John Pecham the Microcosm and His Use of Anselm

I.

In studying the European universities of the thirteenth century, scholars concern themselves with the development of trends and ideas, focusing on the men instrumental in that development.  John Pecham was no great innovator; he was responsible for no watersheds in either the intellectual or institutional growth of the medieval university.  But he does, embody the scholastic spirit of his time and its explosion of literary and intellectual output.  Pecham’s writing represents the culmination of the quaestio format and contributes to the English scientific tradition begun by Robert Grosseteste and Roger Bacon.  He appears as a key figure in the Averroist controversy that raged in Paris during Siger of Brabant’s tenure in the arts faculty and Thomas Aquinas’s theological chairmanship.  Pecham’s work on the subject of mendicancy is central to understanding the conflict between the secular and regular clergy in the universities and throughout western Christendom.

Pecham’s academic career spanned half of the thirteenth century and much of Western Europe: he joined the Franciscan order at a young age and taught in the friaries of both Paris and Oxford.  At the latter, he was the first master to give a quodlibetal disputation.  His Biblical commentaries and philosophical and scientific treatises earned him credit with his ecclesiastical superiors; later in life he was elected a Provincial of the Franciscans in England and appointed lecturer at the papal university in Viterbo.  In the matter of the Averroist debate, Pecham adopted the conservative view propounded by Bonaventure: that, according to Augustine, knowledge of truth derives from divine illumination, to which knowledge acquired by sense perception is inherently inferior.  Augustinian, or more specifically Neo-Platonist, beliefs in the individuality of the soul and plurality of form also contrasted with those of the radical Aristotelians.  Pecham’s Tractatus de anima and De aeternitate mundi argue against these Aristotelian propositions which he thought were being faultily interpreted and erroneously disseminated.

Within the universities, Pecham, as a mendicant friar, rejected the anti-friar movements led by such men as William of St Amour.  He volubly refuted their criticisms that poverty was hypocritical and that the friars contributed to the intellectual world’s subservience to the Church, to whose authority the secular faculties of the schools did not wish to be subjected.  While they may have disagreed over interpretations of Aristotle, Pecham and Thomas Aquinas worked together to justify the friars’ position in the universities, a position Pecham’s Tractatus pauperis and Defensio fratrum mendicantium outline in detail, amply supported by patristic and Scriptural authority.  Though the Franciscans and Dominicans offered valiant resistance, claiming that they represented the true apostolic life and had no real possessions or worldly concerns of their own, the eventual reversal of the bull Quasi lignum vitae in 1261 undermined their power in the universities (though this did not hamper Pecham’s appointment as a regent master of theology at Paris a few years thereafter).

Pecham’s role in the English scientific tradition is not that of a trendsetter, but rather one of a preservationist: he combined the Arabic knowledge of optics and light with Grosseteste’s and Bacon’s theories of the multiplication of species and role of light as a divine agent.  He was, however, the first of the English scientists to suggest that vision results from rays entering, rather than exiting, the eye.  Despite this, he still agreed with his predecessors’ conclusions about the metaphysical qualities of light and about the application of Augustine’s all-important belief in divine illumination to their theories.

After Pecham’s appointment to the primatial see of Canterbury in 1279, he maintained the traditions of his Franciscan heritage, reissuing the condemnations of 1277 to which Robert Kilwardby had subscribed, an echo of the anti-Aristotelian prohibitions at Sens nearly seventy years earlier.  Thus, even after Pecham had left the sphere of intellectual discourse, his presence continued to be felt within the universities, just as it had been in the controversies of the four decades prior to the beginning of his archiepiscopate.  Pecham’s participation in the intellectual and social conflicts of the thirteenth century at both Paris and Oxford, his literary output on the subject of those conflicts, his maintenance of the English tradition of natural philosophy, and his ultimate ecclesiastical success, indicate that he broadly represents the European scholars of the period.  In this capacity one can examine the level of his academic knowledge and the scope of his literary expertise in an attempt to determine what information and texts were available to the thirteenth-century scholastic, to infer how widely they were used by his contemporaries, and to deduce how well his fellows at Paris and Oxford were educated.

