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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book has been a long time in gestation.
I first met Porphyry in Rome in the year 1963, at the age of 15, in high school 

where I was studying the role played by his Isagoge in medieval philosophy. I 
have no difficulty in admitting that I was not particularly attracted by him, and 
that was as far as it went. I encountered Porphyry again several years later (1971- 
1978) at the Catholic University of Milan, this time in the context of my new 
interests in the religious history of Late Antiquity and the relations between 
early Christianity and the Greco-Roman civilization. The essay by Wilhelm Nes­
tle on the main objections raised by pagan thinkers against Christianity, "Die 
Haupteinwände des antiken Denkens gegen das Christentum”, prompted me to 
take new paths.1 What struck me was the discovery of something of which I had 
been blissfully ignorant, namely that Porphyry was the author of the harshest 
attack made by the pagans on Christianity, and since then I have not ceased to 
be curious about this man and his anti-Christian work.

I at once realized that this topic is one of those that makes you tremble at 
the mere thought of its intrinsic difficulties. I therefore began my research with 
the works that were then considered the most reliable, that is Wolff’s edition of 
Porphyry’s Phi.losoph.ia ex Oraculis Haurienda,2 the biography of Porphyry by 
Joseph Bidez,3 and the collection of the fragments of the anti-Christian trea­
tise edited by Adolf von Hamack.4 On the strength of the knowledge acquired, 
I enthusiastically accepted the invitation to write a short entry on “Porphyry” 
for the Encyclopedia of the Early Church edited by Angelo Di Berardino,5 and for 
some time I also entertained the notion of publishing a new, critically updated 
edition of the fragments of Porphyry’s anti-Christian treatise, based on Har- 
nack’s edition, which was then universally deemed irreplaceable.

But that illusion was short-lived, and those fragile, initial certainties gave way 
to a more and more marked scepticism. Lecturing on the works by Amobius, 
Lactantius, Eusebius, Firmicus Maternus, Marius Victorinus, Macarius of Mag­
nesia and Augustine, in the courses on ancient Christian literature that I held 
during the Eighties at the University of Padua, took me in unexpected direc­
tions. After reading the harsh review by Pierre Hadot of the book by John J.

1 Nestle 1941.
2 Wolff 1856.
3 Bidez 1913.
4 Hamack 1916,1921 and 1921a.
5 Beatrice 1992b (original Italian edition 1984).


