The Entireties of the Physical Elements in Olympiodorus of
Alexandria: The Nature of the Sea

Chiara Militello

This article was originally published in

Platonism Through the Centuries, Selected Papers from the 20th
Annual Conference of the International Society for Neoplatonic Studies

Edited by R. Loredana Cardullo, John F. Finamore and Chiara Militello
ISBN 978 1 898910 541
Published in 2025 by The Prometheus Trust, Chepstow, UK.

This article is published under the terms of Creative Commons Licence BY 4.0

Attribution —You must give appropriate credit, and indicate if changes were
made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests
the licensor endorses you or your use.

No additional restrictions —You may not apply legal terms or technological
measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

The Prometheus Trust is a registered UK charity (no. 299648)

www.prometheustrust.co.uk



The Entireties of the Physical Elements in
Olympiodorus of Alexandria: The Nature of the Sea

Chiara Militello

Olympiodorus of Alexandria is receiving more and more attention from
scholars. Scholars such as Harold Tarrant, Michael Griffin and Frangois
Renaud have written important papers on Olympiodorus.' A conference
focused on Olympiodorus has been organized in 2017, and the
proceedings, published in 2021, show how lively the debate about this
author is.> Translations are another sign of the increased interest in
Olympiodorus: while 25 years ago just one of Olympiodorus’
commentaries was available in translation,® today all three of his
commentaries on Plato are available both in English* and in Italian,’ two
of them can be read in German,® and parts of his commentaries on
Aristotle have been translated as well.’

Despite the growing interest in the thought of Olympiodorus, his
commentary on Meteorology is still under-researched. The commentary
on the fourth book has been studied and translated in French by Cristina
Viano.® The commentary on the first book is the subject of Istvan
Baksa’s doctoral dissertation, which also contains a translation of the
text in English.” The commentaries on books 2 and 3 were virtually
ignored until a few years ago; [ have written two papers on this part of
Olympiodorus’ commentary,'® which 1 am translating for Ancient
Commentators on Aristotle. Apart from said texts, references to
Olympiodorus’ commentaries can be found in books about Aristotle’s
Meteorology and its fortune, such as Malcolm Wilson’s Structure and

! To mention just some of said papers: Tarrant (1997a), (1997b), (1998), (2007),
(2017), (2021a), (2021b), (2023a), (2023b). Griffin (2014), (2021). Renaud (2006),
(2007), (2008), (2012), (2014), (2021).

2 Joosse (2021b).

3 Westerink (1976).

4 Olympiodorus (1998), (2015), (2016). Filippi (2016).

3> Olympiodorus (2017).

6 Bohle (2020). Umsu-Seifert (2023).

7 Baksa (2012). Viano (2006). Elias, David and Olympiodorus (2018).
§ Viano (2006).

9 Baksa (2012).

10 Militello (2023a), (2023b).
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Method in Aristotle’s Meteorologica'' and Paul Lettinck’s Aristotle’s
Meteorology and Its Reception in the Arab World."?

The paucity of research on Olympiodorus’ commentary on
Meteorology is hardly justifiable, as in their commentaries on Aristotle’s
works, the Neoplatonists often used the page they were commenting on
as an occasion to expound their own theories.'> On this basis, one
should pay attention to Olympiodorus’ commentary on Meteorology,
particularly to the passages where the commentator sets forth a theory
that clearly differs from what Aristotle meant, as these passages likely
contain Olympiodorus’ opinion on the discussed matter.

In this paper, I focus on three cases of Olympiodorus departing from
Aristotle’s statements about the sea in the commentary on the chapters
2 and 3 of the second book of Meteorology. 1 will first analyze
Aristotle’s words and Olympiodorus’ comment on them, in order to
show how far the commentator deviates from the meaning of the
commented text. Olympiodorus interprets Aristotle’s statements against
the thesis that the sea is the main body of water as arguments in favor of
said thesis, completely reversing the meaning of Aristotle’s words.
Moreover, Olympiodorus locates Aristotle’s proof that the sea is eternal
not in the section that the Stagirite actually devotes to this topic, but in
a later passage, where Aristotle rather explains how the sea can maintain
its form and quantity despite being made of parts that constantly change.
Since in these cases the commentator clearly attributes to Aristotle
opinions that the latter did not express, these passages are likely to
convey Olympiodorus’ own views, and are therefore particularly
interesting in order to improve our knowledge of his thought. For this
reason, after showing how Olympiodorus strays from the commented
text, I will try to explain why he gives an exegesis of Aristotle’s
statements that is so different from the common one.

1. Three “wrong” interpretations

(1) In order to understand the first case in which Olympiodorus departs
from Aristotle’s statements, one has to consider that Aristotle confutes
the opinion that the sea is the main body of water. In the second chapter

' Wilson (2013).
12 Lettinck (1999).

13 See Hadot (1968). de Haas (1997) XX—XXI. Sorabji in Philoponus (1987) 1, 10.
Sorabji (2004) I 1. Falcon (2005). Hoffmann (2006) 602—603. Tuominen (2009) 3—
4,8-9.
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of the second book, Aristotle mentions the view of his predecessors that
the sea is the main body of water (c®pa 100 TavTog HOATOC), being to
water what the spheres of (respectively) fire, air and earth are to the other
elements.'* Against this view, Aristotle argues that, if the sea were the
main body of water, its water should be fresh, as this is the natural state
of this element.!> According to Aristotle, water naturally flows to the
deepest place on the earth, and there it would form its main body, just
like the other elements do. However, fresh water evaporates, leaving
only a residue of salty water there—that is, the sea. Therefore, even
though the sea is in the natural place of water, it is not the main body of
water, but only a residue of it.'® Aristotle stresses the difference between
the static, salty water of the sea and fresh water, which is water in its
natural form and is involved in the rain cycle. According to Wilson, the
radical separation between the sea and fresh water is the main point
Aristotle makes in this part of the work.!”

