PEITHO / EXAMINA ANTIQUA 1T (13 ) /2022

Unwritten Doctrine of
Pythagoras in Hermias
ol Alexandria

DOI:10.14746/PEA.2022.1.9

ROGERIO G. DE CAMPOS

/ Federal University for Latin American Integration /

Among Plato scholars, the critique of writing and the question of unwritten doctrines
may have been one of the most debated topics of the 20 century (Cherniss 1944, 1977;
Ross 1951; Krimer 1986, 1989; Gaiser 1991, Reale 1997; Szlezdk 2005; Rosettiig92; Hosle
2004)." The interpretation of the Tiibingen-Milan School, which considers the unwritten
doctrines to be the fundamental beginning in the comprehension of the written works
of Plato, is founded principally on the Phaedrus (Phdr. 274b-278e), the Seventh Letter
(Ep. 340-345) and on Aristoteles’ Physics (Ph. IV 2, 209b14-15), among other important
documents. Over time, moderate positions also arose, such as that of Trabattoni (1994,
2005), which proposes an interpretation of the written work augmented by some herme-
neutic tools originating in unwritten doctrines.?

Our investigation is not at all concerned with referencing, or even touching upon
the subject of unwritten doctrines; on the contrary, it was only a survey regarding the
presence of Pythagoras in Hermias of Alexandria. But Hermias presents in his interpre-
tation - besides that of an unwritten Pythagoras, which is the principal focus of this study

! Tam immensely grateful to Professor Galen Barry who kindly reviewed this article.
2 See also Ferrari (2012).
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- a Plato who writes without omitting the consideration of oral transmission. Contrary
to the reading of Tiibingen-Milan, which emphasizes the condemnation of the written
word, the Plato of Hermias does not reverberate with such conflict, indicating a more
accommodating picture.

Hermias shows a Plato who does not refuse the written word and reconciles in
a harmonious manner the superiority of the oral tradition in his philosophy with his
activity as a writer. Not that this interpretation is something new, as we consider that
such an interpretation is exactly what we read in the Phaedrus, that is, the oral tradition
is superior as it is living and capable of “impressing upon the soul” of disciples, while
writing is fixed and dead, able to serve merely, in the best of circumstances, as a record
of that which once was learned and passed on via the oral tradition.

This brief contextualization permits us to enter the environment of Hermias, who in
his commentary in the Phaedrus, presents Pythagoras as gifted with surprising abilities,
although for the most part such attributes are already known. We will examine, from this
point onward, the passages in which Hermias explains Pythagoras’ connections, some of
them incomprehensible, such as between Pythagoras and the Phaedrus. We present all
the passages which follow in our own translation, especially because the version available
in English of the text of Hermias, which translation was made by Baltzly and Share (2018:
47-171), does not reach this point in the commentary.

Logographers vs. The Unwritten

At one point in Plato’s dialogue (Phdr. 257¢-258a), logography, or the use of writing,
is described by Phaedrus as an activity of great men whose importance could not be
attacked. However, Socrates refuses to write and defends orality as the most effective
resource of philosophical expression. Plato himself would have agreed, despite having
written so much and so well, affirming that the main part of his philosophy would have
to be transmitted orally (Ep. 7; Phdr. 276d-278a).

In Hermias of Alexandria, on the other hand, we find two references to the unwritten
character of Pythagorean and Socratic philosophy, in which two distinct attitudes are
emphasized in relation to writing: one that accepts it and the other that rejects it. Hermi-
as, when commenting on Plato’s passage, emphasizes this aspect of unwritten philosophy
and classifies it as Pythagorean, so that Pythagoras and Socrates are for Hermias illus-
trious representatives of unwritten philosophy, along with Themistocles and Pericles.

The commentary of Hermias conforms to passage 257c—e of the Phaedrus, where the
value of logography is questioned, because according to Phaedrus “one of the politicians
insulted and censured Lysias, and among the insults uttered he called him logographer
(logogrdaphon)” (Phdr. 257¢), with logography being clearly reviled, even when linked

3 We did not have access to the German translation by Hildegund Bernard (1997).
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to great and valuable public figures. At this point of transition between the recantation

(palinode) and the second part of the dialogue, the moment at which questions of writ-
ing and rhetoric are presented, logography, or the fact of speech being written down, is

described as something that could harm the reputation (doxan) of those writers with the

passage of time.

