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Introduction 

In this paper, I am translating and commenting Porphyry’s commentary on one of 
the most difficult philosophical texts, namely, Plato’s Parmenides. I do not dare to even 
think of giving an answer to all the inquiries that the Parmenides text has brought 
throughout the centuries. This Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, attributed to 
Porphyry, could be seen as a guide to partially approach the original Platonic text. The 
Porphyrian commentary is known to the Academic community, but it has not been 
studied that much in depth, and as far as I know, there is not an English translation so 
far, making it more difficult for English speakers to come into contact with this text. After 
providing a necessary background for the topics discussed in this text, which are 
connected with Plato’s Parmenides, I will translate the text into English, and I will make 
some comments (or questions) about it, with the hope that more people will follow my 
lead. 

Plato’s Parmenides 

Plato, the ancient Greek philosopher, who was born around 427 BC in Athens and 
whose catalogue includes many works, particularly in dialogue form, is among other 
things, well-known for the theory of Forms (Meinwald, 21). In the Parmenides, there is 
a take on this theory that is still under debate. “He is giving us an exercise that will help 
us to come to a viable understanding” (Meinwald, 4), writes C. Meinwald about Plato’s 
Parmenides. The commentary, attributed to Porphyry, that is being discussed in this 
text, emphasizes on the characteristics of “the One”, which is discussed in length in the 
Platonic dialogue, and there is a take on this matter, “the One” in a Neoplatonic 
perspective. More details about “the One” and the Porphyrian/Neoplatonic 
commentary will be revealed in due course. 

The Parmenides is made up of two parts of unequal length. In the first part the 
characters that are discussing are Parmenides of Elea and Socrates and for a brief time 
Zeno of Elea. In the second part the characters discussing are Parmenides and 
Aristoteles (not the philosopher) (Hermann, 7). It is quite difficult to determine the date 
that the dialogue was written. The fact that it is separated in two parts has led some 
scholars into believing that those two parts were written in different dates. The most 
possible date that nowadays Parmenides is considered to have been written in is 
between 370-365 BC (Hermann, 8). And this is not the only difficulty regarding the 
Parmenides. As Robert S. Brumbach writes:  



“The study of interpretations of the dialogue is as complex as the study of the history of 

philosophy itself; and no attempt to find a consensus by study of other interpretations can 

succeed, since those interpretations are functions of antinomic frames or reference. For 

example, a reader with no taste in speculative metaphysics or formal logic is likely to find the 

dialogue absurd.” (Brumbauch, 5) 

In other words, reading the Parmenides, or to be more precise, trying to understand 

the Parmenides, might not be the easiest task, since there are a lot of paths one could 

follow in the attempt to analyze the text, and given the different takes by the scholars 

about what the purpose of the text is, one may understand the difficulty in this effort. 

In the Parmenides, the term “One” is discussed in length, with the Characters 

participating in the Platonic dialogue trying to explore the characteristics of this 

concept.  

The One 

 As already stated, understanding Plato’s Parmenides is not the easiest task. The 
“One” is a term that is widely (if not mainly) discussed in the Parmenides. But what 
exactly is “the one”? I am not certain that there is still a right answer to this. I think it is 
quite difficult to explain in a few lines what “the one” is and it cannot be defined in a 
paper like this. However, based on the text of the Parmenides, there are certain paths 
one could follow in order to understand better what “the one” is. “The one” could be 
interpreted as “simple one” (itself by itself) and a “complex one” (“one being” or “one 
that is”) (Hermann, 36). Some characteristics that could be mentioned about the 
“simple one” and the “complex one”: the “simple” one is not like, nor unlike, not in rest, 
nor in motion, not the same, nor the other, not the whole, nor a part, not one, nor 
many, not in itself, nor in another, not an object of knowledge, nor an opinion. The 
“complex one” is both like and unlike, both in rest and in motion, both one and many, 
both the whole and a part, both the same and the other, both limited and unlimited, 
both in itself and in another, and it is also an object of knowledge, opinion and 
perception (Hermann, 39). 

    The term of “the one” will be mentioned a lot later, given that it is mentioned 

in length in the Commentary of Plato’s Parmenides.  

 

About Porphyry 

Before the translation of the text, I would like to make a brief reference about the 
original author of the text. In the edition which I am using to make the translation, the 
paternity of the text is attributed to Porphyry (Reale, 9-15), a stance shared by Werner 
Beierwaltes (Beierwaltes, 31) 

Porphyry was a Neoplatonist Greek philosopher (born in Tyre in 234 AD, died in 
Rome (?) in 306 AD). He was a biographer and editor of Plotinus and he is also well-
known for his commentary on Aristotle’s Categories. Boethius’ translation of Porphyry’s 
introduction to the commentary of Aristotle’s Categories(Isagoge) became a standard 
medieval book.  



