CHAPTER §

John Scottus Eriugena

INTRODUCTION: THE CAROLINGIAN RENAISSANCE

John Scot(t)us Eriugena was an Irish scholar residing at the court of Charles
the Bald, grandson of Charlemagne, king of the Franks. Charlemagne stood
at the beginning of a cultural renaissance (renovatio), a blossoming of the
arts and the intellectual life. Eriugena is mainly remembered for his volu-
minous work the Periphyseon [On Nature] or, in its Latin title, De Divisione
Naturae [The Division of Nature], a dialogue between a Master (Nuzritor)
and his disciple (A/umnus). Other important works are his De Divina
Praedestinatione [Treatise on Divine Predestination], the Homily on the
Prologue of John, and an incomplete Commentary on the Gospel of John
(and part of which is lost: all we have is the commentary on John r:11-29;
3:1—4, 28; 6:5—14).

We do not know when Eriugena was born — he seems to have died some
time around AD 870 or not too many years afterwards. He arrived at the
court of Charles the Bald in the 840s. He knew Greek, and translated the
complete works of Pseudo-Dionysius, the Ambigua and Quaestiones ad
Thallassicum by Maximus Confessor, and Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis
opificio [On the Making of Man]. These authors had a major impact on
Eriugena’s own thought, and he quotes extensively from their works in his
own Periphyseon. Some of the main themes he adopts from Pseudo-
Dionysius are the emphasis on the unknowable nature of God, the roles
of negative and positive theology and the themes of procession and return.

After the turbulences of previous centuries (discussed earlier)
Charlemagne (oD 742-814), sometimes called Pater Europae (the Father
of Europe) was crowned Emperor by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day ap
800. This event had more than a symbolic significance: it illustrates how the
papacy turned its attention away from Byzantium towards the West -
thereby reinforcing the political and cultural separation between the Latin
West and the Greek East. For the first time after the collapse of the Roman
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Empire, Western Europe was united under one head: from Frisia and
Saxony in the North to the Pyrenees and Northern Italy (with the exception
of the papal regions) in the South, and Bohemia and Dalmatia in the East.
Charlemagne had three sons and initially divided his realm into three parts;
but in AD 813 he crowned his only surviving son, Louis the Pious, Emperor
in the magnificent Palatine Chapel at Aachen. After the death of
Charlemagne, Pope Stephanus did the ceremony over in Reims, thereby
creating an important historical precedent: emperors are crowned by Popes,
preferably in Rome. Charlemagne himself moved around (Vagobundus
Carolus) throughout his empire, thus failing to establish one major center
of power and administration, which partly explains the later fragmentation
of the Carolingian empire. Under his son Louis the Pious, monasteries were
reorganized and the Benedictine Rule was enforced throughout the empire.

After Louis’ death and a series of dynastic disputes the empire was divided
amongst Charlemagne’s grandsons into three parts in AD 843 (Treaty of
Verdun): the Western part (later France) was given to Charles the Bald at
whose court Eriugena Scottus would reside; the Eastern part (later
Germany) was given to Louis the German, while the Middle Kingdom
(including the Low Countries, Burgundy and Italy) was given to Lothair;
this Middle Kingdom did not prove politically viable.

Partly due to the lack of a proper political center, family rivalry and
external pressure (from Muslims in the South, Magyars in the East and
Vikings who presented a constant threat throughout the ninth century in
the North Sea regions), the Carolingian empire proved politically unsuc-
cessful; however, as suggested earlier, a genuine cultural rebirth (renais-
sance) took place under the Carolingians which was to have a lasting legacy
in many areas. Charlemagne tried to create a culture for his new Christian
empire, attracting scholars from all over Europe (Lombards, Visigoths,
Anglo-Saxons, Franks and Irish), promoting the arts, the foundation of
schools, the copying of Scripture, the study of classic literature and the
Fathers and so forth. Because Charlemagne wished to have a reliable text of
the Latin Bible (Jerome’s Vulgate), study of Latin and its most important
authors was cultivated. Study of the seven liberal arts (grammatica, rhetorica,
dialectica, arithmetica, geometria, astronomia, musica) was encouraged in
cathedral schools. It was Martianus Capella (fourth century) who, in his
De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii [The Marriage of Philology and
Mercury], had bequeathed the tradition of the seven liberal arts to the
Middle Ages. Eriugena knew this work and wrote a commentary on it.

Like his grandfather, Charles the Bald (ap 822-877) ruled from a

peripatetic court, which mainly travelled across the Isle-de-France region.



























