Daniele lozzia

The Vaulted Room

Essays on Aesthetics

ANOYOC




Die Open-Access-Stellung der Datei erfolgte mit finanzieller Unterstiitzung
des Fachinformationsdiensts Philosophie (https://philportal.de/)

FACHINFORMATIONSDIENST
PHILOSOPHIE

Dieses Werk ist lizenziert unter der Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 Lizenz CC BY-SA (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/
4.0/). Die Bedingungen der Creative-Commons-Lizenz gelten nur fiir
Originalmaterial. Die Wiederverwendung von Material aus anderen
Quellen (gekennzeichnet mit Quellenangabe) wie z.B. Schaubilder, Ab-
bildungen, Fotos und Textausziige erfordert ggf. weitere Nutzungsge-
nehmigungen durch den jeweiligen Rechteinhaber.

DOT: https://doi.org/10.30819/4678


https://philportal.de/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.30819/4678

The Vaulted Room






Daniele lozzia

The Vaulted Room

Essays on Aesthetics

Logos Verlag Berlin
4 7\,0'YO§ (A



Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek

The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche
Nationalbibliografie; detailed bibliographic data are available
on the Internet at http://dnb.d-nb.de .

(© Copyright Logos Verlag Berlin GmbH 2018
All rights reserved.

ISBN 978-3-8325-4678-6

Cover image: Design for a small bedroom in café-au-lait and powder blue.
Watercolour by Daniele lozzia.

Logos Verlag Berlin GmbH
Comeniushof, Gubener Str. 47,
D-10243 Berlin

Germany

Tel.: 449 (0)30/42 851090

Fax: 449 (0)30/42851092
http://www.logos-verlag.com



CONTENTS

7 INTRODUCTION

11 CALLIMACHUS ON THE PLEASURE OF KNOWLEDGE

45 MANUM DE TABULA SCIRE TOLLERE. DILIGENTIA AND
NON-FINITO IN RENAISSANCE

55 ETHICAL RESPONSES TO HUMAN BEAUTY IN PLOTINUS

81 A MOULD OF THE SOUL. REFLECTIONS ON AN
AESTHETICS OF INTERIORS

101 BIBLIOGRAPHY






INTRODUCTION

A vaulted room, however small or vast, replicates at a domes-
tic level the experience of being under the sky, in a way which
can be measured, controlled, and which shelters. Any intellec-
tual research reduces a world which is exhilarating and fasci-
nating but also obscure and arcane, to a more definable size.
Human creation too is a world that is difficult to grasp, and
therefore by analyzing it we might need to adapt it to our own
level of understanding. Aesthetics as a discipline is a vaulted
room, which replicates on a more familiar and manageable
level certain aspects of the external reality and of human ex-
pression. This small collection of essays deals with various is-
sues related to the history of aesthetics from antiquity to the
modern day, with a view to raising some questions and focus-
ing on scholarly research through a specific aesthetic lens.

Callimachus of Cyrene, a poet, and Plotinus, a philosopher,
are apt subjects for such an approach, as they both have a pe-
culiar place in the history of aesthetics and had an impact on
the art and the reflection of their times but also of later pe-
riods. In the case of Plotinus, in particular, his influence ex-
tends to many centuries later. Philological and philosophical
knowledge are here combined in the reconstruction of the aes-
thetic interest of different ages not only philosophically, but
also with an eye to the results of the artistic production.

The first of the essays presented here investigates Callima-
chus’ position on poetry and his knowledge of Plato’s and
Aristotle’s writings. In particular, it is more than likely that
Callimachus knew the Socratic school of Cyrene, his
hometown, as foreshadowed in a passage from his Aitia about
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the validity of the auditory and cognitive experience in opposi-
tion to other forms of pleasures.

The second essay focuses on the problem of when precisely a
work of art should be considered finished. This question is
particularly pressing in relation to the creative process and that
is the reason why, during the Renaissance, artists and thinkers
reflected on what would be more important for the artistic re-
sult. This paper investigates the possibility of finding links be-
tween the attitude of artists and writers to the different degrees
of refinement and revision of their work, and their engagement
with Neoplatonic ideas and culture.

Plotinus’ views on the ethical response to human beauty are
scrutinized in the third essay, which focuses on a passage from
his first treatise on providence. Here Plotinus discusses the dif-
ferent reactions of Paris and Idomeneus with respect to the
beauty of Helen, thus leading to a reflection on individual re-
sponsibility within the erotic and aesthetic experience.

The fourth essay deals with an altogether different subject,
which might be even somewhat controversial in an academic
context. Here, in fact, I choose to focus on a very narrow field,
that of interior design and decoration, which is very little stud-
ied but of great potential for its applications. The focus will be
in particular on a category that is more neglected than others,
namely that of classic or traditional residential interiors, with a
reflection on the activity of Renzo Mongiardino.

Two essays consist of material that I have already published in
Italian, but everything has been revised, updated and substan-
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tially rewritten.! The reason for putting together these see-
mengly different papers is primarily related to the pleasure
that I had in writing them. If this sounds like a superficial mo-
tivation, we must reconsider the basis for Callimachus’ poetic
effort. He does not find pleasure in the transient titillation of
the body but in the perennial acquisition of knowledge. In a
less elevated way, the next pages engage with a string of sub-
jects that are connected by one aesthetic thread. If some object
to the concision of part of these essays, I shall in my defense
advocate Callimachus’ preference for small and defined com-
positions. Of the poet of Cyrene, however, I hope to share not
the polemic tone, but the playful note.

' An Italian version, with variants, of the first essay has been published as
‘La filosofia come spunto poetico e polemico in Callimaco’, in P.B. Cipolla
(ed.), Metodo e Passione. Atti dell’Incontro di Studi in onore di Giuseppina
Basta Donzelli (Catania, 11-12 aprile 2016), Amsterdam 2018, pp. 75-94.
An Italian version, with variants, of the third essay has been published as ‘I-
domeneo e Paride di fronte ad Elena: un esempio di liberta morale in Enn.
111 3 (48) 5, 41-43,” in M. Di Pasquale Barbanti and D. lozzia (edd.), Anima
e liberta in Plotino. Atti del convegno di Catania, 29-30 gennaio 2009, Ca-
tania 2009, pp. 137-157.






CALLIMACHUS ON THE PLEASURE OF KNOWLEDGE

Why should we be concerned with Callimachus in the context
of the relationship between philosophy and artistic produc-
tion? It must be said that Callimachus is one of the poets who
more openly manifests and defends a specific way of under-
standing poetry, and therefore he has a place in the history of
ancient aesthetics. In addition to that, as demonstrated by Ben-
jamin Acosta-Hughes and Susan Stephens, the poet shows
clear contacts with Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings, and in
general he takes part in a debate that goes back to the positions
of the two great philosophers, probably to criticize both. To
this I would add that it is more than likely that Callimachus
knew the Socratic school of Cyrene, his hometown. This could
also be foreshadowed in a specific passage of his poem Aitia.
My claim is that it is significant that Callimachus in this pas-
sage examines the validity of the auditory and cognitive ex-
perience in opposition to other forms of pleasures, namely the
sensual ones. Morevover, he appears to be connected,' both as
an author and as a critic, to the literary disputes between Hel-
lenistic philosophers as well as writers, as we can learn from
the fragmented writings of Philodemus of Gadara. These aes-
thetic quarrels have their roots, of course, again in Plato and
Aristotle. For these reasons Callimachus deserves to be read in
the light of the literary and philosophical controversies, even
those of a later date, which reflect the intellectual milieu of the
time. Our knowledge in this field, however, remains rather
limited due to the very sparce evidence that we have of them.

! Cf. A.J. Romano, ‘Callimachus and Contemporary Criticism,” in B.
Acosta-Hughes, L. Lehnus, S. Stephens (edd.), Brill’s Companion to Calli-
machus, Leiden 2011, pp. 309-328.
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Callimachus’ position on his poetry

Callimachus occupies a special role in the history of literary
criticism, as he was the leading man of letters at the court of
Ptolemy the Second Philadelphus and his powerful sister-wife
Arsinoe II, and of Ptolemy the Third Euergetes and his wife
Berenice, and worked at the Library of Alexandria. Unfortu-
nately, for the reconstruction of his oeuvre, apart from the
Hymns and the Epigrams, we have only fragments (although
some of considerable extension) of two of his main poetic
works, the Aitia and the Hecale, and of the Iambi, while his
prose works are completely lost. Among these were the ency-
clopedic Pinakes, a sort of annotated catalogue of all the con-
tents of the Library, in which it was possible to find more ex-
plicit information on the vast literary and philosophical know-
ledge of the poet. An indication of Callimachus’ importance in
the history of ancient literature and culture is the fact that he
was the source of inspiration for the Latin poetae novi, par-
ticularly Catullus, who famously made a Latin version of Cal-
limachus’ Coma Berenices, and Horace, who is a key figure in
the history of ancient literary criticism and aesthetics.

In the last two decades, research on Callimachus has increased
considerably and, for example, we now have two large and
comprehensive commentaries of the Aitia,” which integrate the
historical edition by Rudolph Pfeiffer’ with more recent dis-
coveries of papyri, and translate the fragmented text into mod-
ern languages. Alongside these commentaries, many important
studies have been published, including some which have fo-

2 G. Massimilla (ed.), Callimaco, ‘Aitia’: Libri Primo e Secondo, Pisa 1996;
Id. (ed.), Callimaco, ‘Aitia’: Libri Terzo e Quarto, Pisa/Roma 2010; A. Har-
der (ed.), Callimachus, ‘Aetia’, Oxford 2012.

3 Pfeiffer (ed.), Callimachus, vol. I: Fragmenta, Oxford 1949.
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cused on the role of philosophical knowledge in Callimachus,’
and in particular have highlighted the many points of contact
between him and Plato, whose dialogues were for the poet a
sort of reference point, although often in a critical way.

In order to understand Callimachus’ idea of poetry, I would
like to start from an epigram, where in an erotic context we
find a programmatic statement on his art:

‘ExBaipo 10 moinpoa 10 kukhikdv, ovde kedevb@ [in a road that
carries many people]
7 e Y ¥ V7 14
yoipw, Tic TOALOVC MdE Kal MOE PEpeL:
UIGED Kol TEPIPOLTOV EPDUEVOV, 0VS’ GO KPIVNG
ive- owyoive tévta To dnuocia.
Avcovin, ob 8¢ vaiyt KaAOg KaAGc—AaAAA Tipiv ginely  (5)
~ ~ > , ’ o o7 5
10070 5aP®dS, Hyd onoi tig- “‘dAlog Exet.’

I hate the poems in the Epic Cycle, I don’t like highways

that are heavily traveled, I despise

a promiscuous lover, and I don’t drink from public fountains:
Everything public disgusts me. And yes, Lysanias,

you are handsome as handsome, but before I can even say it,
back comes the echo: “Some other man has him.” (tr. Lombardo-
Rayor)

The text is erotic but also ironic and playful, according to the
overall tone of his epigrams: note, for example, that Callima-
chus expresses his dislike with four different verbs. The poet
here declares his desire not to follow, unlike many of his con-
temporaries, the paths that are already well-trodden in poetry

* B. Acosta-Hughes, L. Lehnus and S. Stephens, Brill’s Companion to Cal-
limachus, Leiden 2011; Benjamin Acosta-Hughes and Susan Stephens, Cal-
limachus in Context, Cambridge 2012.

* Callimachus, Ep. 28.
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as in love. In his general poetic production this is expressed
through eccentric and remote myths, and through use of ob-
scure words and etiologies, in parallel to the erudite character
of his studies as a scholar. The manifesto of his poetry is
clearly expressed in the conclusion of the Hymn to Apollo and
in the prologue of the Aitia. In both texts Callimachus defends
a kind of poetry which is /eptos, light and refined, in contrast
to the example of the traditional epic poetry and all its sup-
porters. These, we have to imagine, are not simply other poets
(as it was thought in the past), but rather literary critics, who
established rules of judgment on the work of others.

In the Hymn to Apollo, Callimachus proclaimes his stance
against the epic tradition and claims to aspire to a pure and
precious way of making poetry:

6 ®OSvoc AmdAmvog En” oborta Aabpiog elmev

“ovK dyapot OV 6odov 8g ovd’ doa movtog deidet.”
1oV DO6VOV GTOAmY T0di T Hlacev B T Esumev-
“Aocvpiov TOTOUOTO PEYOS POOG, AAAN TO TOALY
Adpata yig Kol ToAALOV €9 DOATL GUPEETOV EAKEL.
Anoi &’ ovK ano TovTog HdmpP Popéovot Mélooart,
AL’ fitig kaBapn te Kol aypaoavtog avépTel

nidaxog €& iepfic OAlyn MPag dkpov Gwtov.”

Yoipe Gvag: 6 8¢ Mdpog, v’ 6 ®OSvog, Evha véorro.®

Spake Envy privily in the ear of Apollo: “I

admire not the poet who singeth not things for number as the
sea.”

Apollo spurned Envy with his foot and spake thus:

“Great is the stream of the Assyrian river, but much

filth of earth and much refuse it carries on its waters.

And not of every water do the Melissae carry to Deo,

¢ Callimachus, Hymn to Apollo 105-113.
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but of the trickling stream that springs from a holy fountain,

pure and undefiled, the very crown of waters.”

Hail, O Lord, but Blame—Ilet him go where Envy dwells! (tr.
Mair)

Traditional epic poetry is likened to a vast river that carries
with it all the debris and impurities, unlike a shorter poem
which is pure and not polluted. Here we might also see a criti-
cism of the Platonic position in the /on, through the image of
the bee: it seems that Callimachus agrees with the words of
Socrates, but interprets the overall conceptions on the condi-
tion of the inspired poet of the lon in a different way, as we
will see.

The so-called prologue of the Telchines is found at the begin-
ning of the Aitia but was probably composed in old age, al-
though the reconstruction of the edition of the Aitia is not at all
clear. In it, Callimachus attacks vehemently the Telchines,
mythological creatures described as opponents of the Muses,
who mumble at the poet because of his choice to compose
only a short poem. It is not clear who Callimachus was writing
against, although a list of the Telchines survives in a papyrus
scholion where, alongside some epigrammatists, we can read
the name of Praxiphanes. In general it seems clear that the re-
ference is against those who, poets and above all critics, prefer
epic poetry and do not understand the subtlety and, in a way,
the modernity of Callimachus’ poetry.

Although in the past it was thought that the Telchines repre-
sented poets such as Apollonius Rhodius insofar as they re-
covered styles and modes of the epic tradition, or even, in a
joking tone, other poets active at the Ptolemaic court, such as
Theocritus, now scholars believe that Callimachus alludes
more to the critics than to the makers of poetry:
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[...] A[ré]AAev glnev 8 pot Avkioc:
e ]... 6013€, 10 pév Bvog dtTL TAYIGTOV
Opéyat, v Motoav &’ dyade Aemtorény:
pO¢ 6¢ og] Kol 166’ dvaya, Td pun matéovoy duasar  (25)
0 oTEiPEty, ETépmv Tyvia ur kad’ opd
dippov €1]dv pnd’ oipov ave Thatdv, dALL KeAeDOOLE
atpinto]vg, €l kol otewvotépny éldoels.’
6 mOOUN]v- &Vi T0i¢ Yap deidopev ol Aydv fqyov
téttryoc, 8]6pvPov 8’ ok Epikncav Svev. (30)
Onpi pev ovatdevtl ToveikeAov dyKNoaLTo
dArog, éy]lm & eimv oLA[a]xVg, O TTepdELs,
& mavtog, iva yipag tva Spdcov fiv v deidm
npodKI0v K Sing NEPog eldap Edwv,
abBL 10 §” Exddout, 6 pot Bapoc docov Emeott (35)
TPYADYY Ohod vijoog €m’ 'Eykelddm.
....... Modoat yap 6c0vg idov 60patt maidag
ui AoE®, ToAodg 00K GmédevTo @ilovg.’

For when I put a writing-tablet on my knees for the first time
Apollo Lycius [Laisius] said to me:
‘...poet, feed the sacrificial animal so that it becomes as fat
as possible, but, my dear fellow, keep the Muse slender;
besides, I also urge you to go where big waggons never go,
to drive your chariot not in the same tracks as others
and not along a wide road, but along untrodden paths,
even if you will drive it along a more narrow one.’
I obeyed him; for we sing among those who love the clear sound
of the cicada, but not the noise of the asses.
Let somebody else bray exactly like the long-eared animal,
let me be the small one, the winged one,
oh, in all respects, in order that, as to old age and as to dew,
I may sing like the second — eating the free food from the
divine sky — and throw off the first again, which weighs on me

7 Callimachus, Aifia fr. 1. 22-38.
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like the island with three points on the destructive Encela-
dus.
. for, whomsoever the Muses did not look at askance as a child
they will not reject as a friend when he is old. (tr. Harder)

The image of the cicada as a paradigm for the poet is particu-
larly intriguing for us because it appears to be a specific refer-
ence to Plato’s Phaedrus: here, in fact, Socrates recalls a myth
about cicadas, who were originally men and have been trans-
formed into insects to devote themselves entirely to the
Muses:

Daidpog
g&yovot 0¢ On tTi TOoDTO; AVAKOOG YAp, G £0lKE, TLYXOVD GV.

