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FREDERICK LAURITZEN

Late Antique Philosophy and the Poetry
of George of Pisidia

George of Pisidia,! a deacon of the church of Hagia Sophia during the
reign of Heraclius (610—641),” is either considered the last of the classical
poets,® or the first of the Byzantine ones.* These two parties focus on his
style, mainly his metre. He is one of the last to compose ‘Nonnian’ verse
correctly® and yet one of the first to employ the twelve-syllable verse syste-
matically.® It is unhelpful to judge a poet entirely on the form of his verse,
rather than his content. Historians have squeezed information out of his
texts, since they constitute some of the most important evidence about
seventh century Byzantium.” Here lies the problem: his verse form is interest-
ing when compared to earlier writers and his texts are sources when com-
pared to contemporary historians. The purpose of his poetry is left aside.
Hermogenes claims that poetry and history are part of the same writing
method, the elaborate or elegant.® He also claims that their distinction is sub-
ordinate to the purpose of a work.” The aim of this paper is to discuss the
objective of George of Pisidia’s poetry, which is neither poetic nor historical
but philosophical.
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The edition employed is that of Tartaglia 1998.
Tedpytog, dudkovog Tig peyding ékkinociog kol yaptoevias, 1o énikinv Ilsione. ‘E&o-
nuepov 6U idpupov eig €nn tpoyiha, Eig Hpdxdelov tov Baciiéa kai Eig tov kata Ilep-
o®v ohepov, 1t te APopuca Kol Kotodoyadny Eykopov gig tov pdptopa Avactdotov,
Sudae Lexikon I' 170 Adler.
George of Pisidia as last classicizing poet in Agosti 2012, 363.
For George of Pisidia as first Byzantine poet see Lauxtermann 2003.
On the hexameters of George of Pisidia see Sternbach 1893, Gonnelli 1991, Whitby 2014,
and De Stefani 2014, 377 —-380.
® See Romano 1985.
7 See Whitby 2013.
A on Kol ody M moinolg Hovn ovdE unv 1M Aoyoypagio, GAAL Kol 1 iotopio Exel mAgo-
valovto Tavte, TAVIOG Ol Kol ToLG IGTOPLOYPAPOLS €V TOIG TOVIYUPIKOLG TETAYOaL,
Hermogenes, Peri ideon logou 2.12.2.5—8 Patillon.
Amag toivov Adyog Evvoldv te Exel mavteg Tva 1j €vvoiag kai pébodov mept v Evvolay
kol A&&w, 1j todTolg Epripprootat, Hermogenes, Peri ideon logou 1.1.19.1—3 Patillon.
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The philosophical nature of George of Pisidia’s verse is apparent. He refers

to philosophers by name (Hexaemeron 583 —588):

Byzantine though

AN\ gime Aowmov 1@ Ztoyepitn, [TAdtov,

Kol TOv podntiv neicov, €l meicelg Aéyov:

“Ex 1@V Gvm katelde, kol Maiel kKbtom,

umog Enapbeic @ petapoion Opdoet,

MdoTep VEOTTOG AETOD, Kol U1 OEA®V

av01c KatéAOng, U eépwv Tov fiatov.’

“Plato, speak to Aristotle!

Convince your student, provided your words will persuade him:
‘descend from above, and speak below.

Do not raise yourself with high arrogance,

lest you, raising like the chick of an eagle,
fall down again even if you do not wish, since you cannot bear the sun.””

The subordination of Aristotle to Plato is typical of late antique and
t.!1° George of Pisidia criticizes Aristotle for his use of

syllogisms."" He focuses more on Platonism and specifically: Plato, Por-
phyry and Proclus. The omission of Plotinus and Damascius is important,
striking for us, but once more rather typical of Byzantine thought. This may
be due to the limited interest of Plotinus in physiology, or nature in general.
Damascius had sought shelter by the Shah of Persia.'> Of those referred to by
name, Porphyry is singled out for his allegorical reading of the scarab

10

‘Ev £tect yobv obte dvo dloig mdoag avtd T0g APIOTOTEAOVG GUVOVEYV® TPAYUATEIOG,
hoydg, NOAg, TOMTIKAS, PLGLKAG, Kol TV VEP TadToG OEOAOYIKTV EmGTHUNY. dydévTa
6¢ d1 TovTOV KovdG, Gomep S0 TVOV TPoTEAEi®V Kol Kp®OV pootnpiov, €ig v
Métmvog Nye pootaymyioy &v tafel kai ody “OmepPabuov méda’, kotd 0 Adytov,
teivovta, Marinus, Life of Proclus 13.318—323 Masullo; Bpaygig yap 6 mvikadta ypdvog
hoyiovg TopéTpepe, Kol TOHTOVG HEXPL TV APLOTOTEMKADV £6TNKOTAG TPodhpmV, Kol T
Matovika pévov arostopatilovtag coppora, Undev 8¢ 1@V KekpLUUEVOV €160TaC, UNnd’
Soa ol vopeg mepl TV SUAEKTIKTV 1} TV AmodeKTIKTV Eomovddkacty, Psellos, Chrono-
graphia 3.3.1—6 Reinsch.