Contrary to the explicit claims by Aristotle to this end, Olympiodorus
states that the sea being the main body of water is the Stagirite’s opinion,
i.e.—using Olympiodorus’s lexicon— that Aristotle thinks that the sea is
the entirety (0A0tng) of water. Notice how there are actually two
differences between Aristotle’s text and Olympiodorus’ interpretation of
it. (la) The first is just lexical, as in Olympiodorus’ wording the
question is not whether the sea is the c®pa of all water, but whether it
is its OAdTnG. (1b) The second and substantial difference is that the
Aristotelian negative answer to the mentioned question is interpreted as
positive by the commentator.

According to Olympidorus, Aristotle argues that the sea is the entirety
of water both by proving this statement and by confuting statements that
are incompatible with it.'"* Olympiodorus spots four proofs of the sea
being the entirety of water in Aristotle’s text; basically, he does not
interpret Aristotle’s statement that the sea is just the residue of
evaporation as a reason to strip the sea of the title of entirety of water.'’

14 Arist. Mete. 2.2.354b,2-18 (ed. Fobes).

15 Arist. Mete. 2.2.354b,18-23.

16 Arist. Mete. 2.2.354b,23-33, 355a, 32-355b,20.
17 Wilson (2013) 186-191.

18 Olymp. in Mete. 150,17-18 (ed. Stiive).

19 Olympiodorus discusses the objection that the sea cannot be the entirety of water
because its water, being salty, is not in its natural state (Olymp. in Mete. 134,32—
135,4). This objection is seemingly the same one Aristotle raises against the theory
that the water is the main body of water. However, Olympiodorus thinks that
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Therefore, every time Aristotle says that the sea would be the main body
of water if it were not salty, Olympiodorus thinks that Aristotle is
arguing that the sea is the entirety of water.”’ The two statements that
are incompatible with the sea being the entirety of water are that the
Tartarus is such an entirety (as Plato says) and that the sea is composite.
As a matter of fact, entireties are simple,*' so if the sea were composed,
it could not be a 6LotNC. >

Lettinck has already noted the difference between Aristotle’s theory
and Olympiodorus’ interpretation of it, stressing that the commentator
can hold that the sea is the main body of water only because he thinks
that saltiness of the sea is not relevant to the question at issue. Lettinck
does not mention the fact that Olympiodorus changes Aristotle’s
wording, referring no more to the “main body” of water, but rather to its
“entirety”.”> Lettinck generally attributes Olympiodorus’ departures
from Aristotle’s actual idea to the commentator’s systematic approach.>*
If this explanation also applies to the issue of the sea as the main body
of water, Lettinck would probably argue that Olympiodorus starts from
the Aristotelian definition of water as the cold and moist element; since
this definition does not include freshness, Aristotle could not use the fact
that the water of the sea is not fresh against the theory that the sea is the
main body of water; therefore, the Stagirite mentioned some arguments
in support of this theory and did not confute them—that is to say, he
supported them. In this interpretation, Olympiodorus would reach the
conclusion that for Aristotle the sea is the main body of water by reading

Aristotle ignored such an objection (ibid. 134,33, 135,15). I have tried to explain
how Olympiodorus can argue this in Militello (2023a), where 1 propose the
hypothesis that, in the commentator’s eyes, Aristotle is just wondering how can the
sea’s salty water be the origin of all waters (ibid. 138, 7-18). Olympiodorus’ reply
to the objection that sea water is against nature is that this objection implies that
the nature of water is to be sweet; but such an assumption is wrong, as the nature
of water only includes coldness and wetness.

20 Olymp. in Mete. 133,16-134,32, 137,19-138,7, 140,15-141,4, 149,16-19,
150,18-24.

21 See Olymp. in Mete. 133,15-16, 135,16-17, 137,17-18.

22 Olympiodorus cites the two proofs by confutation at Olymp. in Mete. 150,24—
26. Aristotle confutes Plato’s account of the system of waters at Arist. Mete.
2.2.355b,32-356a,33. Olympiodorus comments on this page at Olymp. in Mete.
141,21-143,7, 144,8—-145,5, 145,16-149,15. It is not clear where, according to
Olympiodorus, Aristotle confutes the idea that the sea is composite.

2 Lettinck (1999) 130-131.
2 Lettinck (1999) 133.
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Aristotle’s works as a consistent whole, and specifically by linking the
pages about the sea to the definition of water. Wilson, for his part, thinks
that Olympiodorus bases his opinion that the sea is an entirety on
Aristotle’s idea that the sea is a static mass of water enclosed in a limited
space.” In fact, the commentator stresses that entireties are still*® and
continuous.?’ It is not clear to me whether this is, according to Wilson,
the reason why Olympiodorus reaches the conclusion that the sea is the
entirety of water, rather than just an argument the commentator uses to
justify an interpretation he holds true for other reasons.

