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MACROBIUSAND THE CARDINAL VIRTUES

BY ORSOLYA TOTH

This dissertation, entitlelacrobius and the Cardinal Virtuesxamines the Neo-
platonic virtue ethics of Macrobius Ambrosius Thesids, a Roman author living
at the turn of the and %' Centuries AD, on the basis of his two major works,
SaturnaliaandCommentarii in Somnium Scipionls the field of classical studies
there has been a long-standing and dominant viaetvNMlacrobius was just an in-
significant compiler, as a consequence of whichhbba and his works have re-
ceived little attention. This is testified to P. Paolis’ Macrobius-bibliography as
well, which presents a rather moderate quantitgpafcial literature compared to
other ancient authors being researched. Howeverjnterest in Macrobius has
increased somewhat of late (one obvious sign sfithihe publication oBaturna-
lia in three volumes by the Loeb Classical Libraryesgrand in the evaluation of
his works partly new aspects have started to plagle partly already existing
concepts were taken into consideration. As a redutiese, a newly shaping Mac-
robius-image is being created; this dissertatiatesigned to contribute to this with
its results.

The cardinal virtues in question (igrudentig temperantiafortitudo andiusti-
tia) nominated by Plato played a central part in ariamoral philosophies. Neo-
Platonic philosophers — among them firstly Plotians following him Porphyry —
elaborated a specific version of the four virtudsctrine, which linked the exercise
of the virtues mentioned above tightly to the se@scension, to the ascent to the
‘One’. While writing the commentary on Cicerd®mnium ScipionisMacrobius
presents this doctrine of virtues (I 8), althougHiffers from his Greek predeces-
sors in several details; therefore he construdpegifically Roman virtue theory,
which throws new light upon the role and significarof the individual practising
his virtues in his own spiritual search.

The author’'svirtus-concept has previously been analysed by somerodsea,
but these examinations have only touched uponheratarrow spectrum of his
writings, the four virtues having been examinedusively rather than separately.
There is also another known view, according to Whio examples can be found
for the cardinal virtues in MacrobiuSaturnalig which is why there is nothing to
compare the virtue ethics @ommentariito. These reasons form the basis for the
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aims of this dissertation by extending the rangesséarch — to make a survey of
all the occurrences of the four virtues in Macrgbiabove mentioned two works
(his third writing left to us is a grammatical ttate, which is not relevant from this
aspect), then to draw conclusions on the groundiseohccumulated texts’ analysis
about the author’s attitude to the virtues formting base of Roman society’s scale
of values.

Research methods

Taking the premises of the scientific literatungel éhe sparse evidence referring
to Macrobius into account, this dissertation fdetls with the issue of the writer’'s
identity in the scope of a historical examinati&y. means of prosopography and
source analysis it aims to provide an answer tatlestion as to which periods the
lifework of this Late Antiquity’s author could beetsin, sc. this is not negligible
from the aspect of his works’ better understandirajlowing this, while introduc-
ing the three works, it defines an attitude towdhdsorder of origin, primarily by
structure and content analysis of the prefaceSapfirnaliaand Commentarij fur-
thermore it examines the features of Macrobiustiagi style by means of text
interpretation.

The second, major part of this dissertation idtlmn an ethical-terminological
examination. The starting point Gommentariil. 8., wherein the author summa-
rises the main doctrines of neo-Platonic virtuacsthThereafter the premises and
sources of Macrobius’ concepts are introduced,rasut of which, it can be stated
what differs in the author’s virtue perception fréime neo-Platonic samples as well
as what kind of consequences these differenceswdkaespect to the interpreta-
tion of virtutes cardinales

At this point it becomes necessary to introdueewintue examples ddaturna-
lia into the examination; henceforth, both works ofcktdpius play equally impor-
tant roles. While revealing the featurespofidentia temperantia fortitudo and
iustitia, the ground for comparison is provided by the d¢@pancient philosophical
and literary antecedents, in relation to which dieéinitions of each virtue are in-
vestigated, then the analysis continues by consglend interpreting the exam-
ples collected fronsaturnalia Regarding the afore mentionedemplapone of the
main questions is how they are adapted to theeviescriptions o€ommentarii
whether they support these definitions or just @&dict them, and how they modu-
late the concept formed previously on Macrobiusiué perception. This complex
philological and historical analysis provides thasis for the conclusions of this
dissertation.
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The results of the research

The examination of the problems concerning Maarskidentity resulted in the
following: the author is most probably identicalTtbheodosius who held the office
of praefectus praetorio Italiae, lllyrici et Africaan the year 430AD, during the
reign of Valentinian Ill. Although Latin was mosésuredly his native language, he
was not born in Italia but came from one of thevproes — maybe from the area of
North Africa. He does not refer to his politicalndéar in his own works; we can
conclude his that he held high state positions @msn his titles, indicated at the
beginning of his works. His son Eustathius vpaaefectus urbin the period be-
tween 457 and 452, while his grandson had the damzobius Plotinus Eudoxius.

