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chapter 11

Plutarch of Chaeronea, Clement of Alexandria and

the Bio- and Technomorphic Aspects of Creation

Lautaro Roig Lanzillotta

As a good Platonist, Clement of Alexandria knewhis Platowell.1 The references

to Plato’s dialogues are numerous, since they provide support to many a point

made by the Alexandrian theologian, be it in theology or cosmology, ethics or

epistemology.2 Among them, Plato’s reference to the first cause as “maker and

father” (Timaeus 28C2–3) occupies a special place in Clement’s corpus.3 It is

well known that this passage of Plato’s Timaeus reverberated throughout all

later authors.4 This central statement of Plato’s ontology, however, was inter-

preted quite differently in Late Antiquity. To begin with, there was a general

1 Studies of the first part of the 20th century tend to downplay Clement’s positive attitude

towardsGreek philosophy and the influence hemight have received from it. Thus for example

A.C. Outler, “The Platonism of Clement of Alexandria,” The Journal of Religion 20 (1940) 217–

240; W. Völker, Der wahre Gnostiker nach Clemens Alexandrinus (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag,

1952); or E. von Ivanka, Plato Christianus: Übernahme und Umgestaltung des Platonismus

durch die Väter (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1964). However, we see a more balanced pos-

ition already in H. Chadwick, Early Christian Thought and the Classical Tradition: Studies in

Justin, Clement, and Origen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966) 31–65. The breakthrough

regarding Clement’s debt to Plato and Platonism, however, arrived with the work of S. Lilla,

Clement of Alexandria: A Study in Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1971). In this vein, cf. D.Wyrwa,Die christlichePlatonaneignung indenStromateis

des Clemens von Alexandrien (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 1983); A. van den Hoek, Clement

of Alexandria and his use of Philo in the Stromateis: An Early Christian Reshaping of a Jewish

Model (Leiden: Brill, 1988); E.F. Osborn, Clement of Alexandria (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2005).

2 See L. Roig Lanzillotta, “La recepción de Platón, Timaeus 28C en Clemente de Alejandría,” in

P. de Navascués Benlloch et al. (eds.), Filiación 6: Cultura pagana, religión de Israel, orígenes

del cristianismo (Madrid: Trotta, 2016) 259–280 (263).

3 SeeWyrwa, Die christliche Platonaneignung, 278–279.

4 Pl.,Ti. 28C 3–5 indeed showsup in awide spectrumof later authors, bothpagan andChristian.

Given the recurrence of Plato’s sentence inChristian apologetic literature, J. Opsomer posited

that it is plausible that more than one florilegium included it already in the first centuries

ce (see J. Opsomer, “Demiurges in Early Imperial Platonism,” in R. Hirsch-Luipold [ed.], Gott

und die Götter bei Plutarch: Götterbilder—Gottesbilder—Weltbilder [Tübingen:Mohr Siebeck,

2005] 51–100).
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238 roig lanzillotta

tendency to interpret the passage theologically.5 Second, if, according to some

(e.g., Philo), the descriptions “maker” and “father” referred to one and the same

deity, others (Numenius, Alcinous, Plotinus) tended to establish a sharper dis-

tinction between them and attributed both attributes to different deities.6 At a

middlepoint betweenbothpositions, Plutarch’s cosmotheology tends todistin-

guish between biomorphic and technomorphic aspects of creation and attrib-

utes them to different divine persons, namely God andHis daughter, theWorld

Soul.

Over the past few decades, it has becomemore andmore obvious that Clem-

ent also knew his Philo. Wolfson, Lilla, Van den Hoek, and Runia have indeed

sufficiently emphasized his dependence on Philo of Alexandria:7 he not only

read Philo but probably also had some of his books on his desk.8 Precisely

because of this alleged dependence, it is most surprising that Clement’s recep-

tion of Plato’sTimaeus does not seem to follow Philo’s—as onemight expect—

but rather Plutarch’s interpretation. Despite affirming God’s unity, along with

Philo, Clement tends to distinguish, along with Plutarch, the biomorphic and

technomorphic aspects of this deity.9 Inmyview, this is due, on theonehand, to

the fact that Plato’s ontological model already shows in Plutarch the tendency

to develop towards a theological model, an aspect that was very convenient

for Clement’s theology. On the other hand, Plutarch’s interpretation provided

Clement with an excellent precedent in order to affirm both the instrumental-

ity of the Logos, God’s Son, in the knowledge of the Father, and the indissoluble

unity between Father and Son.

5 See M. Baltes, C. Pietsch & H. Dörrie, Die philosophische Lehre des Platonismus, 7.1: Theolo-

gia Platonica (Stuttgart/Bad Cannstadt: Frommann-Holzboog, 2008) 572–580. On theMiddle

Platonic process of theologization of the Platonic heritage, see also F. Ferrari, “Dottrina delle

idee nelmedioplatonismo,” in F. Fronterotta&W. Leszl (eds.), Eidos—Idea: Platone, Aristotele

e la tradizione platonica (Sankt Augustin: Academia, 2005) 233–246 (240).

6 See for example Proclus’ criticism of Numenius (In Ti. 1.304.13–16) for his attribution of

both aspects of Plato’s sentence to different divine persons. For Alcinous, see J. Whittaker

& P. Louis, Alcinoos: Enseignement des doctrines de Platon (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1990) 104.