(2) The second question on which Olympiodorus’ opinion looks odd is
where Aristotle proves the eternity of the sea. Such proof can be found
at 356b,4-357a,3, and also at 357a,4-b,21. In the former text, Aristotle
argues that, given that the universe is eternal, the sea must be eternal,
t0o.?® He also confutes Democritus’ idea that the sea can totally dry up,
on the basis that the motion of the sun, which causes the sea water to
evaporate, also causes the same water to fall back into the sea.” In the
passage starting at 357a,4, Aristotle discusses the theories about the
sea’s saltiness, but he also indirectly proves that the sea has not been
generated, as he argues that one cannot explain why the sea is salty, if
they suppose that it came into being. Aristotle says that it is impossible
to explain the sea’s saltiness “for those who think that it came into being
dma& and for those who think that it came into being Ao’ This is
usually interpreted as a reference to two theories, the second being a
generalization of the first: some philosophers stated that the sea was
generated “once for all”, and they are part of a larger group of thinkers
who had it generated “at all”’. For example, Webster translates these
words as “those who create the sea once for all, or indeed generate it at
all”.*! Lee has “[t]hose who make it come into existence all at once, or
for a matter of that those who make it come into existence at all”.*?

25 Wilson (2013) 190 n. 32.

26 Olymp. in Mete. 133,33-34.
27 Olymp. in Mete. 133, 21.

28 Arist. Mete. 2.3.356b, 6-9.

2 Arist. Mete. 2.3.356b,9-357a,3. Wilson does not mention the eternity of the sea
when he discusses this passage (Wilson [2013] 28, 33, 180, 188).

30 10ig pv Gmag yevvioaot kol Shog adtiy yevwdoty adOvotov 6TV ahpopiy
molely. Arist. Mete. 2.3.357a,5-6.

31 Aristotle (1931).

32 Aristotle (1952) 147.
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Lettinck sums up the position of the philosophers criticized by Aristotle
as “[i]f one thinks that the sea has been generated”.*?

Olympiodorus, apparently ignoring the mentioned passages, states that
Aristotle does not discuss the eternity of the sea before 357b,26.
Introducing the passage starting at this line, Olympiodorus says in the
theoria that “the philosopher has sufficiently pondered the question
whether the saltiness of the sea is originated or unoriginated and has
proven that it is originated; finally, he also investigates whether water,
as the substance of the sea, is originated or unoriginated.”**

Indeed, the previous passages are not interpreted by Olympiodorus as
proofs of the eternity of the sea. He considers the passage starting at
356b,4 just as a confutation of Democritus’ view that, even though the
universe is eternal, the sea is not.*> In Olympiorodus’ view, Aristotle
mentions the argument that the eternity of the universe implies the
eternity of the sea just as a backdrop for the confutation of Democritus’
theory. Everyone thinks that the temporal nature of the sea is linked to
that of the universe: if the universe will always be, the sea will as well;
and, of course, if the universe will come to an end, the sea cannot be
incorruptible. Democritus is the only philosopher who disagrees, as he
considers the cosmos eternal but the sea corruptible.’® Olympiodorus
does not think that here Aristotle is arguing that, given that the universe
is eternal, the sea is eternal as well. That the universe and the sea are
both eternal and that they are both generated are apparently considered
as two possible realities.

Actually, Olympiodorus interprets one of Aristotle’s arguments against
Democritus as a proof that the sea is eternal no matter whether the
universe (or more precisely, any part of the universe which is not the
sea) is bound to perish. In fact, the third argument against Democritus
that Olympiodorus finds in Aristotle’s text is the following. If the sun
will cease to exist, there will be no more evaporation, so nothing will
corrupt the sea, which will therefore keep existing. If, on the other hand,

33 Lettinck (1999) 125. Discussing this passage, Wilson does not refer to the link
between the predecessor’s opinions about the generation of the sea and their
theories about the cause of the sea’s saltiness (Wilson [2013] 33, 192—-193).

34 ¢me1dn mepl Thg AAuvpoT™TOg Thig OaAdTIng ikavdg Siehéyxdn O pihocogoc, site
yevnt oty gite ayévnrog, kol deiac, ot yevntn, teElevtaiov {ntel kol mepi avtiig
g ovoing avTiic Mg Vdatog, gite yevntn oty eite dyévnrog. Olymp. in Mete.
153,12-15.

35 Olymp. in Mete. 143,7-11, 149,20-23.

36 Olymp. in Mete. 143,11-19.
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the sun is eternal, so is the rain cycle, and every drop of the sea that
evaporates will be replaced by another drop falling from the clouds.’’
Therefore, one should not think that, for Olympiodorus, this passage is
agnostic about the eternity of the sea. Olympiodorus thinks that
Aristotle is not just showing the inconsistency of stating that the sea is
corruptible even though the universe is not. According to the
commentator, Aristotle is confuting the idea that the sea will die out,
whatever the temporal nature of the other parts of the cosmos is, and of
course this means indirectly proving that the sea is incorruptible.
However, Olympiodorus does not interpret Aristotle’s direct proof of the
eternity of the sea as such (I mean the one linking the eternity of the sea
to that of the universe), and we know that later the commentator will
state that no passage before 357b,26 should be considered a discussion
of the eternity of the sea.

