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Although Plato has always been revered throughout the history of
philosophy, the general trend of philosophy up to the modern era was
Avristotelian. Even the Neoplatonists, with the exception of Plotinus, wrote
more or less in the Aristotelian style and in form of Aristotelian
commentaries. Philosophers knew very little about the authentic or historical
Plato; Not only because Plato's writings were transmitted by the
Neoplatonists, but also because Plato was understood in a Neoplatonic way.
Ficino was the first to try to revive Plato during the Renaissance. However,
his efforts did not result in an interpretive change. The real revival of Plato
took place in the eighteenth century and in Germany. This revival is
understudied in Persian. Though Schleiermacher is known for being one of
Plato’s translators, it is not known what happened to Plato from Ficino to
Schleiermacher. There is even scarce knowledge about Schleiermacher’s
role in Plato scholarship and the process which led to Schleiermacher’s
Plato. This article deals with the subject of Plato scholarship up to the
emergence of the Romantic Plato. Departing from the conviction that novel
philosophical ideas are not born ex nihilo, we will examine the early stages
of Plato scholarship in order to recognize the figures whose legacy became
the cornerstone of modern Plato scholarship. Thus, we examine the Plato
scholarship of Ficino, Brucker, Tiedemann and Tennemann, and try to find
out what distinguishes the modern or early modern interpretations from the
traditional Plato and what are the grounding canons of modern Plato
scholarship.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Even though Plato has always been esteemed as one of the pillars of philosophy and has been
always cherished as the most important disciple of Socrates and the legendary teacher of Aristotle,
philosophers’ acquaintance with him, with some periodical exceptions, was highly lacking. Also,
Plato’s philosophy was not always understood in the same way, not to speak of a sound way.
Philosophers of different philosophical traditions were highly dependent on the middle Platonists
and Neoplatonists for accessing Plato; not only because they were the main transmitters of his
writings, but also because they provided the most protracted and dominating interpretation of
Plato’s writings and his philosophy. Knowledge of Plato in all traditions of philosophy throughout
the Middle Ages, namely the Arabic and the Latin philosophy as well as the Syriac and Byzantine
philosophy, was scarce and conflicted with myths and wondrous stories of an occult Plato. So,
Plato was not quite any close to the Plato whom we know and admire today. But what has changed
since then?

This article tries to shed light on the origins of the modern Plato scholarship. For this purpose,
departing from the conviction that philosophical views are not born ex nihilo, it adopts a historical
perspective and outlines the main stations of philosophical engagements with Plato’s writings from
the early Italian Renaissance, beginning with Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), and tracks its main
protagonist up to the late eighteenth century and before the emergence of the romantic Plato,
namely before Friedrich Schlegel and Friedrich Ernst Schleiermacher, with a special focus on Plato
scholarship in Germany and German language, which is arguably the birthplace of modern Plato.
The strategy of this paper has been to examine the most significant writings on Plato of this era and
to highlight those who have been acknowledged as being the founders of new Plato according to
the contemporary scholarship. Thus, it marks three towering figures of post-traditional Plato
scholarship -Johann Jakob Brucker (1696-1770), Dietrich Tiedemann (1748-1803), and Wilhelm
Gottlieb Tennemann (1761-1819)- and highlights their main contributions to the field and
underscores what discriminates their work from the pre-modern scholarship.

Traditional Plato

Pre-modern Plato was a man of divination and occult. He was a Pythagorean, hermetic philosopher
who put more emphasis on the ineffability of the highest intelligibles and accentuated the role of
spiritual practice for accessing the ultimate truth, according to a sympathetic interpretation. This
picture was conveyed to the medieval philosophy through pagan and Christian Neoplatonists and
has been long unexaminable due to the absence of authentic Platonic works. Whereas a great
portion of Aristotelian, or say, Galenic texts were available to the medieval philosophers less than
a handful of Platonic texts were at their disposal. The situation changed in the Italian Renaissance
with Marsilio Ficino who provided a Latin translation of Platonic corpus, yet he appended to it his
occultist-hermetic-Christian-Neoplatonic interpretation. Hence, the picture of Plato remained
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untouched. In some occasions it even led to a defame of the divine Plato to a vicious poet and
dramaturge who aimed at irritating the minds of students and bewildering them.