7 H.A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers: Faith, Trinity, Incarnation (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1956); R. Mortley, Coinnassance religieuse et herméneutique chez

Clément d’Alexandrie (Leiden: Brill, 1973) 5–11; Lilla, Clement of Alexandria; Van den Hoek,

Clement of Alexandria and His Use of Philo; D.T. Runia, Philo in Early Christian Literature: A

Survey (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum/Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1993) 132–156 (esp. 134–135).

8 Runia, Philo in Early Christian Literature, 132, 135. See also A. Van den Hoek, “How Alexan-

drian was Clement of Alexandria? Reflections on Clement and his Alexandrian Background,”

Heythrop Journal 31 (1990) 179–194 (190).

9 On the technomorphic model, see E. Topitsch, Vom Ursprung und Ende der Metaphysik

(Vienna: Springer, 1958) and E. Topitsch, Gottwerdung und Revolution: Beiträge zur Weltan-

schauungsanalyse und Ideologiekritik (Munich: Verlag Dokumentation, 1973) 16–46.
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the bio- and technomorphic aspects of creation 239

In the ensuing pages, I intend to develop my point in three main sections.

After presenting the Platonic context of the theological discussion on the

nature of God in the first part, the second will delve into Plutarch’s and Clem-

ent’s theology. I will analyze their reception of Plato’s Timaeus in order, first,

to establish their similarities and differences, and then to examine how this

reception fits in with their own theological frameworks. After that, in the third

section, we will be able to determine whether we can affirm that Clement’s

reception of Plato depends on Plutarch’s interpretation.

1 The Platonic Context of the Discussion on the Nature of God

Plato’s Timaeus 28C2–5 is among the most-cited passages in ancient theolo-

gical literature.10 Beside the fact that theTimaeushad become a reference book

for cosmological, theological and anthropological issues in LateAntiquity,11 the

passage mentions the two central aspects of the theological discussion of late

antiquity: God’s nature on the one hand and, on the other, His cognoscibility.12

Indeed, according to Timaeus 28C2–5:

τὸν μὲν οὖν ποιητὴν καὶ πατέρα τοῦδε τοῦ παντὸς εὑρεῖν τε ἔργον καὶ εὑρόντα

εἰς πάντας ἀδύνατον λέγειν·

Now to discover theMaker and Father of this Universewere a task indeed;

and having discovered Him, to declare Him unto all men were a thing

impossible.13

10 For the reception of Plato’s sentence, see A.J. Festugière, La Révélation d’Hermes Tris-

megiste 4 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1954); Whittaker & Louis, Alcinoos, 104; Baltes et al.,

Theologia Platonica, 572–580. See also F. Ferrari, “Gott als Vater und Schöpfer: Zur Rezep-

tion von Timaios 28c3–5 bei einigen Platonikern,” in F. Albrecht & R. Feldmeier (eds.),

The Divine Father: Religious and Philosophical Concepts of Divine Parenthood in Antiquity

(Leiden: Brill, 2014) 57–71 (60).

11 As M. Baltes, “Numenios von Apamea und der Platonische Timaios,” Vigiliae Christianae

29 (1975) 241–270 (241), points out, the interpretative tradition around Plato’s sentence is

very large and we know it only in a very incomplete and fragmented way.

12 Plato’s exact wording (Ti. 28C3–5) ποιητὴς καὶ πατήρ (“maker and Father”) can be found in

Celsus apud Origen, Cels. 7.42.4–5; Apul., Pl. 1.5.191 and the Hermetic text transmitted by

Stob. 2.9.4.

13 English translation by R.G. Bury, Timaeus. Critias. Cleitophon. Menexenus. Epistles (Cam-

bridge, MA/London: Harvard University Press, 1920).
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240 roig lanzillotta

Even if the context of this sentence is the discussion of the “first cause”

(28A4–6, ὑπ’ αἰτίου τινὸς), the expression “maker and father” was, in antiquity,

unanimously interpreted as a reference to God.14 Coherently, its second part

was interpreted—in any case from Cicero onwards—to be the affirmation of

His incognoscibility, even though in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus does not deny

the possibility of knowing God, but simply presents metaphysics as a subject

appropriate only for the few.15

As we focus now on the period relevant to the study of Clement of Alex-

andria, several Middle Platonic authors also comment upon Plato’s passage:

Philo of Alexandria,16 Plutarch,17 Numenius,18 Atticus,19 Harpocration,20 and

Alcinous mention the passage explicitly.21 This wide attestation has led some

to postulate that the sentence already belonged to Platonic tradition in the

first century bce. Indeed, C. Lévy points to traces of the formula in Cicero, and

M. Bonazzi thinks, more speculatively, that Eudorus most probably dealt with

the passage.22 According to F. Ferrari, this could also explain the inversion of

14 See above n. 5.

15 Ferrari, “Gott als Vater,” 58: “Während der zweite Teil dieser Behauptung der Formulierung

der negativenTheologie zugrunde lag, hatte der ersteTeil, dessenWirkungsgeschichte viel

weniger erforscht worden ist, eine entscheidende Rolle in der Entstehung der ontologis-

chenund theologischenHierarchienderPlatoniker der ersten JahrhundertederKaiserzeit

gespielt, sowohl der Neoplatoniker als auch der Mittelplatoniker.”

