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The dissertation deals with the work of Georgios Gemistos (Plethon), a Greek —
Byzantine and Renaissance — philosopher of the first half of the 15" century. Hladky
does not intend to present every aspect of Plethon’s entire work —philosophical,
theological, and political. He wants to understand two important issues in Plethon’s
work: his sui generis Platonism and the relation of his religious beliefs to his
philosophical thought. Hladky reconstructs a work that has already being the subject
of a lot of scholarship;* however his attempt is a welcome and interesting one
because it is the fruit of a focused reading of the entire corpus of Plethon and it
readdresses questions that contemporary research seems to leave intact, probably
being content with their traditional answers. On the contrary, Hladky dares to
challenge these answers, namely about the kind and the sources of Plethon's
Platonism and — more boldly — Plethon’s alleged paganism.

In order to accomplish this task, the author proposes a suitable classification of
Plethon’s works that determines the structure of the book. He discerns three groups
of works: (1) ‘public philosophy’, i.e. texts presented publicly as represented
Plethon’s own thought, (2) ‘philosophia perennis’, i.e. texts written to interprete
others’ though (Plethon’s Platonism), and (3) theological work. In the author’s
perspective, if | understand it right, we have one ‘Gemistos’ (the historical personality
and its public philosophy) and one ‘Plethon’ (the producer of a version of Platonism).
However, as it is clear also from the size of the three chapters of the book, emphasis
is given to the two last aspects, whereas Plethon’s ‘public philosophy’ recieves a brief
treatment.

Hladky's introductory methodological remark that ‘the present study will have to
concentrate only [emphasis mine] on the texts that are somehow relevant for his

" | have the impression that he exaggerates a bit when he states that Plethon’'s ‘version of
Platonism has not been suffienctly explored yet’ (p. 1); this seemingly contradicts his own right
estimation about the abudance of Plethon’s secondary bibliography which he finds ‘surprisingly
rich’ (p. 3) and among which many studies deal with this subject. Certainly his divergency from
other interpretations is another thing.

University Campus, GR-54124 Thessaloniki, Greece Tel.: +302310 997995  Fax: +30 2310902312
e-mail: zograf@edlit.auth.gr




philosophy, although those political, religious, and theological treatises that contribute
to the understanding of his philosophical thought will be also sometimes discussed
here’ (p. 2) is somewhat misleading and is not really applied throughout his study.
And rightly so. Plethon, as most of the Byzantines, was not a systematic thinker, nor
what we today consider as a philosopher with his own system. His philosophical
ideas are scattered through all his texts. In fact Hladky himself bases his first
Chapter, i.e. Plethon’s public philosophy, exclusively on no strictly philosophical texts
(political memos and funeral orations), whereas his second task (the relation
between religious and philosophical thought) cannon be fulfilled without analysing
Plethon's religious writing. A commendable thing in this dissertation is that it uses all
the extant sources for the reconstruction of Plethon’s thougth. Hiadky gives attention
to all kind of Plethon’s writings and he is not limited (as some scholars do) to certain
works or, even more, to a certain kind of works (philosophical, theological or
political). He also shows sensitivity to the genre of each text he uses and to its
particular context.

Another methodological remark (see p. 4) concerns the priority that reasonably
Hladky gives to Plethon’s texts (Pletho ex Plethone) and his very critical attitude to
the external testimonies. This leads him to concentrate on Plethon’s own writing and
to scrutinize every (friendly or, mostly, hostile) reference to Plethon’s personality and
thought.

In his slim “Introduction” (pp. 1-5) the author just rough out the contour of Plethon’s
life and he seems to favor Monfasani's late date (1454) for Plethon's death. At the
discussion of the date of Plethon’s death (p. 2, note 9) the two testimonies of George
Trebizond (quoted in length in pp. 146-147) could also be mentioned. Also, the
argument for a late date, | think, is not corroborated by the appeal to Scholarios’
notice that he had not replied to Gemistos because of ‘the fate of our country’. Hladky
assumes that if Pletho was already dead Scholarios would refer to this event as a
obstacle for his reply. But probably the fall of Constantinople and Scholarios personal
fortune are sufficient enough for the delay, being Plethon deceased or not.

Hladky also gives the basic information about Plethon’s works, underlines the
diversity of his literary production and offers a too short but fair overview of
plethonian studies (pp. 3-4).