According to Phaedrus, this was the reason by which those authors could be even-
tually designated not only as logographers, but also as sophists (Phdr. 257d). Socrates
refutes this statement, remembering that many of those who have left behind written
compositions “are the greatest and most notable politicians” (0i megiston phronountes ton
politikon — Phdr. 257¢€), rejecting the generalization and showing that not all the ancient
writers could be censured simply for having left behind their writings.

Hermias presents the first distinction between unwritten and written traditions
through some illustrious examples:

< and you know how 257d>

Phaedrus wishes to draw from éndoxos, and this éndoxos is a rhetorical tool, of multiple origins.
Subsequently, men censure the practice of writing down discourse, stating that practical knowl-
edge, by which he also says that the greatest and most able abstained from logography, such
as Themistocles and Pericles, finding it sufficient to speak, as well as other civilized men, like
Pythagoras and Socrates himself. For that reason, Plato also contrasts the argumentative use
of éndoxos and written discourse (Herm. in Phdr. 210, 19—22 Lucarini & Moreschini [further =
LM] = [176] Couvreur).*

<Kat &vowoha mov kai 257d>

‘O ®aidpog £v86Emg Povietar Emuxepijoat Ev8oog 8¢ Eotwy Emtyelpnoig 1) AITd TV TOAGV*
¢neldn) ovv ot dvBpwmot EAodopolivto 1O Aoyoypapeiv Mg &k Ti¢ katexovong ouvnBeiag,
81 ToUT0 Kai adTog Prow JTi ol péya 210.20 <Suvdpevor> AéoyovTo O Aoyoypagelv oiov
OgpiotorAiic, epkAfg, ixavol dvteg Aéyew, xai dAAot 88 Td@V doteiwv avBpdmwy oiov O
IvBayébpag, kai adtog 8¢ 0 Zwkpdtmg. Ao kal avtog O ITAdtav Evi6Eme Enyelpdv dvtitidnot
TOUG OUYYPAYaUEVOUG.

Pythagoras, who was at no point explicitly mentioned in the Phaedrus, finds a special
place in the interpretation of Hermias. He is counted among those who did not write and,
above all, were important to the polis. This group includes Themistocles, who was also not
cited in the dialogue, and Pericles, who will be cited further on, but in another context.

The term endoxon in this neoplatonic environment carries the Aristotelian dialectic
lexicon without, however, limiting itself to the Aristotelian concept as we know it today.
In the work of Aristotle, the endoxa, or the opinion of specialists, belong to dialectic

4 Our translation.
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opposition (Top. I 100a18-103b). However, Hermias does not use the term within the
same parameters, but only in the sense of doxa, or common opinion.’

This mix of Aristotelian and Stoic elements and vocabulary in texts of the neopla-
tonists is quite common, such that, in a certain passage, Hermias utilizes the Aristotelian
categories of potency and act to refer to different relations of love, which, for obvious
reasons, could never have been developed by Plato in these terms:

Evidently this is not at the forefront of this scope [regarding love], because [Plato] neither pres-
ents a dialogue about its essence (ousia) nor its potential (dynamis), but only about the act
(energeia) in the cosmos and in souls, especially as all are led as lovers toward the beautiful. If
Plato had offered, in some given speech, a circumscription, we would have these three aspects
in dialogue, about essence (ousia), about potential (dynamis), and about act (energeia). (Our trans-
lation. Herm. in Phdr. 12, 17-22 LM = [64-65] 12.11-22 Couvreur)

‘Ot 8¢ ok EoTiv évtatBa 6 tponyovpevog okomog [nepiépwtog] fjAov: olite yap mepl
ovoiag avtol ovte ept Suvdpems tapadidwoty, dAANa tept THG Evepyeiag avTtod THig €lg TOV
kéopov xai tag yuyacdiaiéyetat, 6tu 8 mavta dvayet € 0 €paoctov Kai 10 kKaAdv: el §¢
7oV 0 ITAGTwV tponyolpevov <mep(> Tvog AGyoV moLeltat, Tept TPV ToUT®VY StaAéyetal,
Tepl ovoiag, Tept Suvdapemg, mept évepyeiac:

As for the Stoic terms that are modified by Hermias, we highlight pneuma as an
important example in the double characterization of Eros (in Phdr. 34, 2-9 LM) also
attributed to the Stoics. In addition to the specific Neoplatonic sense of vehicle of the
soul (pneuma - in Phdr. 67, 14; pneumatic — in Phdr. 69, 24 LM), it also connotes the
intellectual purification (mollusmos) through which pneuma passes (in Phdr. 73, 26-30
LM). The term “familiar” (oikeioun) also appears as a Neoplatonic appropriation of the
Stoic terms in two passages by Hermias (in Phdr. 54, 26; 81,17 LM).

The second mention of this unwritten Pythagoras in Hermias is also associated with
Socrates. This time, the powerful duo of unwritten philosophers appears opposed to the
masters of writing, Orpheus, and Hermes. The passage comments upon Phaedrus 275c¢:

It must be known that Plato did not reject writing, being that many of the ancient and most
respected wrote, such as Orpheus and Hermes, as opposed to Pythagoras and Socrates, who
did not. These definitions were given by Socrates in this written composition [by Plato]: to have
knowledge (episteme) of questions and to have observed the truth through the remembrances of
what was lost in ancient times for the benefit of those who learn without effort, but enjoy their
childhood training, writing, then, with beauty and correctness; while those without knowledge

5 See Longo (2015: 63) on the different uses of the term dialectic in Syrianus and Hermias.
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and who make much effort are given to the benefit of opinion (doxes), and move toward this

inadequacy of the activity of writing, as he says.

In this there is a narrative of not needing to avail oneself of written discourse in order to be

exposed to thinking, as a disciple of Plato omits from written records all that was said to him,
and so remains apart, drifting, eliminating all, and returning only to the master, because the

thoughts resulting from the effort do not need to be revealed in books, but only in the soul

(Herm. in Phdyr. 258, 10-23 LM = [201] Couvreur; our translation).

Eidéval 8¢ O¢el 011 00k avaipel 10 ypd@ey 0 ITIAGT®Y: TOANOL Yap TOV TAAALOV KAl
evdoklpwTat®wy ocuvéypayav, og ‘Opeevg, ‘Eppiig IIvBaydpag 8¢ kai Tokpatng ov
ouvéypayav. Tolovtoug ouv §poug tapadidwotv 6 Twkpdtmg tol ouyypdeew évtaiba, TO
oV Exey TOV Tpaypdtev kai to aAnéc eiddtag €mi Uopvioet THg €ig yiipag Ang
Kai d@eheiag @V pavBavoviewv pn orovdalovtag, dMNa tadid xpwuévoug, Téte KaA®dE Kol
EVUTIPENADG GUYYPAPELY, TOUG 8E AVETOTIHOVAG Kal &G £t péya Kal teptortovdactov kai §6Eng
Yapwv €pyopévoug eig ToUTo ATPENDS CLYYPAPELY PN ot.

Dépetat 6 To10TTOV TL Sujynpa Tpog To pr Setv ovyypdppacty drotiBecOal ta vorjpata, 61t
pabnig tig tod IAdtmvog tdvta ta Aeydpeva map’ avtot dnoypaypdpevog ArtémAevas, kal
vavayid TEPUTETOV Amavta ATOAECE Kal UTECTPEYE TPOG TOV diddokalov, Epym melpabeig
011 oV 3¢ €v BifAiorg dmotiBeoBat Ta vorjpata, A\ €v ti) yuyd).

Hermias highlights the question of the possibility of anamnesis associated with the
work of philosophical formation in the Platonic environment, a school in which, as we
know, writing is rejected as a principal means of the storage and transmission of knowl-
edge. Contrary to what we have often come to understand, the passage makes it clear that,
despite this unwritten perspective, Plato does not disparage writing (Plato did not reject
writing), but merely practiced a teaching method in his school in which books did not
play a central role in the transmission nor in the storage of knowledge. It is clear, on one
hand, that criticism of writing, even for Hermias, is not absolute, neither as for a thing to
be forbidden nor as a practice without importance.