Hexaemeron 559—566.
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e Kol §ototov aneteledoey. og yop ol Popaiot kot [Tépoar omovdag E0evto kai cuv-
OnKag, HEPOG VITPYE TMOV KAT  oOTOG AVOYPOUUEVOVY TO OETV EKEIVOLG TOVG Bvopag £G TO
coétepo 0N katovtog Protedey ade®dg TOAOTOV €9° £0LTOIC, OVIEV OTIODV TEP TOV
SdokoOvtov @povelv 1| petafarley v motpday d6&av avaykalopévovs, Sudae Lexikon
P2251 Adler.
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(1061)."* Allegory is not simply dismissed since such reading of the golden
chain of Homer Iliad 8" is used at the beginning of poem 8 In Severum (1 —
12). Moreover, at the end of poem 10 De vanitate vitae the image of the
charioteer from Plato’s Phaedrus'® is also employed (252 —261). Therefore
allegory is not dismissed as such, only Porphyry’s interpretation of the
scarab. The Neoplatonist Proclus is referred to more directly, as a physio-
logist (61—80). The expressions recall his commentary on the Timaeus of
Plato.'® He is singled out for his interest in syllables (65) which may recall
the commentary on the Cratylus.!” There may be a reference to the Chaldean
Oracles in Proclus (77)."® There is a discussion on the one and the many
typical of Plato’s Parmenides (1648—1657) which may recall Proclus’
commentary on the dialogue."” Thus George of Pisidia is engaged in
philosophy, specifically Platonic thought.

Even late antique commentaries on Aristotle are striking for the funda-
mentally Platonic approach to Aristotelian texts. The relation between God
and Nature is rather central to the commentaries of Aristotle’s works on
Physics, as it is a central concern for George of Pisidia. If one thinks
specifically of the Hexaemeron it is clear that the philosophical interpre-
tation of Nature is central to that poem. Indeed, the poem focuses on one
specific verse of the Psalms (Septuaginta Psalm 103.24) which he para-
phrases thus:

MG Epeyolvvin ta Epya cov, Kople:
TavTo &V 6opig Emoincoc,

EMNP®ON 1| Y] TG KTNGEDG GOV.

“O Lord, how have thy works been magnified!

In wisdom hast thou made them all:
the earth is full of thy riches.” (KJV Psalm 104.24)

George of Pisidia, Hexaemeron 55f. = 1863f. Gonnelli:

OG EPeyaAvvOn Tob Ood TAV KTIGHATOV
1 ONLoVPYOS Koi GOPT) TVTOLPYia.

Section on the Scarab: Hexaemeron 1052—1076.

The allegory of the golden chain of Homer is found in Psellos, Philosophica Minora 1.46.
It is also found in Proclus’ commentary on the Parmenides and Timaeus.

The allegory of the charioteer of Plato’s Phaedrus is found in Psellos, Philosophica
Minora 2.7. 1t is also found in Hermias’ scholia to the Phaedrus.

' See Diehl 1903 —1906.

17 See Pasquali 1908.

'8 See des Places 1971, 206-212.

% See Steel 2007 —2009.
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62 Frederick Lauritzen

“how the creative and wise creation
of all creatures of God is magnified.”

The central notion in the original verse and in the paraphrase in George of
Pisidia is that creation is connected with wisdom: the wise creation is the key
to this poem. Thus an intellectual reading of Nature, such as that of commen-
taries on Aristotle’s works, seems appropriate. It also gives a better idea of
the cultural atmosphere to which George of Pisidia belonged. A central
matter in the relation between God and Nature is medicine, the art of healing
what is in Nature. This explains why George of Pisidia also names two
doctors: Hippocrates®® and Galen.?! The fact that creation is wise leads
George of Pisidia to define God as a Universal Galen (1345). The question
of wisdom within nature, and correct medical approach is clear in the poet’s
attack on the Persian Mani (1351 —1398). The idea is that it is not possible to
have opposing principles governing the same process.?* The attack on Mani,
not only indicates that George of Pisidia was not in favour of Persia, the
declared enemy of Byzantium, but is striking because of the quotation from
Hippocrates. George of Pisidia, Hexaemeron 1369 Gonnelli:

GLUTVOLO KOt GVPPOLE TV OA®V o

“one is the spirit and flux of all.”