The extent of John Pecham’s literary knowledge can be easily seen by means of a table of authors and works cited in a selection of Pecham’s writing.  As one might expect from such a staunch Franciscan, Pecham cites Augustine more frequently than he cites any other author, and the number of Augustine’s works with which he is familiar is also the largest (although this might simply indicate the prolific nature of Augustine’s writing).  In addition to selections from the Confessiones and De civitate Dei, Pecham also quotes passages from Augustine’s more obscure letters, and from tracts such as De verbis Domini and De mirabilibus Sacrae Scripturae.  Two of the most frequently quoted Augustinian texts are De Genesi ad Litteram and Super Genesim contra Manichaeum, from which Pecham draws justification for his own multi-faceted arguments—for example, those in favor of mendicancy and in criticism of Robert Kilwardby.

Much more surprising than Pecham’s use of Augustine are his citations of Aristotle.  By the time Pecham made his contributions to scholastic literature in the 1260s and 1270s, translations of the philosophical works of Aristotle had been accessible to the academic world of Western Europe for nearly thirty years.  Despite condemnation of the council at Sens in 1210 of the teaching of Aristotle, masters at Paris and Oxford continued their own examination of the available texts, and Pecham was apparently no exception.  In order to counter what he saw as the radical interpretations of Aristotle propounded by Siger of Brabant and Thomas Aquinas, Pecham had to understand the nature of Aristotle’s philosophy and create a supportable interpretation more in line with Augustinian doctrinal views.  Nearly all of the Aristotelian literature Pecham cites is part of the influx of new texts which occurred in the early thirteenth century, including more specifically the Metaphysics, De anima, and the De generatione et corruptione.  John Pecham, as a product of the tradition of natural philosophy at Oxford and of Augustinian Neo-Platonism at the Franciscan school at Paris, was forced to tread a fine line between his conflicting philosophies; one can speculate that each citation of Aristotle that appears in Pecham’s writing is carefully placed and construed so as neither to contradict his condemnations nor to negate his previous proofs.  The struggle between his Platonist and Aristotelian arguments sometimes results in a rather wry misunderstanding of the text in question.

Accompanying the classical texts flowing into Europe in the early thirteenth century were the works of Arabic authors, both original scientific and philosophical treatises and commentaries on earlier philosophers.  Pecham displays a more-than-cursory familiarity with these Arabic authors, especially Avicenna and Alhazen.  In his use of Aristotle, Pecham relied to some extent on the commentaries of Avicenna, but his work on optics is clearly based on Alhazen’s massive Opticae thesaurus, numerous propositions of which Pecham includes in the Perspectiva communis.  In fact, it is rare for Pecham to assert any optical principle without supporting it with, at the very least, a reconstruction of one of Alhazen’s ideas.  Pecham also demonstrates knowledge of the scientific writings of Alkindi and of the philosophy of Averroes, even if only to refute interpretations of the latter.

What is most surprising, given the new translations of classical works, is how Pecham includes non-Christian authors other than Plato and Aristotle in argument over very Christian controversies.  Particularly in the collection of Pecham’s Quaestiones, quotations from Cicero and Seneca appear, and in the Tractatus pauperis he quotes Juvenal.
  While familiarity with secular classical works is not so unusual when one considers the broad nature of the thirteenth-century liberal arts curriculum, citation of these same works in argumentative justification is, nevertheless, unexpected.

Less startling is Pecham’s reliance on the works of the early Church fathers other than Augustine.  The letters of Jerome appear with regular frequency in the wide spectrum of Pecham’s literary output, as do the sermons of John Chrysostom and Gregory’s Moralium, a commentary on the book of Job.  Beyond the Latin fathers, selected works of Dionysius and Boethius appear in De aeternitate mundi.  Pecham also displays a wide knowledge of more recent ecclesiastical authors: his texts include quotations of Peter Lombard’s Sententiae and Hugh of St Victor’s De sacramentis, though works such as these surface less often in Pecham’s writing than do those of the philosophers or of the early fathers.  Pecham also knew the literature of his own contemporaries, such as Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas; he remarks upon the latter’s Summa theologica with notable frequency.
  One cannot assume, however, that because Pecham repeats an idea or concept from another work, he is especially knowledgable about that work, particularly with regard to the writing of his contemporaries, whose treatises were not widely disseminated at the time and who regularly shared common theories.