ZoKpatng

01) pev on mpémet ye (ptkououoov avopa T®V T010HTOV AVIKOOV
givar. Aéyeton 8 d¢ mot’ foav odtol dvBpwmol TdV TPtV HoveaC
yeyovéval, Yevopévav 8¢ Movo®dv kol gaveiong @dfg ovtmg dpa
TWvEg TV tote €€emAdynoav Ve’ Mdoviic, [259¢] dote @dovteg
Nuéinoav citov te Kol Totdv, Kol ELabov tehevtnoavieg adTovs:
g€ Qv 10 TeTTiymv yévog pet éxeivo gvstal, Yépog TodTo Tapd
Movcdv Aapov, undev tpoeiig deicbat yevopevov, AL dottov te
Kol dmotov gvBLG Adely, £wg v TelevTnoT, Kol PeTd TadTo EABOV
Topd LoVoaG anw{yaMaw tig tiva adTt®V TWE TAV £vOdde.
Tepydpa p&v odv Todg &v 1ol Yopoig TETUNKOTAC GVTHY
anayyéAhovteg [259d] mowobol mpocpirestépovg, tf] 6& 'Epatol
TOVG €V TOIC &pmTIKoiC, kai Taig dAAC obTwe, KoTd TO £100C
ékbotng Tipfic: Th 6¢ mpeoPfutdrtny KoAlonn kol tff petr’ adtmyv
Ovpavig TOoVg €v @llocoPig Stdyovidg Te Kol TWAVTOG TNV
Ekelvov Hovstknv ayyélhovoty, ai 61 péiioto Tdv Movodv mepi
1€ 0VPOVOV KOl AGYovg oboar Bgiovg Te Kai avOpomivovg idoty
KoAMoTV vy

8 Plato, Phaedr. 259b-259d.
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Phaedrus
And what gift is that? This information seems to have passed me
by.
Socrates

It’s quite wrong for a devotee of the Muses not to have heard
about this. It is said that these cicadas were once men, in the days
before the Muses were born. When the Muses were born and
singing had been invented, the story goes that some of the men of
that time were ecstatic with pleasure, and were so busy singing
that they didn't bother with food and drink, so that before they
knew it they were dead. They were the origin of the race of cica-
das, whom the Muses granted the gift of never needing any food
once they were born; all they do is sing, from the moment of their
births until their deaths, without eating or drinking. After dying
they go to the Muses and tell them which men here on earth hon-
oured which of them. They tell Terpsichore the names of those
who have honoured her with dances and raise them higher in her
favour; they tell Erato the names of those who have honoured her
in the ways of love, and so on for all the other Muses, according
to each one’s area of responsibility. But they tell Calliope, the
oldest of the Muses, and her companion Urania about those who
spent their lives doing philosophy and honouring their particular
kind of music. I should say that these two are the Muses who are
especially concerned with the heavens and with the way both
gods and men use words, and that there is no more beautiful
sound than their voices. (tr. Waterfield)

It must be said that Callimachus may have not found the
image of men as cicadas only in Plato, as it is already present
in Homer, //. 3, 151-2, and Archilochus fr. 223, but in employ-
ing this reference to Plato he seems to emphasize the inde-
pendence of the poet at the very beginning of his main work.
Also, the reference to the need to judge the poet according to
his own techne seems directed to the Platonic critique of the
figure of the poet as expressed in the lon. At the same time,
Callimachus appreciates the concept that poets are inspired by
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the Muses, but inteprets it in agreement with the poetic tradi-
tion and in opposition to Plato, as a recognition of his own va-
lidity as a poet. Finally, it is very clear from other texts that
Callimachus refuses the very idea that a poet is competent
only in one Muse, that is, only in one literary genre.’

Callimachus and philosophy

We must stress that the many references to Plato do not indi-
cate that Callimachus adhered to the Platonic philosophy, but
rather that he knew and read Plato’s writings and discussed
them, probably as a sign of broader disputes about the role of
poetry. A specific evidence of his interest and also of his reac-
tion to Plato is visible in the epigram 23, which regards
(probably with an ironic tone) the suicide of a young man who
had read the Phaedo.

Einog “"Hhe yxaipe” Kieopppotog odpfpaxidng
Aot ae” dyniod teiyeog gig Aidny,

a&lov 0vdEv 100V Bavatov Kokdv, aria ITAdtevog
&v 10 mepl Yoxdig ypup” avaeEapevoc.'!

Kleombrotus of Ambrakia said “Farewell
Sun,” and leaped from a high wall clear into Hades.
Not that he had seen some evil that merited death,

° Cf. P. Murray, ‘Poetic Inspiration,” in P. Murray and P. Destrée (edd.),
Blackwell Companion to Ancient Aesthetics, Malden, MA 2015, p. 170.

19 Cf. S.A. White, ‘Callimachus on Plato and Cleombrotus,” in Transactions
of the American Philological Association 124 (1994), pp. 135-161. White
believes that Callimachus is a follower of Plato’s philosophy. See also Tom
Hawkins, lambic Poetics in the Roman Empire, Cambridge 2014, pp. 55-58.
' Callimachus, Ep. 23.
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But he had just finished reading Plato’s On the soul. (.
Lombardo-Rayor, modified)

It is clear that the dialogue on the soul mentioned by Callima-
chus is the Phaedo, already known during antiquity under this
name. Moreover, a certain Cleombrotus is mentioned in the
dialogue, along with Aristippus of Cyrene, among the dis-
ciples of Socrates who were not present at his death, although
it is not clear if this is the same Cleombrotus that Callimachus
is talking about. We may think that this is a literary game on
Callimachus’ part, which highlights the ambiguities of a
superficial reading of Plato, in the sense that Cleombrotus was
not present at Socrates’ death and would not have understood
that the philosopher didn’t encourage suicide."” The epigram
might even criticize Plato himself, although it seems that it is
rather a superficial reading of his dialogues that Callimachus
wants to condemn. Indeed, the very problem of a bad influ-
ence of philosophy on the young affected the school of
Cyrene, where Hegesias was regarded as an instigator of death
(besides perhaps be aware of Buddhism). An example of this
is a passage from Cicero that is precisely an important testi-
mony of Hegesias and connects directly Callimachus’ epigram
to the issue of Hegesias’ version of the Cyrenaic teachings.

A malis igitur mors abducit, non a bonis, verum si quaerimus. et
quidem hoc a Cyrenaico Hegesia sic copiose disputatur, ut is a
rege Ptolomaeo prohibitus esse dicatur illa in scholis dicere, quod
multi is auditis mortem sibi ipsi consciscerent. [84] Callimachi
quidem epigramma in Ambraciotam Theombrotum"®  est, quem
ait, cum ei nihil accidisset adversi, ¢ muro se in mare abiecisse

2 Cf. Plato, Phaed. 61c-62c.
13 Sic in Cicero’s text: ¢f. G. D. Williams, ‘Cleombrotus of Ambracia: Inter-
pretations of a Suicide from Callimachus to Agathias’, in Classical Quar-
terly 45 (1995), pp. 154-169.
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lecto Platonis libro. eius autem, quem dixi, Hegesiae liber est
Amokaptep®v, quo a vita quidem per inediam discedens revoca-
tur ab amicis; quibus respondens vitae humanae enumerat in-
commoda. possem idem facere, etsi minus quam ille, qui omnino
vivere expedire nemini putat. mitto alios: etiamne nobis expedit?
qui et domesticis et forensibus solaciis ornamentisque privati
certe si ante occidissemus, mors nos a malis, non a bonis ab-
straxisset.'*

Death then withdraws us from evil, not from good, if truth is our
object. Indeed this thought is discussed by Hegesias the Cyrenaic
with such wealth of illustration that the story goes that he was
stopped from lecturing on the subject by King Ptolemy, because
a number of his listeners afterwards committed suicide. There is
an epigram of Callimachus upon Cleombrotus of Ambracia who,
he says, without having met with any misfortune, flung himself
from the city wall into the sea after reading Plato’s book. Now in
the book of Hegesias whom I have mentioned,” ATtokoptepdv [a
man who starves himself], there appears a man who was passing
away from life by starvation and is called back by his friends,
and in answer to their remonstrances, details the discomforts of
human life. T could do the same, but I should not go so far as he
does in thinking it no advantage at all for anyone to live. Other
cases | wave aside: is it an advantage still to me? I have been
robbed of the consolations of family life and the distinctions of a
public career, and assuredly, if we had died before this happened,
death would have snatched us from evil, not from good. (tr.
King)

Here we will not deal with the question whether Cicero is a re-
liable source (he mentions, probably from memory, a Theom-
brotus instead of Cleombrotus). But it is significant that Cal-
limachus’ epigram is used as an example of the dangers of
philosophy. Plato in fact is openly recognized by Callimachus

" Cicero, Tusculanae Disputationae 1.34.83-84.
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as a philosophical point of reference and the poet is a witness
of the fact that the Platonic philosophy had a specific presence
in the Alexandrian culture of the third century.

Of the greatest interest for this subject is Callimachus’ literary
quarrel with Plato in the unfortunately extremely fragmented
lambus 13, where the poet defends his ability to write in dif-
ferent genres, as lon of Chios had done before him. The iam-
bus is extremely fragmented and I quote only a few lines,
some unfortunately with no clear connections to the others.

[...]

Taoti kol Awpioti koi 0 ovppuk|tov] (18)

[...]

oL evtapetpa cuvtibet, ob 3’ nipdo]v,

oV 8¢ Tpay®dg[iv] €k Bedv EKANPHOO® ;

dokém pev ovdEl, ALY Kol TO.0..KEYOL . . .. .. (33)"

[...] Ionic and Doric and a mixture of both. [...] (who said) “Do
you compose pentameters and you epics; the gods have allotted
that you write tragedies”? Nobody, I believe, but . . . (tr.
Trypanis)

This is a central affirmation within Callimachus’ poetic, one
which is in open opposition to the Platonic view expressed in
the lon (and, as we have seen, in the Phaedrus as well). Ac-
cording to Susan Stephens, in this lambus we should retrieve
an allusion to the Platonic dialogue in the very use of the name
Ion, here of course referred to the poet from Chios while
Plato’s rapsod is from Ephesus, a city which is also men-
tioned, in relation to Hipponax, at the end of the poem. This
theory may not be fully convincing, however it is not unlikely

15 Callimachus, Iambus 13, 18-33.
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if we consider the subtle and complex web of literary games in
Callimachus’ poetry. Nevertheless it seems quite clear that
Plato’s view on poets is one of the specific polemical targets
of Callimachus, as we can see also in the prologue of the Aitia.
In the Jon, in fact, Socrates declares the impossibility for the
rapsod to be excellent in more than one kind of poetry:

e oDV 0O Téxvn MoloDVTEC Kol TOAAY A&yovTeg Kol KoAd mepi
[534c] tdv mpoypdtov, dGomep ov mept Opnpov, GArd Oeig
noipg, ToHTo HOVoV 010G Te EKAGTOC TOLETY KUADG £¢° & 1) Moboa
avtov dpunoegv, 0 pév ovpaufovg, 6 8¢ Eykmdpo, O O
vropynpata, 6 8’ €mm, 0 & idpPovg: ta & dAl EADAOG ALTOV
€kaoTOG €0Tv. 00 YOp TEYVT ToDTO Aéyovowy aAAd Oegig duvaypet,
émel, el mepl EvOog téyvn KoA®DG Nmiotavto Ay, kGv Tepl TAV
A oV andvtov. d1d tadto 8¢ O 0e0g £E0POvUEVOC TOVTOV TOV
vodv tovT01g Ypiiton vanpétalg kai [534d] toig ypnop@doig kol
T01¢ pavteot toig Beiotg, tva Muelg ol dxovovteg eldduev &1L ovy,
obtol elow ol tadto Aéyovteg obtm moAkod &Eia, oig vodg um
napeotv, GAL’ 0 0g0g avtog €otv O Aéywv, S ToOTOV 88
@OEyyeTan TPOG NG, pHéytotov 8¢ TeKunplov @ Aoym Tovviyog O
XoAkdevg, 6¢ GAlo pEv ovdev Tmdmote €moince moinpa 6Tov TIg
av a&iooetey pvnobijvar, tov 8¢ maiova Ov mavteg @dovot,
oxedoV TL TAVIOV PEADV KOAMGOTOV, ATEXVAG, Omep avTOg AéYEL,
[534e] ‘ebpnud 1t Motsdv.” &v TovT@ yap o1 LAMGTA ot SoKel O
0e0c évoei&achar Muiv, tva un dwotalopev, 611 ovk AvOpdOTIVA
€oTv T0 KOAO tadto mompata obdE AvOpoTmv, dAdd Oglo Kol
Oedv, ol 6¢ momrtal ovdEv GAA’ 1| Epunviig elowv OV Bedv,
Kateyopevol €€ 6tov v EKGTOG KOTEXNTOL TODTA EVOEIKVOLEVOG
0 0eog éfemitmdeg o To¥ @aviotdtov [535a] momrTod TO
KGAMoToV péog foev. '

So each poet can compose fine poems only in the genre to which
the Muse has urged him — one dithyrambs, another encomia, an-
other dance-songs, another epic, another poems in iambics. Each

1 Plato, Jon 534b-435a.
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of them is bad at all the other genres. This is because it is by di-
vine dispensation, not by skill, that they compose and utter many
fine things about the world, just as you do about Homer. They do
this not by skill but through a divine force, since, if it were by
skill that they knew how to speak well about one subject, they
would also know how to do so about all other subjects. That is
why the god takes away these people’s reason and uses them as
ministers and givers of oracles and divine prophets so that we,
who hear them, may know that it is not these people, whose rea-
son is not in them, who are saying these things which are so
valuable; rather the god himself is the speaker and is addressing
us through them. The best evidence for what I am saying is Tyn-
nichus of Chalcis who never composed any poem worth mention-
ing, other than the paean which everyone sings. This is almost
the finest of all poems and, as he himself says, simply ‘an inven-
tion of the Muses’. For in this way the god seems to me to show
us, most clearly, so that we are in no doubt, that these fine poems
are not human, nor produced by human beings, but are divine and
produced by gods, and the poets are nothing but interpreters of
the gods, each one possessed by the appropriate deity. As a way
of showing this, the god deliberately sang the finest song through
the worst poet. (tr. Sheppard)

Callimachus’ reference to the Jon, however, is not limited to
the lambus 13, since we can detect it also in the closing of the
Hymn to Apollo, where the poet openly declares that his role is
to tap into pure water like bees. Although here the poet prob-
ably refers to the priestesses of Demeter, who were called
Melissai, it seems that he is also alluding to a similar descrip-
tion of the poets’ activity which can be found in the /on, how-
ever with a different meaning (the very one that Callimachus
intends to challenge):

domep ol Pdaiyar dpvovior €k TOV TOTOU®YV HEAM Kol YAAo
KaTEOUEVAL, ELPPOVEC O 0DGOL 0D, Kol TdV PELOTOIBV 1) yoym
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tobto €pydletal, dmep avtoi Aéyovot. Aéyovot yap Ofmovdev
pOg NUag ol mwomtol &t [534b] dmd kpnvdv peMppLTOV €K
Movcdv KAV TvOV Kol vam@dv OpemdOUevol Ttd PEAN Muiv
eépovoy domep ol péAirtar, Kol odtol ovTe® metdpevol Kol
aAn017 Aéyovst. kodeov yap ypfLe TOmTNG 6TV Kal TTVOV Kol
igpdv, Kol 00 TPdTEPOV 016¢ T MOIETY TPiv v EvOedC TE YévTan
Kol EkQpoVv Kol O voig pUNKETL &v adTd €vij: €g 8™ av tovtl £ym
0  Krtfjpo, addvatog mwdg wolelv  GvBpomog  fotv kol
xpnopumdeiv.'’

Just as Bacchants, when possessed, draw honey and milk from
rivers and are not in their right minds, so the lyric poets’ soul
does this too, as they themselves say. To be sure the poets tell us
that they bring us their poems like bees, gathering them from
springs flowing with honey in groves and gardens of the Muses,
and they claim that they are winged, like bees; and they tell the
truth. For a poet is a light, winged, holy thing, unable to compose
until he is inspired and out of his mind, his reason no longer in
him; no one can compose poetry or give oracles as long as they
have their reason. (tr. Sheppard)

Finally, with regard to Callimachus’ criticism on Plato, we
should consider a passage from Proclus’ commentary on the
Timaeus, which claims that Callimachus did not consider Plato
as a competent critic of poetry." Unfortunately we do not
know which Callimachean texts Proclus was referring to, but it
was probably one of the prose works:

"7 Plato, fon 534a-b.

'8 On Proclus’ poetics, see A. Sheppard, Studies on the 5th and 6th Essays of
Proclus’ Commentary on the ‘Republic’, Gottingen 1980; and also R.L.
Cardullo, 1/ linguaggio del simbolo in Proclo: analisi filosofico-semantica
dei termini symbolon/eikén/synthéma nel ‘Commentario alla Repubblica’,
Catania 1985.
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glmep yap Tig GAAOG kol ToTdV Gplotog kprtng O ITAdtov, dg
kai Aoyyivog cuviotnow. Hpokieidng yodv 6 Tlovikdg enotv,
o6t t®v Xowilov tote gvdoKOoVVTIOV TTAdTOV Ta Avtiudyov
npovtipnoce kol ovtov Encloe OV Hpaxheidny eig Kolopdva
gM0OVTO. TO mowjuoto.  GLAAEEOL TOD  AvEpdc. pdtmv  odv
oAnvaedotr KaAlipayog koi Aodpig mg ITAdtwvog ovk &vtog
ikavoD kpivew momtac:

For Plato was as excellent a critic of poets as anyone, as also
Longinus proves. For Heracleides Ponticus says that, of the poets
famous at the time of Choerilus, Plato preferred Antimachus, and
he persuaded Heracleides, when he was going to Colophon, to
collect Antimachus’ poems. Callimachus and Duris speak non-
sense when they say that Plato was not competent to judge poets.
(tr. Acosta-Hughes)

In general, we can certainly say that Plato is a ‘central and
significant intertext within Callimachus’ poetic heritage’.20
The prologue of the Aifia, in the words of Penelope Murray, is
a ‘complex act of artistic self-definition in which Callimachus
seeks to reclaim for poetry the cultural authority that it once
had by restoring the earlier relationship between inspiration,

techne, and sophia, which Plato had blown apart.’21

Besides Plato, however, we can detect also a strong Aristo-
telian tone in the titles of Callimachus’ prose writings. The an-
cient sources attribute to Callimachus almost eight hundred
works, although this is probably an incorrect number. The ti-
tles of some of them, all sadly lost, (for example On birds, On
fish, On winds, Marvels throughout the world by location)

1 Proclus, In Timaeum 1.90.26.

» B, Acosta-Hughes and S. Stephens, Callimachus in context, cit., p. 82.

2L P Murray, ‘Poetic Inspiration,” in P. Murray and P. Destrée (edd.),
Blackwell Companion to Ancient Aesthetics, cit., p. 170.
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seem to be connected to Aristotle’s structure of sciences, and
some scholars in the past have conjectured that the young Cal-
limachus frequented the Peripatos during a supposed stay in
Athens. This assumption is now obsolete due to the lack of
sufficient documentary support, however the Aristotelian fla-
vour of his prose titles, which cannot be denied, may be due to
the presence in Alexandria of Demetrius Phalereus, who had
been a pupil of Theophrastus and had a role in organizing the
Mouseion following Peripatetic criteria. Therefore Callima-
chus himself, as one of the main scholars of the library, would
have adhered to the principles of Aristotelian research.”

One element that traditionally had led to the supposition that
Callimachus embraced Aristotelianism is the title of a lost
work, Pros Praxiphanes, understood as ‘in defense of Praxi-
phanes,” who was the successor of Theophrastus. Praxiphanes
wrote, among other things, two works of poetic criticism, On
Poems and On Poets, of which, again, we do not know much.
The Florentine Scholia to the prologue of the Aitia, however,
overturned this interpretation, revealing that Praxiphanes was
one of the Telchines with which Callimachus, as we have
seen, strongly argued. Therefore the title is now interpreted as
Against Praxiphanes and therefore against the Peripatetic po-
sitions on the need for unity in poetry as opposed to history, a
conception that Callimachus clearly rejects. Unfortunately not
much more can be said about the details of his dispute against
Peripatetic literary criticism. In general, though, it can be said

2 For example, in the Epigram 5 he describes a nautilus following Aristotle,
Historia Animalium 622b5-15: cf. K. Gutzwiller, ‘The Nautilus, the Hal-
ycon, and Selenaia: Callimachus’s Epigram 5 Pf. = 14 G. — P,” in Classical
Antiquity 11, 1992, pp. 194-209.
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that Callimachus deliberately puts himself at the centre of the
literary discussions of the Hellenistic period.