16 As is well-known, Philo quotes Plato’s sentence indiscriminately, preserving the same

order as Plato (in 21 passages) or inverting the terms of the sentence (also 21 cases). As

to the former, the passages are: Opif. 7; Post. 175; Conf. 144.170; Her. 98.236; Fug. 177; Abr.

58; Decal. 105; Spec. 1.34; 2.6; 3.199; 4.180; Virt. 34.64.77; Legat. 293; Prov. 2.62.72; QG 2.34;

QE 2.33. As to the latter: Opif. 10.21; Her. 200; Pug. 84; Abr. 9;Mos. 1.158; 2.48.256; Decal. 51;

Spec. 2.256; 3.178.189; Praem. 24.32; Contempl. 90; Aet. 15; Legat. 115; QG 1.58; 4.130; fr. 10.

On the issue, see D.T. Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus of Plato (Leiden: Brill,

1986) 150–154.

17 Cf. Plu., Quaest. Plat. 1001AB, with L. Roig Lanzillotta, “Dios como padre y artífice enMor-

alia de Plutarco,” in de Navascués Benlloch et al. (eds.), Filiación 5, 150–154.

18 See Numenius, fr. 26. See also Baltes, “Numenios von Apamea,” 264.

19 See Procl., In Ti. 1.305.6–16.

20 On Harpocration’s split of the divine unity in the wake of Numenius and against his

teacher Atticus, see Procl., In Ti. 1.304.22–305.6.

21 See P.L. Donini, “La connaissance de dieu et la hiérarchie divine chez Albinos,” in id.

& M. Bonazzi (eds.), Commentary and Tradition: Aristotelianism, Platonism, and Post-

Hellenistic Philosophy (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011) 423–436.

22 Cf. C. Lévy, “Cicero and the Timaeus,” in G. Reydams-Schils (ed.), Plato’s Timaeus as

Cultural Icon (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 2003) 95–110 (100–103);

M. Bonazzi, “Eudoro di Alessandria alle origini del platonismo imperiale,” in id. & V. Cel-

luprica (eds.), L’eredità platonica: Studi sul platonismo da Arcesilao a Proclo (Naples: Bibli-

opolis, 2005) 115–160 (118–127).
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the bio- and technomorphic aspects of creation 241

the formula from ποιητὴς καὶ πατήρ to πατὴρ καὶ ποιητής that is widely attested

to in the reception of Plato’s Timaeus.23

As has already been posited, later Platonic tradition understood Timaeus’

sentence unanimously as a reference to God. Consensus stops there, however,

since there are various opinions regarding the exact meaning of the phrase

“maker and father.” We can distinguish two interpretative groups: whereas

the sentence referred to one single divinity for Philo, Plutarch, Maximus of

Tyre,24 Apuleius,25 Longinus,26 andAtticus,27 this passage clearly distinguished

two divinities, according to Numenius, Harpocration, Alcinous, Porphyry, and

Plotinus.28 For them, the term “father” (πατήρ) referred to the highest God, the

transcendent divinity, while the term “maker” (ποιητής) referred to a second

divinity, the demiurge or “creator” God. In this paper I will only deal with the

first interpretative group, referring to the second group only occasionally.

As already pointed out above, independently of the interpretation that both

groups gave to the first part of the sentence, the second was generally inter-

preted as the affirmation of God’s incognoscibility. This is striking, since one

would expect that authors claiming a unitary interpretation would at the same

time affirm the possibility of knowing the divinity. Be that as it may, this read-

ing, which seems to go back to Cicero, who asserted in Timaeo patrem huius

mundi nominare neget posse,29 would play an important role in the develop-

23 Ferrari, “Gott als Vater,” 60–61. For Philo’s indistinct use of the sentence with its original

or in inverted order, see above n. 16.

24 Cf. Max. Tyr., Or. 11.12, with Festugière, La Révélation 4, 112–113; see also Opsomer, “Demi-

urges,” 77 n. 139.

25 Cf. Apuleius, Pl. 1.5.190, with Festugière, La Révélation 4, 102–109; Opsomer, “Demiurges,”

77–78 n. 140. See also Apul., Apol. 64; Socr. 123; 124.

26 See M. Frede, “La teoría de las ideas de Longino,”Methexis 3 (1990) 85–98 (91–92), and

I. Männlein-Robert, Longin: Philologe und Philosoph: Eine Interpretation der erhaltenen

Zeugnisse (Munich: K.G. Saur, 2001) 538–539, on Longinus and his views on God and the

Demiurge. See also Opsomer, “Demiurges,” 78, with n. 143.

27 Attic., fr. 9.35–43 (Eus., PE 13.5.1–6); see also 28.7–8 (Procl., In Ti. 1.394.8).

28 According to Opsomer, “Demiurges,” 78 n. 143, this group might also have included Gale-

nus.