Worth mention too is John Pecham’s use of the Bible in his texts.  As a Franciscan friar and a student of theology, Pecham would possess intensive knowledge of Scripture, and that he does is evident in the liberal sprinkling of Biblical ratification throughout both his philosophical and scientific arguments.  He has a thorough knowledge of the Gospels and Epistles, and a comparable comprehension of all the major Old Testament books.  Pecham uses verses from Matthew with the highest frequency, followed by Luke, John, and Mark in the Gospels, and First Corinthians at the head of the Pauline epistles.  Though today the Gospel of Mark is thought to be the oldest book of the New Testament and the one whose account of Jesus is the closest to historical truth, theologians in the Middle Ages made no such distinctions.  Pecham’s reliance on Matthew may be a result of the Gospel’s length, or of Pecham’s purpose in writing the works consulted for this paper, most of which are not theological and thus utilize the Gospel of John less than might be expected.  Mark, the least cited Gospel, also happens to be the shortest.  First and Second Corinthians appear prominently in Pecham’s writing, as do Acts and Revelation.  His use of the Old Testament is rather ordinary; the reliance on Job can be attributed to Pecham’s knowledge of Gregory’s Moralium, as noted above.  The only discrepancy worthy of note is the paucity of quotes from Psalms, a lack possibly explained by the nature of Pecham’s writing, which leans more towards the intellectual than the spiritual.

II.

Unfortunately, without a very detailed examination of Pecham’s works, a true picture of his literary knowledge cannot be obtained.  By focusing specifically on one of the authors whom Pecham uses, however, a fractal image of his reading appears, which can then be extrapolated to cover the wider spectrum of his erudition.  Out of the authors available, I have selected Anselm, for two main reasons: first, he is obscure enough for Pecham not to have learned his works by rote in the way that he would have absorbed Ambrose or Lombard in the university; second, Pecham’s quotations of Anselm are numerous enough to ensure that he is not using only one passage or text, yet do not cover the vast expanse of literature seen in Pecham’s use of Aristotle and Augustine.

Anselm materializes in four of the works studied: 

De aeternitate mundi
Tractatus pauperis
Defensio fratrum mendicantum and

Quaestiones.

Among these, the following tracts of Anselm are quoted:

Monologium (6 citations)

Proslogium (1 citation)

De veritate (4 citations)

De concordia praescientiae et praedestinationis (3 citations)

De casu Diaboli (1 citation)

De conceptu Virginali et originali peccato (2 citations)

Cur Deus homo (4 citations) and

De incarnatione Verbi (1 citation).

John Pecham uses the writings of Anselm primarily as validation for the arguments he presents in his own works.  Statements such as ‘Item hoc ipsum patet per Anselm,’ ‘est ratio Anselmi,’ and ‘probat Anselmus’ appear in nearly every mention of the saint’s words.  Pecham’s method of citation, however, is inconsistent and varies with the strength of Anselm’s support.  In no fewer than ten citations, Pecham quotes Anselm word-for-word, or nearly so.  Other times he paraphrases Anselm’s points, and in a few cases Pecham simply mentions that Anselm agrees with his own argument: 

‘Creatio ex Dei voluntate opus existens, non coaeterna est cum Deo, quia non aptum natum est quod ex non-ente ad esse deducitur coaeternum esse ei, qui sine principio est et semper est.’ Et haec est etiam ratio Anselmi, Monologion, 24, cap.

More information can be obtained from Pecham’s direct quotations: the accuracy, extent, and demonstration of Pecham’s knowledge of Anselm’s writings. Pecham’s Quaestiones contain all of the direct quotations, four of which will be examined here.  In the interests of economy I will not include the quaestio, since what I primarily wish to show is the coincidence between Pecham’s quotes and the actual version of Anselm’s text.


The first instance of quotation is a long one, which Pecham claims appears in book 69 of the Monologium: 

‘Anima nata est, ut Deum semper diligat.  Aut hoc habitura est, et tunc est immortalis; aut non est habitura, quod si sit, aut hoc dimittit sponte aliquando, aut violentur.  Sed nefas est dicere summam sapientiam ad hoc eam fecisse, ut amittat tantum bonum aut contemnat aut volens tenere aliqua violentia perdat.  Restat igitur ut haec facta sit, ut sine fine amet summam essentiam; at hoc facere non potest, nisi semper vivat.’