Reale states that the Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides is certainly written by 
Porphyry (Reale, 9-15). This is not acknowledged by everyone though. Despite that, be 
this commentary by Porphyry or not, the purpose of this paper does not change. I will 
accept Reale’s view about Porphyry, but even if this is not the case, the text is still quite 
useful, in my opinion, for discussion, since it is a text that reflects a Neoplatonic take on 
Plato’s Parmenides, independently of whether the Neoplatonist is Porphyry or not, 
emphasizing on the explanation of the term “the One”, which is still being discussed 
among scholars,  as so, I think that it is worthy of being translated into English. 

 

 

About the translation 

The text that I am translating is based on the edition of Giovanni Reale (Reale, 58-
96). I have to make a few observations about this project. The text I am translating is 
translated as a whole for the first time in English, as far as I am aware of. This is my first 
time translating an untranslated text in English, which is not my mother tongue. As so, 
there will probably be some parts of the text that will be open to different 
interpretations. I will try to translate the text as close to the original, although, since 
this is a philosophical text, or a commentary to a philosophical text to be more precise, 
there are going to be some terms that I have to entangle with the terms that are met 
in other philosophical texts and particularly in the text of Plato’s Parmenides. The text I 
am about to translate has not been kept untouched in the passing of time, as so, there 
are some gaps in the manuscript tradition that cause problems in the decoding of the 
text. This makes the whole project even more difficult, but also even more significant, 
in the sense that this effort could be, and I wish it will be, the stepping stone for more 
in depth-analysis of this text, at least in English, given that there is already a translation 
in Italian since 1993 (Reale, 59-97). Wherever needed I will have explanatory notes 
available when I think that a certain part of the text is problematic, either because of 
the original text, or because of the different grammar or syntax of the English language 
in comparison with the Ancient Greek.  

 

Porphyry’s Commentary of Plato’s Parmenides 

 

I. Starting from this, he presents the arguments this way1. One who suggests 

those things, is missing the right point. God is indeed for the most part 

unspeakable and unnamable, being above all, but it is not due to a defect of 

His nature, that the notion of one applies to Him. Rightfully so, every 

multiplicity, composition and variety are eliminated from Him, and this leads 

us to think that He is simple and there is nothing before Him and that the one 

is somehow the principle of all other things. If those things, then, were 

separated from each other and suspended, and became many and multiple 

from the one, and lost their former being, these would be no longer a 

multitude. This then that would be used as a limit, if it was separated by 



those, it would make them limitless and indefinite, they could not exist in any 

way. If this was the case, there would be no entities. This appellation is the 

most familiar for the God, who is above all and… about Him… of the same 

kind2, unless someone [considers] about smallness in the same way as 

Timalius and Speusippus [did]….  because of this smallness and this 

indivisibility, they considered the one as something most foreign to God. 

When we consider  the notion of the one, [we consider] the infinite power 

and the cause of all beings and the principle of all that derive from Him and 

out of this derives the essence of one, not because of the smallness… but 

because this unimaginable existence is absolutely different from everything 

and does not exist with multitude, nor with activity, nor with knowledge, nor 

with simplicity, nor with any other of the notions deriving from it, since it is 

superior to all other things and this is the way it is thought of by all. Or due to 

a smallness that escapes from our understanding, due to our imperfection. 

II. 4. It is necessary to divide everything and add nothing, however dividing 

everything does not lead towards falling into nothingness, but into 

understanding and thinking that everything is from Him and because of Him, 

considering that He is the cause of both the multiplicity and its existence, 

while He is not either one, nor multiple, He is though above all the substance 

of those existing because of Him; As so, He is not only above multiplicity, but 

He is also beyond the notion of one; since due to Him the one and monad 

[exist]. And in this way, there will not be falling into void nor daring attributing 

something to Him, but remaining in non-apprehensible apprehension, and in 

non-conceptual thought.  From this exercise it will happen to you at some 

point, despite standing away from those things substantiated because of Him, 

to stand upon an unutterable preconception, which creates an image of Him 

through silence, without recognizing that it is silent nor it is conscious that it is 

creating an image of Him nor knowing absolutely anything at all, but being 

only an image of the unutterable, unutterably being the unutterable but not 

as if cognizant, if you can follow me imaginatively insofar as I am able to 

explain3. But we ourselves become merciful towards us through Him, in order 

to turn ourselves towards enthusiasm for this love-worthy object, which we 

are not aware of, but we will get to know at some point, when we become 

worthy of understanding this unknown thing. Plato, after adding these, 

returns to those modes of exercise he had suggested; we should be reminded 

that [Plato] had announced he would examine [those hypotheses] supposing 

that what he was describing existed4… 

III. 1. Is, therefore, God different and extraneous to the intelligence? If there is no 

participation in alterity, then by this fact there is no intelligence. Or it must be 

said that the one participates neither in similarity nor in dissimilarity, since 

whatever exists and does not exist is created by Him and through Him, He 

always has this incomparable prominence towards everything that exists, and 

everything, despite having been generated by Him, exists as if He somehow 

did not exist; it is not the alterity, as well, that distinguishes Him from other 