This is a paraphrase of the original of Hippocrates (De Alimento 23
Littré):

Evppota pia, Eoumvora pia, Evpmabia mdvto
“One flux, one breathing, all connected.”

This very principle allows one to understand better the cultural and philo-
sophical background of George of Pisidia. The line is quoted in Galen,? who
had been singled out in the Hexaemeron. 1t is also quoted by Stephanos in
his commentary on Galen?* and by Stephanos and Theophilos in their com-
mentary.” It also appears a few times in John Philoponus, in his commentary

20 Hippocrates in George of Pisidia: Hexaemeron 931.

2l Galen in George of Pisidia: Heraclias 2.41; De res. 28; Hexaemeron 934, 1118, 1345, 1501.

22 Law of non-contradiction in Plato, Republic 436b and in Aristotle, Metaph. 1005b19f,;
1005b23f.; 1011b13f. Neoplatonists accept it, see Lloyd 1990, 126.

3 Galen, De causis pulsuum libri iv, 9.88 Kiihn.

2 Stephanos, Commentarii in priorem Galeni librum therapeuticum ad Glauconem,
1.321.35 Dietz.

2 Theophilus Protospatharius et Stephanus Atheniensis Med., De febrium differentia 17.16
Sicurus.
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on Aristotle’s On generation and corruption,”® and his work on the eternity
of the world which he wrote against Proclus.?” John Philoponus has the
distinction of being condemned at the council of 680f. as a heretic. These are
the anathemas of 681 (Council of Constantinople 680f. acts 11.480.14f.
Riedinger, 20™ March 681):

Todvvng 0 ypoappatikds, 6 v énovopiov DoOmovog, LIAAOV JE LoToLd-
TOVOG,

“John the Grammarian, named Philoponus, or rather wasted talent.”

(Council of Constantinople 680f. acts 16.702.18—22 Riedinger; 9"
August 681):
Yepyio aipetikd avadepo
Kopo aipetikd avadepa-
Ovopio aipetikd avadepo-
Moppw aipetid avadepo-
Movio aipetid dvadepo-
[Tétpw aipetikd avadepo-
“Anathema to the heretic Sergius (Patr. Cpl. 610—638),
Anathema to the heretic Honorius (Pope 625—638),
Anathema to the heretic Pyrrhos (Patr. Cpl. 638—641, 654),

Anathema to the heretic Paul (Patr. Cpl. 642—653),
Anathema to the heretic Peter (Patr. Cpl. 654—666)”

The condemnation is relevant since it concerns ideas expressed in 6342
and then 638.” Moreover, they were not just doctrines contemporary with
George of Pisidia but affected also the poet’s patrons, most notably the
Patriarch Sergius, recipient the Hexaemeron as well as some epigrams
(13.88, 90, 106, 107 Tartaglia). Patriarch Sergius was also posthumously
condemned at the synod of 680f. together with all other patriarchs in the
period (610—666). The emperor at the time of these new doctrines was
Heraclius who was the recipient of George of Pisidia’s poems 1, 2, 5 as well
as epigrams (13.105, 109, 110 Tartaglia). The reason for the condemnation
was their opinions on the question of Nature.

The most radical of them, John Philoponus, had argued that since God
was constituted of three hypostases (Father, Son, and Holy Ghost), each one

27, Philoponus In Aristotelis libros de generatione et corruptione commentaria 106.33/34
Vitelli.

27, Philoponus De aeternitate mundi, 283.20 Rabe.

28 Monoergism, the belief that Christ had only one energy (activity).

2% Monothelitism, the belief that Christ had only one will.
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had its own nature (physis).*® His position was known as tritheism.’' In
680f., the synod defines three hypostases for God and two natures for Christ.
The question is the relation between the activity of an entity in relation to its
nature. Leaving aside technical explanations, this is the topic of the Hexa-
emeron. However, the question of a correct nature in relation to God, explains
the topic of poem 8 which attacks Severus of Antioch (512—-518). Severus
had been condemned for his doctrine concerning the natures of Christ in
536.% Before the question of energies and wills emerges in the 630s, both
parties condemned Severus and had done so for more than a century. Thus
poem 8 needs to be seen with more relevant questions. The definition of
nature and natures is central. However, in the poem there is an echo of the
ecthesis of Heraclius dated to 638.% The decree forbade all to speak about
energies. The poem against Severus seems to refer to the suspension of
judgement (George of Pisidia, /n Severum 9 —12 Querci in Tartaglia):

OvK RV yap &ikdc, 00OE Tf] PUoEL TPémOV
Zvyootateichat TV DIEpAipovGAV VGV,
GAN’ EPPEVOVTOG TOTG TTEMNYUEVOLS OPOIG
oyf] T& MOAAL LUGTIKT] TEPIOKEMTELY.