In my opinion we can certainly admit that if, on the one hand,
Callimachus’ philological and erudite attitude is fully in
agreement with the Peripatetic research lines, on the other
hand it is equally true that Callimachus, in claiming his own
creative independence, can well have as one of his polemical
targets the critical restrictions caused by Aristotle’s views on
poetry. If it is true that Plato’s texts are present in the work of
Callimachus and that, as evidenced by lambus 13, Plato is
criticized, albeit indirectly, for his views on the role of poets in
the lon, even stronger is Callimachus’ dissatisfaction or even
intolerance towards poetic precepts that we can identify as
vaguely Peripatetic, although later they will be reprised by
some Stoics. Callimachus therefore, while accepting the scien-
tific and philological approach of Aristotle’s school,” rejects
any attempt to rule poetry from the outside, through the lens of
the literary critic and not of the maker.

Pleasure and knowledge in Aitia 43

Having in mind the cultural horizon in which Callimachus
works, I would like now to move to the fragment 43 from the
second book of the Aitia. For our perception of ancient litera-
ture it remains a paradox to say that ‘it is hardly too much of
an exaggeration that the Aitia is second in historical import-

3 Cf. K. O. Brink, ‘Callimachus and Aristotle: An Inquiry into Callimachus’
IMPOX ITPAEI®ANHN’, in Classical Quarterly, 40 (1946), p. 18.
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ance only to the Homeric poems,’* as A.W. Bullock stated,
and it is well known that the reason for the common disaffec-
tion with the poet of Cyrene, and to his etiologic poem in par-
ticular, derives not from the fact that (largely thanks to the dis-
covery of papyri) we can read just a few fragments, but be-
cause of the highly scholarly and artful nature of his poetry.
Despite the fact that the discovery of the papyri and their
magisterial edition by Rudolph Pfeiffer have enabled us to
know a wider section of Callimachus’ writings than before, the
common view on the poetry of the poet-philologist is still that
of a perverted result of the classical tradition. Nevertheless it
is also true that the very challenge posed by the reconstruction
of the papyri has caused the growing interest of scholars.

Putting aside aesthetic considerations on his work, we can
focus on a passage that was already known from indirect tradi-
tion and which presents, in poetic language, a reflection on the
duration of pleasure that does not seem alien to the consider-
ations on the same subject by some philosophical currents at
the time of Callimachus or shortly before. It was Stobaeus
who preserved the three elegiac couplets, affirming that they
belong to the second book of the Aitia. The discovery of Cal-
limachus’ papyri, although dramatically mutilated, made it
possible to confirm Stobaeus’ indication and to place the six
verses precisely almost at the beginning of the second book.
Their context is the Muse’s narration of a number of myths
concerning the founding of cities in Sicily and for this reason,
since the publication of the papyri, scholarly attention has
understandably focused on the historical and indeed etiologi-
cal information provided by Callimachus. However, it is un-

2 A.W. Bulloch, ‘Hellenistic Poetry,” in The Cambridge History of Classi-
cal Literature (ed. by P.E. Easterling, E.J. Kenney, B.M.W. Knox, M.V.
Clausen) I: Greek Literature, Cambridge 1985, p. 553.
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deniable that to focus only on the erudite details can cause us
to miss the primary sense of Callimachus’ poetry, which is to
delight through learning. These verses in fact are an example
of Callimachus’ attitude towards his art and knowledge in
general:

Kafl yop &yd o pév 6cca kapnatt Thpog Edmra
EalvBa ovv £06dpo1g afpa Ainn otEPdvVOLG,

Gmvola Tavt’ &yévovto mapa xpéog, dooa T’ 06OVIMV
£vo0|01 velapav 1° gig dydpiotov €ov, (15)

Kol T®V |ovdEv Epevey ¢ abplov: 66oa &’ AKOLOIG
glogBé|uny, &1 pot podva thpeott Tade.

For in my case too, everything I put on my head in that occasion,
the soft golden oil with fragrant wreaths,
immediately faded and died, and everything that went
into my mouth and down into my ungrateful belly,
of those things too nothing remained until the morning; but
everything I
admitted to my ears, that only is still with me. (tr. Harder)

Despite some conjectures that connect the fr. 43 to fr. 178
(which describes the banquet at the Athenian Pollis’ house),
nothing can be said with certainty about the wider context in
which the fragment is located. It is clear that the verses allude
to a symposium and it is more than likely that here the poet
speaks in the first person, but there is no reason to exclude the
possibility that Callimachus used more than once the device of
a banquet within the poem, for example for reasons of sym-
metry. Nothing can therefore be inferred from the previous
verses, of which few letters remain, but it must be assumed
that the poet had learned something (or even, if we consider
what follows in the fragment, a large number of myths). It is

B Callimachus, Aitia fr. 43.12-17.
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only in vv. 45-92 of the fragment that we can read an almost
complete text which is, even with limitations, intelligible. In
general the fragment 43 is of great importance because of its
extension, which allows us to understand the narratological
technique of Callimachus, which had wowed his Latin imita-
tors. These verses are also a very clear example of Callima-
chus’ ardous elocution, requiring some effort to be reconsti-
tuted and interpreted.

The meaning of the verses, developed according to the form of
the priamel, is evident and it was understood as moralizing in
scope: that is, physical pleasures pass, while knowledge re-
mains. This reading, however, might not grasp an implicit as-
pect in the text, which is that learning itself produces a sort of
pleasure, a concept that is similar to some positions of the Hel-
lenistic schools. In a sort of vanitas in poetry, Callimachus de-
scribes the inanity of the material pleasures of the banquet: the
perception of the perfumes fades with more immediacy, while
the satisfaction of the belly lasts only a little bit longer. What
he has learned through hearing, however, remains. Although
the following verses are almost entirely missing, it is evident
that the poet through the technique of paratactic comparison
presents a scale of values, within which knowledge surpasses
physical pleasures. It seems noteworthy to point out that scents
and food as well as intellectual notions are considered as ex-
ternal objects physically entering the participant at the ban-
quet: in fact, with brutal frankness (possibly derived from the
iambic style), food is introduced through the mouth into the
stomach, from which it disappears in a few hours, in the same
way that the information given during the banquet is absorbed
through the ears, to be preserved in this case indefinitely.
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Learning itself seems to be considered implicitly as one of the
symposiastic pleasures, however subtle and elevated, because
of the comparison with the other two forms of pleasure. The
erudite activities of the poet, after all, whose extension is sur-
prising, could arise from the actual pleasure in the discovery
of long lost information and in the identification of links be-
tween names, cults and places, which can be seen everywhere
in his works and in the titles of the lost writings.

The most recent commentaries correctly compare Callima-
chus’ passage to the epitaph of Sardanapalus (the debauched
Assyrian king) attributed to Choerilus:

gl €idm¢ 811 BvNTOC EQuC GOV Bypody deke (1)

tepndpevog Badinot Bavovtt tor obtig dvnoic.

Kol yap €yd omoddg ipt, Nivov peyding Paciiedoag.

Ta0T’ £y 600’ Epayov kal pvPpioa Kol pet’ EpwTog
tépnv’ Emabov- T 0 moALd Kol OAPLo keva AédemTor.  (5)
{f}de coon| Protolo Tapaivests, 00O mot’ adTHG

Moopat Ekthodo 8 O 0éAV TOV dnsipova xpuoodv.

Though knowing full well that thou art but mortal, indulge thy
desire, find joy in thy feasts. Dead, thou shalt have no delight.
Yes, I am dust, though I was king of mighty Nineveh. These are
the things that I own, what I have eaten, what wantonness I have
committed, what joys I received through passion; but my many
rich possessions are now utterly dissolved. This is a wise counsel
for living, and I shall forget it never. Let him who wants it, ac-
quire gold without end. (tr. Burton Gulick, modified)

We must also read, more significantly, the parodies of the epi-
taph by Crates of Thebes and Crysippus:

% Choerilus, fr. 335 SH [epitaph of Sardanapalus].
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Ta0T’ €Yo, 606° Epobov kai Eppovrion kol petd Movc®dv
’ NS \ Y \ P ~ PYe 27
oy’ €damv: T 8¢ moAld Kol dAPa oG Epapye.

These are the things that I own, what I have learned and thought,
and the Muses’

Solemn precepts, but all my riches delusion has seized. (tr. Hard,
modified)

£l €idm¢ 811 BvNTOC EPUC GOV VPOV dele,

TepTOLEVOS pOBo1ot PaydvTL 6ot oVt Gvnoig.

Kol yap Eyd PAaKog i, paymv dg mieiota kol nobeic.

TadT’ €y 600’ Epabov kal EQpovTica Kal HETH TOVTMV
£60) Emadov- To 88 hourdt kai 1dEa mhvro Aéheurton. ™

Keep in mind that you are mortal, and make yourself happy

by taking pleasure in conversation; nothing is any use to you af-
ter you eat it.

For I am a tattered bit of nothing, even though I ate and enjoyed
myself as much as I could.

These are the things that I own, what I learned and thought, and
the excellent

experiences that came with this, whereas everything else, pleas-
ant though it all was, has perished. (tr. Olson, modified)

Callimachus therefore certainly fits into a tradition on the va-
lidity of the knowledge acquired at a banquet (for which we
have also an example in Plato’s Symposium) and on the lack of
importance of material pleasures, but at the same time his
verses seem to highlight a topic which in the Hellenistic period
becomes the subject of philosophical debate. Now, if this in-
terpretation is plausible, it would lead to some conceptions of
pleasure that developed within philosophical schools and
which had been introduced by Aristippus. The fact that the

27 Crates Cyn., fr. 355 SH.
2 Chrysipp. Stoic., fr. 338 SH.
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disciple of Socrates and his successors were from Cyrene, like
Callimachus, might suggest at least that the poet was aware of
Aristippus’ teachings and of his school. As a result, many
scholars believe that Callimachus had at least some notions of
their philosophical doctrines, and Adelmo Barigazzi, for ex-
ample, recognizes an echo of this in the verses of fragment 43.

In the case of Callimachus’ verses, the consideration of differ-
ent types of pleasure and their duration, despite the absence of
clear indications, may be connected in some way to the philo-
sophical reflections of the Cyrenaics and then of Epicurus.
What I propose here is only a hypothesis derived from the ob-
servation of the text and from the fact that it is not unthinkable
that Callimachus was aware of certain doctrines of the only
school of philosophy of his hometown. If we accept this con-
nection as a hypothesis, it does not mean that Callimachus had
embraced the Cyrenaic doctrine of pleasure, which here might
be actually rejected. This is simply a possible reading of the
verses of the poet, who might well have known of the School
of Cyrene and possibly of the debate on pleasure between this
school and the Epicurean one. In general his preference for the
enjoyment in learning is coherent with an Aristotelian point of
view.

A final element to consider, in order to understand the extent
of Callimachus’ philosophical knowledge, is that it is possible
that he was connected to the skeptic Timon of Phlius® and that
he cites the works of Evemerus of Messene in the lamb 1.
Evemerus is sometimes included in same skeptic-atheist tradi-
tion as some Cyrenaics, which is another hint on the kind of

¥ Cf. Dee L. Clayman, Timon of Phlius: Pyrrhonism into Poetry, Berlin-
New York 2009, pp. 147-157.
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knowledge of philosophical thought that Callimachus had. It is
notoriously extremely difficult to reconstruct the doctrines of
the Cyrenaics.® One of the elements in the evolution of the
school is the dialectic between pleasure and happiness, which
sees Hegesias as an exponent of a pessimistic attitude, pos-
sibly because of a Cynical inspiration. For the Cyrenaics ‘hap-
piness, like those subjects and objects that populate it, is best
described as the imperfect collection of transient episodes of
pleasure [...]. The importance of happiness could be derived
only by linking all the episodes of past, present and future
pleasures that the Cyrenaic individual happens to have experi-
enced in their life [...]; although remaining full hedonists, the
Cyrenaics are not indifferent to happiness.”’

In the Hellenistic period the positions of the Cyrenaics were
overcome by the Epicureans who consider pleasure differently
and indentify it as absence of pain. Here certainly I do not
mean to argue that Callimachus embraced a Epicurean theory,
if in the verses of fr. 43 he had in mind the Cyrenaics to
criticize them, but only that his position seems to be connected
to a philosophical question about pleasure that was ever pres-
ent in the Hellenistic thought. However, it must also be said
that it is not entirely clear that the Cyrenaics were simply in
favour of sensible pleasure,”® because Annicerides reintro-
duced some civic values such as patriotism among the sources
of pleasure, while Theodorus the Atheist declared that sophro-

% See K. Lampe, The Birth of Hedonism: The Cyrenaic Philosophers and
Pleasure as a Way of Life, Princeton University Press, 2015.

31'U. zilioli, The Cyrenaics, Routledge 2012, p. 164.

32 On the philosophical disputes on pleasure in the Hellenistic age, see V.
Tsouna, ‘Cyrenaics and Epicureans on Pleasure and the Good Life: The Ori-
ginal Debate and Its Later Revivals,” in S. Weisser and N. Thaler (edd.),
Strategies of Polemics in Greek and Roman Philosophy, Leiden 2016, pp.
113-149.
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syne (together with justice) was the foundation of happiness,
which is the ‘supreme desiderable,” in a way that resembles
the Epicurean position, such as expressed by Epicurus himself
in his Letter to Menoeceus:

dtov obv Aéymusv NSoviiy TEhog DIAPYEY, OV TG TV ACHTOV
Noovag kol TG &v amolavoel keyévag Aéyopev, MG TIVEG
ayvoodvteg kol oly Opohoyodvteg 1 KOK®DG €KdeYOUEVOL
vopifovotv, GAAG TO pNTe GAYElv katd odpa pite Topdttesbot
kata yoynv. [132] od yop moTOL KOl KDWOL Guveipovteg ovd’
amoAavoelg maidwv Kol yovaik®dv odd’ iyfdov kol tdv dAl@V
o0 @épel Tolvtedng Tpanela, TOV NOVV yevvd Biov, ALY VIQ@V
Aoyiopog kol tag aitiag €Eepeuvdv mhong aipécems Kol QUYTG
kol TaC 86fag Efchadvov, €& v mAsioToc TUC  Wuydc
kataAappaver 06pvfog. TovTOV 8¢ TAVTOV Apyn Kol TO HEYIOTOV
ayabov opévnolg. S0 kol @rlocoeiag TdTEPOV VIAP)EL
PpOVNGIC, &€ N¢ ai Aowmad oAl TEPUKAGTY GPETOL.

So when we say that pleasure is the end, we do not mean the
pleasures of the dissipated and those that consist in having a good
time, as some out of ignorance and disagreement or refusal to
understand suppose we do, but freedom from pain in the body
and from disturbance in the soul. For what produces the pleasant
life is not continuous drinking and parties or pederasty or wo-
manizing or the enjoyment of fish and the other dishes of an ex-
pensive table, but sober reasoning which tracks down the causes
of every choice and avoidance, and which banishes the opinions
that beset souls with the greatest confusion. Of all this the begin-
ning and the greatest good is prudence. Therefore prudence is
even more precious than philosophy, and it is the natural source
of all the remaining virtues. (tr. Long-Sedley)

It seems particularly useful here to highlight that Theodorus
lived for some time in Alexandria, where he could have met

3 Epicurus, Ep. Men. 131-132.
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Callimachus, his fellow citizen. Moreover, according to some
reconstructions, it is possible that the two were related.”
Therefore, the verses of the fragment 43 may find a clearer
identity as poetic interpretation of philosophical discussions
which is more than likely that Callimachus knew. In general, I
would add, the irreverent tone of individuality and self-
expression in Callimachus has a common character with cer-
tain expressions of the Cyrenaic School, although we cannot
infer from this that Callimachus embraced its philosophy.
Theodorus and Evemerus, perhaps along with Timon of
Phlius, appear to share the same irreverent attitude towards
traditional conventions as, at the poetic level, Callimachus.
Even Callimachus’ choice of Plato as intertext, often in a
veiled polemic, might have to do with knowledge of the teach-
ings of the Cyrenaics and their position not certainly favour-
able to Plato.

In the context of the philosophical disputes between Hellen-
istic schools, I would like to mention an interesting text with
respect to the issue of intellectual pleasure, in this case con-
nected to artistic imitation, a passage from Plutarch’s Conviv-
ial Questions, or Table Talk, which refers to a critique that the
Cyrenaic school opposed to the Epicurean doctrine on pleas-
ure.

Kol yap Enl 1@V Ogapdtov dpota temdvOaey avOpdTovS PEV YO
amofviiokoviog. Kol vooodvtag aviapdg Oopduev: TOvV O
yeypaupévov dokTHTyV Kol THYV memhacuévny Tokdotny, Mg
Qoo €ig TO TPOGMOTOV APYVLPOV TL GVLUUIENL TOV TEYVITNV, OT®G
gkkeinovrog avOpdmov Kol popotvopévov AAPn mepipdveiav O
YOAKOC, Mdoueda kol Bavpdlopev. ‘Todto & gimov ‘Gvdpeg
‘Emwcovpetot, kol tekunipov éott péya toig Kvpnvaikoig mpog

¥ Cf. C. Meillier, Callimaque et son temp, Alexandria 1979, pp. 335-337.
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VUGS ToD P mepl THY Syt elvon pndE mepl TV dkorv dAAY Tepl
v ddvolav MU@AvV TO MOOuEvoV €mil Toig axoVopacl Kol
Oedpooty. dlektopic yap Podoa cuvexdg Kol KOpmVN Avanpov
dovopa kol andég €oty, O 08 HIHOVUEVOG dhekTopida Podoav
Kol kopdvny  goppaivel. Kol @Olowovg  pEv  opdVTEG
dvoyepaivopev, avopivtag 6& kol ypoeag @OGIKOV MOEwG
Oso'ausé)%srd) TV d1dvotoy Vo TOV PUnpdTev dyecbot kata to
oikelov.

We feel acute pain at the sight of the sick or the dying; but a
painting of Philoctetes or a statue of Jocasta gives us pleasure
and elicits our admiration. They say that the artist added silver to
Jocasta’s face in order to give his bronze statue the appearance of
a person on the verge of death. “This, my Epicurean friends,” I
said, “is really good evidence in favour of the Cyrenaics, who
contend in their dispute with you that it is not in our sight or our
hearing but in our minds that we receive pleasure from sights and
sounds. A hen that cackles ceaselessly or a cawing crow is un-
pleasant and painful to hear, but the imitator of noisy hens and
crows delights us. We are shocked to see consumptives, but we
contemplate statues and paintings of them with pleasure, because
the mind, by its own nature, is attracted to imitations. (tr.
Clement)

Unfortunately we do not know much more about this issue. If
we can give full credit to Plutarch’s testimony, that according

to the Cyrenaics it is the dianoia that allows us to experience

pleasure, then the connection between Callimachus and the
philosophical school of his own country would be even closer,

and he could share the same doctrine about the intellectual

pleasure derived from artistic imitation. But this is just a sug-

gestion.