In Chapter 1, ‘Public Philosophy’ (pp. 7-23) the author exposes the philosophy
Gemistos presented publicly as his own and in the case of which it is also probable
that he himself adheres to it. There are five texts included in this category and are
divided into two groups: (1) an informative letter and two advisory speeches of a
political character, written most probably during 1414-1418. On the Isthmus, Address
to Manuel, Address to Theodore (pp. 7-14). Here Hladky summarizes faithfully the
content of the three texts under the subtitle “Platonic reforms”, reconstructing a more
or less platonizing political and social organization and showing that it must have its
foundation on the (right) religious beliefs. He analyses briefly the texts, concentrating




only on theoretical issues and leaving aside Plethon’s specific administrative,
economic etc. reforms.

Regarding the sources for Plethon’s political thought Hladky tends to search only for
theoretical ones and mainly for Plato. That is undeniable and well documented but it
is not the whole story. The historical context must also be considered (e.g. for
Plethon's compromise between monarchy and oligarchy —a political practice to be
found in Peloponnese; see Smarnakis below); also Hellenistic and middle Platonic
conception of king as an imitation of God must be taken account.

Hladky's remarks about Plethon’s (and generally Byzantines’) use of ‘Romans’ and
‘Hellenes/Greeks’ (e.g. p. 9f.) could be helped by studies such as A. Angelou, "Who am 17"
Scholarios’ answers and the Hellenic Identity’, in C. Constantinides et. al. (ed.), DiAéAAnY:
Studies in Honour of R. Browning (Venice 1996) 1-19, or S. Vryonis Jr., “Byzantine Cultural
Self-Consciousness in the Fifteenth Century”, in: S. Curcic & D. Mouriki (eds.), The Twilight of
Byzantium (Princeton, N.J. 1991) 5-14.

Plethon’s use of the expression “the divine” instead of “the God” (p. 14) is explained
as if ‘he wanted to leave his claims as general as possible to be accepted by
anybody’ —an explanation that fits Hladky’'s main thesis. But within the context of
Plethon’s public philosophy, i.e. his advisory texts to Byzantine rulers of
Peloponnese, is there any sign that he intents to make such universal claims, while
at the same time dicredits Christian religious customs?

(2) The two funeral orations of Plethon, on the empresses Cleope (1433) and Helen
(1450), give Hladky the opportunity to deal with the ‘fate of the soul’ and the
arguments for immortality —a prominent platonic theme (pp. 15-19). His analysis is
succeful, so | just record my few remarks.

The argumentation for the immortality of the soul need not necessarily ‘surprised’
Plethon's contemporaries as Hladky supposes (p. 15). It is certainly a platonic theme
(thought Hladky just refers to Phaedo and does not search its sources in Plato or,
e.g., in Plutarch) but is also present in the Patristic and Byzantine tradition. One
might think of consolations (from Gregory of Nyssa to Demetrius Cydones) or special
treatises or chapters on the soul (I mention only the ones by Gregory of Nyssa,
Nemesius of Emesa, John of Damascus or even Nicetas Stathatos). If that's the
case, what must be shown is that Plethon proceeds in a different manner (e.g.
depended exclusively on rational argumets) and that this manner marked a departure
from the Christian way of proving immortality. | comment on this just to say that
Hladky, as most of scholars, when discussing Plethon’s thought seems to set aside
his patristic/byzantine background in favour of his platonic one. A different approach
would perhaps make stronger Hladky’s main claim for Plethon’s christianity.

The conclusions of the first chapter (‘Platonism in Practice’, pp. 19-23) are sound and
in their great part convincing. | just make three comments. Hladky correctly finds that
in Plethon’s account is missing ‘the Christian identity of the Byzantines’ (p. 20).




a kind of Syncretism or underestimate of the religion, especially by the faithful of the
three Monotheistic religions.



ridiculous’ is not a scholarly one. Another good point of the chapter is that is shows
Plethon’s balanced view on the ‘agreement” of Aristotle with Plato (p. 199f.)

The central assumption of this chapter is that Plethon just exposes or interprets the
doctrines of others, namely the teachings of Zoroaster, the Chaldean Oracles,
Pythagoras and Plato —all of them being in accordance. It's true that the Summary is
entitted Summary of the Doctrines of Zoroaster and Plato and that at the prologue of
the Laws the expression is neutral: they expose doctrines according to Plato, Stoics
etc. But can we infer from this that these works are not expressing Plethon’s own
views, much less that they do not seem to contradict Plethon’s views in his ‘public
philosophy’'? So a question that perhaps needs further discussion is whether
Plethon’s ‘public philosophy’ is compatible with the ‘perennial philosophy’, and if it is
why not to accept that the second also contains his ideas.