This text is indeed part of book 69 (column 215, volume 158 of the Patrologia Latina).  Pecham, however, has not quoted Anselm exactly, but has pulled phrases from throughout Monologium 69, putting them together with slight variations, but in the same order in which they appear in Anselm’s text.  This type of quotation occurs again when Pecham includes an extract from the Proslogium: ‘Tenebratur oculus mentis infirmitate sua, obscuratur sua brevitate et obruitur tota immensitate.’
  Cited as being in book 14, the quote again is not exact; the word ‘mentis’ does not appear in the text, while the sentence itself is pieced together from many different parts of the passages Anselm includes in book 14.


There are many possible reasons for these discrepancies.  First, it is possible that the manuscript used for the Patrologia latina is different from the one from which Pecham took his remarks.  The variations might also result from Pecham’s faulty or partial memory—he may have recalled only the pertinent parts of the passage, or remembered the actual words only incompletely.  If Pecham’s recollection is to blame, then it can be assumed he was not working directly from a text, and that he had an independent working knowledge of both the Monologium and the Proslogium.  Without data on Anselm’s manuscripts available to Pecham at the time, however, we cannot conclude decisively that Pecham’s familiarity with these works was anything more than cursory with the ability to locate the information he sought in an actual text.


John Pecham also uses Anselm’s De veritate in his Quaestiones, two of the four appearances being direct quotations.  In the first instance Pecham writes, ‘“Veritas est in omnibus, quae sunt essentia.  Quae haec sunt, quia in summa veritate sunt.”’
  The text of De veritate in the Patrologia latina preserves the same phrase in the second half of the quotation, with quod substituted for quae, and quia and hoc in place of haec.  The first phrase is more problematic, reading in the PL ‘Est igitur veritas in omnium quae sunt essentia.’
  Pecham has not significantly altered the meaning of the sentence, except perhaps to state that there is truth in everything, which may not be what Anselm wished to assert at all.


The second quotation of De veritate appears in the same quaestio, in which Pecham claims that, according to Anselm, ‘“Veritas est rectitudo sola mente perceptibilis.”’
  This is only part of a longer sentence which reads, ‘Possumus igitur, nisi fallor, diffinire quia veritas est rectitudo sola mente perceptibilis.’
  Again, the difference in meaning is not great, but where Anselm allows for the ‘nisi fallor,’ Pecham affirms Anselm’s declaration of truth unequivocally.


Without knowing what texts John Pecham had at his disposal, it can only be assumed that Pecham quoted the parts of Anselm’s writings which he perceived supported his own arguments or which he might conditionally deny for the same purposes.  In no case has Pecham rephrased Anselm in such a way that the meaning of his statements is changed significantly; each small discrepancy is merely a reworking of phrase in order to align the words more closely with Pecham’s own intent.  The possibility of Pecham’s possessing a text that differs from that used in the Patrologia latina, however, must not be ignored; textual difference would account for the minor disparities but preservation of meaning.

III.


The greater issue is how John Pecham’s use of Anselm reflects his knowledge of all the other works available to him in the mid-thirteenth century and, more broadly, the spectrum of literature familiar to everyone else at the universities in Pecham’s day.  John Pecham had been educated at both Paris and Oxford, the two great European centers of learning in the thirteenth century, and the scope of his scholarly education indicates that both of these institutions must have had texts readily available.  Pecham, born around 1230, was young enough to have missed the first years of the ecclesiastical ban on the metaphysical works of Aristotle and his Arabic continuators, and Pecham’s extensive manipulation of both these types of works shows that, even though the prohibitions against teaching Aristotle in the theology faculty were still nominally in place, the masters were well acquainted with Aristotle’s natural philosophy (indeed, Pecham’s condemnation of Siger of Brabant is even further proof that the arts faculty were as well).  Even those theologians who disapproved of radical Aristotelianism must have studied the texts in question, as Pecham demonstrates, if only to refute them.  If these condemned works were so readily accessible, then the tracts of the Church fathers must have been abundant.  The early Church doctors, having been so promulgated by Rome for their valuable philosophical and catechetic content, were taught throughout Europe.  Anselm, as a former archbishop of Canterbury, must have been known to some extent to all students of theology at Oxford and particularly appreciated by the Neo-Platonist Franciscans, among whom Pecham clearly numbered himself.  The casual way in which Pecham is able to incorporate strands of a wide variety of Anselm’s works, which were relatively unpopular in comparison to those of Augustine and Jerome, for example, indicates that he knew even the more obscure authors with reasonable exactness.  If this is truly so, then his expertise in all the major theological and philosophical works at hand must have been comparable, if not superior.


