
materia illlelligibilibus, 184
materiaque (addition), 62
mathematics, 77. 235-6
matter, 137, 202n31, 230, 235, 265, 283;
Augustine's view of, 213-14; as
commingling of incorporeal qualities,
xiii, II7, Ij7; creation of, 108; definition
of, 198025; formless, 64, 94, 104, 228,
232, 233; God as, 86; as lower than
spirit, 113; as not eternal, 232; as
nothingness, 217, 284; pre-existent, 105,
236; as principle of individuation, IjO;
transmutes to mind, '14; unintelligible,
219; sce also corporeal; incorporeal
me Oil, 81, 100, Its; haplos me 011, 2I4n6,
219; to hyper to 011 me on, 2IjIlIO; to me
on eilJai, 214n6
medietas, 154, 174; mediator, 238
medius currellS, 44
memoria, 10, 112; memory, 94, Ij6, !i8,
253; mUlabilium, 136
mens, 54, 79, 137, Ij4, 204
mcontology, xiii, 81, 93, roo, 214, 217,
220, 227, 275
Mercury (planet), 40, 42, 43, 44
mctaforice, 89
metaont010gy, roo
metaphysics, 68, 92, 170, 184, 185, 191,
218, 222, 225, 227, 239, 241, 245, 275,
282-4; Augustinian, 201; of crcation, 80;
Latin, 243
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merhl'xis (participation), ra7
mctollsia, 234
microcosm, 5r, r62nr8, 173-4
mind, 94, 96, 97, 133, 134, 139, 143, 152,
154, 172, 174, 182, 184, 188, 189, 193,
194, 198-202, 204, 206, 209, 255, 26r,
266, 267; arts proper to, 130-2; as
creator of universe, 126; forgets its true
nature, 129; as form of itself, 207; free,
168; individuation of, liO; infinitude of,
149-50; and meeting of minds, 242; and
number, 235; outgoing and return 0(,
124, 138; as place of universe, 196-9;
self-knowledge of, II2, 126. 142, 191-4,
2II, 241, 285-6; and skill and discipline,
205; things that escape grasp of, 63, 218,
219; un created part of, r67; unformed.
176; see also human nature; intellect; sool
mind-dependent, 8r, 95, 159
moira, rI9
Monad, 771158, 223tlI3, 235-6, 266
mone, 118
monism, 100, 284
monothelism, 52nIo, 1I9
moon, 43
motion, 64, 134, 150, lSI, 1951120; of angel
around God, 222; of body, 176; of mind
around God, 98n37, !O2, 140-3, Ij9,
208; vital, 181
mo/us, 64, lSI
multiplicity, 71, 121
Muses, 44
music, 128
mystery, 72, 73, 242; and celestial
mysteries, ii, 79; mysteriuIII, 49, 242
mystic, John as, 79
mysticism, 260
/latura, 23, 1921115, 223, 23Il1r8, 243, 244,
247, 257, 258, 284; {reata, 275; creatrix,
249
Nature, 68, 132, 149, 180, 181, 210, 212,
218, 285; as all things that are and arc
not, 2Ij, 229, 270, 273; book of, 19InI2;
cosmic cycle of, 74; dialectical scheme of.
194; in early writers, 243-9; in Eriugena,
249-50; fourfold division of, xiii, 47,
651123, 74, 75, 8r, 92, 94, 95Il34, 102,
109, 110, 1491156, 154. 168, 212, 218,
222, 228, 240, 250-8, 275, 282; and
grace, 83; in Hugh of Saint Victor, 274;
as infinite, 1 r6; pantheistic concept of,
85; and quadripertita naturae difJisio, 236
lIafJigalio, 72
nectar of Greeks, 54
negati ajfirlllalio, 238n27
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negalio, 220nJ2
negation, 97, 1$2, 221, 227, 229, 238,
26onz9; Hegel's account of, 90;
Hcidcggcr's account of, 239; of negation,
283; and negative dcfmition. 198; and
negative knowing, 208; and negative
nature of soul, 190; see also privation;

theology, negative
negative theology, see theology, negative
llco-Aristotclianisll1, 53, 260
Neopiatonism, is, 85, 96, 103, 136n30,
146,221; account of nature in, 243~9;
cause is greater than effect in, 204, 2$6;
concept of God in, 101; doctrine of
identity of knower and known in, 143~4;
doctrine of image in, 169; doctrine of
intelligiblcs in, 203-4; doctrine of 0011being in, 214-17, 227; Eriugcna's view
of, 120-2; Greek, 92-3, 283;