Macrobius talks a lot about ancient Roman religgmal ancient deities in his
works; this topic is of great importance to himteerms one of the main elements
of traditional Roman culture, although it would denistake to assume that these
so-called pagan beliefs determined his own religjiimientity as well. He does not
mention Christianity at all in his works; in spidé this it is almost certain that he
embraced the new belief at least formally, otheswig could not have held the
office which can be attributed to him. The paradakinature of the great silence
surrounding Christianity becoming the state religly the time of the author is
well demonstrated by the fact that Macrobius is ohéhe most widely-read and
popularly quoted authors of the Middle Ages. Ndwelgss, his silence strengthens
the conviction that his religiousness was basedamily upon philosophy, namely
neo-Platonism, it being fashionable at that time.his mind, the soul's breaking
free from the body, the contemplation and the asiethe ‘One’ may be realized
through the virtues and that these are availabdatt and every person. This latter
thought can be paralleled with Christian conceptsigh, and this may be the point
— the age of Macrobius — when the mutual effeckmtiquity’s final great philoso-
phical system and Christianity can be recognizefibrbethe neo-Platonic idea
could eventually melt in the doctrines of the viaias new belief system.

The first of the three works left to us by Macubis a grammatical tractate in
which he examines similarities and differences ketwGreek and Latin verbs.
The originality of this treatise is provided by &pecial content and examination
methods; because of its high standards it candsrded more as a scientific than
a didactic work. The other two workSaturnaliaand Commentarii,are equally
dedicated to his son, Eustathius. By comparisametwo works’ prefaces it may
be assumed th&aturnaliawas created earlier and tHadmmentarii which was
written later, is its integral continuation. Althglu they differ from each other as
regards their genreSaturnaliabeing a piece osymposionliterature, while the
other writing can be placed into the category ahiswentaries, still there is a com-
mon feature in them; via these works Macrobius @ssto transmit the values and
rules of life important to himself to Eustathiusdameyond that he also transfers a
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huge amount of knowledge that includes almost réas of Roman cultural his-
tory. On the grounds of the didactic intention @ogly manifesting itself isatur-
nalia and inCommentariias well as of the great number of examples wididac-
tic aim, the two works can be placed among #peculunof citizens’, which may
be considered as being a sort Fifrstenspiegel The fatherly guidance found
within them supports the evolution of the youth’mdhfrom adolescence to adult-
hood, which helps the accomplishment of his pet#tgriay acquiring Roman eru-
dition and neo-Platonic philosophy in order to beewir bonus one who is able
to control himself, govern others and serve his roomity. The two works men-
tioned above are with didactic feature, born in gpeit of artes liberalesthe di-
rect aim of the author with the encyclopaedic kremlge accumulated in the text is
his son’s education, the extension of his erudjti@hile his indirect intention is to
represent the traditional values of Roman cultwavell as the essential ideas of
neo-Platonic philosophy for his readers in any era.

Following the examination of the questions coniteythe author’s identity and
works, his ethical perception was made the suljédurther investigation. The
virtutes are at the forefront of Macrobius’ moral philosgphn his hierarchical
system the cardinal virtues play the most significpart; the additional virtues
mentioned by him — which are defined as the astowigtues ofvirtutes cardina-
lesin the dissertation — represent one aspect edwhn&o-Platonic thinker elabo-
rates his theory relating to the role and signifae of quattuor virtutesbasically
on the grounds of Plotinus and Porphyry’s doctririag the influence of other
philosophical tendencies well known to Romans dao Be demonstrated here.
The four virtues prudentig temperantiafortitudo andiustitia —are defined on the
level of virtutes politicae, virtutes purgatoriae, virtutesimi iam purgatiand of
virtutes exemplaresThe certain virtues have different functions dedtures on
each level. Placing them on four consecutive legelsespond to the Greek neo-
Platonists’ perception, although significant diéfeces are to be found in Mac-
robius’ evaluation of the virtue levels.