Another, perhaps naive, question that remains is why Plethon although had his own
philosophical views (and not being an academic) spent so many years and many
hundreds of pages describing others’ view, however distinguised they were, as
Zoroaster or Plato. Can it be that a very small percentage of his work — in Hladky's
perspective — is the testimony for his own views? So we come to the problem of
Laws that I' comment on below.

Few further remarks: Hiadky rightly observes that the use of ancient Greek names of
gods was chosen by Plethon so that ‘the perennial philosophy may be more
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understandable for the majority’ (p. 30). We have to ask: what (imagined) majority

inhabitants of Peloponnese? And why these masses would understand better the
ancient names of gods and not a version of rational theology that would use the
Christian angelology? The historical example existed: Psellos had already attempted
to christianize Greek myths by replacing ancient names of gods with Christian names
of angels.

Plethon may be addresses to an imagined community of Greeks, bound up with their
ancestors and closer to the primordial wisdom as exemplified in Chaldean Oracles
and Plato. | have the impression that Hladky, concentrated as he is on the
philosophical reconstruction of Plethon’s thought, somehow overlooks Plethon’s
historical situation, his political programm, his traditionalism, and his insistance on
the Greek/Hellenic past. It seems that Plethon is fighting against all- aristotelians,
pro-unionists, Christians, Islam —everyone that he considers to be harmful to his
“Hellenism”.

Chapter 3, ‘The Question of Religion’ (pp. 122-180), is the more innovating
chapter and all its arguments come to the conclusion that Pletho was a firm
Christian.” However provocative this statement may be one must admit that Hladky

) Hladky is not alone in this path. Plethon’s (Christian) editors before Alexandre (1858), P. O.
Kristeller (Journal of Philosophy 56 [1959] 512), and J. Hankins (Plato in the italian Renaissance, 1




“Plethon”. And, more important, to test the the validity of the external testimonies by
Plethon‘s pupils (Markos Eugenikos, Bessarion, Laonikos Chalkokondyles) admirers
(Demetrios Raoul Kabakes, Michael Apostolis) and adversaries (Scholarios,
Mathaios Kamariotes, Georgios from Trebizond). Hladky shows that almost eéveryone



fact it i1s very important for a proper understanding of Plethon’s thought. To his
exhaustice discussion one might add that Plethon also had political reasons for
rejecting the Latin dogma. Also that when Plethon denies the Latin interpretation for
the Son as by-cause of the procession of the Holy Spirit, he also denies the
existence of creative causes outside God _something that suits to the “Hellenic
theology” (Contra De dogmate Latino, in Alexandre, p. 302). So, it seems that
defending orthodoxy Plethon defends his heterodoxy.

And finally we come to tte case of the Laws. One of Hiadky’s goal is to prove that the
composition of the Laws started quite earlier that is supposed (c. 1425 for Masal,
1430s for Woodhouse), namely in the 1410s. He supports this claim by juxtaposing
texts from the Laws and other plethonic texts, and detecting textual similarities —not
always very close.

But can this book help us to decide on Plethon’s religiosity? AS Hiadky puts it: ‘To
decide about his religious position, we thus should not listen SO much, as it is often
‘done, to his enemies accusing him of the paganism of to rely on his rather queer
book [Laws] that was written out of the motives and in the context that are not entirely
clear to us'. | quite agree with the first of Hladky's reservations but as to the second it
is difficult for anyoné to pass over the Laws. In order to make this second point
stronger Hiadky must offer an analysis that will attribute a new character to the book
of Laws. And actually he maintains that the Laws are a long notebook, ‘a kind of
exercise book’ that pletho was writing for many years. Pletho did not have a secret
(pagan) agenda but he was experimenting with philosophy and Platonism in
particular.

In fact the Laws can be seen as a work-in-progress, an opus that cannot be finished,
even though its epilogue (Epinomis) has been written. If that is the case, then it is
indeed an extaordinary one —and | mean as a conception, as a literary strategy (not
taking account its content). To accept Hiadky's view is to assume that Plethon wrote
this extent work just “playing” but then the interpretation of Plethon as a Christian
looks plausible. Doing all these in the third chapter Hiadky suggests and explores an
original perspective to read the Laws, albeit a controversial one.