% Plutarch, Svpnocioxd (Quaestiones convivales) 5. 1. 2.
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Alongside this text from Plutarch I would also like to quote a
meaningful passage from Aristotle concerning the same prob-
lem of artistic pleasure, which the philosopher had already dis-
tinguished from other types of pleasure:

nepl yap Vv did Thg Syewg Ndoviy TdV KoOA®dY Evev €mbupiog
appodiciov, fj ATV TV aicypdv, kol mepl TV Sl Tfig dKofg
TOV e0apUOSTOV | AvappocT®V, £Tt 88 TPOG TAg S OGPPNCEDG,
T4g 1€ amo gvwdiag Kol tag amd dvowdiag, ovk [30] Eotv O
oOEPOV. 0VOE Yap AKOAUOTOG 0VOEIG AéyeTal T® TAcYew 1 Un|
ndoyew. &l yodv Tig 1| KoAov avdpudvto Oedpevog 1 inmov 1
avOpomov, 1| dxpodpevog adovtog, un Podrotto punte €cbiewv
pnte wivew pnte agpodiclalew, GAAd to PEV KaAd Be@pelv TGV
8" addvtav drodey, ovk dv 86Esiev [35] axdraoTog stval, Gomep
003’ ol kniovuevol Topd Taig Xepfiov. dAAd mepl T 6V0 TGV
aicOntdv tadto, mepl Smep kai T@Alo Onpio. povov TuYYAvel
aicOnticdg &xovra, Kol yaipovta Kol AVTodEVA, TEPL TA YELGTA
Kol Omtd. mepl 8¢ ta TV GAAoV aicOnTdv Mdéa oYedoV Opoimg
dmavta Qoivetar dvaicOiToc Swakeipneva, [1231a] olov mepi
evappooTiav §| KGALog. ovBeV yap, & Tt kol d&Eov Adyov, paivetat
ndoyovta avtf] T Bewpig TOV KAADV §| T dxpodoel T®V
evapudoTOY, €l U Ti ToL CVUPREPNKE TEPUTMOES: GAL 0VOE TPOG
T €0MOM [5] | dvodIN: Kaitot Tdg Ye aicONoelg dEvTEPAG EYovat
nacog. GAAG Kol TAV OcU®V TadTOG Yoipovowy Gcol KT
ovpPepnrog evepaivovoty, ALY pn Kob’ avtdg. Adym 6¢ un kad’
adthc, aic fi éamifoveg yaipousv fj pepvnuévol, oiov dymv kol
not®V (8U €tépav yap Ndovnv tovtarg yoipopev, [10] v t0d
Qoysiv § melv), kod ovtdc 88 olov ai @V AvBdV eiciv. 810
Eupe®dS En ZTPATOVIKOG TAG PEV KOAdY Slewv Tag 8¢ 1786,

Temperance is not related to pleasure from the sight of beautiful
things, unaccompanid by sexual appetite, nor to pain from the
sight of ugly things, not to pleasure from listening to harmonious
sounds or the pain of cacophony, or from smelling good and bad

36 Aristoteles, Ethica Eudemia 111 2, 1230b25-31a12.



40

The Vaulted Room

odours. No one is called undisciplined for having or failing to
have those experiences. At any rate, no one would be thought
undisciplined for contemplating a beautiful statue or beautiful
horse or human, or listening to someone singing, with no desire
to eat or drink or have sex, but simply in wanting to contemplate
those beautiful things and listen to people singing — anymore than
those who were spellbound by the Sirens. Temperance, rather, is
concerned with the only two kinds of perceptible object that the
other animals too happen to be sensitive to and take pleasure in,
namely those of taste and touch. Towards the pleasures of other
perceptible objects all beasts appear disposed pretty much
equally insensitively, for example, regarding harmonious sound
or visual beauty. It is evident that they experience nothing of any
note through the simple act of looking at beautiful things or hear-
ing harmonious sounds, except perhaps in a few prodigious
cases. Nor are they sensitive with regard to good or bad odours,
though certainly animal senses are keener than ours. But even
with odours the ones they enjoy are those that please them not for
their intrinsic qualities but for their incidental associations. By
non-intrinsic I mean odours that we enjoy in anticipation or re-
membrance of things like food and drink, while the pleasure we
experience when we enjoy food and drink is a different one,
namely that of eating and drinking. By intrinsic I mean odours
such as those of flowers. That is what’s behind Stratonicus’s neat
remark that some things smell beautiful and others smell deli-
cious. (tr. Inwood and Woolf, mod. by Destre¢)

In reporting the problem of the different types of pleasures and
of the specificity of the aesthetic and intellectual pleasure,
Aristotle seems to pave the way for the discussions that ani-
mated Hellenistic philosophy.”” In a different context, Cicero
reports the dispute between the Hellenistic schools about the
superiority of intellectual pleasures, declaring though, follow-

37 For a discussion of the passage, see P. Destreé¢, ‘Pleasure,” in Id. and P.
Murray, Blackwell Companion to Ancient Aesthetics, cit., pp. 473-474.
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ing the Epicurean doctrine, that they come from the bodily
ones:

Animi autem voluptates et dolores nasci fatemur e corporis vo-
luptatibus et doloribus—itaque concedo, quod modo dicebas,
cadere causa, si qui e nostris aliter existimant, quos quidem video
esse multos, sed imperitos—, quamquam autem et laetitiam nobis
voluptas animi et molestiam dolor afferat, eorum tamen utrum-
que et ortum esse e corpore et ad corpus referri, nec ob eam
causam non multo maiores esse et voluptates et dolores animi
quam corporis. nam corpore nihil nisi praesens et quod adest sen-
tire possumus, animo autem et praeterita et futura. ut enim aeque
doleamus animo, cum corpore dolemus, fieri tamen permagna
accessio potest, si aliquod aeternum et infinitum impendere ma-
lum nobis opinemur. quod idem licet transferre in voluptatem, ut
ea maior sit, si nihil tale metuamus. Iam illud quidem perspicuum
est, maximam animi aut voluptatem aut molestiam plus aut ad
beatam aut ad miseram vitam afferre momenti quam eorum ut-
rumvis, si aeque diu sit in corpore.”®

Again, we aver that mental pleasures and pains arise out of
bodily ones (and therefore I allow your contention that any Epi-
cureans who think otherwise put themselves out of court; and I
am aware that many do, though not those who can speak with
authority); but although men do experience mental pleasure that
is agreeable and mental pain that is annoying, yet both of these
we assert arise out of and are based upon bodily sensations. Yet
we maintain that this does not preclude mental pleasures and
pains from being much more intense than those of the body;
since the body can feel only what is present to it at the moment,
whereas the mind is also cognizant of the past and of the future.
For, granting that pain of body is equally painful, yet our sensa-
tion of pain can be enormously increased by the belief that some
evil of unlimited magnitude and duration threatens to befall us

3 Cicero, De finibus 1 55-56.
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hereafter. And the same consideration may be transferred to
pleasure: a pleasure is greater if not accompanied by any appreci-
ation of evil. This therefore clearly appears, that intense mental
pleasure or distress contributes more to our happiness or misery
than a bodily pleasure or pain of equal duration. (tr. Rackham)

Cicero here takes the view that the intellectual pleasure and
pain are more intense, of course in a more general context than
the concept expressed by Callimachus, but that in any way it
expresses the same interest.

Poetry and thambos

We can affirm that it is likely that Callimachus, in proclaiming
the preeminence of hearing on the other senses, and in outlin-
ing the unlimited duration of the intellectual pleasures, en-
gages in a controversy that concerned the thought of Cyrenaics
and the Epicureans and in general the Hellenistic schools. It is
indeed more than plausible that Callimachus knew of these
debates and that is why, in the specific context of the fragment
43, we might see a reference, controversial or not, to the doc-
trine of Cyrenaics. We know that a lot has been lost that could
clarify our knowledge of the literary disputes and of the im-
portance of the philosophical reflection on poetry and the role
of poets. From the fragments of the writings of literary criti-
cism of Philodemus of Gadara® we are informed that an ex-
tensive literature on the subject existed, but the desperate con-
dition of the papyri prevents us from clearly reconstructing the
points on which the disputes were centred. What is clear is that
Callimachus, both as a poet and as a theorist, was a key figure
in this long and unfortunately obscure series of writings, from

¥ Cf. R. Janko (ed.), Philodemus. On Poems 1, Oxford 2003, pp. 120-189.
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the classical up to the imperial age, which saw the contribu-
tions of names like Crates, with the dispute on the superiority
of sound on sense in poetry, and Heraclides of Pontus, along
with other authors otherwise unknown such as Pausimachus of
Miletus, which seems to defend the same mix of genres that
Callimachus adopted in his poetry.

Callimachus undoubtedly remains within the boundaries of
poetic production and can not be considered in any way a phi-
losopher. That said, it is nevertheless clear that he had a strong
interest in philosophical writings, especially those of Plato,
and in general his philological attitude corresponds at least to
certain trends of the time, undoubtedly influenced by the Peri-
patetic teachings, which underlayed the foundation of the
Mouseion in Alexandria. Callimachus is therefore not a phi-
losopher. However, as a poet and philologist he was a compe-
tent reader of those texts, for example Platonic, that we now
tend to read only as philosophical, and that for him were rather
sources for arguments of literary criticism. From this point of
view, in those verses from his main poem transmitted from an-
tiquity, Callimachus appears to be a participant and often in-
deed the protagonist of the cultural debates of his era.

I would like to end quoting another couplet from the fragment
43:

®[c] N pev Aine udbov, &ym &’ &l kal [10 v ]0EcHaL
1]0ehov— Yap pot OapPog dnetpiplet]o—, (85)*

Thus she ended her story, but I wanted to know this as well
— for, truly, my amazement was fed while she spoke —
(tr. Harder)

40 Callimachus, Aitia fr. 43.84-5.
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Once the Muse finished her narration of remote myths con-
cerning the founding of the Sicilian cities, Callimachus ex-
pressed his thambos at what she had told him, but in fact — in a
play of mirrors which reflects Callimachus’ poetic approach —
it is the reader who is invited to experience thambos (that is
the feeling of amazement and awe in the presence of the pro-
digious feats of gods and heroes in the epic tradition) because
of Callimachus’ exceptional erudition and poetic skill, and
also — in our case — his irreverent but competent attitude to-
wards philosophy. And, like the poet himself, we wish we
could know more.



MANUM DE TABULA SCIRE TOLLERE
DILIGENTIA AND NON-FINITO IN RENAISSANCE

The issue of when precisely a work of art should be con-
sidered complete was a topic of discussion in antiquity and it
arose again, in relation to the creative process, in the Renais-
sance, when two opposing positions were to be found, one ad-
vocating extreme diligence in applying the finishing touches,
on the one hand, and one preferring a more unresolved and
spontaneous approach, on the other. What will be investigated
here is the possibility of finding links between the attitude of
some artists and writers to different degrees of refinement or
revision of their work and their engagement with Neoplatonic
ideas and culture.

The choice of the appropriate point at which to stop when fin-
ishing a work of art is an inherent aspect of artistic practice,
which not only concerns figurative arts but also extends to lit-
erary activity. It does not seem to apply to architecture, since it
essentially concerns the creative process and the execution by
a single person, and therefore does not include other, more
collaborative forms of art and craftsmanship. The issue is of
great interest from the point of view of aesthetics, as it investi-
gates problems and reveals attitudes through different ages and
in response to different cultural conditions. Another important
aspect to be considered is the need of the adoption of an inter-
disciplinary approach in order to interpret an artistic phenom-
enon which, while recognized and investigated as a fact in the
framework of art history scholarship, has not been attributed to
a specific cultural sphere. The comparison of different disci-
plines such as art history, literature, philosophy and aesthetics
allows a more comprehensive vision of the problem not only
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during the Renaissance but also in its roots in classical and late
ancient culture.

Although the idea that the individual artist has a choice in de-
ciding the level of finish in their work seems to be conceivable
only within the mind set of the modern era, the difficulty of
identifying the point at which an artwork should be considered
finished was discussed already during antiquity. The need to
conceal the artistic effect through a certain carelessness is cru-
cial to many modern and contemporary artforms but in fact it
has its roots in the aesthetic reflection of antiquity.' This is no-
toriously stated by Pliny the Elder, when he tells of a dispute
in which the painter Apelles criticises his rival Protogenes for
being excessively accurate in finishing his paintings, to the
detriment of the final effect:

dixit enim omnia sibi cum illo paria esse aut illi meliora, sed uno

se praestare, quod manum de tabula sciret tollere, memorabili
. J . 2

praecepto nocere saepe nimiam diligentiam.

for he said that in all respects his achievements and those of Pro-
togenes were on a level, or those of Protogenes were superior,
but that in one respect he stood higher, that he knew when to take
his hand away from a picture — a noteworthy warning of the fre-
quently evil effects of excessive diligence.

This anecdote, regardless of its historical veracity, confirms
that the question of when a work of art was considered to be
finished constituted one of the elements in the aesthetic de-
bates of classical Greece and was reiterated in Rome. Else-

! See P. D’Angelo, Sprezzatura: Concealing the Effort of Art from Aristotle
to Duchamp, New York 2018.
2 Pliny, Nat. Hist. 35, 80.
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where too Pliny, translating into Latin some specific terms of
Greek rhetoric criticism such as charis and akribeia or ponos,
mentions how excessive overworking and effort’ can affect the
grace and beauty of an artwork, as in the case of Callimachus,
the 5th century sculptor:

Callimachus, semper calumniator sui nec finem habentis diligen-
tiae, ob id catatexitechnus appellatus, memorabili exemplo ad-
hibendi et curaec modum. huius sunt saltantes Lacaenae, emenda-
tum opus, sed in quo gratiam omnem diligentia abstulerit.*

Callimachus, who was unfairly critical of his own work, was an
artist of neverending assiduity and for this reason he is called
catatexitechnus (the one who spoils his art by overelaboration)
and is a notable warning of the duty of observing moderation
even in the artistic effort. To him belongs the Laconian Women
Dancing, a very finished work but one in which assiduity has de-
stroyed all charm.

In the Hellenistic and Imperial age, we can find two op-
posite stances in this respect, that of poets like Callimachus of
Cyrene, who was an advocate of extreme refinement and pre-
ciousness in poetry,” and, on the other hand, Pseudo-
Longinus’ observations (De subl. 33-36) indicating an aware-
ness of the aesthetic effect produced through neglect of formal
perfection in writing.

It is in oratory that the issue of when to stop before ruining the
aesthetic impact is addressed with a rationally stated expres-

? Cf. E.E. Perry, ‘Notes on Diligentia as a Term of Roman Art Criticism,’ in
Classical Philology, 95, 4 (2000), pp. 445-458.

* Pliny, Nat. Hist. 34, 92.

5 Cf. e.g. Callimachus, Hymn. ad Apoll. 105-113; Aitia fr. 1 Pf. See the first
essay in this book.
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sion. Cicero, discussing the virtues of the orator, stresses that a
good public speech needs to avoid any excessive formal care
in order to reach its point and sound as natural as possible,
through a specific negligentia diligens,® a studied casualness
which makes a speech effective. Note, however, how the
oxymoron itself betrays the writer’s propensity for rhetoric ef-
fects.

All these examples deal with properly aesthetic judgements on
the beauty and appropriateness of a work of art. However, I
would like to draw attention to a singular justification for the
absence of revision or reworking of a text or of an artwork. In
a different context (but one which is fundamental to under-
standing some of the positions held in the Renaissance) it is of
great interest to observe Plotinus’ attitude to philosophical
writing. According to the testimony of his disciple and biogra-
pher Porphyry (Vita Plot., 8, 1-4): T'payog yap ékeivog dig 10
Ypopev petalafelv o0dEmOT Av MVESKETO, GAL’ 0VOE Ao
yobv Gvayvévar kai dieAbeiv.” ‘After writing [Plotinus] could
not bear to go back to his work even for one re-reading’. Vari-
ous interpretations have been offered of Porphyry’s statement
but it seems that, apart from other reasons including physical
problems related to the loss of sight,® the author confided in
the inspiration of the moment, which has a strength and an ef-
ficacy that extend not only to the philosophical content but
also to the form that conveys it, giving an aesthetic value to

® Cicero, Orator 78.

7 Cf. H.D. Saffrey, ‘Pourquoi Porphyre a-t-il édité Plotin? Réponse provi-
soire,” in Porphyre, La Vie de Plotin. II: Etudes d’introduction, texte grec et
traduction frangaise, commentaire, notes complémentaires, bibliographie,
ed. L. Brisson et al., Paris 1992, pp. 31-64.

8Ct. D. O’Brien, ‘Comment écrivait Plotin ? Etude sur la Vie de Plotin 8. 1-
4,” dans Porphyre, La Vie de Plotin I, ed. by L. Brisson et al., Paris 1982, pp.
350-351.
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his writings.” This is connected to the Platonic tradition, in
particular to the exegesis of the Phaedrus, and characterizes
Plotinian and, more generally, Neoplatonic spirituality, espe-
cially as recovered and revived by Marsilio Ficino.'

Remaining faithful to the inspiration of the moment is, at its
core, a spiritual attitude which seems to provide an element of
analogy between Plotinus’ intellectual procedure and certain
attitudes of Renaissance artists belonging to a cultural sphere
which has more or less direct links to the Platonic tradition''
and specifically to Plotinus. When the dilemma of establishing
the point of completion re-emerged during the Renaissance, it
assumed new and complex meanings depending on the per-
sonality of individual artists or men of letters, as well as the
cultural circumstances in which they lived."

First of all, we should consider Vasari’s comment about Fra’
Angelico:

? For Plotinus’ views on art and beauty, cf. O. Kuisma, Art or Experience: a
study on Plotinus’ Aesthetics, Helsinki 2003. See also V.O. Lobsien and C.
Olk (edd.), Neuplatonismus und Aesthetik. Zur Transformationsgeschichte
des Schéonen, Berlin-New York 2007.

1 On the influence of Ficino’s neoplatonism on Renaissance art and culture,
cf. Allen, M.J.B. Allen, Synoptic Art: Marsilio Ficino on the History of Pla-
tonic Interpretation, Firenze 1998; also Id. and V. Rees, with M. Davies,
Marsilio Ficino: his Theology, his Philosophy, his Legacy, Leiden-Boston
2002.

1A survey on the reception of Platonism during Renaissance and its limits
in G. Kraye, ‘The Transformation of Platonic Love in the Italian Renais-
sance,” in A. Baldwin and S. Hutton (edd.), Platonism and the English Im-
agination, Cambridge 1994, pp. 76-85.

2 For the Renaissance reflection on the role of the inspired artists, see P.A.
Emison, Creating the “Divine” Artist: From Dante to Michelangelo, Leiden
2004. See also E. Panofsky, Idea. A Concept in Art Theory, Columbia, SC.
1968.
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Aveva per costume non ritoccare, né racconciar mai alcuna sua
dipintura, ma lasciarle sempre in quel modo che erano venute la
prima volta, per creder (secondo ch’egli diceva) che cosi fusse la
volonta di Dio."