29 On Cicero’s interpretation and his influence on the later development of negative theo-

logy, see H. Chadwick, “ReviewWolfson,” CR 63 (1949) 24. In his wake J. Whittaker, “Plut-

arch, Platonism, and Christianity,” in A.H. Armstrong, H.J. Blumenthal & R.A. Markus

(eds.), Neoplatonism and Early Christian Thought: Essays in Honour of A.H. Armstrong

(London: Variorum, 1981) 50–63 (50–51); J. Whittaker, “ἄρρετος καὶ ἀκατονόμαστος,” in id.,

Studies in Platonism and Patristic Thought (London: Variorum, 1984) xii, 305; and F. Fer-

rari, “Dio padre ed artifice: La teologia di Plutarco in Pla. Qu. 2,” in I. Gallo (ed.), Plutarco e

la religione: Atti del vi ConvegnoplutarcheoRavello 1995 (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1996) 395–409

(396, n. 4).
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242 roig lanzillotta

ment of the negative theology so characteristic of the period,30 something that

was facilitated by combining the Timaeuswith Plato’s Letter 7 (341CD).

2 The Reception of Plato’s Timaeus in Philo, Plutarch, and Clement

Before proceeding to the analysis of Plutarch’s and Clement’s reception of Tim-

aeus 28C, I will focus on Philo, an important author due both to his interpret-

ation of the passage and to his influence on Christianity in general and on

Clement in particular.31 The passage from Timaeus 28C appears over and over

again in Philo, who interprets the expression ποιητὴς καὶ πατήρ as a reference

to one single divinity.32 This is the reason why he does not pay attention to the

order of the elements of the sentence and, indiscriminately, quotes it either

way. Indeed, half of the passages call God ποιητὴς καὶ πατήρ,33 while the other

half preserves πατὴρ καὶ ποιητής without exhibiting any particular difference

with regard to meaning, even if Philo was certainly aware of the biomorphic

and technomorphic aspects of the sentence (De opificio 10):

… τοῦ μὲν γὰρ γεγονότος ἐπιμελεῖσθαι τὸν πατέρα καὶ ποιητὴν αἱρεῖ λόγος· καὶ

γὰρ πατὴρ ἐκγόνων καὶ δημιουργὸς τῶν δημιουργηθέντων στοχάζεται τῆς δια-

μονῆς καὶ ὅσα μὲν ἐπιζήμια καὶ βλαβερὰ μηχανῇ πάσῃ διωθεῖται …34

For it stands to reason that what has been brought into existence should

be cared for by its Father and Maker. For, as we know, it is a father’s aim

in regard of his offspring and an artificer’s in regard of his handiwork to

preserve them, and by every means to fend off from them aught that may

entail loss or harm.35

30 Cf. J. Whittaker, “Neopythagorean and Negative Theology,” SO 44 (1969) 109–125; J.D. Tur-

ner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (Quebec: Peeters, 2001); M.A.Williams,

“Negative Theologies and Demiurgical Myths in Late Antiquity,” in J.D. Turner & R. Majer-

cik (eds.), Gnosticism and Later Platonism: Themes, Figures, and Texts (Atlanta, GA: SBL

Press, 2001) 277–302.

31 See Runia, Philo and the Early Christian Fathers, 212.

32 See for example Abr. 57–59, onwhichA.D. Nock, “The Exegesis of Tim. 28C,”Vigiliae Chris-

tianae 16 (1962) 79–86 (82); also Opif. 36; 68; 138–139; Lg. All. 1.77; 2.3; 3.76; Mut. 47.

33 See above n. 16.

34 Cf. Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus, 109–110.

35 English translation by F.H. Colson & G.A. Whitaker in Philo i (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press, 1929).
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the bio- and technomorphic aspects of creation 243

For Philo, both aspects are sides of the same divine coin.36 As to the first,

in line with Gen 1–3, where God’s activity is described with the verb ποιεῖν

(make), God is for him, first of all, the Maker of the universe. In this sense, in

addition to the termποιητής, Philo also uses δημιουργός “creator, producer,” πλά-

στης “moulder, modeller,” κτίστης “founder, constructor” and τεχνίτης “artificer,

craftsman.” Due to the fact that the term “demiurge” tended to depict God as

a manual worker,37 Philo elevates God’s function to that of an architect in De

opificio 16–18.38

As to the second aspect, God is for Philo—also in line with the LXX, even if

the Pentateuchdoes not providemuch support for it—theFather.39 In addition

to the term πατήρ, which underlines God’s fatherlike traits in His relationship

with human beings, he also uses other terms emphasizing His biological rela-

tionship, such as γεννητής “begetter,”40 and φυτουργός “planter,”41 which again

shows the indissoluble union between the notions Father and Maker.

Philo pays no attention to the second part of the sentence, namely the part

that in later tradition affirmed God’s unknowability.42 According to Runia, this

is due to the fact that Philo distinguishes between God’s existence, knowable,

and God’s essence, not knowable.43 But this attitude is not exclusive to Philo

and appears in many other Middle Platonists such as Alcinous, Apuleius, Max-

imus, Celsus, and Numenius, who apply the quattuor viae (via eminentiae, via

analogiae, via negativa, via imitationis) to affirm the knowledge of God’s exist-

ence, but at the same time deny the possibility of achieving even an idea of His

essence. God’s essence could only be reached by combining philosophy as an

initiation to the mysteries with the final epopteia or mystical experience.44

Let us now take a look at Plutarch’s interpretation, which I have analyzed

in extenso elsewhere.45 I will, however, offer a short summary of his position,

36 See also Spec. 1.41; Aet. 15.

37 In general, seeW. Theiler, “Demiourgos,”RAC 3 (1957) 694–711.

38 Philo, De opif. 16–18, compares the creation of the cosmos with building a city and

then presents God as an architect who brings to practice his plans. See cf. H.F. Weiss,

Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des hellenistischen und palästinischen Judentums (Berlin:

Akademie-Verlag, 1966) 42–52; Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus, 108.

