
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Ancient Tradition of Commentaries on Aristotelian Texts

By Robert Scott


Copyright © 2025 Historia Magna.

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Introduction to Aristotelian Commentaries

[image: ]




The study of Aristotelian philosophy, particularly in the form of commentaries, has been a vital and continuous part of intellectual history for over two millennia. Aristotle, one of the greatest minds of the ancient world, laid the foundations for numerous branches of philosophy, including logic, ethics, metaphysics, natural science, and political theory. His works were not simply read; they were dissected, discussed, and commented upon by generations of scholars, each offering their own interpretations and adapting Aristotle's thoughts to their own intellectual climates.

The earliest commentaries on Aristotle’s works emerged in the Hellenistic period, as Aristotle’s influence began to spread beyond Athens. These early commentators sought not only to preserve Aristotle’s texts but also to clarify and explain the sometimes opaque ideas contained within them. Aristotle’s style was terse and his arguments often subtle, leading to the need for detailed explications. One of the first known figures to engage in this intellectual task was Andronicus of Rhodes, a first-century BCE philosopher, who is credited with editing Aristotle’s works and organizing them into the corpus we recognize today. His efforts were pivotal, as he sought to arrange Aristotle’s previously scattered writings into a more systematic and accessible form. Andronicus’ editorial work, which included adding titles and creating a comprehensive edition of Aristotle’s texts, allowed later thinkers to approach these writings with greater ease and understanding.

As the centuries passed, the commentarial tradition surrounding Aristotle’s texts grew exponentially, particularly with the rise of Neoplatonism. Philosophers like Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus began to engage with Aristotle’s works, interpreting them through a Neoplatonic lens. Neoplatonism, founded by Plotinus in the third century CE, presented a unique challenge to Aristotelianism, as it sought to reconcile Aristotle’s philosophy with the metaphysical system of Plato. For example, Plotinus, in his Enneads, attempted to synthesize Platonic and Aristotelian ideas, especially in the realm of metaphysics. Plotinus famously critiqued Aristotle’s concept of substance, suggesting that it was insufficient for understanding the unity of the cosmos. In contrast to Aristotle’s more empirical and logic-oriented approach, Neoplatonism emphasized the transcendent nature of reality and the importance of the One, a singular source of all existence. While Neoplatonists often critiqued Aristotle, they also recognized his brilliance, incorporating his ideas into their own systems.

The ancient commentary tradition also found fertile ground in the Byzantine Empire, where Aristotelian texts were studied in detail. Scholars in the Eastern Roman Empire, particularly in Alexandria and Constantinople, wrote extensive commentaries on Aristotle, preserving and developing his philosophy throughout the medieval period. Figures like Alexander of Aphrodisias, a prominent philosopher of the second century CE, are considered key figures in the early Byzantine commentarial tradition. His commentaries, especially those on Aristotle’s De Anima (On the Soul), were highly influential, serving as the foundation for later developments in both Christian and Islamic thought. Alexander’s work on Aristotle’s philosophy of the soul, for instance, sought to reconcile Aristotle’s empirical approach with the more metaphysical notions of soul found in Platonic and Stoic traditions.

In the Islamic world, Aristotle's influence reached its peak during the Islamic Golden Age, as philosophers translated and commented upon his works with remarkable sophistication. The translation movement in Baghdad, beginning in the 8th century, was a crucial moment in the transmission of Greek philosophy to the Arabic-speaking world. Philosophers such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna (Ibn Sina), and Averroes (Ibn Rushd) were not only translators of Aristotle’s works but also prolific commentators, offering fresh interpretations that sought to integrate Aristotelianism with Islamic metaphysical and theological concepts. Avicenna’s The Book of Healing and The Canon of Medicine drew heavily from Aristotle’s writings, particularly in the areas of metaphysics and logic. His commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics focused on reconciling Aristotelian philosophy with Islamic theology, especially concerning the nature of God, the soul, and the creation of the world. In contrast, Averroes, in his monumental Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima and The Incoherence of the Incoherence, sought to preserve Aristotle’s philosophy from Islamic theological criticism, defending the importance of reason and the autonomy of philosophy in contrast to faith.

The commentary tradition continued to flourish in the medieval Christian world, particularly within the Scholastic movement. The works of Thomas Aquinas, Albertus Magnus, and John Duns Scotus, among others, are deeply indebted to the Aristotelian commentarial tradition. Aquinas, for example, used Aristotle’s philosophy as a cornerstone for his own theological system, writing detailed commentaries on nearly all of Aristotle’s major works. In his Summa Theologica, Aquinas extensively referred to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Metaphysics, interpreting them in the light of Christian doctrine. Aquinas’ synthesis of Aristotle and Christian theology became the dominant intellectual framework in Western Europe for centuries, influencing the development of Western philosophy and theology in profound ways.