There is no divergence of opinion between Macrekdnd his Greek ideals
regarding the idea that the aim of human life iattain happiness, which is identi-
cal to divinization in neo-Platonic interpretati@aithough regarding the way how
the mentioned purpose can be achieved they diffepinion. The Roman author’s
ethical theory varies from his antecedents mostlyhat it provides the civic vir-
tues placed on the first level wiftuteswith an emphatic role. Furthermore, on the
levels of the so-called major virtues there areesesmaller differences, which may
be explained by divergences of opinion or rathethgyfact that from time to time
the author attempts to reinterpret his mastersh toh thought on certain points
where he considers the original concept to beitkigPlotinus and Porphyry, who
arranged the virtue doctrines of the former inBystematic order, both considered
the civic or political virtues necessary for thdiindual as a social being, but their
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conviction was that happiness cannot be achievethése; they only possess a
preparatory role in the process of ascent to themvatues’ level. The soul's as-
cension can only be attained by means of conteioplat

In contrast, Macrobius, proceeding from a sylldgiargumentation (according
to which if the virtues render someone happy aedcthic virtues are virtues, then
happiness can be achieved by the civic virtues elh states that the way of di-
vinization is open to people exercising civic viasu The mentioned virtues are
calledvirtutes negotiosgewhile the ones of higher levels in connectionhwibn-
templation are theirtutes otiosaeAs a matter of fact, these terms are the equiva-
lents of the practical and theoretical virtues o tuthor and through both types
eternal celestial happiness is attainable. At Hraestime he also admits that al-
though there is no difference in value regarding fimal goal between virtues
linked tovita activaandvita contemplativathe ideal form iggenus mixtumi.e. if
the two virtues can be found together in the irdirel. The mixed type is the per-
fect kind of virtues; this characterized Solon duy#turgus, Numa and Scipio Ae-
milian.

Some scholars assume that the author takes this hécause he misinterprets
neo-Platonic doctrines, while others think thafdot there is no disagreement at
all. Macrobius states the same as Plotinus, only more elegant rhetorical con-
text. This dissertation points out that neithethafse views is convincing enough.
Based on the text ddommentariiit seems obvious that the Late Roman writer is
aware of neo-Platonic ethical theories, and thetemce of the mentioned differ-
ences can be proved unambiguously. Compared t@dheept emphasizing the
misunderstanding of the Plotinian system it is nn@bable that the commentator
deliberately deprives the original doctrine of mtysticism which was previously
provided by the Greek philosopher. Macrobius tendstionalize his virtue ethics
as much as possible in order to adapt it to Ronadureg and mentality in the high-
est degree following the traditional methodrakrpretatio Romana

One of the arguments against the privilegeidfites politicaeis that examples
illustrating civic virtues do not appear in anothweork of his, Saturnalia This
dissertation argues that &aturnaliawas probably written earlier than tkmm-
mentary on the Dream of Scigitds not necessary to support a maybe non egistin
theory. On the other hand, if we take into accddatrobius’ idea that anybody
can possess the virtues, it is not enough to lookahd investigate the virtues of
gubernatoresbut in a more extended sense, they can be adadygaally in con-
nection with anyone. Thus several examples carobbected fromSaturnaliabut
here it should be stressed again that these deeme¢ the function of supporting
particular Macrobian virtue ethics; they can ontydonsidered as being their ante-
cedents. Moreover, they are able to contributentadequate interpretation of the
author’s virtue concept.
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Firstprudentiawas examined by way of the four cardinal virtugscording to
Macrobiusprudentia politicais an intellectual virtue bearing practical wisdom
itself, which adjusts everything to the norm setluy intellect and decides what is
right. On cathartic and theoretical level: its tasko realize contemplation while
on the grade of paradigmatic virtues it is identioadivine Intellect. To this defini-
tion are added the examplesSditurnalia which demonstrate that the interpreta-
tion of the notion can be approached from sevespéets, it is the essential pre-
condition of all creative acts, it is as necesdarythe foundation of a town or a
cult as for the creation of a literary work. Itdsund up with the memory and elo-
quence as wisdom is needed for speaking as we#iragining in silence. It con-
tains providence, foreboding the future, cautiod #re ability to create harmony.
This virtue characterizes mainly elderly, expereh@eople, but we can find an
example — the case of the juvenile Papirius Présiex— when it is attached to a
young boy. Some possessorgpaidentiaare honoured as gods by posterity. Mac-
robius attributes this virtue to lanus, Romulusméous and Caesar among others;
all of them are outstanding examples of the indigidobtaining immortality by
human acts.