It is evident, however, that the mnemonic work of the Platonic dialectic in capturing
learned knowledge was an important step toward anamnesis. In this context, any of the
ancient records engraved on souls are more valuable than any effort, regardless of the
external written registries that may have been produced, whose value is also not exclud-
ed. All navigation of the process of learning has the master as reference, who is requested
to come to the aid of the disciple whenever necessary, as no text could ever replace him.

The passage also recalls the feeding of opinion (doxa), foodstuff of those souls
unable to contemplate the beings on the plane of truth. As Socrates says: “after much

¢ Cf. Pl. Tht.143b5-c6, when Euclid tells of how he created and corrected the report of a conversation
which he had witnessed between Socrates and Theaetetus, consulting personally with Socrates several times
regarding the content. Besides the indication of how Plato himself may have created dialogues; the passage also
demonstrates the necessity of the master as the personal original source around which such texts must revolve.
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toil they all go away without gaining a view of reality, and when they have gone away
they feed upon opinion” (trophei doxastei khrontai — Phdr. 248b, trad. Fowler 2005: 479).
Whoever does not have the aid of this master is doomed, obviously, to feed upon opin-
ion, whether obtained apart from the master himself or collected from written material,
neither being of any real use.

Unlike many interpreters in the twentieth century who favored an interpretation
based on unwritten doctrines, the passage shows orality harmoniously combined with
writing. The disciple navigates around the master as an unequivocal reference but with-
out either ceasing to use the writings or overestimating their power or scope. What is
learned through orality does not lend itself to the fixity of writings, while what is learned
in books does not achieve what only oral transmission provides, namely the writing on
the soul. Here there is nothing beyond what we already know from the Phaedrus, except
the metaphor of navigation, imported from the Phaedo. There is, therefore, neither denial
of writings, nor exclusivity of oral transmission, but on the contrary, a combination of
diverse and naturally complementary spheres.”

Dialogues and personages

The third passage in which Pythagoras appears in Hermias discusses the relationship
between the dialogues of Plato and great personages, such as Zamolxis in the Charmides
and Pythagoras in the Phaedrus. Even having no explicit mention of Pythagoras in the
Phaedrus, as we said, Hermias establishes the relationship:

<Listen to what I have to say 274c>

Socrates, having asked Phaedrus, “Do you know the means by which, in the matter of discourse,
we should please the gods in our actions?” To which he responds, “Not at all. If you know, tell
me.”® Then the philosopher says that “hear what I have to say,” as Socrates had become accus-
tomed to being regarded as an intermediary of the gods, as the bearer of something divine, or
above the human assistants of the gods. The divine man does not demean those gods in the
Sophist dialogue. There is the habit of often offering their own writings to divine men, as it
happens with *Pythagoras in Phaedrus*® , with Zamolxis®, a sort of sage, in the Charmides, as
well as in the Timaeus, where the speech of the Atlantes is attributed to the Egyptians. On this
point they are opposed to the invention regarding the speeches of the sovereign Hermes, as it
would not be for the sages, but only for the gods, and says that the sovereign Hermes brought

7 See Cerri (1992) about the positive role of writing in the Phaedrus.

8 In this case the transmission of Hermias is a little different from Plato, without affecting interpretation
(008apdg ov 6¢;).

® Lucarini and Moreschini (2012: 266) mark this passage as corrupt.

10 See Hdt, IV, 95-96, PPorph. VP, 14; Iamblichus, lamb. VP, 173.
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the art of writing to many, among other things (Herm. in Phdr. 253, 15-28 LM = [198-199]

Couvreur; our translation).

<Axorjv Y &yw Aéyewv 274¢>

"Epwtioavtog tod Swkpdtovg tov Oaidpov §t <«oioBa> ntdg Aéywv Beolg kexaplopéva
TPALeLg;» Pnoty St <«o0Sapdc>- €l 8¢ 00y’ 0ldag, eiré.» "Enerta 6 iAdoomog &t < «akonv
Exw> elmelv » elwbe yap 0 Twkpdtng Ta V@’ Eavtod yvopeva Tavy e0yVOPOVKG eig Beovg
avagépew 1j eig omadovg Be@dv dvdpag: kal yap tovg Beiovg dvdpag ovk anmnéimoev év @
<Zo@oTi)> Oeovg kaAéoar kai yap ol cogot kai Belot dvdpeg Beol elowv ¢ pog avBpadmoug:
glwBev ovv Beloig avOpdot oM dxig dvatiBévar ta ouyypdppata autol: €v pév 1@ *<Paidpe>
@ IvBaydépa*, v 8¢ 1@ <Xapuidn> ZapdA&idt copd Ty, év 8¢ 1@ <Tipaie> tov ATAAVTIKOY
AGyov dvatibnot 253.25 toig Alyumtiolg: kal évtaiba odv To tepl TV Adywv elpepa @ Seomdty
‘Eppij avatiBnotv, ovkétt eig copovg avdpag, aria Beovg, kai pnow &t 6 deondtng ‘Eppuiig tpog