As for the passage starting at 357a,4, Olympiodorus does not think that
there Aristotle is targeting the philosophers who thought that the sea was
generated. Indeed, here we can find another peculiar interpretation by
Olympiodorus. Contrary to the common current interpretation of the
passage about thinkers arguing that the sea coming into being dma& or
0Awg, Olympiodorus thinks that the two opinions Aristotle is referring
to are that the sea had been generated under one respect only (Gma&) and
that it is generated under all respects (6Awg). The former theory has the
saltiness of the sea generated but its substance ungenerated, whereas the
latter has both the saltiness and the substance generated.*® That is to say,
Olympiodorus does not think that Aristotle here refers exclusively to
philosophers who think that the sea is generated. According to
Olympiodorus, Aristotle is not stating that, if one believes that the sea is
generated, they cannot explain the sea’s saltiness. Rather, the Stagirite
is saying that it is impossible to prove that the sea was not originally
salty, whether one starts from the assumption that the sea is generated or
not.*

(3) The third case in which Olympiodorus’ interpretation clearly
deviates from Aristotle’s statements is the exegesis of 357b,26-358a,3.
Here, Aristotle, who at this point has determined that the sea will exist
forever and will always maintain the same volume, wonders how this

37 Olymp. in Mete. 143,39-1447, 150,11-13.
3 Olymp. in Mete. 153 29-37.

39 Neither Lettinck nor Wilson referenced the fact that Olympiodorus does not
interpret these passages as being about the eternity of the sea (Lettinck [1999] 131—
132. Wilson [2013] 28, 33, 180, 188, 192).
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happens: are the parts of the sea always the same, or does the sea remain
the same only ©® €ide1 kai T@ Too®, while its parts continually change?
In the latter case, the sea would be similar to air, fresh water and fire,
which are subject to constant alteration, but not in their form and
quantity. “For each of them always becomes something and then
something else, but the form (10 &' £160¢) of the aggregate (tod nTAf0ovg)
of each of them remains the same (pévet), just as (kaBdmep) the stream
of running waters and of the flame.”* According to Aristotle, this is
also the condition of the sea. As in the case of the mentioned elements,
the parts of the sea are generated and corrupted, but, since this process
is regular, the sea continues to exist; indeed, it continues to exist in the
same quantity. It is clear that here Aristotle takes the eternity of the sea
as granted. The question he tackles is #ow the sea will continue to exist
forever, not if it will. One of the examples chosen by Aristotle makes
this clear. Aristotle wants to show that in some cases the form of the
thing remains the same even though its parts are continually corrupted.
One of such thing is a flame, which is not eternal. The mention of
something that is not eternal shows that Aristotle wants to explain the
process through which something survives the corruption of its parts, no
matter if this survival is everlasting like in the case of the sea or not. As
Richard Sorabji has stressed, the process by which something can outlast
its parts had been introduced by Plato in the Symposium.*!

Even though in the passage starting at 357b,26 Aristotle takes the
eternity of the sea as granted, Olympiodorus states that this passage is
actually Aristotle’s proof that the sea is everlasting. Olympiodorus is
very clear about the fact that in this passage Aristotle tackles the question
whether the sea is originated or not. In the theoria, as we have already
seen, Olympiodorus declares that here Aristotle “investigates whether
water, as the substance of the sea, is originated or unoriginated”.*?
Similarly, in the lexis, he states that the Stagirite “pursued the other
investigation, whether the sea is unoriginated or originated with respect

to substance”.®

40 gei yap GAAO Kol GAAO yiyveTon TovTmV EkaoToV, TO &' £180¢ ToD TANOOVC EKAoTOV
TOVTOV pHEVEL, KaBdmep T0 TOV PedVTOV VOATOV Kol TO TiG PAoYOG pedpa. Arist.
Mete. 2.3.357b,30-32.

4 Smp. 207¢9-208b6 (ed. Burnet). Sorabji (2004) 111 186187, (2006) 64.

2 (et [...] mepi avthc Thg ovoiag avtiic d¢ Bdatog, eite yevnth fotwv gite
ayévnrog. Olymp. in Mete. 153,13-15.

4 MerfiAOev émi v £tépav {qmoty, notepov dyévntoc dotv 1) Bdhacoa fj yevntr
kat' oveiav. Olymp. in Mete. 156,15-16.



The Entireties of the Physical Elements 205

Olympiodorus seems to report just Aristotle’s answer to the question
“is the sea eternal?”, rather than the reasoning through which this answer
was reached. In the thedria, the commentator says that “Aristotle says
that the sea is unoriginated and incorruptible with respect to the form, as
also are all sublunary <elements>, but originated and corruptible
numerically. For the whole of it, as a whole, will never die, but is
everlasting, whereas with respect to the parts, it dies. [...] [T]he sea is
everlasting with respect to the entireness but corruptible with respect to
the parts, as are all sublunary <elements>.”** In the /exis, Olympiodorus
states that “Aristotle says that [...] with respect to the form, the sea is
unoriginated and incorruptible, as are all sublunary <elements>*.*°

Nonetheless, in these statements Olympiodorus is also conveying the
proof that, according to him, Aristotle sets out. This is clear when one
considers what Olympiodorus says in the first lecture on the second
book of Meteorology. There, he explains why, when, at the beginning
of the book, Aristotle refers to the question whether the sea is originated,
one should interpret “originated” as referred to the saltiness of the sea
only. As a matter of fact—says Olympiodorus—"Aristotle took it for
granted that the sea is unoriginated and everlasting, as it is the entirety
of water, if really every entirety is everlasting.”*® This is clearly what,
according to Olympiodorus, Aristotle says at 357b,26, as in both cases
there are references to the sea being unoriginated, to it being an entirety,
and to the elements. However, the argument is clearer in the
introduction to the second book. There, Olympiodorus basically
introduces a syllogism: the sea is the entirety of water; all entireties of
an element are everlasting; therefore, the sea is everlasting.*’