The commentary tradition began to lose its central place in philosophy during the Renaissance, as humanist scholars sought to return to the original texts of the ancient philosophers without the filter of medieval scholasticism. Figures such as Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola sought to recover the purest forms of Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings, attempting to read them in their original Greek or Latin, unencumbered by the layers of medieval interpretation. Nevertheless, even during the Renaissance, Aristotle’s influence remained pervasive. Ficino, in his Commentary on Plato’s Symposium, reflected Aristotle’s ideas, especially in terms of metaphysics and ethics, and Pico’s Oration on the Dignity of Man included Aristotelian ideas on human nature and the purpose of life.

Through the centuries, Aristotelian commentaries have played a critical role in shaping intellectual traditions across cultures. They provided a space where scholars could interpret and reinterpret Aristotle’s ideas in response to the changing philosophical, theological, and scientific climates of their time. These commentaries were not merely academic exercises but were often deeply intertwined with the philosophical and theological concerns of each era. They were essential in preserving Aristotelian thought and allowing it to evolve and adapt to new contexts. The commentarial tradition helped to keep Aristotle’s works alive, ensuring that his ideas continued to be debated, understood, and applied in a multitude of ways across different cultures and historical periods.

As we turn to the later stages of Aristotelian scholarship, especially during the early modern period, we see the gradual decline of the commentarial tradition. The rise of new philosophical systems, especially those of Descartes, Spinoza, and Kant, signaled a shift away from Aristotelian philosophy as the dominant framework for understanding the world. However, the legacy of Aristotle’s influence through commentaries remains strong. Modern scholars continue to study and engage with the commentarial tradition, recognizing its profound impact on the development of philosophy. The commentaries, far from being mere exercises in textual analysis, represent the ongoing conversation between Aristotle and the great thinkers of each successive age, a conversation that has shaped much of the intellectual history of the West and beyond. Through this dialogue, Aristotle’s works have not only survived but thrived, continuing to inspire and challenge scholars to this day.

Thus, the tradition of commentaries on Aristotelian texts is not just a historical curiosity but a living, evolving intellectual tradition that reflects the ongoing relevance of Aristotle’s thought across different eras and cultures. The commentaries written over the centuries provide us with valuable insights into how each generation interpreted and adapted Aristotle’s philosophy to meet the challenges of its time. In this sense, the study of these commentaries is essential for understanding not only Aristotle himself but also the broader development of philosophical thought throughout history.
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Chapter 2: Aristotle’s Legacy and the Need for Interpretation
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Aristotle’s legacy is not just found in his voluminous works but also in the centuries of intellectual activity they inspired. His philosophy, with its breadth and depth, necessitated interpretation from the moment it was written, as his ideas demanded both engagement and clarification. Unlike many of his predecessors, whose works were often handed down as completed doctrines, Aristotle’s texts functioned as frameworks for philosophical inquiry. His vast and varied body of work covered everything from ethics and politics to logic and natural science, requiring ongoing commentary to unlock its full implications and to apply it to ever-evolving intellectual landscapes.

Aristotle’s writings were not arranged as systematic treatises that lay out his philosophy in a clear, comprehensive order. Instead, they took the form of lecture notes, dialogues, and fragmentary works that assumed a certain level of prior knowledge on the part of their readers. This characteristic of Aristotle’s texts, while contributing to their intellectual richness, also presented considerable challenges. The nature of his arguments was complex and often open to multiple interpretations. The necessity of interpreting his texts became apparent even in the first centuries following his death, as scholars struggled to make sense of his sometimes enigmatic formulations and integrate them into their own philosophical and scientific systems.

The earliest commentaries on Aristotle’s works can be traced to the Hellenistic period, where his influence had begun to spread through the Mediterranean world, particularly in Alexandria and Athens. The works of Aristotle were preserved and studied, and early commentators sought to explain and systematize his thought. However, these early commentaries often grappled with Aristotle’s methods of presenting ideas, his nuanced language, and his engagement with his predecessors. Unlike Plato, whose dialogues often presented more straightforward philosophical discussions, Aristotle’s treatises required detailed parsing and analysis. His ideas were systematic, but they were not neatly contained within easily accessible frameworks. The difficulty of reading Aristotle’s works thus presented the early commentators with the challenge of not merely explaining his ideas but also engaging with the sometimes subtle tensions within his system.

The figure of Andronicus of Rhodes, one of the earliest and most important figures in the Aristotelian commentarial tradition, played a crucial role in the preservation and interpretation of Aristotle’s philosophy. Active in the 1st century BCE, Andronicus is credited with organizing and editing Aristotle’s works into a more coherent corpus, a task that was vital for future generations of scholars. Andronicus’ editorial decisions—such as determining the authenticity of certain texts and organizing them into categories—had a profound influence on how Aristotle’s philosophy was read and studied. His arrangement of the texts provided a foundation for later commentaries, though Andronicus himself is not known for having written comprehensive commentaries on Aristotle’s work. Instead, his primary contribution was to lay the groundwork for subsequent generations of thinkers to engage with Aristotle’s philosophy.