TOMAOTG TOIG AANOLG Kl TNV TOV YPaUHET®V TéEX VIV KaTéSelEev.

The relationship that Hermes establishes between the dialogue and Pythagoras is in
the use of writing and in the relationship between the sages and the gods. Outside of this
relationship, except for the final saying that “friends have all things in common” (Phdyr.
279¢), a maxim considered Pythagorean, and the content of the dialogue itself, which
deals with the immortal nature of the soul and its cycles, there would be nothing effec-
tively “Pythagorean” in the Phaedrus.” But Hermias remarks, in a comparison between
sages, that Socrates and Pythagoras would have been wiser than others, since they did
not avail themselves of writing and, by the same token, maintained an intimate relation-
ship with the gods. Pythagoras, therefore, would be a philosopher of great importance
in the scenario established in the Phaedrus.

Zamolxis, the Thracian physician and disciple of Pythagoras, is related in an analo-
gous way to the Charmides dialogue, where the Thracian knew that the body should be
healed with a holistic approach, without forgetting either its connection with the soul or
the power of the logos as a necessary enchantment for healing (Chrm. 156d-157¢; 158b-
¢). In the case of the Timaeus, Hermes uses the same analogy between those who used
writing and those who did not, to highlight the Egyptians as bearers of records of past
events, including those already completely forgotten even by the Greeks, especially the
disappearance of Atlantis, an island of which there would be no record except in Egyp-
tian priestly writings.

In Hermias there is a coalescence between Hermes and Theuth, as well as other
authors of the Hellenistic period offer the same opinion, such as Plutarch, Cicero
and Diodorus Siculus (Fowder 1993: 18—26; Bull 2018: 38—96; Domaradzki 2021: 371).

' See Couvreur (1901:199): “nihil de Pythagora in Phaedro”. And Lucarini and Moreschini (2012: 266):
“In Phaedro nihil de Pythagora”.
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The identification of Hermes with Theuth, the creator of writing and the disseminator
deity of this technical resource, would be exclusively linked to the transmission of knowl-
edge from the deities to men, at least in their application in the human sphere even if not
in their communication with the gods:

<If we ourselves should find out 274¢>

How would one need to write to please the gods, and <would we still concern ourselves> about
men? He disdains the pleasing and conduct of all mankind toward the gods. That said, he then
[disdains] many of those who wrote to amaze, or to be praised, or that they might be graced
by some pleasure arising from the writings, or even by the memory of themselves that they
would leave by doing so, but not desirous of pleasing the gods (Herm. in Phdr. 254, 1-7 LM

our translation).

ove' <Ei 8¢ 1000’ elpopev avtol 274¢>

TI®g, Gv 8én Beoig apéokovta ypdgey, <péAol v Nuiv £Tt> 1@V avBponwv; 6 yap toig Beolg
apéoxav kail avnyuévog mtaong tiig avpwmnivig pioewg katappovel. Toito elnev neldi)
ot ToAAoL T@V ovyypagéwv tva Bavpdlwvral, fj énavdvta, 1 iva tiot yapifovtal ta tpog

NSOV ypApoVvTEG, 1) tva LvIny €auT@V KATAAUTAvVmot Tadta olototy, ovyi Oeols dpéokety
BouAdpevor.

In this passage, writing, although granted by a deity, in this case Hermes, would have
no effective application in communication between men and gods, being effective only
among humans. So that communication of men with the gods obviates the craft of writ-
ing, which is why sages like Socrates and Pythagoras are presented as non-writers, thus
maintaining, once again, their special connection with the divine."