John Pecham, though fairly representative of a thirteenth-century Franciscan theologian, is overshadowed by some of his contemporaries, most notably Thomas Aquinas and Roger Bacon.  Bacon, though he focused primarily on natural philosophy rather than on theology and the ecclesiastical controversies of the day, included in his Opus maius what he considered to be an exemplary curriculum for university students of the era, one which incorporated assimilation of classical languages with a broad reading program.  In order for Bacon to judge which literary works were worthy of study, he would have studied vast numbers of tracts and carefully weighed their value to the academic and religious world.  This assumption can be made merely on the basis of Bacon’s Opus; but the details of Pecham’s education confirm the theory.  Both men were Franciscans, studying at Paris and Oxford, roughly ten years apart in age; and though Bacon did most of his later work outside of the universities, his proximity to them and contacts within the faculties (one of whom, very possibly, was John Pecham himself) would have made their resources easily accessible—and thus Bacon’s basis of available literature becomes essentially the same as Pecham’s.  There is no reason to believe Bacon would have utilized it any less than his compatriot.


Thomas Aquinas’s case is similar to Roger Bacon’s.  The theological proofs in his massive Summa theologica are all based on patristic and Scriptural authority with an infusion of the new Aristotle that adds even further support to Aquinas’s logic.  It is inconceivable that Aquinas would have approached the daunting task of writing a summa without thorough comprehension of every orthodox theological work at hand and every treatise on natural philosophy that could be submitted to Christian scrutiny.  At Paris in Pecham’s day, Thomas Aquinas would have used possibly the very same manuscripts as Pecham, and at the very least copies of the same works, since Pecham and Aquinas were known to disagree publicly on philosophical issues, a disagreement that Pecham carried over to Robert Kilwardby, Aquinas’s fellow Dominican.  As it appears that Pecham and Aquinas disputed more over the interpretation of certain texts, rather than their usefulness, the extent and quality of their literary education cannot have differed greatly.

An examination of Pecham’s knowledge of Anselm, therefore, and the conclusion that he is sufficiently familiar with enough of Anselm’s work to manipulate it to suit his purposes, can be extended to Pecham’s knowledge of the major theological and philosophical writers of the Christian era through the thirteenth century, especially that of Augustine and Aristotle, whom Pecham cites repeatedly in his treatises.  Because Pecham, a relatively unremarkable figure in comparison to his more ground-breaking contemporaries, shows wide-ranging comprehension of the literary material available in Paris and Oxford, and because his education did not differ widely from the other university fellows of his day, it can be inferred that such a broad, all-encompassing, detailed knowledge of previous and contemporaneous scholarship was common to the men educated in those universities—particularly members of the mendicant orders, whom Pecham represented in both an ecclesiastical and scholarly context and whom he defended with all the vast and exhaustive authority he had at his disposal.

� In De aeternitate mundi, 8, Pecham attempts to summarize Plato’s position on the creation of the world, and after a rather difficult logical analysis adds the statement, ‘Propter quod Philosophus dicit: “Plato solus generat mundum.”’  Aristotle’s actual words (Physics, VIII, 1) are that Plato alone asserts the creation of time and the universe.  Whether this is what Pecham intended by ‘generat,’ whether he misread Aristotle entirely, or whether he learned the text from a corrupt manuscript is not known.


� Tractatus pauperis, 43.  The quotation in question is from Satire XIV, 139.


� For a comprehensive list of the authors and works Pecham references, see Appendix A.


� See Appendix B for a table of the books of the Bible and their relative frequencies.


� De aeternitate mundi, 33.


� Beiträge, Quaestiones, 17.


� Beiträge, Quaestiones, 63.


� PL 158, 235.


� Beiträge, Quaestiones, 61.


� PL 158, 475.


� I am inclined to see this as an error in the PL, since in that particular clause the preposition ‘in’ has no discernible ablative object.


� Beiträge, Quaestiones, 61.


� PL 158, 480.


� Pecham does, however, continue Anselm with his own remark: ‘Sed non cognoscitur certitudinaliter esse verum, nisi examinetur ad regulam infallibilem.’
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