It was his habit never to retouch or alter any of his paintings, but
to leave them as they came the first time, believing, as he said,
that such was the will of God.

The similarity between Angelico’s approach and Plotinus’ re-
luctance to revise his writings is certainly worthy of attention.
We cannot infer direct connections between Angelico and Plo-
tinus’ thought, since Angelico could not read Plotinus'* (nor,
for that matter, could Vasari) and his knowledge of theology
must be most likely confined to the Dominican tradition, how-
ever it must be noted that the Greek manuscript which Ficino
later used for his translation of the Enneads was held in the li-
brary of the convent of San Marco where Angelico lived and
worked for many years. Nonetheless, it can be argued that a
general attitude of regarding the result of one’s own work as
somehow derived from a divine principle, and thus to be ac-
cepted in its original outcome, without changing or forcing its
form, is rooted in the late ancient concept of divine inspiration,
based on Neoplatonic notions that were transmitted to the
Western Middle Ages mainly by Augustine."

B Cfr. G. Vasari, Vita di fra’ Giovanni da Fiesole dell’Ordine de’ Frati
Predicatori, Pittore, in Le vite de’ piu eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architet-
tori, [Firenze 1567] Roma 1991, p. 385.

' On Angelico’s cultural references, see L. Castelfranchi Vegas, L ’Angelico
e [’"Umanesimo, Milano 1989.

'3 On the influence of Neoplatonism on Christianity, see M. Di Pasquale
Barbanti and C. Martello (edd.), Neoplatonismo pagano vs. Neoplatonismo
cristiano. Identita e intersezioni, atti del Seminario Internazionale di
Catania, 25-26 Settembre 2004, Catania 2006. See also D. Hadley and S.
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As daring as this comparison might seem — although it has
been pointed out that already in the mid-fifteenth century the
attention of the humanists in Florence was turning to Platon-
ism in general, and Angelico himself might have had connec-
tions with this phenomenon'® - it might shed some light also
on the ultimately mystical motivations in Plotinus for not re-
vising his writings.

It must be mentioned that Vasari was well aware of Pliny’s
remarks and he considers certain aspects of facilita (dexterity
and carelessness) as signs of good art, in the same manner as
Castiglione favoured sprezzatura in the manners of his ideal
gentleman.'” This appreciation, however, is not necessarily
connected to the idea of a spiritual origin of the artistic activity
itself, unlike in Angelico and, for philosophy, in Plotinus.

Another connection — this time explicit — between Plotinus’ at-
titude to writing and a Renaissance writer, in the wish to ab-
stain from reviewing what has been written, can be found in
the case of Torquato Tasso. He read and admired the Neopla-
tonic philosopher18 and drew attention to Porphyry’s account
of Plotinus’ method of writing in a letter to Scipione Gonzaga,
stating that he found in Plotinus a precedent for his own negli-

Hutton, (edd.), Platonism at the Origins of Modernity. Studies on Platonism
and Early Modern Philosophy, Dordrecht 2008.

' Cfr. I.T. Spike, Angelico, Milano 1996, pp. 60-69.

7 Cf. C.M. Serrano, ‘Facilitd y non finito en las vidas de Vasari,” in EGA:
revista de expresion grdfica arquitectonica 9 (2004), pp. 58-67. Cf. also P.
Burke, The Fortunes of the Courtier: The European Reception of Cas-
tiglione’s Cortegiano, Cambridge 2007°.

'8 On Plotinus’ influence in the XVI century, see M. Muccillo, ‘Plotino nel
tardo Rinascimento,” in Ead., Platonismo, ermetismo e «prisca theologia».
Ricerche di storiografia filosofica rinascimentale, Firenze 1996, pp. 195-
289.
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gence in correcting his writings:'’

Prego Vostra Signoria a legger questi tre ultimi (canti) come cosa
imperfettissima. La prego anco a non mostrarli ad alcuno, se ben
puo leggerli a chi vuole; perché sarebbe gran vergogna la mia,
che fossero visti cosi male scritti, con tante cancellature ¢ con
tanti errori di penna quanti vi debbono essere; e ho gran dubbio
che Vostra Signoria stessa non sapra leggerli. Di lei non mi
vergogno tanto, sapendo ch’ella, che mi stima sovra il mio
merito, attribuisce alcuna sorte d’errori piu tosto a fretta o a neg-
ligenza ch’ad ignoranza; ma gli altri, giudicandomi dalle mie
scritture, mi potrebbono riputare un grande ignorante. Pur mi
consola I’aver letto che Plotino, del quale nissun mai piu dotto o
eloquente usci dalle scole platoniche, scriveva scorrettissima-
mente e non sapea alcuna regola d’ortografia. *°

I pray Your Lordship to read these last three (canti) as a most
imperfect thing. I also beg you not to show them to anyone, al-
though you can read them to whomever you want; as I should be
greatly ashamed, that they were seen so badly written, with so
many erasures and with so many mistakes; and I greatly wonder
if Your Lordship will be able to read them. I am not ashamed of
you so much, knowing that you, who esteem me above my merit,
attribute any kind of errors rather to haste or negligence than to
ignorance; but the other readers, judging me from my writings,
could consider me a great ignorant. Although I was consoled by
having read that Plotinus (and no one ever more learned or elo-
quent than him came from the Platonic schools) wrote improp-
erly and knew no spelling rule.

It is interesting that in Tasso such attitude can be described

% See E. Ardissino, Tasso, Plotino, Ficino. In margine a un postillato, Roma
2003, pp. 16-17.
20 Torquato Tasso, Lettere, ed. by C. Guasti, Firenze 1883-5, I, p. 115.
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almost as consciously aesthetic, and his preference for stylistic
negligence is further reasserted in the same letter when the
poet compares his adoption of parlar disgiunto to the method
of Virgil in the Eneid.

A connection with the Neoplatonic concept of divine inspira-
tion and poetic furor is apparent in Michelangelo. His prob-
lematic non-finito, though at times linked to well-documented
external events, also clearly reflect a search for artistic expres-
sion.! On the one hand, he was never satisfied with his
achievements and tried to improve his works without ever ar-
riving at a final result (this is the case with all his late versions
of the Pieta); on the other hand, this attitude led to the
achievement, in his mature works, of a spiritually complete
expression, due precisely to the lack of a thorough finish.
Michelangelo’s position may seem extreme because his avoid-
ance of finishing touches resulted at times in renouncing the
definition of the form itself. Nevertheless, it is linked, as an is-
sue related to artistic practice, to the question already raised in
antiquity by Apelles; and Michelangelo’s position on this mat-
ter appears close to that of Plotinus and Fra’ Angelico.”

The spiritual attitude in leaving the artwork in its first, unadul-
tered expression cannot be identified, however, with the sprez-
zatura of Titian’s late works, because in this case it is a delib-
erate stylistic choice which is not directly intended as the
manifestation of a divine inspiration. There are also many ex-
amples of artists at the other end of the scale: Lorenzo di

2! Among the vast literature on Michelangelo’s approach to art, see R.J.
Clements, Michelangelo’s Theory of Art, New York 1961; D. Summers,
Michelangelo and the Language of Arts, Princeton 1981.

2 See my Aesthetic Themes in Pagan and Christian Neoplatonism, London
2015, pp. 52-55.
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Credi, for instance, whose excessively clean method of paint-
ing Vasari deplored; and Pontormo, who worked in the Cap-
poni chapel with many variations and verifications.

The two opposing attitudes towards smoothness and roughness
in Renaissance artistic practice cannot easily be connected to a
particular view of the world and to the adherence to a specific
system of thought. However, it can be helpful to detect the
trend in some artists and writers to incline towards one of
these two positions. In some significative cases the artist or
writer has deliberately chosen to limit the finishing process,
and this intention is sometimes related to specific spiritual as-
pirations and — even if loosely — to their proximity to Neopla-
tonic culture and spirituality. Angelico, Michelangelo, Tasso,
in their desire not to interfere with the source of their inspira-
tion, can be examples of the spiritual roots of the dilemma of
whether to strive for formal elegance or, instead, for expres-
sive negligentia.



ETHICAL RESPONSES TO HUMAN BEAUTY IN PLOTINUS

Plotinus’ reflection on personal freedom reaches its apex in
the treatise VI 8 (39) where, after commenting on a passage
from Aristotle’s Ethica Nicomachea 111 1- 5 and having tried
to distinguish what can determine freedom in human actions,
he investigates the nature of the freedom and will of the One.'
Bearing in mind the centrality of such reflection within Plo-
tinus’ system with regard to his conception of the autonomy of
human action and the prerogatives of the individual soul, it
could be useful to focus on a passage, certainly secondary but
still worthy of interest, in his second treatise on providence.
Here, though without explicitly referring to the doctrine of ta
£@ Muiv (an Aristotelian expression which, according to Fran-
cesco Romano,2 can be understood as free will, while others
prefer to translate in a less determined way as what depends
on us),3 Plotinus seems to offer an example which is clear as
well as penetrating from a psychological point of view. In fact,
he mentions the difference in attitude of two individuals with
respect to the same solicitation, to show how autonomy of
choice is present in individuals within the rational order given

! For a commentary on the treatise and its sources, particularly Aristotle and
Alexander of Aphrodisias, see G. Leroux (ed.), Plotin. Traité sur la liberté
et la volonté de [’Un, Paris 1990.

2Cf F. Romano, ‘Azione morale ¢ libero arbitrio in Plotino. “La virtt non
ha padrone” [doetn d8éomotov] (Plat., Rep. X, 617¢ 3),” in M. Vegetti e
M. Abbate (edd.), La Repubblica di Platone nella tradizione antica, Napoli
1999, p. 153.

? See E. Eliasson, The Notion of That Which Depends on Us in Plotinus and
Its Background, Leiden-Boston 2008, which is devoted to interpretation of
Plotinus’ doctrine of &€p’ fuiv. In particolar at pp. 26-43 Eliasson reviews
the different possible translations of the Greek expression, and their subse-
quent philosophical interpretations.
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by the providence in the universe. The fact that such solicita-
tion is connected to beauty makes Plotinus’ reflection particu-
larly relevant in the context of aesthetic research.

Homeric heroes and free will

The passage I refer to can be found in Enn. 111 3 (48) 5, 41-43,
where Plotinus discusses the different reactions of Paris and
Idomeneus to Helen’s beauty:

OV yap 10 adT0 TOLEL TTAV TTPOGELBOV pavTi, AAAL TO ADTO TTPOG
8\Ao kol dAlo Ttpdg dAlo- olov kai T Ti¢ EAévng kéAlog mTpdg
pev tov Iapw dAdlo gipyalero, Toopeveds 8¢ Emadev ov 10 aTo

The one circumstance does not produce the same result wherever
it acts; the normal operation will be modified from case to case:
Helen’s beauty told very differently on Paris and on Idomeneus.
(tr. MacKenna-Page)4

Plotinus introduces this exemplum® within a context in which
he questions the limits of man’s freedom with respect to the
providential plan. Here this problem, which in the previous
treatise seemed to have been resolved through the metaphor of
theatre,® is again discussed from a different point of view, and
Plotinus tries to find a solution to new aporias. In the passage
just cited, in particular, he distinguishes between the providen-

* I use the same translation, sometimes adapted, for the other passages from
the Enneads.

3 Plotinus, in Platonic fashion, often uses myths in order express philosophi-
cal meanings: cf. T.A. Szlezak, Platone e Aristotele nella dottrina del Nous
di Plotino, Milano 1997, p. 40-41.

8 Cf. Enn. 111 2, 15-17. See my Plotino. La provvidenza, Enn. 11l 2 e III 3,
Roma 2009, pp. 55-68.
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tial element and that which depends on the individual, as en-
trusted to his moral autonomy. The story of the Trojan war had
already been the subject of reflection by the Medioplatonic
Alcinous,” who investigated about individual responsibility
and how events are to be considered fatal as a consequence of
free actions, as indeed the Trojan war as a result of Paris’ ab-
duction of Helen.

Before considering the solution that Plotinus presents to the
problem in general, we can try to understand what he says in
the passage, which is not immediately evident to the modern
reader. Here, two Homeric characters are compared in their
reactions® (I say reactions, as talking about feelings in the field
of the archaic epic is probably incorrect) in front of the same
beautiful woman. Since, of the three, both Helen and Paris are
widely known, our attention can focus on Idomeneus, who, al-
though illustrious, does not enjoy the fame — fatal or not — of
the adulterous couple.

Without dwelling on the reasons for Paris’ action for now, and
before getting to know better the figure of Idomeneus, there is
one element to be observed in Plotinus’ affirmation: that is,
the protagonists of the action are the two men. Helen’s respon-
sibility is not highlighted, as it is her beauty, considered as an
objective and natural element, which arouses the different ef-
fects. In view of the traditional dispute over Helen’s guilt, the

" Cf. Alcinous, Didaskalikos 26, 179, 13-15; see G. Boys-Stones, ‘Middle
Platonists on Fate and Human Autonomy,” in R.W. Sharples-R. Sorabji
(edd.), Greek and Roman Philosophy from 100 BC to 200 AD, London, pp.
431-447.

8 On erotic passion in Plotinus, cf. my Aesthetic Themes in Pagan and
Christian Neoplatonism: from Plotinus to Gregory of Nyssa, London 2015,
pp. 77-84.
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fact that Plotinus does not seem to assign her a moral role may
appear surprising at first sight.” Helen, who is already given
some responsibility in the Homeric poems,'” is often given full
blame in following Paris, such as in Aeschyl’s insult which
defines her as vougéxiovtog "Eouvde, “Fury that makes
wives cry.” However, as it is well known, she is also de-
fended, with different methods and motivations, to cite only
the best known examples, by Stesichorus'? and Euripides"
with the curious legend that what was in Troy was only her ei-
dolon, and by Gorgias'* in an unconventional (and Sophistic
by definition) manner, while Sappho’s position" is isolated, as
she gives Helen full moral responsibility and for this very rea-
son presents her as a model, not considering necessary to
justify or defend the actions of her heroine, but rather exalting
her because she has chosen and followed the object of her
love, even though she already possessed the best that could be
had from a common perspective. If all the examples cited
above come from the archaic and classical age, that of
Lucian,'® who is still to be counted among the detractors of
Helen but who implicitly assigns her a free will, leads us to a
temporal and cultural context closer to that of Plotinus.

® Helen is also mentioned in Enn. V 8 (31) 2, 9, On the intelligible beauty,
and there too for her beauty but not for her personal responsibility.

Cf. T 171-176.

' Aeschylus, Ag. 749.

12 Cf. Stesichorus, fr. 15 Page. About the Palinode, cf. Plato, Phaedr. 243a.
Stesichorus, fr. 46 Page, which is unfavourable to Helen, must be earlier.

13 This is the subject of Helen.

' Cf. G. Basta Donzelli, ‘La colpa di Elena. Gorgia ed Euripide a con-
fronto,” in L. Montoneri-F. Romano, Gorgia e la Sofistica, Atti del Con-
vegno Internazionale di Lentini-Catania, 12-15 dicembre 1983, Catania
1985, pp. 389-409, repr. in Ead., Studi sul teatro antico, Amsterdam 2008,
pp. 137-150.

'3 Cf. Sappho, fr. 16 Voigt. Cf. Plato, Lys. 211d-e.

' Cf. Lucian, Ver. hist. 11 15.
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Therefore, since in the literary tradition the motif of Helen’s
responsibility or innocence was widespread'” — it is also pres-
ent in Plato, for example —, a malevolent reading of Plotinus’
text might lead to the conclusion that in the absence of nota-
tions on the active role of the woman one could see very little
propensity on the part of the philosopher to attribute moral au-
tonomy to the female sex in general. But such suspicion, con-
sidering Plotinus’ concept of the individual soul, is obviously
to discard. In reality, in this specific passage Plotinus’ point of
view focuses specifically on the behavior of the two men be-
cause it is functional to the definition of the attitudes of two
different free wills. Helen, therefore, is simply seen in her
function as stimulus, to which different reactions are given: if
Plotinus had to consider her role too, the explanation of the re-
lationship between universal providence and individual re-
sponsibility would have been complicated, while he would
have lost the icasticity of the example with the comparison be-
tween two different choices in relation to the same situation. A
possible accusation of misogyny at the address of Plotinus
seems therefore in this case averted.

Once this annotation — which may seem marginal but perhaps
constitutes an indication of the difficulty, both for Plotinus, in
this case, and generally for the thinkers of antiquity who have
posed the same problem, to identify the relationship between
individual autonomy and cosmic design — has been made, we
can focus on the figure that constitutes the fulcrum of Plo-
tinus’ text, as he is presented, at least in relation to Paris, as a
moral model. Idomeneus of Crete' is one of the heroes of the
lliad, where he is mentioned sixty-nine times with his name or

7 On the tradition about Helen, see R. Blondell, Helen of Troy: Beauty,
Mpyth, Devastation, Oxford 2015.
'8 Cf. F. Jacoby, Idomeneus, RE XVII, coll. 906-909.
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with the patronymic, Agvxaridng,' and is also the protagonist
of an aristeia.®® As a source for the Plotinus passage, I' 230-
233 is generally mentioned: the context is that in which Helen,
questioned by Priam, indicates who the Greek heroes are that
the Trojans see from afar, admiring their majesty and beauty.”"
To describe Idomeneus, Helen’s words are:

‘Tdopeveng 6 Etépwbev évi Kpfiteoot 0edg idg
gotni’, apol 8¢ piv Kpntdv dayol nyepébovrat.
oAkt v Egtviooev apnipiiog Mevéhaog
otk v Ruetépe omote Kpfindev ikotro.”

And Idemeneus on the other side among the Cretans like a god
and around him are assembled the leaders of the Cretans
hospitality often has the battle-loving Menelaus entertained him
with, in our house, when he came from Crete.

Following this indication, we can better understand what Plo-
tinus affirms, in that Idomeneus was frequently a guest of Me-
nelaus and therefore had the opportunity to admire the beauty
of Helen, but was respectful of the marital bonds and did no
harm to his munificent guest, unlike Paris later on.

19 A 145; B 405, 645, 650; T 230; A 252, 253, 256, 257; E 43, 45, 48; Z 436;
H 165; © 78, 263; K 53, 58, 112; A 501, 510; M 117; N 210, 219, 221, 232,
240, 248, 255, 259, 274, 297, 304, 311, 330, 362, 370, 384, 387, 402, 405,
424, 434, 439, 445, 467, 469, 470, 476, 500, 502, 506, 509; O 301; IT 345; P
258, 605, 608, 621, 624; T 311; ¥ 113, 124, 450, 474, 493, 528, 860, 888.
Also in the Odissey: y 191; v 260; € 237, 382, T 181, 190.

0 Cf. N 361-454.

2! For a comment on the passage, cf. J.N. Ready, Character, Narrator, and
Simile in the Iliad, Cambridge 2011, pp. 117-119.