“For it was not good, nor naturally convenient
To weigh the superior nature

But standing by established definitions

To consider much with mystic silence.”

The theological desire to speak on the topic while the political will was
against, appears to show George of Pisidia’s interest in religious and philo-
sophical questions. One should remember that the ecthesis was issued in 638
to stop previous disputes on the relation between nature and energies which
had developed mainly in 634—638. Thus George of Pisidia has ties with
Patriarch Sergius (poem 8, 9 et alia). He also quotes passages employed by
authors associated with monothelitite positions. His cultural milieu is that of
those condemned at the synod of Constantinople in 680f.

30 ApBuettar yodv 1 poxapio Tplog ovk ovciolg Kol QVGESt Kol dlaeopolg Bedtmow 1
TPIEGaIS KupdTNoLY, draye, OC Apelot poivovtat Kot ot Thg véag Tpbeiog Avttdoty 1yod-
pevot, ovoiag Tpeis Kol PUoELg TPElS Kol TPelg kupldtntag Kol TPeig OpLoimg KEVOLOYODVTEG
BedmToc, AAL DTOCTACESL Kal 310N Gt voepaig Teelong ko’ 0nTag VOESTOGHLS, APLOUED
Sapetais kai ob dtapetaig i Bedttt, Synod 680, Session 11.424 Riedinger.

31 See Van Roey 1980.

32 Justinianus, Constitutio contra Anthimum, Severum, Petrum et Zooram Amelotti -Zingale.

33 Ecthesis of Heraclius, Concilium Lateranum 649 act 3.156.20—162.13 Riedinger.
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That said, the cultural milieu of George of Pisidia was also the imperial
court. While the religious authorities found fertile ground for controversy,
the emperor seemed interested in keeping this debate quiet, while he was
dealing with military matters. This is visible in George of Pisidia’s poems.
The poems concerning Heraclius are useful for historians, while the poems
related to patriarch Sergius are useful for theologians. This brings us back to
the main question: why does he focus on the Neoplatonist Proclus? It has
been argued that Maximus the Confessor between 634 and 638 employed the
Neoplatonist Proclus’ texts to define his interpretation of Dionysius the
Areopagite. The matter hinges on the term avBvndototog dOvapug which is
not present in Dionysius but is found in Proclus.** Briefly an energy is
defined by one nature, not by a hypostasis. George of Pisidia without tack-
ling this question directly is acutely aware that the crux of the matter is being
discussed on the basis of Proclus. This is why he refers to Proclus, without
condemning him directly. Suspending judgement on these matters seems
important in the court of Heraclius.

The relation between God and Nature in Neoplatonism is expressed also
by the term theurgy, which means acting or operating on the divine or from
the divine. Indeed it is a technical term employed extensively by Neoplato-
nists. Damascius distinguishes between two types of thinkers: he claims that
Plotinus and Porphyry are philosophers, while lamblichus and Proclus were
experts of hieratic art.® George of Pisidia seems to consider theurgy as
negative (Heraclias 1.6 —8 Pertusi in Tartaglia):

VOV TavGEAVOG 1] GEM VN AUTTET®

100 X0opoov Ayoviog yyvmpévn
[Tépcag 10 Aowwov pn Beovpyeiv v KTicwy.
“May the full moon shine,

Assured that with Chosroes’ defeat,
The Persians will not apply theurgy to creation.”

It is not only negative, it is Persian. Two other references in the Heraclias
also associate it with Persia.*® A modern reader would simply recall the con-
demnation of theurgy by Augustine of Hippo in the De Civitate Dei.’” The

3% See Lauritzen 2012.

3 Ot ol pev v erhocoeiav mpotiudoty, g [opevpilog kot MMiotivog Kol Aot ToAlot
euocoeot ot 8¢ TV tepatikny, o Tappiyyog kai Xvplavog kol [Ipoxkiog Kot ot iepatiicol
navteg, Damascius, In Phaedonem 172.1—3 Westerink. Hieratic art is connected with
theurgy in lamblichus, De Mysteriis 5.18, 20, 8.4, 9.6, 10.5.