things, He cannot be compared to or contained within any other thing; but 

this which cannot be contained, how can it be different elsewhere? It’s like if 

we investigate the setting of the sun, if one would say that the setting of the 

sun does not exist, since the setting of the sun is the darkening of the light 

and the onset of night, but the sun is never darkened nor one sees the night, 

but it’s those on earth who enter into the darkness, He would be telling the 

truth, stating that the setting is something that is only conceived by those on 

earth. In the same way, the rise of the sun should not be called this way. And 

indeed the rise of the sun is an illumination of the air that is surrounding the 

earth, and the sun that is always shining does not get affected by illuminating 

the air that’s surrounding the earth, for the sun does not understand the rise 

and the setting, since it is nor enlightened nor darkened, but both these 

[phenomena] affect those on earth and it is those [on earth] that transfer 

what’s happening to them on it , ignoring what it is actually happening. In a 

similar way, those who sail along the coast, believe that it is the coast that it is 

moving, while it is them who are moving. In this way, every alterity, every 

identity, every similarity and every dissimilarity are foreign to God, since He is 

always unrelated to what comes after him, and it is those who have been 

created by Him who, having become dissimilar to Him, strive to return to Him, 

and believe that their relations to Him are reciprocal. 

IV.  5. Because God has nothing added to Himself, was He missing something, by 

adding He would have harmed His own perfection, but He is the only one who 

possesses being in an inseparable way and is above all, He is a whole by 

himself, due to His unity and solitude, and He remains unrelated to all the 

things that have been substantiated by Him and through Him. In fact, we 

should not understand “those things that come after Him” in the sense that , 

on the one hand, they would coexist with Him in regards with the place or in 

regards with the process of materializing their substance, and on the other 

hand, that He possesses those who make everything a whole and a second-

order reality of things, but instead we should understand ‘those who come 

after Him” as completely separated out of Him and as being nothing in 

comparison with Him. And indeed, it is not Him who is a non-being and 

incomprehensible for those who want to know Him, but it is we and all the 

other entities who are nothing compared to Him. Because of this reason there 

was no way of getting to know Him, since everything is nothing in comparison 

with Him, and since knowledge choses the similar of the similar. We are 

nothing in comparison to Him, since His is the only true entity (if you listen to 

what I am saying), having no similarity or any relationship with any of these 

things and He never leaves His solitude in an attempt of any  relationship or 

multiplicity; yet He never remains in ignorance of the things to come, while He 

has also known the things that have been done, He who has never been found 

in ignorance. But we seem to transfer our affection to Him since we would be 

truly nothing if we wouldn’t receive from Him His saving simplicity, in the 



being of which  -in whatever sense we apply the term “being” to Him- all other 

things find their salvation, like the things on earth [find] the sunlight. 

V. 7. So, does God indeed know everything? And who knows what He knows? 

And how come that He possesses knowledge, but He is not multiple? Because 

I say that there is knowledge outside of knowledge and of ignorance, by which 

knowledge derives from. And how does He not know while knowing or how is 

He not ignorant while knowing? Because He neither knows nor He has 

become ignorant, since He is beyond all knowledge. Because He was not once 

ignorant and then he gained knowledge, but5……          This is God’s 

knowledge, not affected by any alterity, any dyad, any distinction between 

knowledge and the one possessing knowledge, but He is an inseparable entity 

along Him, not being ignorant, He does not know either. There is nothing He is 

ignorant about, nor He knows6…... It is true that one could conceive in a way 

even ignorance in Him, but not in the sense of opposition and deprivation7….. 

from where if He is not ignorant, He knows, and by standing between 

knowledge and ignorance He is superior and knows everything8…… in the 

same way the other things He knows9. Knowledge is not knowing the already 

known, yet this is what exactly knowledge is10. As in fact there is a light 

illuminated, just like the light of the air, which derives from the sun, and there 

is a light unilluminated, the existing light when not darkened, but this is a light 

by itself, just like the light of the sun, in the same way there is knowledge by 

one who knows, and by ignorance coming to knowledge by the one who 

knows, and there is another knowledge existing by itself before anyone who 

knows, any ignorant who got to know. 
VI. 12. But I feel I am turning away from the knowledge of Him, which is in 

simplicity, and His irrelevance to the known things…. And I’m saying unclear 

things, since I am unable to express those things. Therefore, it would be better 

to stay away from this than to divide the indivisible. It is necessary to know 

that those things originating from Him are nothing compared to Him, due to 

the immeasurability of His substance, with which neither those created by 

Him nor those that exist within Him, coexist. For this reason, it is impossible to 

reach His knowledge by having different characteristics than Him. It is 

necessary, after abandoning everything and even oneself, to approach Him, 

without thinking of anything, since He is separated from all other things, and 

this separation is not like a part that can be separated from the whole, 

remaining unaffected11 in one part and the other part leaving. He has nothing 

in common with those things created, and they are nothing compared to Him, 

since He is a whole by Himself due to His own unity and since He knows more 

than everything, and everything that exists is nothing in12 Him.13 

VII. 1. In this way14: “As so, could the one not be absolutely in time, if it was of this 

kind, or would it not be necessary, if something was in time, for this to be 

always older compared to itself? -It would be necessary. -The older is always 

older than the younger, isn’t it? -How could it not? – Something, then, that has 

become older than itself, it could be also younger than itself, if it is meant to 



