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MEDIEVAL NEOPLATONISM 
 
Much of the literature we will be reading presumes a worldview derived from Platonism 
and developed during late Antiquity. That worldview can be described as Christian 
Neoplatonism. Its main sources are Plotinus (The Enneads), Proclus (The Elements of 
Theology), and Augustine of Hippo. Other sources include the anonymous Liber de causis, 
Philo of Alexandria, Origen, Plutarch, Gaius, Albinus, Apeulius, Atticus, Maximus of 
Tyre, Porphyre, and others. These in turn are derived from the works of Plato, especially 
the Timeus. 
 
We read in R. Arnou, “Platonism des Pères,” Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, vol. 12.2 
(1935), cols. 2258–2392. 

Plato: “Il enseigne, dit saint Augustin, que le monde vient de Dieu et doit 
retourner à Dieu, que Dieu est le Créateur et la lumière et le Bien suprême, causa 
constitutae universitatis et lux percipiendae veritatis et fons bibendae felicitatis. [cf. DCD 
I.viii.c.v, PL 41:230] 
 
Les Pères “n'étudiant pas la philosophie pour elle-même … ils étaient 
théologiens.” (2261); but Aug, DCD, viii.8: Non dubitat [Plato] hoc esse philosophari 
amare Deum. 
 
The dialectic “qui s'éléve du singulier au général, du conditionné à 
l'inconditioné, mais aussi divise et descende méthodiquement du général au 
particulier ….” (2263) Dans cette doctrine, les chrétiens platonisants ont remarqué 
surtout: a) l'affirmation d'un monde suprasensible dont ce monde changeant est 
l'image. «La philosophie barbare, elle aussi, connaît ces deux mones, dira Clément 
d’Alexandrie (après lui, Origène et Eusèbe de Césarée le diront aussi), l’un 
perceptible à l’intelligence, l’autre aux sens, le premiere étant l’archétype, le 
second l’image de l’exemplaire.» PG 9:177ab. B) Notre paranté avec ce monde 
invisible; aussi le désir de nous élever jusqu’à lui n’est-il point un rêve chémerique; 
et pour mener à beine cette ascension, la nécessité d’une preparation purifiante, 
où l’amour joue un role important.” (2263–64) 
 
Some say God is the originator, some the one who orders the universe. St. Justin, 
Apol. §1.59 (PG 6:416), “quand Platon dit que Dieu a ordoné une matière informe 
wt fait le monde, il répète exactement les paroles de Moise ....” (2266) 
 
Some of the principle themes are: 
1. A fundamental distinction between the sensible world and the intelligible world. 
2. The tripartite composition of the soul: νοῦς, λόγος, λογιστιχόν (2267) 
3. The highest part of the soul is the intellect, which apprehends the divine nature. 
4. The goal of human life is an assimilation with the divine; the purification which 
prepares one is considered a separation from the body and the material world. 
 

Neoplatonism affects all aspects of intellectual life. Its effect on literary life is described 
by James A. Coulter, The Literary Microcosm: Theories and Interpretations of the Later 
Neoplatonists (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976) [B 517 .c65] 
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Neoplatonism is not a system, per se, but a method of exegesis and allegory. We 
can see the basis for the method in Plato’s Republic, II, 376E-379A. There are 
“three ways of looking at literature .... Plato speaks in this passage first, of the 
content of stories as such (logoi, 376E and 378A); secondly, of the imprint (typos, 
377B) which such stories leave on the character of the listeners, as well as the 
implicit ethical sense (also typos, 379A) in the work itself; thirdly, of the reality 
which is to be found in the ‘undersense’ (hyponoia, 378D) or ‘real meaning’ lying 
beneath the surface of the text.” (7) 
 
Allegorical interpretation sought a purer thought that was dispersed throughout 
a literary text. The Stoics, for example, believed that language “had by the 
passage of time been deeply corrupted from its original, authentic form” (27). 
They therefore sought via etymology “the primal, undistorted form of words.” 
(This idea of an earlier, undiluted meaning still informs the philological enterprise 
institutionalized in the nineteenth century.) 
 Further, “the symbol not only brings the gods to us, it also lays hold of our 
spirits and urges us to an active search for the meaning below the surface, or, in 
Proclus’ terms, for the God who lies concealed behind the demonic [Gk. daemon, 
divine agent] façade of myth.” (p. 57).  
 Implicit in this view is the notion that an author is divinely inspired (<Lat. 
in + spiritus, spirit). The poet has access to a different kind of knowledge, purer, 
closer to the divine. He/She is not merely someone who does something with 
words, but someone who has a less adulterated access to fundamental truth. We 
see this view take hold especially during the Romantic movement. 
 The work of art has a fundamental unity. This is due to artistic intention, 
what the Neoplatonists call skopos. (This view is still basic to the critical 
enterprise.) 
 