| have to say that | am not totally opposite to a “Christian’ re-interpretation of Plethon.
it is true that during his life Plethon did not give rise to be considered as a non-
christian and that many of his contemporaries behaved towards him as a Christian. |
share with Hladky the critical attitude to the stereotype of “paganist Renaissance’
and | also doubt about the alleged fraternity at Mistra or the supposed influences of
Plethon’s paganism to Byzantine scholars. Hladky's conclusion that Plethon ‘is far
from being a polytheist in the ordinary sense€ of the word’ (p- 29) is sound (I have
suggested that, in the final analysis, he is monotheist). Could Plethon be 2 Christian?
Perhaps only in a way that a philosopher can pe. Even if Plethon was not a pagan,
how could we imagine a Byzantine paganism’? These are questions that remain open
but they are much elucidated by Hladky.



| think that the problem is that Plethon during the sessiones of the Ferrara Council
realized that it is not possible to establish a rational metaphysics within Christianity
and that the other alternative is a version of “Hellenic” (non-Christian) theology”
where such kind of metaphysics can be deduced by its principles. And the further
problem is, as Hladky remarks, ‘that he does not seem to make any attempt to
reconcile his “perennial philosophy” with Christianity’ (p. 180).

Hladky’s whole discussion makes clear a latent contradiction (or at least tension)
between Plethon’s (a) publicly expressed theoretical views and religious policy and
(b) his lonely intellectual undertaking that culminates in the Laws. His solution
prudently does not appeal to characterizations of Plethon as hypocrite etc. but uses
rigorous argumentation, even though his conclusion is prima facie unexpected: Laws
are ‘a kind of an exercise book in which [Plethon] developed his Platonic thought at
length’ (p. 173).

Nevertheless, one cannot but take seriously Hladky final statement: ‘(W]hen he <sc.
Plethon> was asked or forced by the circumstances to choose, he declared himself
an Orthodox Christian and we should accept and respect this as the most plausible
statement about his faith’ (p. 180)

*k*k

The book closes with (a) an extent ‘Appendix’ (pp. 181-200) that supports the
discussion at pages 170f., containing a series of plethonic passages in order to prove
the textual similarities between the Laws and other texts of Plethon. (b) A valuable
‘Manuscript Supplement’ follows (pp. 202-208) containing supplementary texts for
Laws drawn from a London ms. (British Library, Additus 5424) —a most welcome offer
until the waited new edition of the Laws by B. Tabrun-Krasker.

Bibliography: In pages 209-220 the author offers a detailed catalogue of the used
texts, very useful because he gathers not only the editions but also the modern
translations and the summaries of Plethon’s texts.

The ten pages (p. 221-230) of the secondary bibliography that Hladky has made use
of is more than sufficient and up to date. Not being hunted by the ghost of a complete
bibliography, | only add few specific titles that would have been helpful to him (and
that perhaps he can consult if he revises this thesis for publication):

J. W. Taylor, “Gemistus Pletho as a Moral Philosopher”, TAPA 51 (1920) 84-100.

J. W. Taylor, Georgius Gemistus Pletho criticism of Plato and Aristotle. Wisconsin 1921.
Fr. Masai, “Pléthon, 'Averroisme et le probléme religieux”, in : P.-M. Schuhi (ed.), Actes
du Colloque Internat. sur le Néoplatonisme (1969). Paris 1971, pp. 435-46.

D. Dedes, “Ognokeia kai moAwtua) kata 1ov Tedpyio Tepoto MARBwva’, Oidocodia
5/6 (1975-76) 424-441. An important article on Plethon’s mixture of religion and
politics aptly situated in its historical context.

D Dedes, “Die wichtigsten Griinde der Apostasie des Georgios Gemistos (Plethon)”,
Dthocodia 15/16 (1985-86) 352-375.




M. Prodromides, ‘Pléthon a Mistra: une Renaissance Paienne au XVe siécle”, Cahiers
Balkaniques 24 (1996) 265-281.

L. Couloubaritsis, “La métaphysique de Pléthon”, in: A. Neschke-Hentschke (ed.), Images
de Platon et lectures de ses ceuvres. Leuven 1997, 117-152.

G. Smarnakis, “Kowvwvikec tlegapxiec ota Kelpeva too HANBwva kai 7 TEOTLTIA

C. Livanos, Greek Tradition and atin Influence in the Work of George Scholarios
(Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2006); appeared probably too late to be taken
account by the author. See especially Chapter 3 on the relation between
Scholarios and Plethon.