be older. -How do you think that is? -Like this; A thing cannot become different 

from a thing already different, but it is different, it has become different, and it 

will be different. But being already different, it has not become different, it is 

not going to be different, and it is not now different, but it is (different) and 

there is no other way. -Necessarily. -But something older is nothing else than 

different than something younger. -Indeed. -So, the older one necessarily 

becomes also younger than itself. -It seems so. But it does not become older 

or younger regarding time, but it is the same regarding time and it becomes 

itself and is and has been and it will be. -Necessarily, too. -It seems, necessarily 

then, that every thing that has to do with time and it is a part of time, each 

and every part of it, it has the same age as time, and at the same time it is 

older and it becomes younger than itself. -It could be. -But the one was not 

part of such things. -Indeed, it was not. -As so, it does not participate in time, 

nor it does exist in any kind of time. -It does not, according to this argument.” 

VIII. 1. He follows firstly this course of thought: “if the one is not older, nor 

younger, nor does it have the same age as itself, it could absolutely not  be in 

time, was it of such kind”, in order to relate to the antecedent. “if the one is 

not older, nor younger, nor does it have the same age as itself” From the 

aforementioned, it follows that it could absolutely not be in time, and this 

reverses the problem. “or isn’t it necessary, if something is in time, that it 

always gets older than itself?” Based on this it follows that the older, it is 

always older than the younger. But something is called older to signify both 

something older than itself, but the elder as well. The elder is in fact called 

absolutely old. When we say older (meaning older in comparison to 

something younger, as we would say “richer” ) in the sense of something 

more years old, by understanding this, the age of the younger is also 

understood. How is it then that getting older than itself, it becomes younger 

than itself? Getting older than itself means that it has passed more time being 

alive. But becoming younger at the same time, it is completely impossible. 

Because something does not become smaller, like the time has not passed, in 

order to become younger; but it cannot be younger in regards with the bodily 

substance, in order to become younger. To all these, some answer that this is 

a sophisticated discussion and an exercise; since there is no becoming 

younger when older, but rather no existing anymore; so, when it is said 

that15… 

IX. 1. … since they do not exist, they are created in Himself16. Those who said that 

He Himself is separate from all things that come from Him and grant that His 

power and His intellect are co-unified in His simplicity, alongside also another 

intellect, and who therefore do not separate Him from the triad17, believe that 

He is not a number and therefore they absolutely refuse to admit that He is 

the one. These things are somehow said in a right way and truthfully, if 

indeed, as said by those who hand down these traditions, the Gods revealed 

those things. But they surpass all human understanding, and it seems like 

someone were to explain to those blind by birth the differences between the 



colors by introducing logical symbols for those things which escape any 

definition that could describe them; consequently, those who understood 

their meaning would have truthful definitions about colors, but they would 

completely ignore what they are, not having the natural perception of color. In 

a similar way, the power of the intuition of God is missing from us, and when 

some represent him in some way, they reveal to us something about Him 

through a speech as much as we can understand about Him, Him remaining 

above every discourse and every concept about Him, since we are in 

ignorance. If so, those who, in the knowledge of God, say what He is not, are 

better than those who say what He is, even if what they say is true, since they 

are not in a position to understand what is said to them, since if we 

understand something of Him through His so called predicates and through 

examples based on things down here to obtain a certain notion of Him, but 

then they themselves, reversing what they said, they claim not to pay 

attention to what was said in a direct  way, but that one should take a step 

back from those and the meaning of those to understand God. As so, this 

concludes the teaching of those that were known belonging to Him, according 

to the tradition. 

X. 6. There is something superfluous, I think, in the purification of our 

understanding, distancing [ourselves] after listening to the predicates of His 

and out of those, distancing from the highest and those considered 

immediately after Him. The Stoics do not abandon the belief that if something 

is possible to be understood by reason, as so the God, being above all, is 

impossible to be understood, not only by reason, but also by intellect. And 

besides, [Plato] claims, it’s not the “thisness” of the soul that is being 

searched, but what it is [soul], and the nature of being and its quality that is 

tried to be understood. All the powers of knowledge which are declaring what 

the “thisness” is, they do not state what we are urgently searching for but 

what we are not searching for. God is not like this, He is independent of any 

“being” and any “is”, because He preexists essence. There is no criterion for 

His knowledge, but it suffices [for the soul] that every conscious subject, is 

searching for the image of Him because of its ignorance. Therefore, neither 

Him can be known, nor the way that the second realities proceed from Him, 

through Him and by Him. But they also try to explain about Him, those who 

dared to reveal those things relating to Him, and they are trying by attaching 

themselves to the things about Him18… 

XI. 1. About the second one, although he [=Plato] has passed to the level of 

being, and of this [being] that does not participate in substance, he uses 

another reasoning, as if it participated in the substance19. If he said, then, that 