Post-traditional Plato

At the dawn of the eighteenth century the increased interest in the history of philosophy culminated
in the works of a Lutheran theologian, Johann Jakob Brucker (1696-1770), who dedicated almost
his entire scholarly career to composing philosophical and critical histories of philosophy, therein
Plato was also covered as a result. Brucker was dismissive of Plato and his philosophy but at the
same time a persuaded antagonist of Neoplatonists due to their allegedly destructive effect on early
Christian theology. So, he tried to free Plato from Neoplatonist Plato and demanded that Plato must
be understood on his own. Yet in effect, he was not able to substitute the annulled interpretation
with a new, sound understanding of Plato himself. So, the outcome of his exertions for Plato
scholarship was merely negative: Plato without Neoplatonism of any kind.

The Rise of modern Plato

Apart from some minor dispersed and popular works, the main Plato scholars after Ficino and
Brucker were two philosophers at Marburg university: Dietrich Tiedemann, and Wilhelm Gottlieb
Tennemann— called Marburger in this article— who wrote massive works dedicated to Plato.
Tiedemann was a Lockean-Leibnizian philosopher who tried to provide a systematic account of
Plato’s philosophy which was not Neoplatonic. He was convinced that Plato has had a
philosophical system but it was unwritten, a conviction he drew based on Aristotle’s testimony,
and so is not accessible to us. Yet relying on the indirect ancient sources and testimonies, one may
reconstruct it in a way. The result of this reconstruction, however, resulted to impose his own
system on Plato’s writings.

In the same vein, Tennemann also believed that Plato has had two philosophies or rather a
double philosophy: an exoteric philosophy for the masses, which was put forth in the dialogues,
and an esoteric philosophy for the members of the academy, which most probably was taught
orally. Whereas the exoteric philosophy was couched in myth, allegories, and unsolved problems,
the esoteric one has been a truly scientific and straightforward. The dialogue form plays no
philosophical role and is used as a literary and artistic tool for encouraging the disciples to learn to
think on their own. The exoteric writings play the role of propaedeutic for his esoteric philosophy.
So, they are not completely diverging. Putting a special emphasis on Plato’s critique of composing
philosophical texts in Phaedrus, Tennemann concluded that Plato did not write down his ultimate
thoughts for he was convinced that such a hazard is impossible and condemned to failure. For the
first time in the post-traditional Plato scholarship, he argued that determining the authenticity and
chronological order of the works ascribed to Plato was crucial to attain a true grasp of his
philosophy. In order to do so, he relied on the marks and evidences outside the texts. Despite all
these, the result of Tennemann’s reconstruction of Plato’s esoteric philosophy turned to be his own
Kantian system imposed on Plato.
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Concluding Remarks

The genealogy of modern Plato scholarship may be pursued from Brucker, who composed the first
philosophical history of philosophy in the European philosophy. His main contribution to Plato
studies was the denial of the authority of Neoplatonic interpretation. With the Marburger scholars
Plato scholarship was elevated to a new level. Both Marburger believed in a Platonic system which
was not put forth in dialogues with the exception of some basic and preparatory principles. So both
discriminated an esoteric philosophy from an exoteric one and claimed that the esoteric philosophy
must have been an ontology and an account of the foundations of human knowledge. Endeavoring
to reconstruct this supposedly Platonic ontology, put in post-Kantian modern terms, they imposed
their own systems on Plato which resulted in Entplatonisirungen (deplatonizing) of Plato. Yet, they
established the view that in order to attain a proper understanding of Plato, one may rely only on
Plato himself. Whereas Tiedemann took Aristotle’s and other ancient testimonies regarding Plato’s
unwritten doctrines for granted, Tennemann added the qualification that such testimonies must be
examined against Plato’s authentic writings. For the first time in Plato studies, Tennemann used
the new method of historical, external criticism for determining the chronological order of Plato’s
dialogues. He also brought Phaedrus’ criticism of composing philosophical texts to the center of
Plato studies of the eighteenth century. The heritage of the Marburger’s contribution to Plato
studies lasted long and benefitted generations of philosophers and is still at play to some extent.
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