isomorphism of thought and being in,
253; \vhat is perfect is productive in, 167;
,;vhy move from the One in, 114
l1escire, 187
nihil, II8, 212, 2I3, 216, 2Ij, 228, 229;
aliud, 234; omnino nihil, 221, 239; per
excel/mtiam, 63, 2lj, 219; per priuationem,
217,221,23 1
tlOerOS, 54, 20Z
noesis, 54
noCtos, 202
nominalist, Eriugena as, 133n22
11011 aliud, 83, 100n44, 140, 19$nI9, 236-S,
280; De Ii nOll aliud, see Nicholas of Cusa
non-being, xiii, 31, 81, 99, 101, lIS, 121,
138,148, 152, 160, 17$, 198n25, 210-42,
249, 250n20, 254, 257. 2$9, 267, 268,
17$, 279, 182, 284, 28$, 286; as above
being, 107; non-being as better than
being, 272; first mode of being and, 63;
five modes of being and, 2Ij-z8; four
kinds of, 114-1$; God as, 9$, 98, 167;
God as beyond, 100; Greek concept of,
2I$-Ij; Latin concept of, 111-1$; and
meaning of ex /lillilo, 22S-36; and
meaning of not-other, 236-8; movemcnt
from, to being, 64; sce also being;
negation
nothing, 79, 2Ij, 227, 230, 23I, 233, 236,
238, 241; in Anselm, 273; in Boethius,
between God and crcation, 239; between
God and man, I2I; as ground of being,
154, 2I2; ill Hcgel, 1381128; human
nature as, 167, 174; and nothingness of
intellect, 279; in R:ltramntls, 23; sce also
non-being
noiio, 14$, li2, 199, 207, 209

notitia, 142, 199, 201, 201, 104, 207, 210
not-knowing, 187
nous, 54, 57, 9$n34, !O2, 108, 124, 139-4 2 ,
1$1, 162, 174, 175, 182, 200, 202n33,
203n34, 227, 247
nousology, 101
novice in Greek studies, 54
Nutritor, sec Magister
obtutus, 141
oc[Osiotles, ideas as, 263
officina omnium, 96, 172-4, 200, 201, 207
olme warutll, Eckhart's phrase, 1$2
omnipotent, man as, J60, 162, 166
omnipresence: of God, 88, 115, 120; of
man, 163, Ij9; of One, J06, 254
omniscient, man as, 160, J62-3, 186
One, 51, 53, 70, 74, 78, 82, 83, 90, 9$1134,
96, 97, 100, 106, 107, 113, IIj, II8, 121,
136n30, 139, 142, 146, 149, 1$1, 171,
209, 216, 2171lII, 233, 235, 247, 253,
254, 2$5, 257, 258, 262, 284, 28 5
ontology, xiii, 82, 85, 93, 96, 126, 161,
17S, 180, 184, 200, 20$, 220, 223, 225,
239, 253, 2$6, 261, 262, 284
ontotheology, 99, 101, 112n32, IS5, 227,
282, 283, 285
operatio, divina, 54
opijex, 5$
oppositio, 220
optimism, 32
opus, 223n13
oraw/llm solis, 56
order, 73, 221, 249, 252, 26$, 266
ordo, 249, 2$2, 266; natllratis ordo, 26$;
rerum, 73
otherness, 208, 227, 236, 284, 28$
oukoul1, translation of, as ergo and nOll ergo,
55, 278
ousia, 44, 57, 82, 94, 95n34, 100, JOI, 108,
119, 133. 140, 141, 14$, 151, 162, I j l ,
188114, 190, 194, 195, 1961122, 200, 205,
248, 249. 2$5, 257, 259. 260, 284; usia,
2 jl

ousiology, 23IIl1S, 285
omtlowing; of dialectic, 194; from One,
5T, 262

paideia, 42n18, 127; el1kyklios, paideia, 127
pantheism, 84-9, 2$2, 2$5, 2$8, 260, 266,
277, 279, 284; formal. 86; material, 86;
Spinoza and, 19I111 I
paradcigma, u8, 161, Ij2, 263
paradise, 71, 77n60, 99. II4, IJ5, 157-60,
164, Ij$, ISO, 181, 183, 226