21T 230-233.
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If this is what can be obtained from Homer regarding a com-
parison between the Cretan and the Trojan, the myths about
Idomeneus allow us to better understand the sense of Plotinus’
words, since there are two elements, among others, which are
not explicit in the Homeric text. The first of these consists in
the fact that Idomeneus, a beautiful warrior, had been among
Helen’s suitors before she married Menelaus, as attested by
Hyginus.” This circumstance sheds more light, compared to
the simple information of his stays in Menelaus’ palace, on the
value, in Plotinus’ eyes, of the hero’s behavior: he, in fact, had
been attracted, at least once, to Helen, so his continence is not
to be attributed to a possible indifference, but to a deliberation
of an obviously ethical nature. Therefore, for the interpretation
of Plotinus’ passage, it is necessary to keep in mind this tradi-
tion which, despite the impossibility of identifying a precise
source for the philosopher, seems to adapt with particular evi-
dence to our passage.

On the other hand, the second element that can be obtained
from a survey of the tradition on Idomeneus outside the
Homeric poems is that he seems to assume the connotation of
an eminent character from an ethical point of view,” more
than other heroes, even in the context of a conflict with typi-
cally tragic characters. One of the legends about him, in fact,
attested by Servius in his commentary to Virgil,” tells that, re-
turning from Troy and having found himself in danger because
of a storm, he vowed to Poseidon to sacrifice, if he could be
able to reach land safely, the first being that would come to

3 Cf. Hyginus, Fab. 81, 270.

®Ct Quintus Smyrnaeus, Posthom., V 138, where he is assigned the role of
judge, with Nestor and Agamemnon, in the dispute between Odysseus and
Ajax.

3 Cf. Servius, In Verg. Aen. 111 121; X1 264.
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meet him on the mainland. However, once the storm had
passed, coming down from the ship he met his son, so he was
faced with the terrible choice between two impious actions,
either to fail the vow or to kill the being that he himself had
generated. Preferring not to offend the divinity in a direct way,
he decides painfully to sacrifice his son (even if Servius says
that he does not know if this action has actually been exe-
cuted),”® thus provoking a pestilence among the Cretans, who
consequently forced him into an exile’” during which he ar-
rived in Italy, as Virgil tells.” In this context, it is not as much
of importance to analyze the characters of the legend in its
etiological aspects,” as to detect the presence of an ethical ev-
aluation of the character of Idomeneus, a man sincerely reli-
gious, though perhaps drawn to blood, and forced to an atro-
cious choice, according to a topos which can be found in the
tragic plots and which, as regards the case of human sacrifice,
has its most famous example in Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis.
The legend of a promised sacrifice, with tragic outcomes, also
finds a parallel in the Old Testament where, in Judges XI, 29-
40, an analogous account is narrated, having as its protagonist
Jephte, who finds himself forced to sacrifice his daughter not
to fail the vow he had made.”

% b 111 121: Contigit ut filius eiiis primus occurreret: quem cum, ut alii
dicunt, immolasset, ut alii vero, immolare voluisset |...].

%7 In the other passage from Servius (XI 264), the Cretans condemn his cruel
action.

2 Cf. Virgil, Aen. 111 140s.: et Sallentinos obsedit milite campos/ Lyctius
Idomeneus. On the different traditions on his exile, see F. Jacoby, Idome-
neus, cit.

¥ For the role of the myth of Idomeneus in Virgil, cf. E. Dekel, Virgil’s
Homeric Lens, New York-London 2012, pp. 102-103.

30 Cf. J.Ch. Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative, Cambridge 1992, pp. 45-
69.
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It should also be mentioned, only by way of curiosity, that
there is another myth regarding Idomeneus,” one in which he
is called to judge the beauty of Medea and Thetis: having
Idomeneus decided in favour of the latter, Medea curses him
with not being able to say anything true; this is to explain the
common belief about the propensity of the Cretans to lie. Here
Idomeneus does not seem to possess positive connotations
from the ethical point of view, apart from the attribution of the
role of judge, but it must be considered that the story is part of
a series linked to the proverb Kofiteg del pedotor and is a
testimony of some oddities of the scholarly interests in an-
tiquity.32 We should also mention that the hero has had the
honour, within Western culture, of being the protagonist of
one of Mozart’s operas, Idomeneo re di Creta, composed in
1780 with a libretto by Gian Battista Varesco, in which the
story of his vow to Neptune is described, with fantasy variants
such as the introduction of a love theme and the intervention
of a deus ex machina for a happy ending.

Providence and free will

If I have focused on some aspects of the myths concerning
Idomeneus it is for a better understanding, at this point, of the
words of Plotinus: Idomeneus and Paris are not simply two il-
lustrious guests of Menelaus, as one might derive considering
the one passage from the /liad generally reported in the edi-
tions of the text. The two heroes are specular, and then anti-

*' Cf. Photius, Bibl. 150a-b.

32 On Idomeneus’ fortune in Western culture, cf. M. Valverde Sanchez, ‘El
mito de Idomeneo, de la épica antigua a la tragedia moderna,” in Myrtia XX
(2005), pp. 265-291. Particularly important for the popularity of the figure of
Idomeneus was Fénelon’s Télémaque (1699).
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thetical, for a deeper reason, that is the admiration and desire
that both had for Helen. It is this element (which, as much as I
have verified, has not been identified previously), which con-
stitues the specific motivation for Plotinus to compare the two
characters in order to define their diversity, since the virtuous
one, once the events have brought another man to marry the
woman of whom he too had been a suitor, does not violate
either the conjugal pacts or the hospitality offered; the other,
Paris (who, as already mentioned, had been presented as an
example of negative responsibility in Alcinous), behaved in
the opposite way. The beauty of Helen, therefore, produces
different effects, but not in the sense that we could grasp at
first, that one man is taken by passion and the other is not; on
the contrary, more probably and in a more coherent way (both
with the traditional legends on Idomeneus and with the context
of what Plotinus affirms), we must understand the text in the
sense that the beauty of Helen, which from an emotional point
of view produces similar effects in the two characters, leads to
completely different ethical behaviors.

The reference to these characters leads Plotinus to a reflection
that takes on general value:

Kol GKOAOOTOG GKOAGOT® KOAOG KOAD cLpTec®v GAlo, O 88
ocOPP®V  KOAOG dALO TPOG cd@pove  TowodTovV: T TTPOG
P P . s Qv o2 s \ s N 33
aKOAUGTOV GAAO O aDTOG, 0 & AKOAACTOG TTPOG AVTOV GAAO.

Bring together two handsome people of loose character and two
living honourably and the resulting conduct is very different; a
good man meeting a libertine exhibits a distinct phase of his na-
ture and, similarly, the dissolute answer to the society of their
betters.

3 Enn. 111 3, 5, 43-46.



Ethical Responses to Human Beauty in Plotinus 65

Here too we can observe the fineness of Plotinus’ investiga-
tion, which seeks to identify possible variations in the en-
counter between different subjects. It is necessary to reiterate
once again that the problem that Plotinus poses in this passage
is of a moral nature and concerns the relationship between
providence and the freedom of man. We can try to provide a
scheme of Plotinus’ reasoning: in the first type of relationship
there is an dxoAiactog, (an individual, therefore, who has a
negative moral qualification), which is also xaiog, a quality
which, being linked to the dispositions of nature, should be re-
ferred back, in the thought of Plotinus, to the providential de-
sign. Such an individual, if he meets another one with the
same characteristics, will produce a certain effect. A person
who is beautiful, and therefore has the same physical charac-
teristics of the first character, but is otherwise cagoov, and is
therefore the opposite under the moral profile, will produce a
completely different effect on those who are like him or her. In
the first two examples, then, one has the same characteristic of
nature, in this case beauty, which arouses attraction, and op-
posite moral connotations; the third and fourth examples cross
the first two giving rise to other effects: the chaste who is also
beautiful has a certain effect on those who are not chaste and
vice versa. In the conciseness of Plotinus’ writing not all
possibilities are taken into consideration, since one can also
think of someone ugly who is also chaste or dissolute, but the
reason why Plotinus neglects the other hypothetical relations is
that only beauty, according to the present example, excite that
attraction on which the different moral responses are articu-
lated and linked to the virtue or vice that has been cultivated
by the individual.

Summing up, we can say that Plotinus argues that the same
physical characteristic (attributable to the order established in
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nature by the logos, through which providence is adminis-
tered) produces different effects according to the moral quali-
ties of the individual. As a consequence, the range of actions
for human freedom is very wide, since moral qualities depend
on the individual. If in the first treatise on providence Plotinus
had already tried to explain in what sense every man is re-
sponsible for his own actions and moral growth, here he re-
sumes the discussion by observing the various possibilities
that can be given in life, to which one responds according to
whether one is virtuous or not.

In the intersection between providential element and moral
choice, then, the freedom of the latter is always preserved. In
the cosmos, what happens in relation to free human choices
can not be traced directly back to providence, since the indi-
vidual who makes a choice is the only one responsible. If,
however, an action is virtuous, it is found to be in conformity
with providence, inasmuch as it follows the universal /ogos. In
fact, as Plotinus says:

Kol mopa pév tod dkoldotov 10 mtpoyBev ote VO TTpovoiog
obte katd mTpoOvolay, O & VIO T0dD chEpovog Epyov oy VTTO
mpovoiag pév, 6tL V7T avToT, KATA TPOVOLAY OE° GULEMVOV YO
0 MOYw, domep Kol 0 Vylevdg mTpaelev Gv Tig avtog TPaEag
Katd Aoyov tov tod iatpod. Todto yap kol O iotpdg mapd g
TéYvNg £01000L €ig Te TO Vywivov €ig T€ 0 Kapuvov. "0 3" &v Tig un|
Vyloivov Totf], adtodg te Totel Kol tapd TV Tpdvolay tod otpod
gipydoaro.”

The act of the libertine is not done by providence or in accord-
ance with providence; neither is the action of the good done by
providence — it is done by the man — but it is done in accordance

3% Enn. 111 3, 5, 46-54.
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with providence, for it is an act consonant with the logos. Thus a
patient following his treatment is himself an agent and yet is act-
ing in accordance with the doctor's method inspired by the art
concerned with the causes of health and sickness: what one does
against the laws of health is one's act, but an act conflicting with
the pronoia of medicine.

The logos, in fact, certainly determines that virtuous actions
are those which should performed, while bad actions damage
the individual who perpetrates them as well as those around
him and the physical cosmos itself: we should consider that, in
Plotinus’ passage, the context is that of Paris’ debauchery,
which had led to a war harmful to all. To say that a virtuous
action is in conformity with the universal /ogos, therefore,
equates to demonstrate that human happiness is attainable if,
through actions that are the result of free choices, one accords
with the plans of the logos.

At this point it is necessary to make a very brief reference to
the role that Plotinus assigns to such /ogos, according to what
emerges from the two treatises dedicated to providence. It is in
them, in fact, that Plotinus develops a doctrine of the /ogos
that assumes entirely specific traits and which in the past had
led scholars to think, in addition to an evident presence of
Stoic thought (which is also in the background in the two trea-
tises) also of a possible influence of Philo,35 which can not be
clearly demonstrated but is certainly possible as well as sug-
gestive.

3 Cf. AH. Armstrong, The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe in the
Philosophy of Plotinus, Cambridge 1949, p. 107s.; a different position in J.
Rist, Plotinus. The Road to Reality, Cambridge 1967, p. 84-102.
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The function that Plotinus assigns to the /ogos is complex,
since it is connected to the soul and its productive function on
the one hand, and on the other it is related to the nous.*® Here
we can only make a reference to the question of whether the
logos should be given a hypostatic character, which it seems to
assume in the treatises providence. In general, however, this
position seems to be rejected by Plotinus, given the fact that he
explicitly opposes it in the treatise Against the Gnostics, Enn.
IT 9 (33), where he affirms that there is no possibility of an-
other intermediate reality between intellect and soul, because
if we were to place further median levels we would deny the
capacity itself for the soul to think.”” Since therefore the logos
can not be considered a hypostasis, but it does seem to assume
semi-hypostatic characters in III 2 and 3, it could be possible
that in Plotinus it expresses a mediating function at the level of
all realities (since, as emphasized by Couloubaritsis,” it has a
function related to the One) and, consequently, allows the rela-
tionship between the different hypostases and between these
and the world.

To affirm that providence is effected by means of the /ogos
poses to Plotinus the problem, which the Stoics already faced,
of reconciliating human freedom with the belief in a rational
design aimed at the universal good. This is, as already said, the
the context in which Plotinus proposes the example of Idome-
neus and Paris, in order to illustrate the distinct fields of action
for providence and for man. Although in the first treatise on

3 On logos in the two treatises on providence, see my Plotino. La provvi-
denza, cit., pp. 39-49.

7 Cf. Enn. 119 (33) 1, 33 ¢ 57-63.

3 Cf. L. Couloubaritsis, ‘Le Logos hénologique chez Plotin,” in M.O. Gou-
let-Cazé, G. Madec, D. O’Brien (edd.), XOPIHE MAIHTOPEY. Chercheurs
de Sagesse. Hommage a Jean Pépin, Paris 1992, pp. 231-243.
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providence it seemed that a solution to the problem had been
found, at the end of it new questions emerge that need to be
answered. To better understand the functions of the /ogos, Plo-
tinus compares it to the author and director of a theatrical play,
who inserts in his work different elements, positive and nega-
tive, which all together contribute to the success of the repre-
sentation. The concept expressed in the passage on Idomeneus
takes the same issue from a different perspective, accentuating
in this case the human freedom which, if well guided and cor-
rectly educated (this is how implicitly it can be considered on
the basis of the difference between the two characters), leads
to agreeing with the logos, otherwise it produces free acts
which, in an immediate manner, are contrary to the providen-
tial design but which, thanks to the dispositions and the ac-
tivity of the logos, indirectly also contribute to the cosmic
good, since Plotinus’ basic assumption is that in any case there
is a providence® and this is implemented universally even
through events and actions which appear to be contrary to it.*

It should still be remembered that Plotinus’ reflection on hu-
man freedom has its roots in the Platonic and Aristotelian
speculation. Certainly it was Aristotle who first tried to distin-
guish with greater attention the various aspects linked to hu-
man will and freedom: suffice it to recall that in the Ni-
comachean Ethic he establishes a vocabulary of moral ac-
tion." It is probably through the influence of Alexander of
Aphrodisias that Plotinus reads Aristotle’s reflection on &¢’
nuiv as already in Alexander a fusion seems to have been

¥ Cf. Enn. 112 (47) 1, 3.

O Cf. e.g. ib. 11 2 (47) 2,25-31; 5, 8-15; 15, 1-20.

41 Cf. Aristotle, Eth. Nic. 111 1, 1110b 18ss.; I11 2, 1111b 26-30; 111 3, 1112a
21ss. Cf. F. Romano, Azione morale e libero arbitrio in Plotino, cit., pp.
151-160.
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made (which according to Suzanne Bobzien* would not have
led to a distinct definition of what freedom is) between the
Aristotelian and the Stoic and Medioplatonic positions on the
question. It could also be noted that, in an accurate study such
as that of Eliasson on the notion of £’ uiv in Plotinus, the re-
ference to passages such as the one under examination, which
does not use the expression entered in the common vocabu-
lary, is not included — though understandibly® —in the philo-
sophical survey on personal freedom, even if they deal with
the same question.

It is evident that if there is something which depends on us, for
which we can act in full freedom, there is also something else
on which we have no power. Plotinus’ reflection on this dif-
fers from that of the Hellenistic philosophers, the Stoics in
particular but also the Medio-Platonists,” as he believes that
all that does not fall under the action of human freedom should
not be interpreted as destiny, but as weovoia. This concept,
beyond the references to Aristotle and Alexander regarding
human freedom, appears to be first of all derived from Plato

2 Cf. S. Bobzien, ‘The Inadvertent Conception and Late Birth of the Free-
Will Problem,” in Phronesis XLIII (1998), pp. 133-175.

# Cf. E. Eliasson, The Notion of That Which Depends on Us in Plotinus and
Its Background, cit., pp. 18-20.

* The concept of conditional fate in Ps. Plutarco, De fat. 568C-D, (and also
in Alcinous, Did. 26; Calcidius, /n Tim. 142-144) is discussed in R.W. Shar-
ples, ‘The Stoic Background to the Middle Platonist Discussion of Fate,” in
M. Bonazzi-Ch. Helmig (edd.), Platonic Stoicism — Stoic Platonism. The
Dialogue between Platonism and Stoicism in Antiquity, Leuven 2008, pp.
169-188. See also J. Opsomer, ‘The Middle Platonic doctrine of conditional
fate,” in P. d’Hoine and G. Van Riel (edd.), Fate, Providence and moral re-
sponsibility in Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern thought, Leuven 2014,
pp. 137-168.
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and the indications of Resp. X 617e, concerning the freedom
and responsibility of souls in choosing the type of life.

Since here it is not necessary to retrace Plotinus’ doctrine on
freedom, I will only point out some aspects that Plotinus em-
phasizes in the dialectic between the autonomy of human ac-
tion and providence in the two treatises dedicated to the issue.
The conception of providence as the rational plane of the uni-
verse — which turns everything, including the negative aspects,
the physical evils, that is, and the moral ones, towards the
good — is deeply consistent with the entire doctrinal construc-
tion of Plotinus’ thought, and it is for this reason that, notwith-
standing the aporias which his reflection encounters, the phi-
losopher, in the treatises dedicated to providence, does not
give up trying to prove it. If already at the beginning of Enn.
III 2, in fact, he rejects as absurd even the only hypothesis that
there is not a providence, in the course of the discussion, after
having made a rather unusual exaltation of the goodness and
beauty of the sensible world, his attention is focused on the
problem of reconciling human autonomy with providential ac-
tion that is sovereign.

The problem posed in the context of the passage about Idome-
neus and Paris is, more specifically, that of how to be able to
distinguish, on the one hand, the different levels of provi-
dence, and on the other the connection of this with human
freedom. He introduces a first example, relative to the effects
of an action on a being, in this case an animal:

Kai 61 kol ovtwol minyévia ovtmg £0bEyEato T0 @ovhgvTa, TA
8¢ o7t Taoyel Kol Kiveltol ta dkoAovda, kol £k TV eBOYYy@V
amavTov Kol €k Tdv Todnpdtov kol évepynudtov pia tod {dov
olov eovi kai {om kol Plog: kai yép kai To popio Siépopo dvta



72 The Vaulted Room

Kol dupopov TNV €vépyelay Exovia: dAAo yap TTOloVOL TTODEG,
5 N4 r N 3 ~ 45
0pBaipol 8 dAlo, diavota 8¢ GAAO Kol vodg dALo.

Strike (an animal), and what is designed for utterance gives forth
the appropriate volume of sound while other parts take the blow
in silence but react in their own especial movement; the total of
all the utterance and action and receptivity constitutes what we
may call the personal voice, life and history of the living form.
The parts, distinct in kind, have distinct functions: the feet have
their work and the eyes theirs; the understanding serves to one
end, the Intellectual Principle to another.