Coulter summarizes: “For the Neoplatonists the fundamental philosophical 
imperative was that of understanding how the One became the Many, or, more 
accurately, was also the many. ... How can we refer the multiplicity of separate 
detail in a work of literature to the single intention of the creator of that work? 
And what are the means and mechanisms, the processes by which that single 
intention is unfolded into the innumerable surface elements of the text? The 
relation of unity, viewed as controlling intention, to surface multiplicity—what 
we might call the intentional or teleological analysis of literary detail—is a 
paramount preoccupation of the Neoplatonic exegetes.” (78) 

Nota bene: “The co-existence of multiple interpretations of the same 
textual datum ... was a long-standing difficulty in symbolic interpretation.” 
(80). 

 
This problem did have a solution, described by L. Westerlink, Anonymous Prolegomena 
to Platonic Philosophy (1962). The Greek philosopher Iamblichus posited a unity of 
literary levels (literal, figurative, etc.), linked analogically: 

“by endowing a literary work with the structure of the Neoplatonic metaphysical 
universe, he opened the way to a solution to a crucial problem of unity. His 
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answer was something like the following. Every level of reality is connected by 
analogy to every other level of reality, and whatever exists on one level has an 
analogical counterpart on all others” (87). Thus, like Philo, Iamblichus saw this 
structure at work in literary universes, as well. All details are important. Why 
would  given character be employed? Why would a discussion take place at this 
site and not elsewhere? Why mention a character’s place of birth? Each literary 
detail reflects a corresponding level of reality, and the unity underlying reality 
underlies literature. 

 
The Neoplatonic worldview was one means of coping with an extraordinarily difficult 
exegetical question: what is the imago Dei? The Book of Genesis says that man is created 
in the image of God. What does that mean? 
 
One answer was offered by the Church Fathers Tertullian, Cyprian, and Ambrose of 
Milan. Ambrose writes: 

Imago dei est solus ille qui dixit: Ego et pater unum sumus, ita habens 
similitudinem patris, ut divinitatis et plenitudinis habeat unitatem” (Examer. 
IV.vii) 

In his exposition on Psalm 118, he writes: 
Si intellegas imaginem, videbis ad imaginem; homo enim non est imago dei, sed 
ad similitudinem factus est.” When God created man, “ibi non terra, non material, 
sed incorporeum, sed admirabile; ibi non material, sed immateriale. Quod enim 
secundum imaginem est, non est in corpore nec in material, sed in anima 
rationabilia. Ibi operatur, ibi ostenditur homo ad similitudinem et imaginem dei, 
ubi iustitiae, ubi sapientiae, ubi omnis forma virtutis adsumitur.” 

The soul contains the rational capacity of man. Through it we understand what is just. 
 

The soul is that which moves from sensible reality, through the inner self, to the divine. If 
it is properly attuned to the singularity of divine creation, to the One, it can intuit divinity. 
From that intuition, it progresses, purifying the self, and improving the self. 
 
Through the liberal arts, a program for a select few only, the soul arrives “at an 
understanding of divine governance and Beauty itself” (F. van Fleteren, “Ascent,” 
Augustine through the Ages, p. 64). For St. Augustine, “the liberal arts are to be an 
exercitio animae by which an elite few may attain vision of God.” Divine governance is 
the structured order of the sensible world, the λόγος. Logos is the second element of 
“biology” (the structured knowledge of life), of “geology” (the structured knowledge of 
the earth), and so on. λόγος differentiates scattered, wandering thought from logic, which 
is ordered thought. In structure, in the order of creation, one can intuit the singular λόγος, 
who is God. Thus, for the Neoplatonists, a study of the physical world and its manifold 
diversity can lead to an understanding of the One.  
 
Within this Neoplatonic worldview, foundational beliefs are expressed though a common 
store of images. Images of light, dark, ascent, descent, body, mind, and so on become part 
of the lingua franca of Western poetry. We will see that these images provoke readers 
towards philosophical and theological considerations.  