The first mention of Hermes-Theuth is at the beginning of the book of Hermias, when
in interpreting Plato’s allegory he distinguishes between the visions of Hermes-Theuth
and Thamous-Ammon (in Phdr. 8, 5-15). The second mention of Hermes bears the epithet
of Trismegistus and refers to his prophetic capacity (in Phdr. 94, 5-10). The third mention
is the predominant and divine capacity of the tripartite soul, as well as its symbolism, at
which time Eros, Victory (Nike) and Hermes are designated as winged (pterdtous — in
Phdpr. 127, 25-26). The fourth mention of Hermes also bears the epithet of Trismegistus
and precedes a quote from Pindar (in Phdr. 168, 14-19). The fifth mention of Hermes,
perhaps the most important for our study, now towards the end of the book of Hermias,
deals with the allegory between Theuth and Thamous, but oscillates between designating
him as a god (in Phdr. 253, 15-22) and as a daimon (in Phdyr. 255, 1-9).

12 See Bernabé (1990, 2003), Casadio (1991) and Colli (1975) about orphic poetry and its relation to Pythag-
oreanism and Platonism.
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Regarding the daimon Hermes, Hermias explains:

They worship the sovereign Hermes for the invention of speechmaking among the Egyp-
tians as well. Everywhere, including in the Timaeus, [Plato] deifies the Egyptians as the most
ancient, which is why neither the flood nor destruction by fire were unknown to the Egyptians,
although they were unknown to other peoples. Therefore, these inventions were immortal for
the Egyptians, which for the Greeks were brought by Palamedes or Prometheus, while the
philosopher brings from Egypt that guardian of discourses, the god Hermes (Herm. in Phdr.
253, 15—-22 LM; our translation).

Eig tov deomdtnv odv ‘Eppijv avatibnot tv t@v Adywv ebpeo xal gig Aiyvmtiovg: mavtayod
yap, kai €v 1@ <Taiw> 8¢, ékBedlel Tovg Atyumtiovg g apyaiovg, Siit TO uijTe KATAKAVOUE
pijte €kmupaoet dpavifeabal Ty Alyuittov, TV EM®V TOAEmY 0UT®E APaviopévmy: 1o Ta
nap’ Atyurttiolg evpépata abavatotepd ot kal drep ot “EMnvec €ig ITaAaunonv 1j IIpopnBéa

avapépovoty, 6 PIAGC0POG elg ATyurttov avapépet kai Tov Epopov TV Adywv Beov Eppijv.

Although Hermias himself presents Hermes-Theuth as a god, his exposition imme-
diately discerns Theuth’s capacity as an intermediary (mesothetes, metaxi — in Phdyr. 255,
4-6) so that he is also called “daimon Theuth”, seeking to justify the Plato’s expression
in 274c¢, in addition to his epithet Hermes: “Theuth therefore is called Hermes” (in Phdr.

255, 8).5

Sages and philosophers

In the next passage, in which Hermias will once again undertake to exalt the wisdom
of Pythagoras, we will highlight the dichotomy between sages and philosophers. The
dichotomy in the Phaedrus is marked by the difference between gods and men, an abyss
in which, although there had been some transcendence, the designation of “sage” would
only be appropriate for gods. For men, to the extent that it’s possible, the best designa-
tion would be “philosopher” (friend of knowledge). Despite his proximity to the divine,
Pythagoras does not distance himself from human knowledge.

Even having no mention of any philosopher in Plato’s passage, Hermias extols
Pythagoras as the first to reach extraordinary dignity:

“Say wise” exceeds human compass, but of all those who have been called wise in some science,

Pythagoras was the first, since Pythagoras was the only one to reach the divine and to be
called sage. So also, in the Symposium Socrates called Eros a sage, not a philosopher: “Among

3 See PL. Phlb. 18b-d in which Theuth appears as the inventor of grammar.
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the gods,” he says, “none is a philosopher.” So, who are the philosophers? Only those who seek
wisdom (Herm. in Phdr. 264, 1—7 LM; our translation).'+

TO yap <00@ov kaAelv> vnepPaivel ta avBpomva pétpa: mdvtmv 8¢ t@v mtpo TTubaydpov kal
TePI TLETOTUOV@V COPRDY KAAOUPEVMV, 6 TTuBaydpag EABaV 10 Bgiov povov copov ékdAeoey,
¢ é€aipetov T0 Gvopa @ Be@ dmoveipac, ToUg 8¢ dpeyopévoug copiag PAosdOPoUG EKAAETEV.
OUtwe kai €V 1@ <Zuuooie> co@ov ékdAeoe TOV "Epwta 6 Zwkpdtng, pitAdcopov d¢ ov-
<«Be@v> yap, enotv, <ovdeig @IAGo0oPOog » > Tiveg 00V ol PLAdoo@oL; oi dpeyduevol Tijg
colag.