he made the assumption that the being participated in the substance, the 

reasoning would be absurd, but since, having placed the one participating in 

substance, he claims that it must be recognized, since the one is not in its 

purity, but the property of being it is united with it, this is why [Plato] says that 

the one partakes of substance. As if someone, in the definition of man, having 



taken the “animal”, said that it participates in the “rational”, since man is a 

“rational animal”, uniting “animal” with “rational”, and “rational” with 

“animal”. In the same way, the one unites itself with substance, and substance 

unites itself with the one, and it is not a juxtaposition of the one and the 

being, because in this way the one would be subject and being would be an 

accident, but it is instead an individuality of the substance which depicts the 

simplicity of the one, not standing at the purity of the one, but in concluding 

the being. Since the second one is not the first, and does not subsist thanks to 

another but through the first, it is also not the same as the first, because if it 

was not different than Him, nor originating by Him, it would have no other 

cause for the procession. But since it comes from Him, it is also one itself; if it 

is not that, it is because it constitutes one-being, while that remaining one-

only. How indeed could the one change one, if the one was pure one, and the 

second not pure. This is why the second one is and is not at the same time the 

first one, since what is after something and which derives from this thing, is in 

a way this thing, from which and through which it comes, at the same time is 

something else, which, not only does not coincide with what it comes from, 

but is also known by opposite predicates. 

XII. 3.For example, the first one is one-only, the second one is one-all; that one is 

a one without substance, this one is a one with substance; this substantial 

being, “substantiated” partakes in the substance, said Plato, he did not place 

the being first, claiming that the being partakes in the substance, but he put 

the one first, the one with substance, and he claimed that it partakes in 

substance. Perhaps, since the second comes from the first, because of this 

participation of the second in the first is called one, belonging to the whole, 

the one-being having been generated by the participation in the one; and 

since it was not generated first, but it later participated in the one, although it 

started from the one it was not said that it participates in the one, but that 

the one partakes in the being, not because the being was first, but because 

the otherness of the one converted it into the one being the whole of this; 

therefore, due to the one having  been generated in a second time, the one 

has become the one-being. Look now what Plato did not consider, although 

he suggested it, that the one which is above substance and which is an entity, 

it does not exist, nor is an entity nor an activity, but it rather acts and it is the 

pure act, consequently it is the being before the being; thus participating in 

this being, the one possesses a derivative being which is exactly participating 

in the being. As so, the being is double, the first preexists the being, the 

second one is produced by the one that is beyond; and the one is absolutely 

this being in itself, in some way it’s the idea of being, the second one was 

generated by participating in this being, and the second one deriving from the 

first one is combined with it; like, if you think that you are white20… 

XIII. 1. not being able to enter in itself21. To whom is this addressed to, which 

cannot enter in itself, if not the one? And to whom is it addressed, to which it 

cannot enter? Who is this with whom he is in contact with both in the same 



way to the divided? Who is the one saying that it is another thing what is 

thought and another what is meant? [Who is] the one that watches when the 

thought is united with the meant and when cannot it do so? It is apparent 

that it is this act which stands above the others, which transcends all of them, 

which uses all of them as instruments, which is in contact with them in this 

way and yet not being in any of them. Any  other act is fixed to something and 

ordered in every way to it, both according to the form and according to the 

name, but this [act] is not the act of anything, and due to this, it does not 

have form, nor name, nor essence. And it is not held in anything, but it is also 

not formed by anything, it is by essence impassive and by essence inseparable 

from itself, it is neither intellection, nor intelligible, nor substance, but it is 

above all, and devoid of relation. Just as the sight is not connected to the 

object of hearing, nor is hearing [connected] with the object of sight, and 

both of them are not connected with the object of taste, and each of them 

does not know that each of them is different than the other, nor that the 

object  of hearing is different than the object of sight, but there is another 

power which is above all of them, which separates those things and knows 

their identity and their difference, their substance and perception, and it can 

be in contact with them, and it uses those powers as instruments, since it is 

superior, it transcends them; in the same way it could be said that the power 

according to which the intelligence that cannot return to itself knows, is 

different, superior to the distinction between intellection and the intelligible 

and above this reality in majesty and in power and in this way being one and 

simple “this itself” is different from itself, according to its act and its existence, 

and it is simple according to something else, and it is different to itself 

according to something else; something different from the one is not one, and 

something different from simple is not simple. 