4 pnotv, 811 KoTd pdv O £160¢ dyévntoc kol fpBoptoc, Homep Kol TEVTo T VIO
ceMVIV, Katd 6& TOvV apOpov yevnty kai eOapt. OAn yap g 6An ovdémote
gikelyel, GAN' @idog o, katd 8¢ ta pépn Exhumavel. [...] katd v OAOTNTO
(610 €0t 1 Odhaoca, Katd 8 T pépn eOapty, domep Kol TavTa Td HITO GEAVIV.
tadta Topadidmo 1 petd yeipa Aé&g. Olymp. in Mete. 153,15-21.

4 onotv, 6t [...] xotd [...] 10 €1do¢ dyévntoc koi &pBupToc, OC TEVTO TO VIO
ceMvnyv. Olymp. in Mete. 156,16—18.

4 puordynton [...] todto mopd Apiototéhel, Ot dyévntog dott Koi &idiog 1
0dhacoa mg OAdTNG oboa Tod Bdatoc, &l ye kal mica OAOTNG &id1dg dotty. Olymp.
in Mete. 126,6-8.

47 Lettinck seems to interpret Olympiodorus’ point differently, as he paraphrases it
in the following way: “Aristotle does not raise this question [whether the sea is
generated or not] in relation to its existence—for his doctrine is that the sea is
ungenerated and eternal, fogether with the whole cosmos [...]”. (Lettinck [1999]
128, emphasis mine).
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Knowing that this is what Olympiodorus means, one can see a similar
syllogism in his summary of 357b,26: water is the substance of the sea;
all elements are everlasting; therefore, the sea is everlasting. More
correctly: the substance of the sea is water; water is an element;
therefore, the substance of the sea is an element; all elements are
everlasting; therefore, the substance of the sea is everlasting.
Olympiodorus also stresses that, when one says that the sea is
unoriginated, the reference is to the form of the sea and to the sea as an
entireness, not to its parts.

Summing up, Aristotle says that the sea is like air, fresh water and fire;
the form of the aggregate of these things remains the same, even though
the parts always change; therefore, the form of the sea remains the same.
Olympiodorus paraphrases this by saying that the substance of the sea is
like the other elements; the form of the entirety of an element is
everlasting, even though the parts are not; therefore, the form of the sea
is everlasting. Olympiodorus changes Aristotle’s statements in three
important ways. (3a) First, Aristotle is showing the similarities between
the salt water of the sea and air, fresh water and fire. While the latter
three are elements, salt water is not, or at least is not the natural form of
an element. On the contrary, Olympiodorus asserts that the substance of
the sea is the element water. (3b) Second, Aristotle talks about the
aggregates of the mentioned things, but Olympiodorus changes it into
their entireties. This move may be justified by the fact that Aristotle
uses the word mAfifoc, which even elsewhere in the Meteorology is used
in the sense as main body.*® However, it is clear that for Aristotle fresh
water has no main body, so this cannot be the sense of mAf|0og in the
passage under review. When Aristotle refers to the mAfifog of fresh
water, he probably means the stream of running waters he cites as an
example. (3¢) Third, for Aristotle the subject of the argument is the form
remaining the same even though the parts constantly change. For
Olympiodorus, it becomes the form being everlasting. We have seen
that, while Aristotle applies the argument to explain how the sea is
eternal, the eternity of the sea is a given for him here, and the process
that maintains the form despite the replacement of the parts can be found
even in things that are ultimately corruptible.*’

48 For example, Arist. Mete. 2.2.354b,8.

49 Neither Wilson nor Lettinck mention Olympiodorus’ interpretation of this
passage (nor they cite Aristotle’s passage itself, for that matter).
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1. An attempt to explain Olympiodorus’ odd interpretations

So far, I have described three cases in which Olympiodorus gives an
interpretation that is clearly not based on a straight reading of the
commented passage. One of them has already been noticed by
literature—namely by Lettinck, who stressed how Olympiodorus
attributes to Aristotle the opposite opinion to the one the Stagirite
actually had on the sea being the main body of water. 1 will now try to
explain why Olympiodorus gives these three interpretations.’® My
explanation of the interpretation that has already been discussed in the
literature will be original.

(1) The first issue was: why does Olympiodorus think that for Aristotle
the sea is the entirety of water? I think that the answer to this question
lies in the importance that the concept of entirety (0A0tng) has in
Olympiodorus’ view of the sublunary world. As Baksa has shown, for
Olympiodorus an entirety is “the more or less complete mass of a given
element, at its proper place”.”! Olympiodorus—Ilike his fellow pupils of
Ammonius Philoponus and Simplicius—thinks that there is an entirety
of each of the four terrestrial elements. This is, for Olympiodorus, the
basic structure of the sublunary world.> The Alexandrian