Hermias includes Pythagoras when commenting on Plato’s passage, because Pythag-
oras would have been the one who achieved this divine and extraordinary condition. To
justify this interpretation, Hermias mentions the Symposium without much precision,
since in that dialogue Eros will be interpreted by Diotima as an intermediary daimon
whose nature would approach that of philosopher. Hermias offers a loose reading of the
Symposium to exemplify what he intends, disregarding that Eros is defined as an inter-
mediary daimon by Diotima, no longer as a god (Smp. 202d). However, setting aside this
inaccuracy, it is important to note that his focus is on the fact that only gods can be sages.
Except for Pythagoras - the only one to surpass the boundaries laid out for me - the most
that men can become are philosophers.

Final thoughts

We highlight, in this brief journey, how Hermias characterizes Pythagoras as an unwrit-
ten philosopher, and the special connection of this condition with the deities and the
Muses. The connection is only implicit in Plato in the dialogue Phaedrus, revealed mainly
by the supposed affinity between Socrates and Pythagoras. However, the information
coming from Hermias suggests a reflection of the unwritten doctrines. Hermias indicates
an unwritten tradition not restricted to Pythagoreanism, creating a somewhat different
picture, because from this scenario it is possible to consider Plato as a writer who evident-
ly did not reject writing with the vehemence that the interpretation based on the unwrit-
ten doctrines sometimes suggests. However, Plato would have indicated elements of his
philosophy that were not intended for the written medium, having combined, there-
fore, unwritten elements to his written philosophy, whose portrayal is apparently more
credible.

The disciple navigates around the master, without condemning the writings, nor
confusing them in their limited scope. What is learned through orality, as we have seen,
does not lend itself to the fixity of writing, to the dead letters of writing, just as what is

4 See Pl. Smp. 204al.
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learned in books never reaches the special places that only oral transmission allows and
provides. Writing is not able to accomplish imprinting upon the soul. In Hermias we see
that Plato does not deny or dislike the use of writing, nor does he advocate any exclu-
sivity of oral transmission, even though it is admittedly superior. There is, therefore, no
strong opposition between orality and writing, but a combination of different spheres of
language application.

Hermias makes the scenario less contentious between those who emphatically
defended the unwritten doctrines as a fundamental interpretation of Platonism, even if
such elements were never fully revealed. They are unwritten, and those who completely,
categorically belittled them, diminish their relevance in interpreting Plato’s written work.

Even if the dispute over the weight of the unwritten doctrines today has fewer reper-
cussions than in the last decades, Hermias helps us to think of alternatives for the conti-
nuity of these assessments of the reception of Plato’s written and unwritten work.
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In Hermias’ commentary on Phaedrus (In Platonis Phaedrum Scholia), it
is possible to identify several direct references to the philosophers and
pre-Socratic doctrines, including Pythagoras. We point out to three
references to Pythagoras in Hermias: (1) Pythagoras is characterized
as an unwritten philosopher, (2) there is a special connection with the
divinities and Muses, and (3) there is a special connection with the
Phaedrus dialogue, revealed by the affinity between Pythagoras and
Socrates. We show how the explicit references to Pythagoras in Hermias
constitute a certain method of interpreting Platonism: as a philosophy
manifested in writing, but which, at the same time, values the unwritten
tradition, represented especially by Pythagoras and Socrates. We also
demonstrate how the references translated and examined here reveal
the image of this Neoplatonic Pythagoras of Hermias, an image which is
not necessarily in tune with the oldest doxography, and which permits

the reevaluation of Plato’s position as a philosopher who sought to

combine unwritten doctrines with his explicit activity as a writer.

KEYWORDS Hermias, unwritten philosophy, written philosophy, Pythagoreanism,
Neoplatonism.