parlicipatio, 234n23, 263
participation, lO7, 162, 170, 234n23, 256,
257, 258
partilio, 12$, 254
partition, 251-2
peacock, 71, 265
paas, 194m8, 244, 28$
peritia, 204
perspcctivism, 282
phantasia, 83, 106, II3, 142, 1451148, Ij2,
176, 179, 183, 20r, 267
philaulia, 174
Philology (character in The Marriage of
Philology and lv1awry), 40
philosophia, 13z, 135, 136; vera philosophia,
104, 113
philosophy: as anarchic contemplation,
149-$3; in Carolingian authors, 124-9; as
dialectic, 129-34, 13S-9; as imitation of
Christ, 134-8; no one enters heaven
except through, 130, 192n15; see also arts,
liberal; dialectic
phoenix, 180
Phronesis (character in The ll4arriage of
Philology and Merwry), 40
physica, 131; tlleoria, 120, 131n2o, 132
physics, 9, 12711IO, 128, 131, 132, 242, 245,
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131, 241, 24$llro
physiology, 285
pi1ysis, 57, 120, 238n27, 243, 244; hyper
ph)'sis, 249
place, 76n53, 96, IT$, 1331122, 161, Iii,
229m7; as definition, 194-9; definition
of, 195; paradise as, I$S-60, 182
planets, 253; movement of, 39, 42, 43, 104
pocllea deliramcnta, 44
potency, 160IlI4; and potential being. 223
potestas, 22,3
praescientia, 31
predestination, 27-34, 83, 114, 262
primary causes, see cause, primordial
primodial causes, sec cause, primordial
pril1cipiul1l, 242
priuatio, 219, 220, 230
privation, 55, 63, 64, 219-21, 229, 231, 233
processio, 118
procession, 107, 2l2, 236, 2$4
progressio, lI8; progression, 123
proodos, rr8, 248
proorismos, 264; proorislIlata, 262
propriulIl, 45
prosktmesis, 14
prototypa, 262, 263
psyche, 247
pultes scollorum, 29n7, 33
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punishment for sin, 32
purgation, 146
qlMdriviulII, 33, 40, T28
quality, 134n25, X61, 168, 171. 177, 220,
23S, 252
quantity, 65n21, 161, 177, 23S
quantum, 177
qHidditas, 280

rario, 141, 155, 182, 196n22, 199, 224, 234,
264, 275; il!ferior, 190n9; quadrijormis ratio,
250n2; recta ratio, 73; sell/inalis, 264;
superior, 190n9; lIera ratio, 235
rationalism, 89, 91, 283
rationalist, 34, 44, 90
ratiolles aClemae, 110, 137. r55IlI
realism, 69, I 14, 139, 144; and Latin realist
tradition, 97, 201; with regard to
universals, 82, 133n22
reality, 72, 139, 142, 152, 154, 178, 231,
238, 253, 260n29, 261, 266, 267, 272;
finitc, 8r, 98; physical, 77; sec at.-o
spatiotemporal reality
reason, 73, III, 122, l38, 142, 163, 182,
193, 202, 254, 265; and authority, 83,
235, 176; birth of, in soul, Ii5; eternal,
134, 173, 219, 246, 263; see also cause
recapitLllation, 74
recognition, reciprocal, of minds, 207, 210
recollectio, 74
recollection, 120, 123, 129, 2SI, 253IlZ5;
Platonic doctrinc of, I I7n43
recursio, 180
redemption, 76
reditus, u8, I38n39, 142, 143, 193. 251,
2$9, 279
reductio, 255
reformatio, 1$1; reforll1ata, 205
Reformation, Protestant, S3
reformation of mind, 96
regio dissimililudinis, 99
rcleasement, 165
religion of culturc, 42
remolio, 220
rcnOliatio, 137; Carolingian, 7, 8, 12, 91
repulsio, 220nIZ
reso/utio, 138n,')9, 1391141; resolution, 253
rest, 134, 150
restauratio, 138n39, 180
resurrection. 180
return, 132, 139, 2$3, 256, 276, 285: of all
things to One, 74, r07, 120, 171; five
stages of, in MaximLls, 53. lSI; general
and special, 180; of God to Himself, 151;
of human nature, 17S~84; to subject, rol

rCllcrsio, 1391141

rhetoric, 41, 73, 76, 128
salvation, 32, 40, 72, 78, 103, 185
sapiens, Ill; mundi, 77ll58, 245nIO
sapienlia, 40, IU, 132, 136, 160013,
24SnIO, 275; multjplex sapientia, 149056