50 One may wonder whether the oddities in Olympiodorus’ interpretation can be
explained as errors in the student recorder’s notes. As a matter of fact,
Olympiodorus’ commentary on Meteorology, like his other works, derives from
transcripts of his lectures taken from a student. This is probably the cause of
several mistaken statements and unclear arguments that can be found in
Olympiodorus’ commentaries. See Dodds (1957). Olympiodorus (1982) viii-ix,
(2015) 47. Tarrant (1997b). For the commentary on Meteorology specifically, see
Olympiodorus (1900) vii-viii. However, this does not seem to be the case here, for
two main reasons. First, in all three the examined cases the ‘error’ in
Olympiodorus’ interpretation is neither a single word that makes little sense or an
unclear argument (i.e., the kinds of oddities that could be due to a recording
mistake), but rather a clear argument that, despite having little to no basis in
Aristotle’s text, logically advocates a given thesis. Second, as I am about to show,
the three apparently odd interpretations are motivated by a single strong belief—
that each element must have an eternal entirety. This belief is also expressed by
Olympiodorus in other parts of the commentary. In other words, Olympiodorus is
entirely consistent about the opinion he expresses in the passages under analysis;
just, this opinion does not agree with Aristotle’s views. Therefore, it cannot be the
case that the student taking notes misinterpreted or noted wrongly the words of the
master.

3! Baksa (2012) 61.

52 Baksa (2012) 61-67. Of Olympiodorus’ statements I have discussed, Baksa
mentions the ones about entireties being simple and still.
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Neoplatonists, who stressed that each element is structured in an
entirety, may have been influenced by the passage of Plato’s Timaeus
where the universe is defined as “a single entirety made of all the
entireties” (§va hov Shov €€ andvrov),” i.e., of the entireties of the
four elements.

The existence of entireties of each of the four elements is probably too
central to Olympiodorus’ view of the sublunary world for him to admit
that Aristotle was wrong about this. Generally, Olympiodorus is not
afraid to state that on some particular issue Aristotle is wrong. Despite
thinking that most of Aristotle’s views agreed with Plato’s, he
sometimes stresses the differences between the theories of the two great
philosophers, and in these cases, he usually thinks that Aristotle is
wrong.>*  More broadly, one sees that Olympiodorus ranks the
conclusion of a reasoning above the authority of any philosopher of the
past.>® Such attitude can be also found in the commentary on
Meteorology, where Olympiodorus criticizes several statements made
by Aristotle.® However, the existence of the entirety of water seems to
be such an important doctrine for Olympiodorus that it would be hard
for him to admit that Aristotle denies it. Each element forming an
entirety is not a secondary theory, Aristotle’s error about which would
be easy to accept. Rather, it is a necessary premise to build an orderly
picture of the sublunary world. So, for Olympiodorus, admitting that
Aristotle denied that water had an entirety would probably be the same
as stating that one of the great philosophers was wrong about the nature
itself of the physical world—something that should be avoided, if
possible. Surely Olympiodorus looks for reasons in the text of
Meteorology to attribute to Aristotle the theory that there is an entirety
of water.

As Olympiodorus himself states in the commentary on the first book,
there are at least two candidates for the title of “entirety of water”: the
sea and the rain cycle. Olympiodorus actually thinks that it is more
appropriate to say that it is the rain cycle that is the 6A6tn¢ of water.”’
However, the commentator can probably find more pretexts in

53 Ti. 33a7 (ed. Burnet).
34 See Opsomer (2010) 707. Griffin (2016) 408. Joosse (2021a) 3—4.
35 See Joosse (2021a) 4.

%6 See Lettinck (1999) 7. Viano (2006) 64—65, 197. Opsomer (2010) 707. I have
treated Olympiodorus’ approach to Aristotle’s theories in a little more detail in
Militello (2023a) 152-159.

57 Olymp. in Mete. 85,25-27.
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Aristotle’s assertions about the sea to ascribe to the Stagirite the doctrine
that water has an entirety. (1a) First of all, the concept of the cdpa 100
Tavtog Boatog is very close to the concept of 6AdTNG as conceived by
Olympiodorus, so the commentator can easily interpret the former in
terms of the latter. (1b) Then, Aristotle provides some arguments in
favour of the thesis that the sea is the main body/entirety of water, if
only to confute them. Therefore, Olympiodorus can gloss over the
confutation and focus on the positive arguments. Specifically, as we
have seen, Wilson has noted that Olympiodorus can read in Aristotle’s
statements that the sea is static and sits all in one place two of the main
attributes of entireties, which are still’® and continuous.’® Aristotle
mentions the opinion that the sea is the main body of water to criticize
it, but it is possible for Olympiodorus to ignore the criticism and focus
on the arguments in favour of this opinion that are mentioned by
Aristotle, as they refer to fundamental features of entireties. Read in this
way, the section of Meteorology on the sea offers to Olympiodorus more
ground than the one on the rain cycle to ascribe to Aristotle the idea that
the water has an entirety. The result is that Olympiodorus thinks that
Aristotle gives a positive answer to the question whether the sea is the
main body (or entirety) of water.

It looks like Olympiodorus thought that the entirety of water must
exists; this was an opinion of his so strong that it made him look for
pretexts in the text of Meteorology to attribute it to Aristotle.
Olympiodorus argued that the entirety of water is the rain cycle, but it
seemed to him that Aristotle stated that this title belongs to the sea.
Therefore, one can state that the existence of the entirety of the element
water is a thesis of Olympiodorus, whereas the sea being such entirety
is an interpretation of Aristotle’s statements that Olympiodorus gave on
the basis of his own worldview.