XIV. 10. It is one then and simple, according to its first [form] and “this itself” is the 

idea of this itself, power, or this that is necessary to name in order to indicate 

that it is an inexpressible and inconceivable [reality]. It is not one, nor simple, 

according to the existence, the life and the thought. And the thought and the 

thing meant, according to the existence, the thought which the intelligence 

transforms from existence into thought, in order to return to the state of 

thought and towards itself, it becomes life. And this is why [intelligence] is 

infinite. And since all of them are acts, and since according to the existence, 

the act is aiming towards itself, according to life the act derives from the 

existence. And according to this, [the intelligence] is at once at rest and 

moving, in itself and in another, it is a whole and it has parts, it is identical and 

different; according to the thought itself, the one as the original and authentic 

one is not at rest, nor in motion, it is not identical nor different, not in itself, 

nor in another. Since it is not an object of thought, nor something that acts, 

neither towards itself, nor towards something else22… 

 



Translation notes 

1 In the text, the term “he” usually refers to God, in this part however, “he” most probably refers to 

Plato. The participle “ορμώμενον” in the original Greek text does not make it easier to decide whether 

the subject is “he” or “I”, I have chosen the first case though (subject “he”) based on other parts of the 

text that he refers to Plato using “he”. It is still debatable though. 

2 Before the word “σύμφυλος” in the original text, there are gaps in the text, so the translation “of the 

same kind” might be mistaken. 

3 In the period starting with the phrase " And in this way there will be no falling into void” and ending 

with “insofar as I am able to explain” I have followed the translation provided in the book “The 

Platonizing Sethian Background of Plotinus’s Mysticism” by Zeke Mazur (2020). In this note where the 

translation for this part of the text is provided, the Commentary is referred as Anonymous Commentary 

of Plato’s Parmenides, they do not acknowledge that this is Porphyry’s commentary. 

4 After this period, the original text has a gap. As so, there is no apparent connection with what follows. 

5After this period there is a gap in the original text. What follows is not connected. 

6 There is again a gap in the original text. There is no connection with the period that follows. 

7Gap in the original text, no obvious connection with the period that follows.  

8 Gap in the original text, no obvious connection with the period that follows. 

9 Gap in the original text, no obvious connection with the period that follows. 

10. This sentence might be a bit confusing syntactically in my attempt to translate the original Greek text 

as closely as possible. The meaning of the sentence is that knowledge is the attempt to know 

something that it is already known. God already knows everything. So the knowledge in an absolute 

sense it already exists. There is something that it is already known. People get to know. They did not 

know beforehand. Since something was already known, they try to get to know the already known. 

11 In the original Greek text the term used is “apatheia”. In English, the term “apatheia” is only used in a 

very particular context, when referring to the Stoic philosophy. The term “apathy” originating from the 

Greek word “apatheia” is not able to explain the notion in which is used here. In the Italian translation 

by Reale (Reale, 73), the equivalent of the English word “impassibility” is being used, but I do not agree 

that this is the meaning of the word “apatheia” in this case. I could not find an exact equivalent English 

word to describe the term, and this is why I translated this part with the phrase “remaining unaffected”. 

12 Based on the original text, the exact translation should have been “inside him”, although I believe 

that it probably has the essence of “in comparison with him”. 

13 There is a gap after this period. There is no obvious connection with the next part of the text. 

14 The translated as “In this way” phrase is related to the part of the text that is missing. 

15 After this period the text is missing. 

16
 The phrase “since they do not exist, they are created in himself” is referring to the part of the text 

that is missing. There is no apparent connection with the part that follows. 

17 The term “triad” is discussed more analytically later in this paper. 

18 The text that follows this period is missing. 

19 This period is referring to the part of the text that is missing. 

20 There is a part missing after this period. 



21 This period is referring to a part of the text that is missing. 

22 The text ends abruptly since there is a part that is missing. 

 

Comments on “Porphyry’s Commentary of Plato’s Parmenides” 

Any comment on Plato’s Parmenides could be quite a bold move. Comments on a 
commentary of Plato’s Parmenides might be even riskier. There are a lot of parts that 
one could discuss. The whole text is, actually, worth commenting, from the beginning 
to the end. And since there are a lot of parts missing, this makes the commenting on 
the text more difficult, but also more fascinating since there are possibilities for 
completely different ways of interpretation of this text. 

It might be quite apparent, but I believe that the application of the notion of the 
One is the part that it is more worth commenting. As it has been discussed already in 
this paper, the One, as mentioned in the Parmenides of Plato, has a lot of characteristics 
that could be mentioned about it (Hermann, 39) but what is actually never mentioned 
is what the “One” actually is. This is where the Porphyrian commentary is quite useful. 
It makes crystal clear from the first lines (at least the first lines of the original text that 
has been saved) what the “one” actually refers to. A close look at the text will help us 
understand Porphyry’s thought. 