Finally, I note the misprints | found mostly in the Greek texts that must be correcteqd:

P. 2 note 9: 1355 js obviously 1455 / nebgovnkwg, > epoovnkws || p. 12, last line:
OtkokeloBat > dowkeigOay Il p. 16, line 7: t& Bein > Ta Beix || p. 30, I. 4: use the ancient
Greek <add. names> of gods || p. 33 | 24 naeateenQol > nagateentol || p. 43, | 22:
akivnrg > akivita || p. 51, I 26/7: avaykr ... KQATIOT > avdykr ... Kpatot || p. 62
. 20: daupirv > dwxigwv || p. 64,1 11 &v, > &v, /| 22 aBavatov 9 aBavaroy Il p.
70,1 11 v, > v, /1. 11 énedpégovoav > Empégovoav || p. 72, 1. 22 eixwv 11c S eirry
s /1240 adpevec > agoeves || p. 75 1. 14 v, > v, || p. 86, note 407: HNooewwav >
Hocewdave || p. 88, I 7: ¢mi wva > éni uva /|, 26 ovvdETuGg > oVvdeauos / note 414:
duvapéwy > duvduewv? || p. 100, I. 10- avaykrn > avdykn || p. 105, 1. 2 ymxng >
Yuxns /1. 8: Bewgetikic > Bewontiknc || p. 108, note 492: duvapéwy > duvdpewv? || p.
125, note 544: > Bacreia pov... TATEOS Uov ... HaxapuoTov / note 545: avdoi, > avool, ||
p- 134, 1. 10: HuOTayoyog > Huataywyos || p. 139, notes 644-645: the Greek texts have
numerous misprints || p. 150, note 706: avtw > avtp Il p. 155, 1. 2: adTov, > ahréy, Il
P. 157, 1. 30: npovoreiv > meovoetv || p. 172, note 814 A6g, > Atég, || p. 207, note 858:
£TWV D 1V || p. 211, note 874: M. WéAAGe, Mayika > WeAAde, Maywxa || p. 212, note
878: M. WéAAs, Mayixa 3 WeAdde, Mayixa... || p. 213 In Bess. dpooiuoy > TIROOIIOV?
I matpiapyn > natpapx... || p. 217 Ad Gemist. Kata HAAvwv > EAAdvay il p. 222
Papacostas (1977) ... York Pa.?? / Baloglou (2002) HAnBwv o Iepi He/Monawryazaxwv >
[AnBwvoc Iepi ITedomovvnoiaxwv || p. 223 Bargeliotes (1990-1993) Enetnpic BuCavtivay
Lnovbav > Enetnpic trc Etawpeiac Bulaviivoy... / Benakis - Baloglou (2003) v Emoxn
0V ... 10 Bavato top. > TNV €MOXT) TOV ... Tov Bavats Tov. || p. 224 Brisson (2003) G.J.
Reydams-Schils <add. (ed.)> / Constas (2002) ... La Thélogie > Théeologie || p. 225 Gerson
(20086), Aristotle and Other Platonists, & Gerson (2006), The Harmony of Aristotie and Plato,
must be renumbered 20062 and 2008b respectively. || p. 227 Mamalakis (1955)
BuCavtivodoyon > BvCavtivodoyixop Il p. 228 Monfasani (1988) pp. 116-119 (a review of
Woodhouse (1986)), pp—116-119. [l p. 229 Nikolaou (1982) Byzantinistnekongre/& >
Byzantinisten. ., Il p. 230 Tardieu (1987), Piéthon..._in: Métjs.. / Tambrun-Krasker (1992),
Allusion 2 Allusions Il p. 231 Tinnefeld (2002) La Thélogie » Théologie / Zografidis (2003)
Evodoyia > Evoloyia

Some concludin remarks: Hladky's text is well written, his methodology is robust and
his argumentation is clear. All the chapters and their divisions are properly organised
and orientated towards a piecemeal solution of the posed problems. Another
commendable thing in the book is that Hladky is aware of the most part of the



abundant secondary bibliography on Plethon and he constantly presents and
discusses (and does not hesitate to argumentatively rejects; e.g. notes 217, 528,
550, 748, throughout Chapter 3) other scholars’ interpretation. In this way he shows
great familiarity with current research and with the problems concerning Plethon’s
work —historical, philological, philosophical, theological.

The dissertation that Mr. Hladky has submitted to the Faculty is a scholarly work that
testify his research abilities. His analytical skills and his knowledge of Byzantine
philosophical texts of the 15™ century, his tendency to re-read known texts and to
discuss motifs and concepts not usually studied, his constant dialogue with other
scholars’ views and interpretations (together with his critical attitude) —all these
warrant the quality of this work which makes a welcome contribution to the study of
Plethon and offers new insights on Late Byzantine intellectual history; and also to the
study of the alleged Renaissance paganism.

| gladly recommend the thesis to be accepted.

Y,
Zografidis

Department of Philosophy
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki
GR-54124 Thessaloniki

Greece
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