This explanation of Olympiodorus’ statement that for Aristotle, the sea
is the entirety of water is different from the ones that have been given so
far in literature. Lettinck did not refer to the concept of entirety at all.
Wilson noticed that Olympiodorus focuses on the features of the sea as
described by Aristotle that fit the definition of the entirety, but did not

58 More precisely, an entirety must either be still or have an eternal circular motion
(Olymp. in Mete. 134,10-11). Therefore, the “circle” of the rain cycle could be the
entirety of water (ibid. 85,25-26).

59T will add one more reason for Olympiodorus to think that Aristotle has the sea,
rather than the rain cycle, as the totality of water when I will discuss the third odd
interpretation.
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explain why Olympiodorus focuses on the concept of 6A6TNG to begin
with. Vice versa, Baksa showed the significance of entireties in
Olympiodorus’ commentary on Meteorology, but did not mention the
issue of the status of the sea. Of course, none of them had the primary
aim to explain why Olympiodorus ascribed to Aristotle the opinion that
the sea is the entirety of water, as Lettinck mentioned Olympiodorus
only as a source of the Arab commentators on Meteorology, Wilson
focused on Aristotle’s text, and Baksa studied the first book of
Olympiodorus’ commentary.

(3) It may be useful to tackle the third case of odd interpretation by
Olympiodorus before the second. The third case of wrong exegesis was
the thesis that (3c) at 357b,26 Aristotle is proving that the sea is eternal.
I think that the Olympiodorus interprets this passage as a proof of
eternity because he reads it in light of a Neoplatonic proof of eternity.
Aristotle states that 10 €160g Tod TA0ovg of things like air and fire pévet
(and the sea is one of these mAn0n). From the same premise, some
Neoplatonists concluded that the entireties of the elements are
everlasting. They stated that, since the form of the entireties of the
elements remains the same, such entireties never get destroyed. This
argument is mentioned by Philoponus, who rejects it in a passage of his
work Against Proclus On the Eternity of the World. The context is
Philoponus’ criticism of Proclus’ reasoning that the eternity of the
entireties of the elements implies the eternity of the world.*® In order to
confute such reasoning, Philoponus denies that the entireties of the
elements are eternal.®! He defends his position by confuting an argument
for the eternity of the entireties:

Phlp. De aeternitate mundi 13.503,7—10

[N]ot even the fact that the elements taken as wholes (xa0' 6Aa
avta Ta otoyein) presently do not perish all at once but remain
(uévewv) the same in form (kat' €180¢), is proof that the wholes of
the elements (1 OAo otoeio) will absolutely never be
destroyed.® (tr. Wilberding)

60 Proclus’ argument: Phlp. De aeternitate mundi 13.478,11-16; 497,20-25 (ed.
Rabe).

1 Phlp. De aeternitate mundi 13.480,24-27, 13.502,6-505,10.

62 018¢ 10 Vv 60poov Kad' Hra oyt T GTOKETa LT POsipesBon AL Kot €100 TéL
avtd pévely amodel&ic €otv Tod Kol movtehdg pndémote ta OAo oTOKEID
@Bapnoecho.
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Philoponus is confuting an argument that he has heard or read.
Someone (maybe Proclus himself) has stated that, since the form of the
entireties of the elements remain the same, such entireties are eternal.
This argument is probably influenced by the mentioned section of the
Timaeus about the entireties of the four primary bodies, as there Plato
states not only that the universe is made up of these entireties, but also
that it never ages or gets sick®>—i.e., that is eternal. Also, of course the
idea that the whole can persist despite the corruption of the parts goes
back to the passage of the Symposium 1 have mentioned when I
described Aristotle’s argument at 357b,26.

In my opinion, Olympiodorus, reading in Aristotle the same words as
in the Neoplatonic argument for the eternity of the entireties, thought
that Aristotle was implying the same conclusion of said argument.
Aristotle referred, like the Neoplatonists later did, to aggregates that
remained the same in form; therefore—Olympiodorus opined—he had
to hold the same opinion about such aggregates that the Neoplatonists
held, that is to say, that such aggregates are eternal.®*

As I have already explained, in order to hold such an interpretation of
Aristotle’s statements, Olympiodorus has to transform Aristotle’s
statement about the nature of the sea as (3b) the aggregate (3a) of salt
water into an assertion on (3b) the entirety (3a) of the element water.
Only after such a rephrasing he can see the parallel between what
Aristotle says and the Neoplatonic argument for the eternity of
entireties. Of course, this rephrasing is influenced by Olympiodorus’
aforementioned opinion that for Aristotle, the sea is the entirety of water.
Olympiodorus reads the passage starting at 357b,26 on the basis of the
idea that Aristotle has the sea as 11 0A0TNG 10D BdaTOC, On the other hand,
however, this idea is reinforced by this passage. In fact, here Aristotle
states that the sea is a mAfj00g, just like there is the mAfifog of air and the
one of fire. Therefore, this is the passage which was easier for
Olympiodorus to read as a statement that the sea is the entirety of the
element water (certainly easier than in the passage examined earlier as
issue #1, as there Aristotle denies that the sea is the main body of water).
This is even more true if one considers the parallel with the Neoplatonic
argument: if, on one hand, Aristotle states that the form of the aggregate
of air and fire remains the same and, on the other, the Neoplatonists state

83 Ti. 32¢5-33b1.

64 Aristotle would have rather agreed with Philoponus than with the philosophers
the latter criticizes. As we have seen, Aristotle thought that a whole can remain the
same in form when its parts change, and still be ultimately corruptible.
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that the form of the entireties of the elements remains the same, this is a
good reason to think that, in this Aristotelian passage, mAf|0og means the
entirety of an element, and that, as a consequence, he is talking about
the sea as the entirety of the element water. This passage, therefore, is
another reason for Olympiodorus to think that Aristotle had the sea
(rather than the rain cycle) as the entirety of water.