“the notion of the one applies to Him” This is the key phrase, possibly, of the whole 
text. Porphyry states that the whole discussion about the One, is actually a reference to 
God. This might complicate a bit more the first sentence of the text though. “Starting 
from this, he presents the arguments this way”. As I mentioned before in this paper, in 
the original text, it is not quite easy to understand if it is “he” who is presenting the 
arguments, or if it is “I” who is presenting the arguments. It is certain that “he” is not 
referring to God, but to Plato. But, as far as I know (and I am not certain about that), 
Plato in the Parmenides, never indicates that the One has anything to do with the God 
, or the Gods to be more accurate chronologically. As so, the arguments that “he 
presents this way”, if the “he” is Plato, there is something that I am missing. However, 
this might be a reference to the part of the text that is missing, or Porphyry is just certain 
that Plato is speaking about God, and he (Porphyry) uses “he” as a means to transfer 
his own belief to Plato’s text. However, we also do not know who is “missing the right 
point”. “One who suggests those things, is missing the right point”. We do not know 
what the right point is, and what are those things that someone suggests. This does not 
affect the rest of the text that much though. 

“God is indeed for the most part unspeakable and unnamable, being above all, 
but this is not due to a defect of His nature, that the notion of one applies to Him”. In 
other words, thinking that God is the One, or to be more precise, that God is connected 
with the one is not derogatory towards God. He is “unspeakable”, “unnamable” and 
above all, but this does not mean that he is not connected with the One, and more 
particularly, this does not mean that connecting Him with the One is an insult towards 
God. 

 



“because of this smallness and this indivisibility, they considered the one as 
something most foreign to God”. The characteristics attributed to the One, smallness 
and indivisibility, are the reason that people are “prevented” from making the 
connection of God and the One, in the sense that something small cannot be 
connected with God, especially when there is “indivisibility”, since God is considered 
to be great, not small. However, Porphyry states that the One should not be 
connected only with smallness and indivisibility. He adds that: 

“When we consider of the notion of one, [we consider] the infinite power and the 

cause of all beings and the principle of all that derive from Him and out of this derives 

the essence of one, not because of the smallness… but because this unimaginable 

existence is absolutely different from everything and does not exist with multitude, nor 

with activity, nor with knowledge, nor with simplicity, nor with any other of the notions 

deriving from it, since it is superior to all other things and this is the way it is thought 

of by all” 

In other words, the One should not be thought only as something small, but its other 

characteristics, as described in the Parmenides should be taken into consideration, 

particularly “the infinite power” or the “cause of all beings”, this is the way that the 

notion of one could be applied to God. This “unimaginable existence” is different than 

anything else and “superior to all other things”. It is also worth mentioning that there 

are references about the being in a poem of Parmenides, the real Parmenides, not the 

character of the Platonic text. Some of the characteristics attributed to the “being” in 

the Porphyrian commentary could be linked to the description of the being by 

Parmenides. As so, according to these characteristics, a connection of the One and God 

is feasible. 

Porphyry takes his thought one step further. 

“He is the cause of both the multiplicity and its existence, while He is not either one, 

nor multiple, He is though above all the substance of those existing because of him; As 

so, He is not only above multiplicity, but He is also beyond the notion of one; since due 

to Him one and monad [exist]” 

In the above fragment he states that God is not one nor multiple (characteristics of the 

one) and he is above all substance, which (the substance) exists because of Him. He is 

“beyond the notion of one”. This perplexes things a bit. So far, it has been stated that 

the notion of the One should be applied to God, without it being derogatory, but here 

it is stated that God is beyond the notion of the One. So could this mean that the One 

is independent of God? Is the One created by God then? If yes, what for? God could 

have created substance without creating the One, or without the existence of the One. 

“One and monad” exist because of Him, but are they created by Him?  

“we should be reminded that [Plato] had announced he would examine [those 
hypotheses] supposing that what he was describing existed…” writes Porphyry. “Those 
hypotheses” refer to the Hypotheses about the One as described in Plato’s Parmenides. 
What Porphyry writes is that the characteristics attributed to the One are described 



with the presupposition that the One exists. As so the God exists, according to him, but 
still the questions that I brought up earlier remain.  

“He always has this incomparable prominence towards everything that exists, and 
everything despite having been generated by Him, exists as if He somehow did not exist”. 
A bit contradicting reference by Porphyry. He supports that God is above everything 
existing, as so, He is above the One as well, which he earlier stated that it exists, since 
Plato described it because it existed. But since God exists, and as it seems the One also 
exists, then why everything is generated by God, but it exists like He does not exist? 
What is the purpose of that? Why was God needed in the creation process for the 
existing things?  

“In this way, every alterity, every identity, every similarity and every dissimilarity 
are foreign to God, since He is always unrelated to what comes after Him, and it is those 
who have been created by Him who, having become dissimilar to Him, they strive to 
return to Him, and they believe that their relations to Him are reciprocal”. This explains 
why there is nothing similar to God (even though there are certain characteristics of the 
One that apply to Him that are similar to Him), since He is beyond everything, even 
beyond the One (according to the text so far). It still does not explain why is God needed 
in order for the One to be created, and as so the rest of the things, since, He is beyond 
the One, but so far it is not clearly stated that He created the One, and if He created the 
One, why did He attribute some characteristics of Him to the One, if nothing should be 
like Him?  