Scholastic philosophy, 84
scicntia, So, 54, Ill, 131, 141, 147, 16onI3,
245nIO
scintilla animae, 168n29

Scripture, sacred, 44, 63, 68, 69, 7oIl33, 80,
149056, 2350'25, 236, 237. 241, 245, 26$,

266; four levels of, 75n53; infinite
number of interpretations of, 71
sea, 72
seira, 1'21

self-consciousness, sec Mind
self-integration, 72
self-knowledge, lIZ, 126, 142, 186, 207-8,
241; and arts, 199-208; Augustine's
concept of, r87-90; Greck concept of,
190-1; mind begets, of itself, 209
self-understanding, 72, 126, 147, 185
seminal reasons, 12, 155nI

sense and sense-knowledge, n, 78, 94,
138, 149, 175, 218, 253
sensible world, 70n35; and sensible things,
II3
sensus,
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sex: and division of human nature ioto
sexes, 117, 175; and human nature as
originally sexless, 53, 155-6, 162, I74; in
paradise, lIS, 158
simililudo, 10
sin, 95, 162, I75, 200, 224, 225
skill, 191, 2°4, 205, 206, 210
soul(s), 121, 135, 245, 279, 284; all, souls
are one, 171; all thiogs as, in certain
way, 173; Aristotle's view of, lO5; arts
make eternal, 42; Augustine's definition
of, Il5, 190n9; Augustinian triadic nature
of, 112; better than body, II4; birth of
word in, 199; creates body, 167;
Eckhart's view of, as nothingness, 239;
Fall of, 108 (in Origen), 175 (in
Eriugena); and forms, 202; immortality
of, 40, 130; infinite progress of, II7;
infinity of, 148, ISO, 152; motion of,
140-3; otherworldliness of, 103; preexistence of, II, II7n43; in Ratramnus,
214; reunites with body, 181-2; sc1fknowledge of, 163, 190-4; sc1ftranscendence of, 192; simplicity of, li8,
li9; and triad of essence, power, and
operation, 59; undescended part of, 168;
wandering of, in Macrobius, 109; whole,

in whole body, 196ml; see also human
nature; mind; world soul
space, 40, 68, 171, 175, 224, 229nli, 240,
249, 253, 260, 265; infinite, 228
spatiotemporal reality, 8r, 151, 159, li4,
186, 190, 198, 210, 249, 283
species, 250; per, et difJerentiam, 198
species, 45, 82, 88, 89, 94, 125, 133, 151,
170, 193, 194, 197, 224, 23$, 238, 252,
253, 254, 255, 260, 263, 265
spewlatio, 147n52
Spirit, Absolute, 90, li5, 283; and Holy
Spirit as cause of individuation, liO-I
spiritualiter, 172
·spirituality, 4, 79, 136, 149, 158, 162; and
spiritual attitude to Real Presence, 273
spiritus, I74
status, 134026, 1$0, 1$ I
stercsis, 220nl2
Stoic, 41, 51, 53, II9, 120, 127nlo, 165,
264
subiatum, 102, 191, 192, 200
subject, 12$, 25In22, 283; man and God
differ in, 168, 170
subjectivist philosophy, 8r, 89, 90, 9$, 101,
102, 186
subjectivity, xiii, 82, 93, 96, 97, 99, 145,
166, 187, 19InII, 212, 241, 242, 262, 275
subsistence, 274
subsistentia, 23, 161nI6, 221, 222, 231, 234;
and God as subsistentia omnium, 87
substance, 99, 12I, 125, 133023, 134, 151,
178, 189, 190, 195, 200, 20$, 209, 225,
226, 229, 238, 240, 243, 247, 248, 249,
260, 266, 273, 283; definition of, n; evil
as not, 213; identity of, with subject, 90,
283; infinite, 19I1lrI, 2371126;
Ratramnus's differentiation of, from
nature, 23
sullstan/ia, 23, 161n16, 23Itl18; cannot be
applied to God, 134025; and God as
ineffabilis substantia, 99; and God as una
substantia, 31, 47
substitutio, 23n46, 47, 161
sun, 42, 43, 104, 253; returns every day,
I80

superbonitas, 54
superessentia, 99
supcressenlialis, God as, 54
supernaturalis, God as, 249