3% Heraclias 1.23, 1.25.

37 Augustinus, De civitate Dei 10.9.
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term theurgy however is a good Byzantine word and it is a positive concept
employed officially in the documents of the Lateran Council of 649, to
which participated Maximus the Confessor, and in the Ecumenical council of
680f. (session 4 [15™ november 680]) and 8 [7™ March 681]; Council of
Constantinople 680f. acts 8.252.1—11 Riedinger):

"Ett aveyvmobn €k tod avtod kmdwkiov £tépa ypiiolg tod dyiov Atovu-
olov émokomov ABnvav kol paptupog £k Tod mepi Beiwv dvopdtov Adyov,
Kol avtePAn0n opoing T Keipevov Tiig ypNnoemg &xov obtmg: “Atakékpiron
8¢ Thig dyabompemodg gig Mudcg Beovpyiog O Kab’” NUAG €5 UMV OAMKDG Kol
aAN0dG 0vo1wOT VoL TOV Drepovolov Adyov: kKol dpdoat Kol Tabely, doa THG
avBpornivng avtod Beovpyiog €otiv Ekipira Kol €EaipeTa. TOVTOG YOp O
ToTNP Kol TO TVEDUO KOT® 0DOEVE KEKOWVAOVNKE AOYOV, €1 UATOL TIC Gain
Kot TV ayobompenii Kol puldvOpwnov BodAncw.” Ta dmokomévio £k THG
avTiig xpNoemg mapd Tdv avt@v: “Koi katd mioov Ty DIepkeluévny Kol
dppntov Oeovpyiov, fv E8pa kol kb’ Hudc yeyovag 6 dvairoimtog, 1) OeoC
Kol Bgod Aoyoc.”

“Once more was read from the same manuscript another opinion of Saint Dionysius, bishop
of Athens and martyr from his treatise on divine names. Similarly, the text of the opinion was
opposed in this way: ‘Again, it is by a differentiated act of God’s benevolence that the Super-
Essential Word should wholly and completely take Human Substance of human flesh and do
and suffer all those things which, in a special and particular manner, belong to the action of
His Divine Humanity. In these acts the Father and the Spirit have no share, except of course
that they all share in the loving generosity of the Divine counsels.” The removed passages
from this opinion except these: ‘and in all that transcendent Divine working of unutterable

mysteries which were performed in Human Nature by Him Who as God and as the Word of
God is Immutable.”” (transl. Rolt 1920).

This is the council which condemned the patron of George of Pisidia,
patriarch Sergius, as well as authors such as John Philoponus. Thus, the term
theurgy creates a divide between two sets of authors in the seventh century:
those who view it as a negative concept and those who accept and endorse it.
The latter group was confirmed as orthodox by the Council of 680f., while
the former were condemned as monoergists and monothelitites. George of
Pisidia represents the culture of the faction at court under Heraclius which
was posthumously condemned at the ecumenical council of 681. Thus George
of Pisidia is not the last classical poet or the first Byzantine one, but an
expression of late antique philosophy and theology of the court of Heraclius.

One must draw one important consequence. George of Pisidia knows
Porphyry’s allegorical readings, he is aware of Proclus’ commentaries on the
Cratylus, Timaeus and Parmenides. His culture seems connected with the
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physiology studied by doctors like Hippocrates and Galen and by thinkers
such as John Philoponus. Given that George of Pisidia reflects the culture of
Patriarch Sergius at the court of Heraclius, he read these books in Constan-
tinople and his readership was in the same city. These texts may have been
transmitted directly from Alexandria in Late Antiquity to Damascus and then
Baghdad from the 7™ to the 10™ century, but they were known, studied and
referred to in Constantinople of the early seventh century, unlike the West and
most of the Middle East. Therefore George of Pisidia’s poetry is essential for
the study of late antique philosophy and represents proof that the texts were
known in Constantinople. It is the main official evidence of direct know-
ledge and reading of Neoplatonic thinkers (Porphyry and Proclus) and of the
Alexandrian commentators on Aristotle (John Philoponus) as well as medi-
cal writers (Stephanos). His philosophical and religious concerns, which mix
both pagan and Christian principles, are the aim of his writing in verse and
therefore of being a poet. George of Pisidia, for his contemporaries, may not
have been the last of the classicizing poets or the first of the Byzantine ones,
but was rather a philosopher and friend of monothelite heretics. This may be
a further explanation for the sudden demise of the Nonnian hexameter verse
with which he was now associated and which had been the fashion since the
fifth century.
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