To any given action, such as a blow, therefore follows a reac-
tion in the animal. This reaction is not a single one, since there
are different answers, one from the phonetic organs, other
ones from the rest of the living being. The parts not equipped
with sound react in silence but they also clearly give a re-
sponse. The motivation for which Plotinus gives this example
is however found in its conclusion, which shows important in-
dications regarding the articulation of the providence: the set
of different responses of the organs of the animal gives rise to
a reaction that is unitary, in response to a solicitation that is
unique. Consequently, as Plotinus says:

“Ev 6¢ ék mavtov koi mpoévolo pios gipoappévn d& amd Tod
xelpovog ap&apévn, 10 6& Hrtepdvm TPOVOLL LOVOV.

But all sums to a unity, a comprehensive Providence. From the
inferior grade downwards is Heimarmene: the upper is Pronoia
alone.

4 Enn. 11 3, 5, 8-14.
4 Ip. 111 3, 5, 14-16.
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Therefore providence could be understood as the unitary re-
sponse that is produced in reaction to certain events, which in
some way are adverse to the order established by the /ogos.
Plotinus, in fact, also uses another reference to the medical
field: just as in living beings there is a /ogos, for which a
wounded part heals in a natural way, so it also happens on a
universal level.”” Even this similarity, obviously, has its lim-
its, as there are wounds that can not heal naturally and need
external interventions and supports; but what Plotinus means
is that there is an action that responds to a rational design and
that causes even the negative aspects of the universe to be rec-
onciled to the common good. This, which is a position that can
already be traced in the Stoics, assumes a peculiar character in
Plotinus, in accordance with his general vision.

Universal harmony through discordant notes

In asserting that providence, at a lower level, is fate, Plotinus
makes a reprise of that same concept that in Enn. III 1 (3), at
the beginning of his written production, he had on the contrary
criticized. But in that context it was the deterministic concep-
tion which was criticised, while the passage of Enn. 11l 3 can
be understood in the sense that there is an apparent necessity
that governs the world at the lower level. The fact that the
upper level is governed by providence does not pose any diffi-
culty; placing fate at the lower level of the sensible world
leads instead to a series of questions, the first of which is to
understand if the human soul, in its lower part, is subject to

T Cf. Ib. 11 3, 5, 29-32: olov év évi cdpatt dytelag Sobeiong xatd
medvoloy ToU C@ov, yevouévng Toufig xol OAmg TEOOUATOG, TTOALY
Epekfic 0 A0yog O SlL0w@V GLVATTOL %Al GLVAYOL %Ol 1BTO ol
d10000ito TO TTOViicay.
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such eipaguévn. It would seem, in this case, that Plotinus, in
establishing a specific area for destiny, made a sort of conces-
sion to the Stoic position, without articulating this affirmation
with the rest of his doctrine.

Just before the passage on Paris and Idomeneus, Plotinus re-
flects:

‘Qote Td Kok Emopeva sivar, 8& avaykng 8¢ kol yap map” MUV
Kot aitiog ovy V7O TiiG TPovoing NVAYKAGHEVOVY, GAL" €€ abT®dV
oLVOYAVTOV HEV TOIG Tiig TTpovoiag Kai drtd Tpovoiog Epyols, To
8¢ €pe&iic ovvelpat katd BovAnotv keivng ov duvnbévimv, darla
Kata TV TV tpa&dvtov i kot dAlo tL tdv év 1® mavti, und”
avTod KOTO TTPOVOLAV TIETPAXOTOG 1| TTEMOMKOTOG T €V MUV
na0oc.*

In sum, evil belongs to the sequence of things, but it comes from
necessity. It originates in ourselves; it has its causes no doubt, but
we are not, therefore, forced to it by Providence: some of these
causes we adapt to the operation of Providence and of its subor-
dinates, but with others we fail to make the connection; the act
instead of being ranged under the will of Providence consults the
desire of the agent alone or of some other element in the Uni-
verse, something which is either itself at variance with Provi-
dence or has set up some such state of variance in ourselves.

At this point there is an affirmation which is obviously central
for Plotinus’ view of man and of virtue: the good, virtuous and
consequently happy life is, in a certain sense, the most natural
possible, as it follows with docility the rational designs of
providence and relates man directly to the higher principles.

“® Ib. 111 3, 5, 33-40.
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However, the problem of how to justify moral evil remains.
This seems to be due to the fact that Plotinus’ position keeps
its reference point in the Socratic-Platonic intellectualism,
with the limits and the aporias that it entails. We know that in
matter and in corporeality Plotinus identifies at the metaphysi-
cal level the reasons of evil, but also in that case his position is
not without ambiguity, since matter itself can not be con-
sidered evil, as it is still derived from the procession the One.
It is the inclination towards it which proves to be the cause of
evil, and consequently the issue of evil falls exclusively within
the moral sphere.”” In this way, even in the midst of difficul-
ties, a certain coherence seems to emerge in Plotinus’ reason-
ing. The motivations for inclination to matter first on the
Soul’s part and then in the individual souls are to be found,
again, in the solutions that Plato had tried to give. Plotinus’
answer seems to be struggling between acceptance — which
could be defined as dogmatic — of the Platonic datum and the
affirmation of his own monism which is in many ways of a
profoundly different nature.

Freedom and necessity therefore remain the two poles within
which Plotinus’ reflection on ethics is articulated. He does not
seem to reach a solution that properly allows a coherent read-
ing of what, in his vision, always remains in a state of irrecon-
cilability. The reasons for this débdcle are probably related to
what has already been noted about the difficulty of justifying
both the goodness of the world as the outcome of the proces-
sion and the need to find a cause for the evils that are observed
in the soul: perhaps we need to identify in the monistic archi-
tecture of Plotinus’ thought™ the reason why he finds no place

% Cf. A. Linguiti, ‘La materia dei corpi: sullo pseudoilomorfismo plotin-
iano,” in Quaestio 7 (2007), pp. 105-122.
0.Ct. ib., p. 121-122.
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for that which, in reality, is actually experienced. For a Plato-
nist like him, moreover, it remained fundamental to safeguard
the freedom of judgment and action of the individual soul,
with a view to its destiny after death. This conception, how-
ever, seems to contradict Plotinus’ view according to which all
oppositions are healed in a system that could be defined as
symphonic, following the reflection present in another passage
of the first treatise on providence, which celebrates the intrin-
sic necessity and rationality of the diversity of the individual
sounds and voices, which represent the various beings:

EKel 6¢ €€ £vOg AOYOUL 1) T@V dacTat@®v payn: dote paAlov v tig
Tf] appovig Tf €x poyopévov eikdoele, kal {nmoel de Ti T
payopeva év toic Adyoic. Ei odv kai éviadBa 6L kai Papd
ool Adyor kol cuviaowv gig €v, Ovteg appoviag Adyot, &ig
avTV TV appoviav, Glhov Aoyov peilova, dvteg ErdtTong avtol
Kol pépr, opduey 8& Kol év 1@ TovTi T& Evovtio, olov AEVKOV
péiav, Beppov yoypdv, kol On mreEp@TOV AmTEpPOV, HTTOLV
V7TOTTOVY, AOYIKOV dAoyov, TTavta 6& (Pov £vOg TOD GUUTOVTOG
pépn, kol 1O TV Opoloyel £owTt® TAOV pePAV  TTOAAAYOD
pHoyouévav, Kot Adyov 8¢ tO mav, avaykn Kol tov &vo todtov
Loyov &€ évavtiov Adyov givar Eva, THY GVUOTAGLY ADTE Kol 010V
ovoiav Tiig TodTng dvaviihoeng pepodone.”’

In the logos the conflict of the divergent elements rises within the
one element, the Reason-Principle: the comparison therefore is
rather with a harmony emerging directly from the conflicting
elements themselves,’* and the question becomes what introduces
clashing elements among these Reason-Principles.”” Now in the

U Enn. 111 2, 16, 39-52.

*2 Cf. Eraclito B 8 DK.

53 In this metaphor of harmony, the term for the relationships between musi-
cal notes is, indeed, Adyot, which in Plotinus’ conception are a specific
manifestation of the universal logos.
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case of music, tones high and low are the product of Reason-
Principles which, by the fact that they are Principles of harmony,
meet in the unit of Harmony, the absolute Harmony, a more
comprehensive Principle, greater than they and including them as
its parts. Similarly in the Universe at large we find contraries-
white and black, hot and cold, winged and wingless, footed and
footless, reasoning and unreasoning- but all these elements are
members of one living body, their sum-total; the Universe is a
self-accordant entity,™ its members everywhere clashing but the
total being the manifestation of a Reason-Principle. That one
Reason-Principle, then, must be the unification of conflicting
Reason-Principles whose very opposition is the support of its co-
herence and, almost, of its Being.

In this symphonic system, to use the metaphor of the philoso-
pher, no voice can produce a real dissonance. Those that may
appear such, that is the evils (to be intended as the evil actions
of free individuals), are to be considered used as the style ef-
fects of a composer (and conductor at the same time) with lim-
itless abilities, as is the /ogos. But here Plotinus’ construction
clashes with the actual experience of the evils and with the
Platonic teaching of the personal responsibility of Resp. X
about the choice of life and consequently of the individual be-
haviors.

In the conclusion of the second treatise on providence, after
returning several times on the issue, Plotinus elaborates a new
metaphor based on the image of the root and the tree: from a
single principle, in fact, he says that
Iposiot 8¢ {dn ék Tovtng Ekacta pevodong éxeivng EvSov olov
gk Pilng wdc €otmdong avthg &v avtiis ta 0 €ENvOnoev e&ig
A 00g pepepiopévov idwAov EKacTov Ekeivov QEpov, GALO OE
gv 8Ae évtadBa {on &yiyveto kai fiv T& pév mAnsiov T pine,

5% Cf. Eraclito, fr. B 51 DK.
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T8 8& mpodvTa €i¢ TO TOPPWw £oyileTo Kol pPéYpic olov KAASmY
Kol Gkp@v Kol KapTtdv Kol OAA®V: Kol Td pev Epevev ael, ta 08
gyiveto del, ol xapmol kai & @OAAa: kol T& ywvouevo asi siys
tobg 6V Emdve Adyoug &v adToic olov pkpd SévSpa PovinBévta
eivor, ki &l sysvvnca Ttplv eBapiival, To €yyvg syswa povov. Ta
8¢ Sidxeva olov IOV KAGSV EmAnpodto ék TV ab &k Tiig Pilng
Kol odT®YV ALV TPOTTOV TTEPUKOTMV, £E GV Kol ETacys T fKpa
TOV KAMS®V, O¢ €K Tod mAnociov oiecBat tO abog iévar povov:
10 8& KoTd THY Apyv ad 1O pdv Emacys, T 8¢ &moist, 1 88 apym
aviptnto koi ovtq. Iloppwbev pév yoap €A0o6vta GAAa TQ
motodvto gic dAAnha, €& dpyfic 88 amd tod ovTod, olov &l
aoedpol Sp@dEv TL GAANAovg Bpotol yevopevol €k TOV aOTAV
opun0évec TV TETOMKIT®V.

That which resumes all under a unity is a Principle in which all
things exist together and the single thing is All. From this Princi-
ple, which remains internally unmoved, particular things push
forth as from a single root which never itself emerges. They are a
branching into part, into multiplicity, each single outgrowth bear-
ing its trace of the common source. Thus, phase by phase, there
in finally the production into this world; some things close still to
the root, others widely separate in the continuous progression un-
til we have, in our metaphor, bough and crest, foliage and fruit.
At the one side all is one point of unbroken rest, on the other is
the ceaseless process, leaf and fruit, all the things of process
carrying ever within themselves the Reason-Principles of the
Upper Sphere, and striving to become trees in their own minor
order and producing, if at all, only what is in strict gradation from
themselves. As for the abandoned spaces in what corresponds to
the branches these two draw upon the root, from which, despite
all their variance, they also derive; and the branches again oper-
ate upon their own furthest extremities: operation is to be traced
only from point to next point, but, in the fact, there has been both
inflow and outgo [of creative or modifying force] at the very root

55 Enn. 1113, 7, 10-28.
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which, itself again, has its priors. The things that act upon each
other are branchings from a far-off beginning and so stand dis-
tinct; but they derive initially from the one source: all interaction
is like that of brothers, resemblant as drawing life from the same
parents.

This metaphor, though grandiose, somehow seems to forget all
contrasts, highlighting only the variety of beings. Would it be
possible to apply it to men in their diversity? We might think
that in Plotinus’ intent this is valid for the diversity of charac-
ters and attitudes, which are not yet included in the field of
moral freedom. Thus, the scope of individual autonomy seems
once again to be in some way excluded from the general con-
ception of the universe, at least in the two treatises on provi-
dence. The solution devised by Plotinus is to identify two
types of relationship with respect to providence and therefore
to necessity, one direct and the other indirect, both ultimately
traced back to the same principle. To return to the passage
from which we started, then, Idomeneus and Paris must be
considered as brothers, however paradoxical it may seem on
the ethical level.






A MOULD OF THE SOUL
REFLECTIONS ON AN AESTHETICS OF INTERIORS

An area that is still relatively unfamiliar from the academic
point of view of applied aesthetics is that of interior design
and decoration. There are some reasons why interior decora-
tion in particular has not been considered worthy of scientific
attention and, as is also true for other fields that could fall
within aesthetic investigation, these reasons are linked to other
issues, such as sociological and ethical for example, in particu-
lar in the continental tradition. Moreover, the very notion of
decoration tends by its nature to be dismissed as secondary if
not in itself morally wrong. However, what causes a certain
confusion is also the blurred distinction between architecture
and interior design, and between the latter and interior decora-
tion, which even from the professional point of view still
causes multiple discussions, and on which there is no specific
common position on a global level.'

The aesthetics of architecture possesses nowadays its own
clearer identity® and it certainly includes reflections on the aes-
thetic value of interiors. However, it often limits the discus-
sion to certain aspects related to the value of public spaces or
to the effect of the exterior of a building and it does not always

! In most countries there are imposed legal boundaries to what an interior
designer can do in terms of interventions in a building compared to an archi-
tect or a structural engineer. An interesting exception to the general attitude
to the philosophical approach to interiors is the institution of an International
Doctorate in Philosophy of the Architectural Interior at the University of
Naples “Federico 11”.

2 See for example R. Scruton, The Aesthetics of Architecture, Princeton
2013% and K. Smith, (ed.), Introducing Architectural Theory: Debating a
Discipline, New York 2012.
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consider other elements such as the use of colour and materials
which tend to be more specifically the realm of the interior de-
signer’s intervention. It must be recognised that the role of an
interior designer does not have a fixed definition and can, de-
pending on the different national contexts, be interchangeable
with that of interior decorator. An accepted definition is that
the interior designer addresses the way an interior works in
terms of flow and is also in charge of devising certain aspects
of joinery, lighting etc, while the role of the interior decorator
is more cosmetic and is limited to the choice of paint, fabrics,
wallpapers, and furniture. In some countries such as the
United States of America and the United Kingdom the profes-
sions are even separated in the curricula of design schools. In
practice, however, all these roles are rather more fluid and in-
terior design and decoration constitues a particularly hybrid
and non-fixed area and consequently an aesthetic reflection on
interiors has to deal with the fact that the subject itself is prone
to shifting meaning and scope.

However, if we consider that there is a specific industry of in-
teriors, which includes designers, decorators, furniture and
fabrics makers etc, it is more than legitimate to question from
the point of view of aesthetics what the specific characteristics
which lead to the appreciation of a certain interior are,’ and in
general the reflection on the value of interiors can certainly be
related to the field of the so-called aesthetics of everyday. An
interesting approach is that of considering aesthetic value and
function not as opposite but as correlated in the experience of

3 On the many features of an aesthetic experience, cf. H. Leder, B. Belke, A.
Oeberst and D. Augustin, ‘A Model of Aesthetic Appreciation and Aesthetic
Judgments,” in British Journal of Psychology, 95,4 (2004), pp. 489-508. See
also G. Iseminger, ‘Aesthetic Appreciation,” in The Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism 39, 4 (1981), pp. 389-397.
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aesthetic appreciation.4 We must also consider that interior
decoration in some ways is analogous to fashion, not only be-
cause it often follows certain trends but even more so because
of the transient character of the decoration itself, which tends
to be replaced with a certain frequency and mostly makes it
impossible to define a time when a specific interior is really
complete or is being altered or perfected, for example by the
use that the inabitants make of it.

I would like to focus, for ease of discussion, on a definite as-
pect of interior design and decoration, that of residential inte-
riors. It goes without saying that interiors have been the sub-
ject of studies from many angles, above all from the historical
and sociological point of view but also from the literary one,
and Mario Praz for example already in 1945 and then in 1964
had published his volume’ on the evolution and the social mo-
tivations of the interior, which significantly had been given the
Italian title of Filosofia dell’arredamento, inspired by E.A.
Poe’s title of The Philosophy of Furniture. As the whole field
of residential interiors, however, is rather ample in the issues
that it presents, I would like to draw attention to a category
that is even more neglected than others which can more easily
fall under the category of architecture: that is what could be
described as classic or traditional interiors. I use this definition
in the absence of a better one that can account for the extreme
variety of stylistic expressions within this category, being
aware that defining a certain interior as classic or even more
traditional may induce a certain aversion which can be useful
to address in our aesthetic reflection.

4 Cf. G. Parsons and A. Carlson, Functional Beauty, Oxford 2008.
5 M. Praz, An Illustrated History of Interior Decoration from Pompeii to Art
Nouveau, London 1964.
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The sociological and ethical problem

One of the reasons that perhaps has led to the neglect of some
aspects of residential interior design within academic research
arises from the fact that it cannot be easily defined and that
some of the most celebrated interiors (at least among the ones
that can be examined because images of them have been pub-
lished) belong to high social classes and consequently a moral
reaction is provoked against the very dignity of such an inves-
tigation. This is a real sociological, ideological and ethical is-
sue® and it is important to be aware of the problems involved.
In fact, much more than in the case of fashion, in our attitude
towards a certain interior there seems to be a particular radi-
calization of choices, which tends to identify, for example, a
modernistic interior with progressive values while a classical
one can be considered as an expression of conservative and re-
actionary values. Certainly it can happen that this immediate
identification shows some correspondence with the real choi-
ces and ideologies of the clients and designers of an interior,
but one can also find many exceptions in which, for example,
an interior with some traditional features belongs to an ex-
tremely unconventional figure with democratic political ideas,
while some cutting-edge interiors can well belong to individu-
als with overall conservative values.

In order to define the type of interior that we will investigate,
then, it is better to disregard such identification, but it is also
useful to confute the assumption that good interiors can only
be successful if supported by economic investments that the
majority of people could not afford. There are in fact countless

6 Cf. R. Stecker, ‘The interaction of ethical and aesthetic value,” in British
Journal of Aesthetics, 45, 2 (2005) 138-150.
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examples that prove the opposite. Now, if fashion, despite its
excesses and its extravagance, can be the subject of aesthetic
investigation without the sociological aspect of it compromis-
ing its validity as object, this can also be implemented in the
case of interior decoration. If fashion can be compared to po-
etry’ and therefore be scrutinized from an aesthetic point of
view, in the same way interior decoration can be compared to
other synaesthetic art forms and be reviewed in an similar
way. As in any other aspect of aesthetics of design, the com-
plex interaction of different facets of the human and cultural
reactions means that analysis has to take into consideration the
results of psychology, consumer psychology, marketing and
advertising, and many more areas of research — a task that of-
ten burdens those who try to address an aesthetic issue.