39 See Dt 21:18–21; 32:6.

40 See Philo, Aet. 1; Praem. 46.

41 See Philo, Deus 30.

42 Interestingly, there are no references in the Philonian corpus to the second part of Plato’s

sentence; see e.g. Spec. 1.32–35.

43 Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus, 112.

44 Besides Philo and Plutarch, see Theon of Smyrna, Expositio 14.18–16.2 (Hiller) and Clem.

Al., Strom. 1.176.1–2.

45 See Roig Lanzillotta, “Dios como padre y artífice,”passim.
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since it will help us to understand Clement’s interpretation. In line with Philo,

Plutarch considered that by means of the expression “Father andMaker,” Plato

indicated one single divinity. In contrast to Philo, however, Plutarch thinks that

Plato did not use two terms for nothing: The terms “father” and “maker” in fact

were meant to refer to different aspects of the same divine person.46

The second Platonic Question deals with the issue at large: after revising

and finally discarding three possible interpretations of the expression, Plutarch

states in a fourth that the first element, “maker,” equates God’s creative act with

His “ordering” activity, when he imparted order to chaotic matter. As for the

second element, “father,” this is to be explained by His biological relationship

to the World Soul: In fact, after bringing order to the chaotic pre-cosmic soul,

he shared with her His intellect (νοῦς) and rationality (λογισμός), as a result of

which the World Soul can be considered a part of himself, namely His daugh-

ter.47

Admittedly, Plutarch never conceives of Plato’s expression as a reference to

two different divine entities. For him, the terms “father” and “maker” describe

diverse aspects of the same divine person. He does, however, go a step further

than Philo, since his clear distinction in terms of divine functions prefigures

the theological dualism which one finds later in Middle Platonism with the

development of a demiurge figure. According to Plutarch, it is by means of His

“daughter,” namely the World Soul, that the Father transmits His ordering to

matter.48 The fact that God creates (i.e., “brings order to”) matter, not directly

but by means of Her instrument, through the World Soul by transmitting to it

His intelligibility, shows that Plutarch is attempting to free God from all dir-

ect contact with the tangible world, that he is attempting to elevate him to the

transcendent realm beyond the generation and corruption of the lower phys-

ical world.

As has been consequently pointed out, in this interpretation of the Timaeus

in the Platonic Questions, wemight see the Plutarchan version of the demiurge,

the creator God current in Middle Platonism later on. In this sense, Plutarch

takes the first step towards an unfolding of the divine that is completed in

Numenius.49 In support of this view, there is also the fact that Plutarch seems

46 OnPlutarch, see also Ferrari, “Dio padre ed artifice,” 402; F. Ferrari, “DerGott Plutarchs und

derGott Platons,” inHirsch-Luipold (ed.),Gott unddieGötter bei Plutarch, 13–26; Opsomer,

“Demiurges.”

47 Cf. Roig Lanzillotta, “Dios como padre y artifice,”passim.

48 Plu., De an. procr. 1013E; Quaest. Plat. 1003A.

49 Cf. Opsomer, “Demiurges,” 91–92, in reference to Plu.,Quaest. Plat. 1003AB. For Numenius,

see Baltes, “Numenios von Apameia,” 264–265.
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to endow the World Soul—the pre-cosmic soul “ordered” by the “Maker and

Father”—with a demiurgic function,50 which could be concluded from his use

of the verb ἐδημιούργει “created,” in Platonic Question iv,51 and διακεκόσμηκεν

“made orderly,” at the end of De animae procr. in Timaeo.52

The same interpretation of the first part of Plato’s sentence can be found not

only in other Middle Platonists, such as Atticus,53 Maximus of Tyre, Apuleius,

and Longinus,54 but also in Christian Platonists such as Clement of Alexandria,

who echoes Plato’s sentence repeatedly. As in Philo, the order of the terms does

not seem to imply any difference inmeaning, since he alternates the expression

ποιητὴς καὶ πατήρ with πατὴρ καὶ ποιητής55 and sometimes uses the term δημι-

ουργός “creator,” both as a substitute for ποιητής and as simply a reference to

God.56

In line with both Philo and Plutarch, Clement regularly interprets both

aspects of Plato’s sentence as a reference to one and the same divinity. Interest-

ingly, Stromata deliberately attempts to harmonize the biomorphic and tech-

nomorphic aspects in order to affirm creatio ex nihilo:

αὖθίς τε ὁπόταν εἴπῃ ‘τὸν μὲν οὖν ποιητὴν καὶ πατέρα τοῦδε τοῦ παντὸς εὑρεῖν

τε ἔργον’, οὐ μόνον γενητὸν [τε] ἔδειξεν τὸν κόσμον, ἀλλὰκαὶ ἐξ αὐτοῦ γεγονέναι

σημαίνει καθάπερ υἱόν, πατέρα δὲ αὐτοῦ κεκλῆσθαι, ὡς ἂν ἐκ μόνου γενομένου

καὶ ἐκ μὴ ὄντος ὑποστάντος.57

50 Cf. J. Dillon, “The Role of the Demiurge in Platonic Theology,” in A.Ph. Segonds & C. Steel

(eds.), Proclus et la theologie platonicienne: Actes du Colloque International de Louvain (13–

16mai 1998) en l’honneur deH.D. Saffrey et L.G.Westerink (Leuven: LeuvenUniversity Press,

2000) 339–349 (341–342).