According to Macrobius, people who have the virdfi¢emperantiado not do
anything that should be regretted later; they @gerself-constraint, they direct
their own desire to the appropriate way guidedHsyintellect. The Plotinian as-
ceticism observed on the cathartic level appeassflenly by the Roman follower,
the complete oblivion of human desires are theirements of only the third level,
at the highest grade it means the Intellect’s hgriowards itself. The encourage-
ment to exercise temperance is an important elewfeatucation. IfSaturnalia
the author wants to draw his son’s attention tod#wegers hiding in intemperance
by representing several versions of luxury. Thdesrintroduces the main charac-
ters of hissymposiomas the eminent representativegarhperantia in practicing
this virtue Praetextatus, Symmachus and his friemdsed their predecessors, they
strongly disapprove of the luxury and debaucherfontient Times. The author
might exaggerate when talking about the temperafidhe conviviums partici-
pants, as the manner of the celebrations’ desariptiend in the direction of as-
ceticism sometimes going beyond the limits of samf-constraint. It can be ex-
plained by Macrobius’ absolute respect towards greminent members of the
Symmachus-circle and his neo-Platonic thought, wibicth motivated him to in-
troduce the leaders of pagan aristocracy in sushyathat they are ahead of aver-
age people in the process of divinization, intéa,adue to their exceptional tem-
perance.

The main criterion of civic or political courage Commentariiis that the soul
can overcome the fear of danger; at the same taedf things in the category of
turpia is rather desirable. The author does not establisierarchical scale of val-
ues regarding frightful situations, thus he doesaomsider martial courage more
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important than courage testified in any other add#e. This is also proven by
the fact that irSaturnaliahe is not looking primarily for the virtue édrtitudo in
brave warriors and in humans known for their firhaacter but in simple slaves
who also have thigirtus in them as much as free people. The oth@mplunof
courage worth mentioning is connected not surgigimo Hercules; in this case
the hero does not appear in the usual way butdrctéimtext of Sun-theology. Ac-
cording to Macrobius, Hercules is identical to ftieength of Sun givindprtitudo
by which humans become similar to gods.

From the four cardinal virtues the author mentiprsdice as the last one that
has the task on the level wirtutes politicaeof giving everybody their due. This
terse definition recalls certain passages from iGiead legal terminology. Here
Macrobius does not refer to the role iotitia coordinating the other virtues —
which is an important feature of the definitiontire ancient justice-interpretations
— with him it only appears on higher virtue leveBn the grade of major virtues
justice ensures consistency and an eternal unitweke the soul anNus lustitia
is the only one among the four cardinal virtueg thanot dealt with effectively in
Saturnalig all in all it appears only once in connectioniwihe Goddess lustitia.
In contrast, he devotes a lot of space to i€ommentarii its introductory art ex-
amines the role of justice in the state on thesbatiPlato and Cicero. Although
iustitia does not play a significant part Baturnalig its associate virtues often
occur in the most varied contexts. With their hitlp layers of Macrobian justice-
terminology can be revealed, which manifest thewesein the different systems of
relations between people.

Plotinus and Porphyry express their opinions lazahy respecting the nature and
significance of civic virtues. Starting from Pladatheory about the three parts of
the soul they only state that the thinking parii$ue is prudence, the impetuous
part has courage and temperance belongs to theoalesine, above all of which

there is justice coordinating their functions. Tdieic virtues are also respectful,

but it refers rather to the major virtues, as daation can be achieved through
them. On the grounds of the things mentioned abibve obvious that Macrobius

attributes much more significance virtus politica but it cannot be explained

merely by the interpretation of the commentatedef@inian text, as in preference
of the civic virtues the complex influence of Ronaulture, traditional values and

mentality becomes unambiguously visible.

In connection with thexemplaof Saturnaliathere were no preliminary expec-
tations that they should correspond to tiréus-definitions in the commentaries,
still all the passages certify that there is notiaiction between the two works’
virtue-image. Furthermore, the examples analysdthendissertation exceedingly
illustrate Commentariil 8. The commentary oBomnium Scipioniprovides the
mature summary of Macrobius’ concept about the fiattues, and the allusions of
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Saturnalids virtutes— bearing the seeds of the neo-Platonic virtue®ih them —
somewhat suggest this.
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