Interior design as an industry with its peculiarities

The other central element for the need to establish interior de-
sign and decoration as an object of aesthetic investigation is its
presence in everyday life as the cause and inspiration of a cer-
tain pleasure. A specialized industry, which involves a variety
of manufacturers and artisans and has designers as active
players, is driven, like fashion, by a selection of influential
magazines. This in itself would be enough to make interior
decoration worthy of aesthetic attention and also to differenti-
ate it from architecture, to which it is similar in many aspects
but from which it differs in many others. In particular, interior
design and decoration has to do with internal space, with the

7 See R.G. Saisselin, ‘From Baudelaire to Christian Dior: The Poetics of
Fashion,” in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 18, 1 (1959), 109-
115, which however is rather dated in defining fashion as poetry of femi-
ninity, as this definition can apply to both genders.
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circulation and the various functions of living, but considers
them from a different point of view than architecture,® and this
is particularly true in those interiors that we could call classic
and that make use of a notable series of decorative artifices in
which a contemporary architect would rarely be interested. For
example, the tactile use of fabrics becomes a specialism of the
decorator, who is aware of the different textural properties of a
fabric and chooses it for a series of aesthetic reasons in the
original meaning of the term, that is, for the effect on the
senses, from touch to sight. In this sense, the experience of an
interior can be intensely aesthetic because it surrounds those
who are in it by investing them with sensory stimuli which in
normal conditions appear as pleasant. Many of the most suc-
cessful interiors also resort to the synaesthetic process and
reach the user through multiple senses, including, beyond sight
and touch, also the sound quality or the scent of a place. Even
a garden assumes these qualities, and in fact home and garden
form a combination often used by the specialized magazines
themselves, but in the case of the interior the designer’s con-
trol of the aesthetic experience can be much tighter, due to the
necessarily more artificial context of indoor conditions.’

Colour, shape, tactile qualities, vibrations of sound are all
elements inherent in interior design and decoration, and each
of them can be the object of a specific aesthetic analysis. Inte-
rior design, therefore, by its very nature, is a complex field

8 Cf. J. Young Cho and B. Schwarz, ‘Aesthetic Theory and Interior Design
Pedagogy,’ in J.A. Asher Thompson and N. Blossom (edd.), The Handbook
of Interior Design, Chichester 2015, pp. 478-496.

? For the manipulation of the aesthetic experience of commercial spaces, cf.
M. Sloane, ‘Tuning the Space: Investigating the Making of Atmospheres
through Interior Design Practices,” in Interiors. Design/ Architecture/ Cul-
ture 5,3 (2014), pp. 297-314.
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that raises many questions about its aesthetic validity and the
reasons why one could say that an interior has certain qualities
or not. In some ways, the various forms of aesthetic experi-
ence'” that can be produced in the design and decoration of an
interior can be compared to the design of a set. However, in
the case of set design usually only the visual experience is in-
volved, as also happens when an interior is observed through a
photographic reproduction. The most successful interiors, in-
stead, are a combination of aesthetic sensations and can be
fully appreciated only by being in them. "’

In this sense, we can certainly include interior design in a
more general reflection on the specificity of the aesthetic ex-
perience related to design. On the other hand, however, in in-
teriors as in other creative forms, such as music, which most
directly affect emotions, the emotional aspect of the experi-
ence is to be considered part of the aesthetic enjoyment'* and
not as an external element. The way in which, to consider a
very basic example, a fabric produces a pleasant effect has to
do with previous cognitive experiences, as well as with pro-
found cultural reactions. For this reason, at the same mild
temperature, those who grew up in cold climates may have a
reaction of pleasure at the contact with the texture of a thick
woollen fabric, while those who are accustomed to warm cli-
mates may have a feeling of rejection, due to associations with
previous experiences. The same may happen with food or

19 N. Carroll, ‘Aesthetic Experience Revisited,” in The British Journal of
Aesthetics 42,2 2002, pp. 145-168.

' See K. Pint, ‘The experience of the interior: outlines of an alternative an-
thropology,’ in Interiors. Design/ Architecture/ Culture 7, 1 (2016), pp. 55-
72.

12 A different point of view in P. Hekkert, ‘Design aesthetics: principles of
pleasure in design,” in Psychology Science 48, 2 (2006), p. 157-172.
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smells. On the other hand, the individual reaction will follow
different dynamics depending on whether or not it identifies
with the dominant type of a civilization. In this sense, the con-
vincing theory of mirror neurons and of the empathetic re-
sponse based in the brain'" inevitably needs to consider the
interaction of other socio-cultural elements in the formation of
an aesthetic experience. Another criterion related to cognitive
science, that of farniliarity,14 could be seen as having a domi-
nant function for interiors as much as for fashion, and in the
dialectic between familiarity and the search for the new, inevi-
tably, lies the key to many of the historical alternatives of
taste.

A case study: Renzo Mongiardino

Among the many authoritative designers and decorators who
are recognized worldwide as tastemakers, I would like to focus
on a specific example as it presents some remarkable features
compared to the work of other practitioners, as it makes a
competent use of two specific concepts that introduce a further
level compared to the simply sensorial ones to which we re-
ferred so far: these concepts are those of atmosphere’ and
memory. With these terms we can specifically reconnect the
work of the architect, designer and decorator Renzo
Mongiardino (1916-1998), due to its cultured and literary di-

" See D. Freedberg and V. Gallese, ‘Motion, emotion and empathy in aes-
thetic experience trends,” in Cognitive Sciences 11, 5 (2007), pp. 197-203.

' Cf. J.N. Howe, ‘Familiarity and no Pleasure. The Uncanny as an Aesthetic
Emotion,” in Image & Narrative 11, 3 (2010), pp. 42-63. See also D.A.
Norman, Emotional Design: Why We Love (or Hate) Everyday Things, New
York 2004.

1% See T. Griffero, ‘Dal bello all’atmosferico tra estetica e atmosferologia,’
in L. Russo (ed.), Dopo [’estetica, Palermo 2015, pp. 133-146.
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mension which is able to produce an emotion perhaps indefi-
nite but real, giving an interior a dynamic suggestion which
needs specific understanding by its user because of its numer-
ous and almost arcane cultural associations.

Born in Genoa, Renzo Mongiardino became one of the most
sought-after designers in the international jet-set, with clients
such as the Agnellis and Rothschilds as well as prominent
fashion designers. The interiors designed by Mongiardino are
deliberately inspired by the past and based on a series of deco-
rative choices that strongly oppose current trends, and his cli-
ents, inevitably, must have been independent personalities
who did not fear the resolutely unfashionable effect of their
homes. The decisive rejection of contemporary solutions is
combined with a skill in the recreation of an indefinite mem-
ory of the past also due to the experience of Mongiardino as a
set designer for theatre and cinema. In his book Roomscapes, a
survey of some of his design principles, he wrote some illumi-
nating pages on his own way of interpreting the creation of in-
teriors and the emotions and atmosphere that these can evoke,
as he lucidly illustrates:

I understood that everything in our lives takes place within a
space that surrounds us, therefore within architecture [...]. All we
do is imitate, remake, re-create that which nature and history of-
fer us.'®

Today, the interest of the design milieu in Mongiardino’s inte-
riors, after more than a decade of neglect, is suddenly growing
again and he has been recently the subject of an exhibition of

¢ R. Mongiardino, Roomscapes, New York 20162 p. 18.
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his sketches in Milan'” and of two monographs,18 while his
own monograph has been republished.

An example of particular interest [fig. /] in explaining how his
architectural approach has more to do with atmosphere than
with spatial efficiency is the expedient that Mongiardino used
on two occasions to transform an attic space into something
different, evoking strong literary connotations aimed at recre-
ating, in a Milanese interior, the feeling of being in Russia in
the mid-nineteenth century:

Any attic space, which, at first glance, might seem difficult to re-
solve and limited in possibilities, can sometimes favour invention
and lead to unexpected decisions. This space was exceedingly
large and obstinately low. I could have raised the ceiling, re-
claiming some airspace. The center of the space had sufficient
height, but at the sides the pitch of the roof reached right down to
the floor. To use the center, filling the sides with wardrobes and
bookshelves, and to replace the reinforced concrete beams and
simulate a joist-and-beam structure, would have been a solution
that easily satisfied a taste for the “rustic”. I wanted to avoid this
[...]. The solution became clear with a recollection: a Russian
tempera painting of 1840. [...] A barrel vault was traced, and the
curve rested on the wanscoting of the room. On two sides, the
windows, like slits in the curve of a tunnel, created shafts of light
and shadow. The room’s only supporting walls were the two at
the entrance and along the back; these were the only places to
put a fireplace, as well as the furniture and a large painting. The
“scenery” was all brought to the center, and an imposing square

17 See T. Tovaglieri (ed.), Omaggio a Renzo Mongiardino (1916-1998) ar-
chitetto e scenografo. Catalogo della mostra (Milano, 28 settembre-11
dicembre 2016) Milan 2016.

'8 1. Verchére, Renzo Mongiardino: Renaissance Master of Style, New York
2013; M. Mondadori Sartogo, The Interiors and Architecture of Renzo
Mongiardino: A Painterly Vision, New York 2017.
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table-bookshelf divided the room lenghtwise. But the true pro-
tagonist of the space was the ceiling, which extended almost
down to the floor. It was decorated with a skillful illusion of ro-
sette-shaped coffering, ranging in hue from ivory to olive green
and ending at a darker wainscoting, which reinforced the envel-
oping effect of the large mansard."”

The adoption of a bold and unusual solution, such as renoun-
cing the effective use of part of the floor area in order to ac-
centuate the atmospheric effect, produces a constriction of the
space that must have an effect, for some claustrophobic and
for others dizzying, considering that those standing in this
space are in direct contact with a vault and consequently may
have the feeling that, in a normal architecture, they are at a
considerable height from the floor. It is an interior emotionally
invested, where the impact of architecture is not based only on
the elements of colour and texture but owes its effect precisely
to the cultural connections that it activates. The choice of
colours, in this context, is secondary, as the effect could be
equally obtained in grisaille, however it intensifies the archi-
tectural anomaly of the room.

1% R. Mongiardino, Roomscapes, cit., p. 49.
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Fig. 1: A barrel-vaulted drawing room in a Milanese interior by Renzo
Mongiardino. lllustration by the author.
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Fig. 3: A bathroom in the Chdteau de Wideville, by Renzo Mongiardino. Il-
lustration by the author.




A Mould of the Soul 95

Inevitably, in order to enjoy such individual interiors, the cli-
ent must have the same kind of sensitivity and cultural refer-
ences and, consequently, the choice of a designer such as
Mongiardino is based mainly on cultural affinity and on the
sharing of specific aesthetic choices, not necessarily confined
to interior decoration. It seems to be sometimes the case for
clients to choose a designer in order to raise their social status,
however if the designer is, like Mongiardino, strongly imbued
with a cultured literary, historical and philosophical inspira-
tion, it is less likely that he or she would be commissioned by
clients who do not appreciate and even more share the same
cultural matrix, with the foreseeable corollary that their choice
intensifies their identification as patrons and intellectuals.

A second example [fig. 2] that can be considered, this time to
understand how the decorative transformation can alter the
perception of a space, again with the insertion of the cultured
reference to a neoclassical inspiration, is, in the same apart-
ment in Milan in which Mongiardino created one of his barrel-
vaulted drawing rooms, the construction of a dining room
within an space without symmetry and architectural interest.
Through use of Neapolitan wooden panels of the second half
of the eighteenth century, he infused structure to a room of
limited size that posed many decorative difficulties due to the
position of doors and windows and in general the lack of
prominent features, apart form its square shape. With the in-
sertion of a false door but above all thanks to the adoption of
wooden panels as the only decorative element inside a cage of
lines, Mongiardino obtained a dramatic and at the same time
welcoming result, and he conferred historical and artistic dig-
nity to a featureless interior, transforming it into a treasure
chest full of mythological and literary references. As he ex-
plains:
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The result was a compact composition, in which every decorative
element framed within the overall structure formed an architec-
ture without repose, a tight weave, within which the smallness of
the room remained imprisoned in a new casing.

Reconstructed, almost deconstructed, the new, invented propor-
tion achieved a certain harmony. *°

A last example [fig. 3], among the many possible, of
Mongiardino’s mastery at transforming the architectural limi-
tations of a space into the opportunity to create an aesthetic
experience for those using it, is a relatively small bathroom in
one of the corner towers of the Chateau de Wideville outside
Paris, an early seventeenth century building. Here the room
presented extreme challenges, as its floor dimensions are
180x180 cm, therefore just big enough for a full functioning
bathroom, while its imposing height, due to the architecture of
the chateau, is 5 metres. Moreover, three tall windows and a
door caused further limitations to the use of the space, and for
this reason Mongiardino chose not to fight against the awk-
ward dimensions of the room, embracing instead its pecu-
liarity in order to create an unexpected sensorial experience.
Above a marble wainscoting he covered the walls between the
windows with mirrors right up to a domed ceiling, itself mir-
rored, with a nod to the the painted mirrors of the Baroque ar-
tist Mario dei Fiori. The overall effect was that of real and
painted greenery merged together on the walls of the bath-
room:

Here, there was no gleam through the darkness (unlike the patina
on the paintings on mirror by Mario dei Fiori); on the contrary,
there was total light in which the real woods were reflected in the

O b., p. 43.
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mirror, giving the feeling that one could bathe in an empty cage,
among the trees.”'

To this it must be added that the main feature of the room, as
in all the other interiors by Mongiardino, is the overall histori-
cism of the invention, in the sense that the room has a distinc-
tively eighteenth century feel to it, reminiscent, for example,
of the delicate naturalism of the so-called room of Voltaire at
Sanssoucci, however without copying any specific element of
it. Again, only a highly educated client could understand the
erudite cultural references of the design.

These three examples give an insight into the way designers
can manipulate space and ambiance creating a new experi-
ence, something that an architect (as Mongiardino was) could
certainly do but that is the peculiar aspect of the activity of an
interior designer and decorator. It must be mentioned that, in
less talented hands, such extravagant interventions often result
in aesthetic disasters, and that is what happens when designers
and clients are unaware of, for example, the proportions of the
classical orders. The sad results of a poor imitation game can
be seen everywhere and give traditional interior decoration the
bad reputation of being pastiche, stuffy and ridiculous. At the
other end of the spectrum, it must also be said that the han-
dling of minimalism or of ironic approach in interiors by in-
competent designers often results too in uncomfortable or un-
livable spaces.

b, p. 63.
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Conclusions

The peculiarity of interior design and decoration as a form of
art is that it produces spaces to live in, which are constantly
worn, changed and altered and often are the result of a com-
promise between the creative vision of the designer and the
taste and preferences of the client. It is true that historically the
decisions of the committents have had an impact on the art-
works that most artists created, so in this sense interiors are
not necessarily different from other artistic productions. What
is distinctive, even more than in set design, which is very simi-
lar and in fact has been sometimes practiced by interior de-
signers, is the fact that the talented professional creates an in-
terior which exists not only in its individual elements, the fur-
niture or the upholstery or the colours or the lighting, but also
relies on atmosphere. This atmosphere is produced by the
combination of the elements of the design with the addition of
other ones that are less obvious, such as smells, the sensation
of warmth or coolness depending on the climate and the
weather, the liveness or privacy of the space, and all those
who experience the interior respond to these components in a
different way, depending on cultural associations but also on
subconscious reactions.

Incidentally, the alliance of such diverse components cannot
be captured by photography, which inevitably is the main me-
dium for the study of interiors, but can only be perceived in
the actual space. That is why, when certain photographs, like
those by Horst P. Horst, can capture the accidents of sunlight
or the movement of curtains in the summer breeze, they con-
vey by association a little bit more of the spirit and ambiance
of a place than the perfect stillness of an ordinary interior
magazine photograph. The elusiveness of atmosphere brings
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us to a last reflection: if we consider both the individual fea-
tures and the overall ambiance of a successful domestic inte-
rior, and the need to experience it in order to understand it, it
could even be said that there are similarities with art installa-
tions. The main difference is the purpose of an interior, which
is not to be experienced within a codified ritual, but to be lived
in, mostly interacting with other people and often in a non-
conscious way.

Mario Praz, in his introduction to La filosofia dell’arreda-
mento, describes the traumatising experience of the Second
World War and its scars on the domestic interiors:

At Viterbo’s Roman Gate, the magic screen of memory was bru-
tally torn away, and your mind was gripped by rubble, destruc-
tion, and horror. The visitor couldn’t proceed, or had to force his
way forward over an uncertain, despoiled terrain, crossed by the
impotent track of a little narrow-gauge railroad. “There are still
four hundred victims here,” you were told at the Florentine Gate,
and wherever you looked, you could see only shattered, ruined
buildings, the hollow orbits of windows, and fragments of walls,
houses split in two, with the pathetic sight of some still furbished
corner, dangling above the rubble, surrounded by ruin: pictures
hanging on broken walls, a kitchen with the pots still on the stove
and there, in what must once have been a drawing-room, a sofa.
Like a collage by Max Ernst, a bed in a boudoir is grazed by the
furious waves of a stormy sea; or an abyss yawns at the foot of
the most ordinary middle-class dining room; so reality had de-
cided to make the Surrealist’s mad fantasy come true.*

The excruciating subversion of the intimacy of interiors high-
lights, by contrast, their natural necessity. Praz theorizes the
function of the well appointed room of a collector who, in-

2 M. Praz, An lllustrated History of Interior Decoration, cit., p. 17.
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stinctively, designs a room for himself, in the Narcissistic act
of controlling the space around him:

The surroundings become a museum of the soul, an archive of its
experiences; it reads in them its own history, and is perennially
conscious of itself; the surroundings are the resonance chamber
where its strings render their authentic vibration. And just as
many pieces of furniture are like moulds of the human body,
empty forms waiting to receive it, [...] so finally the whole room
or apartment becomes a mould of the spirit, the case without
which the soul would feel like a snail without its shell.”

This very individual need is not, however, found in every inte-
rior and, as the writer himself wittily acknowledges, there are
many who don’t feel any need at all to take aesthetic care of
their surroundings. Also, it can happen that the client delegates
to the professional the entire conception of a room, which can
be successful and meaningful even if those who actually use it
were little involved in its design. Nevertheless, the validity of
Praz’s reflections lies in the recognition of the interior as a re-
ality worthy of aesthetical discussion, a shell created as a
pleasant, comfortable and artful background for the activities
of its inhabitants, almost a Gesamtkunstwerk for domestic life.

3 Ib. pp. 24-25.
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