(2) It is now possible to explain the second blatantly wrong
interpretation given by Olympiodorus, i.e., that the eternity of the sea is
not discussed before 357b,26. The reason why Olympiodorus gives this
interpretation is that, as we have seen, he thinks that at 357b,26 Aristotle
gives the following proof of the eternity of the sea: the sea is the entirety
of water; every entirety of an element is everlasting; therefore, the sea is
everlasting. For Olympiodorus, this was the argument par excellence to
prove the eternity of the sea. He states this clearly in a passage I have
already cited. In the first lecture on book 2, the commentator states that
“Aristotle fook it for granted that the sea is unoriginated and everlasting,
as it is the entirety of water, if really every entirety is everlasting.”® In
Olympiodorus’ eyes, this was the argument for the eternity of the sea,
and Aristotle did not need to add any other. Therefore, the passages
where Aristotle actually proves the eternity of the sea are interpreted by
Olympiodorus as having a different subject.

Indeed, for Olympiodorus, it is important not just that the sea is eternal,
but specifically that it is eternal because it is a totality. As Baksa notes:

Baksa (2012) 67

What is the philosophical benefit for Olympiodorus of using the
concept of holotés instead of proper place or natural directions?
The answer may be that since the holotétes are eternal,
Olympiodorus, as well as other commentators who use this
concept, can build the sublunary world from everlasting building
blocks, thus making it eternal not only in its material (for the
elements are constant factors in the sublunary world) but also in
its structure, like the celestial domain.

The sea is not just an eternal entity, but one of the four eternal totalities
that assure that the structure of the sublunary world will last forever.
This point would be made less clear if one provided proofs of the

% Guoldyntar [...] Todto mapd Apictotérel, 8Tt dyévnTog €oTt Kai Gidtog M

0dhacoa mg OATNG oboa Tod Bdatoc, &l ye kal mica OAOTNG &id1dg dottv. Olymp.
in Mete. 126,6—8. Emphasis mine.
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eternity of the sea that were not based on its nature of entirety.
Therefore, Olympiodorus is lead to interpret the passages where
Aristotle provides this kind of proofs as being about a topic other than
eternity.

I have tried to show how three cases in which Olympiodorus interprets
Aristotle’s statements on the sea in a counter-intuitive way can be
explained by taking into account the commentator’s own theories.
Olympiodorus’ view of the sublunary world is based on the fact that this
section of the universe is made up of the entireties of the four elements
that are subject to change. Starting from this assumption, he has to find
in the text of Meteorology references to the entireties of all elements,
including water. Since the statements about the sea are the ones that
give Olympiodorus more leverage to this end, he claims that for
Aristotle, the sea is the entirety of water, even though the Stagirite
himself confutes this thesis (or more precisely, the thesis that the sea is
the main body of the element water). Among Aristotle’s claims about
the sea, the one that is closer to Olympiodorus’ view of the entireties is
the statement that the form of the sea as an aggregate remains the same,
even though its parts change, just like in the case of the aggregate of air,
or fire. Olympiodorus reads this statement on the basis of a similar
assertion, which is the premise of a Neoplatonic argument for the
eternity of the entireties of the elements. As a result, Olympiodorus
thinks that in this passage Aristotle, too, is proving the eternity of the
sea. Again, this is not the case, as here Aristotle is rather explaining how
both eternal and long-lasting (but ultimately corruptible) wholes can
outlast their parts. Aristotle’s arguments for the eternity of the sea can
be found in other passages. However, acknowledging this would oppose
Olympiodorus’ point that the sea is eternal because it is the entirety of
water, so he also provides a creative interpretation of the pages of
Meteorology about the eternity of the sea.

The result reached in this paper can hopefully contribute to a more
complete assessment of the late Alexandrian Neoplatonists’ interest in
natural philosophy. We know that this field of study was particularly
significant for Ammonius, Olympiodorus’ teacher. For example,
Damascius states that Ammonius was well versed in astronomy,® and
Philoponus mentions a work of his on the astrolabe.” Moreover, we
have a commentary by Ammonius on Aristotle’s On Generation and

% Dam. Isid. 79,2-5 (ed. Zintzen).
7 Phlp. De usu astrolabii eiusque constructione 129,5-11 (ed. Hase).
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Corruption edited by Philoponus, whose commentaries on two other
physical works by Aristotle (Physics and Meteorology) have also
reached us. Olympiodorus’ commentary on Meteorology, where
Ammonius’ opinion is often cited as the correct way to understand both
Aristotle’s text and the natural world, is a later example of this interest
in the philosophy of nature at the school of Alexandria.®® Lately, the
attention of the Alexandrians and, generally, of many Neoplatonic
philosophers towards nature has been the subject of a renewed interest
by scholars, who have noticed how the metaphysical views of the
Neoplatonists imbue their theories about nature.®® In the passages I have
investigated in this paper, it is specifically the tenet that every element
must have an eternal entirety that leads Olympiodorus’ analysis of the
sea and of Aristotle’s statements on it.
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