syllogism, 125, I 94n 17
symbolum, 242IlI
taxis, 94, 121
technc, 129nI6, 205
tempus, 119, 275
terminare, 19411r8

theia thelcmata, 120, 121, 262
theologia, 131

theologian, 266; Gregory of Nyssa as, 53;
Latin, 78
theological statements, 55, 70; and
pantheism as theological insight, 85; and
Periphyscon as theological treatise, 59; and
theological apologetics, 91
theology, 79, 193, 225, 2451110, 277;
affirmative, 1I8; Christian, 52; Greek,
33, 46; Latin, 77; of light and darkness,
80; mystical, lI8, Il9, 271; negative,
65n23, 67, 88, 89, 92, 98n37, Il8, 119,
123, 148, 167, 178, 197, 208, 216, 219,
222, 257; process, 100, 114
theophania, 83, 267, 276
theophany, 63, 651123, 76, 77n60, 79, 94,
95, 102, II3, lIS, lI8, 121, 132, 145,
149, 150, 167, 183, 236, 238, 239, 241,
242, 252, 262, 265, 267, 278, 280, 281,
28 4
theoria, 52, 76nS3, 79, 9sn34, 122, 145.~9,

153, 154, 165, I72n37, 182, 185, 212,
239, 241, 257, 260, 261, 262, 266; altior
lheoria, 89, 147; duplex tlleoria, 184;
gnostica theoria, 147; multiplex, 132, 149,
152n60, 154, 258, 259; physica tlzeoria,
120, 131n20, 132
theos, 147; etymology of, 280
theosis, 79, u8, 139041, 148, 166, 169,
239n30, 253
thesaurus scientiae et sapielltiae, 136
theurgia, 54
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created things, 51; and indwelling of
three persons, 101-2; processions of, 13,
IS, 67, 142
trivium, 40

truth, 70, 72, 76, 90, II3, lIS, 130, 133,
140, J46, r84, 188, 238, 244, 246, 261,
265; and dialectic, 126
universals, 133n22, 282; Eriugena's vic",'
of, 82; as Latin philosophical problem,
92; mind knows itself as, HO;
Ratramnus's view of, 22
universe, 42, 51, 67, 82, 134, 163, 179,
195, 196, 198, 221, 233n21, 238, 244,
254, 259, 260; see also world
universitas, 249, 258, 259
usia (Heirie of Auxerre's spelling of ousia),
2 )I

valde artificialiter, 55

Venus (planet), 42, 43
Verbum, 265
veritas, 24, 275
via negat£va, 177
vir/Jls, 192, 205, 220, 223, 227, 275; gllostica
virtus, r60
vis, 181, 223; activa, 181

vision of God, 25, 28, 67, 113, 130, 183,
278, 284
vita, 275
vo/ulltas, 32

time, 68, 76n53, 115-20, 133n22, 154, 171,
175, 182, 195n2o, 196, 198, 224, 240,
244, 249, 253, 260, 264, 265; creation as
beginning in, 231-2; human nature not
restricted by, 159, 16r
tolerance, 70n33

willing, 188, 190, 236, 237, 238, 262, 265,
267, 284
wisdom, 57, 127, 128, 130, 131, 132, 135,
143, 152, 160, 182, 1921115, 193, 1991l27,
2IJ, 232, 256, 265; ignorance as highest,

tolma, 1741141
topos, 196
totum, 259

Word, 137, 172, 234, 235, 236, 239,
263n33, 264, 265; contains all things, 79,
229nI7; as form of all things, 278;
procession of, 79; in soul, I12, 142, 176,

transcendence, 96, 134, 160, 166; divine,
88,89, 100, 115, 216, 228, 279, 285; of
human nature, 239; non-being as, 212;
and self-transcendence, 185, 208
[rillitas /lOstrae Ilaturae, 188n4; trinity of
mind, 205
Trinity, 77, II9, 136n30, 166, 188, 190,
208, 245, 247; Augustine's view of, 1I2;
co-essentiality of, 206; immanence of, in

'48

2)9

world, 184, I9InI I, 196, 233, 258; infinity
of, 259; material and spiritual, 154; as
neither finite nor infinite, 196n21;
physical, 242; sensible, 246; temporal, 97,
Ii9, 224; see also cosmos; universe
world soul, 22,40, 1°4, IIO, 12In47, 253;
see also anima mundi