51 Plu., Quaest. Plat. 1003AB.

52 Plu., De an. procr. 1030C.

53 Atticus (Procl., In Ti. 1.305.6–16) seems to have stated the same divine unity behind the

Timaeus passage. Not only his fr. 9.35–43 (Des Places) transmitted by Eusebius (PE 15.3.1–

6), but also Proclus’ attack, who criticizes the philosopher for confusing what is goodwith

the Good, its principle (Procl., In Ti. 1.359.22–360.4.), point in this direction: Νοήσας γὰρ

θεὸν πρὸς αὐτὰ τῶν ἁπάντων ‘πατέρα καὶ δημιουργὸν’ καὶ δεσπότην καὶ κηδεμόνα, καὶ γνωρίζων

ἐκ τῶν ἔργων τὸν τεχνίτην …

54 See above ns. 24–26.

55 The former corresponds to Plato’s formula and appears in Strom. 5.7.1; 2.78.3; 5.92.3. With

the latter, inverted form appears Strom. 5.78.1 and Prt. 6.1.4.

56 Plato’s term in theTimaeus indeedhad alreadybecome inPhilo’s time a terminus technicus

to designate God. See, Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus, 108.

57 Clem. Al., Strom. 5.92.3.
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Again, when he (sc. Plato) says, “It is a difficult task to find theMaker and

Father of this universe,” he not only showed that the universe was cre-

ated, but points out that it was generated by him as a son, and that he is

called its father, as deriving its being from him alone, and springing from

non-existence.58

God’s unity is a central theme in Clement’s theology and appears repeatedly

in his anti-gnostic polemic, in his description of divine perfection, and in his

assessment of the Logos’ monadic character.59 He even rejects the distinction

by some interpreters of Plato’s theology, who distinguished between God and

the good. This point is central to his attack against Marcion’s theological dual-

ism that distinguished between the righteous and the good God. As he affirms

in his Stromata, God’s justice is inseparable from God’s goodness:60

ἐπεὶ καὶ ὁ θεός, οὐχ ᾗ φύσει ἀγαθός ἐστι, ταύτῃ μένει μακάριος καὶ ἄφθαρτος,

‘οὔτε πράγματ’ ἔχων οὔτε ἄλλῳπαρέχων’, ποιῶν δὲ ἰδίως ἀγαθά, θεὸς ὄντως καὶ

πατὴρ ἀγαθὸς ὤν τε καὶ γινόμενος ἐν ἀδιαλείπτοις εὐποιίαις, ἐν ταὐτότητι τῆς

ἀγαθωσύνης γινόμενος ἐν ἀδιαλείπτοις εὐποιίαις, ἐν ταὐτότητι τῆς ἀγαθωσύνης

ἀπαραβάτως μένει. τί γὰρ ὄφελος ἀγαθοῦ μὴ ἐνεργοῦντος μηδὲ ἀγαθύνοντος;61

Since also God Himself remains blessed and immortal, neither molested

nor molesting another; not in consequence of being by nature good, but

in consequence of doing good in amanner peculiar toHimself. God being

essentially, andprovingHimself actually, bothFather and good, continues

immutably in the self-same goodness. For what is the use of good that

does not act and do good?62

58 Translation by P. Schaff, Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics

Ethereal Library, 1885) 466.

59 Cf. L. Rizzerio, “L’accès à la transcendance divine selonClément d’Alexandrie: dialectique

platonicienne ou expérience de l’ ‘union chrétienne,’ ”Revue des Études Augustiniennes 44

(1998) 159–179 (165–166).

60 Clem. Al., Paed. 1.70.1; 4.29.1; 7.73.4. For the discussion of God’s unity in the context of anti-

gnostic polemics, see Strom. 2.98.1–3; 4.91.1–92.1.

61 Clem. Al., Strom. 6.104.3.

62 Translation by Schaff, Ante-Nicene Fahers, 844. For the notion of God’s goodness in Late

Antiquity and the reception of Timaeus 29E, see L. Roig Lanzillotta, “Plutarch’s Idea of

God in the Religious and Philosophical Context of Late Antiquity,” in L. Roig Lanzillotta

& I. Muñoz Gallarte (eds.), Plutarch in the Religious and Philosophical Discourse of Late

Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 2012) 137–150 (144–149).
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In Protrepticus 6.68.1, however, Clement uses the sentence from Plato’s Tim-

aeus to focus on God’s ineffability:

Πῇ δὴ οὖν ἐξιχνευτέον τὸν θεόν, ὦ Πλάτων; ‘Τὸν γὰρ πατέρα καὶ ποιητὴν τοῦδε

τοῦ παντὸς εὑρεῖν τε ἔργον καὶ εὑρόντα εἰς ἅπαντας ἐξειπεῖν ἀδύνατον’. Διὰ τί

δῆτα, ὢ πρὸς αὐτοῦ; ‘Ῥητέον γὰρ οὐδαμῶς ἐστίν’. Εὖ γε, ὦ Πλάτων, ἐπαφᾶσαι

τῆς ἀληθείας· ἀλλὰ μὴ ἀποκάμῃς·κξύν μοι λαβοῦ τῆς ζητήσεως τἀγαθοῦ πέρι·

πᾶσιν γὰρ ἁπαξαπλῶς ἀνθρώποις, μάλιστα δὲ τοῖς περὶ λόγους ἐνδιατρίβουσιν

ἐνέστακταί τις ἀπόρροια θεϊκή. Οὗ δὴ χάριν καὶ ἄκοντες μὲν ὁμολογοῦσιν ἕνα τε

εἶναι θεόν, ἀνώλεθρον καὶ ἀγένητον τοῦτον, ἄνω που περὶ τὰ νῶτα τοῦ οὐρανοῦ

ἐν τῇ ἰδίᾳ καὶ οἰκείᾳ περιωπῇ ὄντως ὄντα ἀεί.

How, then, is God to be searched out, O Plato? “For both to find the Father

and Maker of this universe is a work of difficulty; and having found Him,

to declareHim fully, is impossible.”Why so? ByHimself, I beseech you! For

He can by no means be expressed. Well done, Plato! Thou hast touched

on the truth. But do not flag. Undertake with me the inquiry respecting

the Good. For into all men whatever, especially those who are occupied

with intellectual pursuits, a certain divine effluence has been instilled;

wherefore, though reluctantly, they confess that God is one, indestruct-

ible, unbegotten, and that somewhere above in the tracts of heaven, in

His own peculiar appropriate eminence, whence He surveys all things,

He has an existence true and eternal.63

As is also the case in two passages of the Stromata,64 we see here how the com-

bination of Tim. 28 C and Letter 7 341CD65 is used in order to stress both God’s

unity and the human capacity, despite God’s unknowability, and in order to

accept God’s existence. Clement, however, inverts the terms, focusing first on

God’s ineffability by referring to the Seventh Letter and then mentioning the

unity, the eminence of God theMaker and Father of Tim. 28C. True, God’s inef-

fability belonged to the definition of the divinity ever since Plato’s Parmenides

and was a central axiom of Middle Platonic theology. For Clement, however,

63 Translation by Schaff, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 920–921.

64 See Clem. Al., Strom. 5.78.1; 5.92.3.

65 Early Christian literature widely quotes Timaeus 28C, mainly as support to the idea of the

ineffability of God. See for example Just., 2 Apol. 10.6; Athenag., Leg. 6.3; Or., Cels. 7.42;

Tertullianus, Anim. 4.1; Apol. 46.4; Minucius Felix, Octav. 19.14; Ps.-Clem., Recogn. 8.20;

Ps.-Just., Cohort. 38.2; Lactantius, Ira 11.11, Inst. 1.8.1; Eus., PE 11.29.3–4. On the issue, see

M. Herrero de Jáuregui, The Protrepticus of Clement of Alexandria: A Commentary (Diss.

Bologna: Università di Bologna, 2008) 200.
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it now has a new dimension due to its combination with his own conception

of the Logos. I am of course referring to Clement’s view that knowledge of the

Father is only possible through the Son. Both as an ontological element and as

a historical person, the Logos plays a central role in the knowledge and revel-

ation of the Father,66 and Clement can therefore call it (or Him) “teacher” and

describe its (or His) activity as “teaching.”67

Let us now, with an eye to the space allotted, move to the three stages of

the Logos as metaphysical (i.e., ontological) principle distinguished in Clem-

ent of Alexandria by Salvatore Lilla: a) in the first stage, the Logos is themind of

God and, as such, includes His ideas; b) in the second, the Logos is God’s hypo-

stasis, distinct from the first principle but including the thoughts of God, which

means that it can be considered arche in the creation of the sensible world;68

andc) in the thirdphase, theLogosbecomes immanent in theworld.69Clement

insists that none of these three stages implies the fractioning of God’s pristine

unity, since the Logos is always seen as a constitutive part of the Father. If, in the

first stage, God and His knowledge are the same, in the second, we see a split

between both, although the Logos shares God’s intellect and can transmit it to

the lower realms of being. In the third stage, it finally becomes the rationality

of the world.

In my view, we see in Clement’s conception of this a theological replica of

Plutarch’s ontological model, in which the intellect of the father is shared by

His daughter, theWorld Soul, who is then able to transmit it to matter. Admit-

tedly, there are some differences due to either the acceptance (in Clement) or

the rejection (in Plutarch) of the creatio ex nihilo: For Clement, the Son is a

hypostasis of the Father, while for Plutarch the soul already exists, albeit in

a pre-cosmic disordered state.70 And this means that, in Clement, the Son is

the very knowledge of the Father, and that, in Plutarch, God shares it with His

daughter. However, despite some minor cosmological divergences, the instru-

mental function of the middle element, the Son in Clement and the daughter

in Plutarch, remains the same. In the same way that the World Soul, as God’s

instrument, is said to “create” or to bring order to chaotic matter, Clement’s

Logos, as God’s Son, is said to be arche of the creation of everything, to be God’s

66 See Clem. Al., Strom. 1.97.2; 2.45.7; 5.12.3; 7.2.2; 7.13.2; 7.16.6.

67 Cf. Clem. Al., Strom. 4.162.5; 5.1.3; 5.1.4; 6.122.1; 6.123.1.

68 Clem. Al., Strom. 5.16.5 with Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers, 208 and Lilla,

Clement of Alexandria, 204.