 

“He is the only one who possesses being in an inseparable way and is above all, 
He is a whole by himself, due to his unity and solitude, and He remains unrelated to all 
the things that have been substantiated by Him and through Him”. These characteristics 
make total sense when speaking about God. But they also make sense about the 
Platonic One. So is God the Platonic One? If yes, then why it was stated that it is because 
of God that the “one and the monad exist”. Is this “one” that exists because of God the 
One that Plato was talking about in the Parmenides? Is it the simple one that Porphyry 
stated that it was created by God? And the “simple one” in terms of Plato (there is one-
only and one- all) or the one in the sense that is (and was ) used in everyday life? Or 
does it have to do with the “being” as discussed in the poem of the philosopher 
Parmenides? 

“we should not understand “those that come after Him” in the sense that , on the 
one hand, they would coexist with Him in regards with the place or in regards with the 
process of materializing their substance, and on the other hand, that He possesses those 
who make everything a whole and a second-order reality of things, but instead we 
should understand ‘those who come after Him” as completely separated out of Him and 
as being nothing in comparison with Him”. This dense part of the text is probably a 
satisfactory answer to the questions above. The thing that is yet crystal clear is if God is 
the One, in the way that the One is described in the Parmenides, or if He is beyond the 
One, as mentioned earlier in the Porphyrian text. If the One did not co-exist with Him, 
was it created by Him? And what was its purpose? If God is not the One Himself, but He 
is beyond it. 



“it is not Him who is a non-being and incomprehensible for those who want to 
know Him, but it is we and all the other entities who are nothing compared to him”. That 
could explain the confusion that has been created, independently of whether God is 
the Platonic One, or the Platonic One is sth independent of God, with God being beyond 
it. 

“And I’m saying unclear things, since I am unable to express those things”. This is 
because humans and all other beings are nothing in comparison with Him, as stated 
before. And as stated in the beginning of the text God is for the most part “unnamable” 
and “unspeakable”. 

“Those who said that He Himself is separate from all things that come from Him 
and grant that His power and His intellect are co-unified in His simplicity, alongside also 
another intellect, and who therefore do not separate Him from the triad, believe that 
He is not a number and therefore they absolutely refuse to admit that He is the one”. 
There is another problem emerging here. Since the “triad” is most possibly the “Holy 
Trinity” this creates two problems. The first one is whether the Holy Trinity is the exact 
same as God, who according to this fragment is the One, as so if every single part of the 
Holy Trinity is the exact same and as so it is the One, while not being One in number. 
The second problem emerging here is that “the Holy Trinity” is clearly Christian territory. 
It would be weird for Porphyry to discuss Christian matters, given that he has written a 
text titled against the Christians. So, if the aforementioned “triad” is indeed the Holy 
Trinity, then the paternity of the commentary is again in doubt. 

“the power of the intuition of God is missing from us, and when some represent 
Him in some way, they reveal something about Him to us through a speech as much as 
we can understand about Him, Him remaining above every discourse and every concept 
about Him, since we are in ignorance” . This answers sufficiently to the “problems” that 
came up in the previous fragment. 

 

 

“Since the second one is not the first and does not subsist thanks to another but 
through the first, it is also not the same as the first, because if it was not different than 
Him, nor originating by Him, it would have no other cause for the procession. But since 
it comes from Him, it is also one itself”. Here he speaks about the first One and the 
second One, the one-only and one-all. As it seems “it comes from Him”. So the One 
exists, and is independent of God, in the sense that He is not the One as described in 
the Parmenides, but the One is created by God, and it is different by God, but it is also 
one in itself, since it comes from Him, but this sounds like it is similar to God, since God 
is a whole by himself. 

 

Conclusion 

Plato’s Parmenides is already a quite difficult philosophical text to discuss and 
analyze. Trying to implement the principles met in the Platonic text, the principles 
(characteristics) about the One is what Porphyry (accepting that he is the author of the 



cited text above) is trying to do. Given the difficulty of the Parmenides itself, the task 
that Porphyry is trying to fulfill is not an easy one. In my opinion it is quite clever trying 
to implement the characteristics of the One, as described in the Parmenides, into God. 
However, this creates some other problems, or philosophical inquiries to be more 
precise. And there is still an unclear point, the relation of God with the One. Is it one 
and the same? Is the One created by God? Is it independent of God? These are 
questions that are the core of the neoplatonic traditions and they  cannot be answered 
in a paper like this. Particularly when taking into consideration that the text of Porphyry 
is a text that many parts of it are missing. As so, the answers that we are trying to find 
could be, at least partially, in those missing parts. Moreover, it is a text that has not been 
discussed in length. Maybe this is a chance of it to be brought a bit more into the 
spotlight, and as so, a chance to answer a lot of questions related to the Parmenides, a 
lot of questions created by the text itself, or new questions about either the 
Parmenides, or the Commentary of Plato’s Parmenides. Besides, this was one of the 
main goals of this paper. To bring a not so well-known text into the spotlight, and a 
chance of Philology and Philosophy to once again collaborate.  
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