The next phase of Aristotelian commentary emerged with the rise of the Neoplatonic tradition, which began with Plotinus in the 3rd century CE. Plotinus and his followers, including Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Proclus, engaged with Aristotle’s philosophy not merely to explain it but to challenge and reshape it. Neoplatonists saw in Aristotle a valuable philosophical system, but one that required adjustment to fit the more metaphysical framework they inherited from Plato. Plotinus, in his Enneads, engaged deeply with Aristotle’s Metaphysics and De Anima (On the Soul), often taking issue with Aristotle’s more empirical stance on knowledge and reality. For Plotinus, Aristotle’s insistence on the importance of the physical world seemed to detract from the more transcendent and idealistic aspects of reality emphasized in Plato’s thought.

Porphyry, Plotinus’ student, wrote a well-known commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, an important text in Aristotle’s logical writings. Porphyry’s commentary was an attempt to reconcile Aristotle’s more empirical and logical approach with the Neoplatonic metaphysical system. His contribution, however, was not just an exercise in reconciliation—it was an effort to show that Aristotle’s categories of being, which were rooted in the physical world, could still be interpreted in a more spiritual and transcendent sense. In his Isagoge, Porphyry famously summarized the basic principles of Aristotle’s categories and attempted to establish a framework for categorizing the types of being, a concept that would influence both medieval and Renaissance thought.

Neoplatonic commentators often struggled with Aristotle’s emphasis on the material world, which they saw as limiting. For example, Aristotle’s theory of substance, which posits that individual things are substances composed of both matter and form, was seen by the Neoplatonists as too tied to the empirical world. Plotinus, in particular, sought to replace this duality with the notion of the One, a perfect, indivisible source of all being, from which the rest of reality emanates in a hierarchical structure. Aristotle’s focus on the physical, therefore, seemed to undermine the transcendence and unity that Neoplatonists believed were central to reality.

Meanwhile, in the Islamic world, Aristotle’s influence reached new heights. The translation movement in the 8th and 9th centuries, centered in the House of Wisdom in Baghdad, brought many of Aristotle’s works from Greek into Arabic. Scholars such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna, and Averroes took up the task of interpreting Aristotle’s philosophy in the context of Islamic thought. For these philosophers, Aristotle represented both an intellectual challenge and a source of deep wisdom, but they also sought to reconcile his teachings with the religious and metaphysical doctrines of Islam.

Al-Farabi, known as the “second teacher” after Aristotle, wrote extensive commentaries on Aristotle’s works, especially those on logic and metaphysics. His Philosophical Principles demonstrated how Aristotle’s philosophy could be harmonized with Islamic theology, particularly concerning the nature of God, the soul, and the eternal universe. Al-Farabi’s work was crucial in establishing a synthesis of Aristotelian thought and Islamic philosophical doctrine, and he would later influence figures like Avicenna and Averroes. Avicenna, perhaps the most famous of the Islamic commentators, wrote extensive commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, On the Soul, and Nicomachean Ethics. His interpretation of Aristotle was both a continuation of the Greek philosopher’s work and a reworking of it in light of Islamic metaphysical concerns. Avicenna’s The Book of Healing integrates Aristotelian logic and metaphysics with Neoplatonism and Islamic theology, while his Canon of Medicine applied Aristotelian empirical methods to the practice of medicine.

Averroes, who came after Avicenna in the 12th century, wrote a series of commentaries that sought to defend Aristotle’s philosophy against Islamic theologians who criticized it. His works were highly influential in both the Islamic world and medieval Europe, particularly his Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, where he vigorously defended the importance of reason in understanding the soul, and his Incoherence of the Incoherence, a response to Al-Ghazali’s critique of Aristotelian philosophy. Averroes’ commitment to the philosophy of Aristotle and his view that philosophy and religion should be seen as complementary made him a pivotal figure in the transmission of Aristotelian thought to the West.

In the medieval Christian world, Aristotelian commentary took on new significance as Christian philosophers began to engage with Aristotle’s works. Figures such as Thomas Aquinas, Albertus Magnus, and Bonaventure worked within the Aristotelian tradition, reading his texts alongside Christian teachings. Aquinas’ commentaries on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and Metaphysics sought to reconcile Aristotle’s philosophy with Christian doctrine. His approach was systematic and thorough, showing how Aristotle’s ethics could be harmonized with Christian notions of virtue and salvation, and how Aristotle’s metaphysical system could be reconciled with the doctrine of divine creation.

The development of commentary on Aristotelian texts across various cultural and intellectual traditions highlights both the challenges and the necessity of interpreting Aristotle’s philosophy. His works are filled with ideas that require clarification, elaboration, and, at times, rethinking in light of new philosophical and theological systems. From Andronicus of Rhodes to Aquinas and Averroes, Aristotelian commentaries have not only preserved his thought but also allowed it to evolve and adapt to the changing concerns of each era. The study of these commentaries, therefore, provides essential insight into the ways in which Aristotle’s ideas have shaped the course of intellectual history. In this sense, the commentarial tradition is not merely an academic exercise, but a testament to the enduring relevance and complexity of Aristotle’s philosophy.
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