69 Cf. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 199–212.

70 Very importantly, however, Plutarch repeatedly insists that by sharing his intellect, God

“generates” theWorld Soul.
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instrument in the creation of theworld. Furthermore, the results of the activity

of these intermediary divine figures are the same: once both ontological prin-

ciples, theWorld Soul or the Logos, have fulfilled their activity, theworld attains

intelligibility, since the father’s intellect, rationality, or knowledge is immanent

to the world.

Consequently, despite agreeing with those Middle Platonists who inter-

preted Plato’s sentence in Timaeus 28C as a reference to the one and only God,

Clement is closer to Plutarch than to Philo when he exploits the biomorphic

and technomorphic dimensions included in Plato in order to deploy different

aspects of the one and single divinity: the Father-Son relationship in Clement

shows clear parallels with that of the First Cause-World Soul in Plutarch.71 The

Son brings the Father closer to the world and, like God’s daughter in Plutarch,

functions as a bridge between transcendence and immanence; He makes pos-

sible the miracle that, while being so far removed from the world in terms of

His essence, the Father is in fact very close and present in the world due to His

power or energy.72

Lilla sees the influenceof GnosticismonClement’s viewof theLogos’ incarn-

ation as ahistorical person. In Lilla’s view, it is only here thatwe see the combin-

ation of the Logos as God’s second hypostasis with the idea of His incarnation

as a person in history, in Jesus, as the only transmitter of the esoteric know-

ledge of the Father.73 In my view, however, both Clement and the Gnosis are

effects of the same cause, namely the discussion in Middle Platonism regard-

ing the relationship betweenGod and theworld, and the tendency to postulate

an intermediary figure to link both in a better way in order to present a more

organic view of the cosmos. From this perspective, Plutarch’s intelligible world,

Clement’s viewof the Logos asGod’s Son,Heracleon’s exegesis of John 1:3,74 and

the Ophians’ view of the Son as a serpent moving between the Father and the

World can all be seen as different attempts to achieve the same thing.75

71 Cf. Clem. Al., Strom. 7.1.2.

72 Clem. Al., Strom. 2.2.5.

73 Cf. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 158–167.

74 A. Orbe, En Los Albores De La Exegesis Iohannea (Ioh. i, 3) (Rome: Universitas Gregoriana,

1955); E. Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the “Valentinians” (Leiden/Boston:

Brill, 2006) 123 n. 14. On Heracleon, see A. Wucherpfennig, Heracleon Philologus:

Gnostische Johannesexegese im zweiten Jahrhundert (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002).

75 See J.C. Alby, “La Cosmología de los Peratas,” in J.C. Alby et al. (eds.), Gnosis apocryphon:

Homenaje al Dr. Francisco García Bazán (Buenos Aires: Trotta-Guadalquivir, 2020) 213–

230.
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3 Concluding Remarks

Despite Clement’s alleged dependence on Philo for the issues related to Pla-

tonism, the analysis of his reception of Plato’s Timaeus 28C seems to imply

that hedidnot follow theAlexandrian slavishly.The similarities anddifferences

between Philo and Clement’s reception of Plato’s sentence instead show that

Clement follows Philo only when it suits his interests, and that he is also cap-

able of developing the biomorphic and technomorphic aspects latent in Plato’s

sentencewhen it fits his theological scheme, in awayquite similar towhat Plut-

arch had donemore than a century earlier.We cannot knowwhether there was

a direct influence, but the similarities between Plutarch’s cosmological model

and Clement’s theological one are striking, especially when one considers that

they serve rather different conceptions of creation. The triad God/Father –

Daughter/Son – World are exactly the same. The same is true for the activity

that the central figure fulfills and the same for the results of their activities. In

both cases, daughter and son are developments of the late antique view of the

Platonic ideas as the thoughts of God and are equated to the paradeigma or

model used by the demiurge to impart order unto matter.

Clement’s Hellenism, consequently, can be seen not only in his reception

of Plato’s theology, his view of the Maker and Father as only single deity of

ineffable character, but Clement also shows the influence of the theological

thought from late antiquity and its attempt to reconnect the transcendent God

with the world.Whereas, under the influence of the Platonic-peripatetic defin-

ition of the divinity, God had been completely exiled from the world, we see

here a movement in the opposite direction that is intended to build a bridge

between transcendence and immanence.76 The Pseudo-Aristotelian Demundo

offered a solution by postulating God’s immanence in the world through His

divine dynamis.77 For Plutarch and Numenius, this function was fulfilled by

the World Soul and the demiurge, respectively. For Clement, the connection

between transcendence and immanence was attained thanks to the relation-

ship between the Father and the Son, essentially one but at the same two.

76 See L. Roig Lanzillotta, “The Divine Father in the Gospel of Truth (NHC I,3): God as causa

efficiens and causa finalis,” in Albrecht & Feldmeier, The Divine Father, 345–367 (354–356).

77 Cf. Ps.-Arist., Mu. 397B27–398A6; G. Reale & A.P. Bos, Il trattato Sul Cosmo per Alessandro

attribuito ad Aristotele (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1995) 215–216. More recently cf. A.P. Bos,

“Aristotle on God as Principle of Genesis,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 18

(2010) 363–377 (368–369).
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