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From the point of view of intellectual history, the decades around the turn of the thirteenth century are a crucial if imperfectly understood period. Besides marking the hazy beginnings of the universities of Paris and Oxford, it also witnessed the move away from the various forms of 12th century Neoplatonism. What gradually emerged instead was an ever-more institutionalized scholasticism with its accompanying university curricula, soon to be characterized by a close study of Aristotle’s new logic and nature-scientific writings. It is also a period of unprecedented self-confidence on the part of the Church, as well as of more aggressive and organized proceedings against intellectual and popular heresy (in particular the Waldenses and the Cathars) and other forms of dissent. In the middle of all these transformations, the academic career of Alexander Neckam—he lived from 1157 to 1217—spans two ends of the spectrum. Neckam studied in Paris under masters intellectually related to the generation that produced men like Thierry of Chartres or William of Conches; yet toward the end of his life he attended the Fourth Lateran Council, and his last work, the encyclopedic poem Laus sapientie divine is an unquestioned praise of God as well as of the power of his Church. 

Neckam was a keen observer of life around him—keen enough to provide Urban Holmes with enough raw data to write his “Daily living in the Twelfth Century.” Neckam’s description of the mariners’ compass, and a genuine concern about natural phenomena earned him a place among early English naturalists in line that continues with Robert Grosseteste and Roger Bacon. However, when it comes to the subject of human knowledge Neckam the teacher and encyclopedist had a rather peculiar attitude toward human ability to know and describe the material world. Not only does he follow a vast itinerary of created things with a commentary on Ecclesiastes—text beginning, as we know, with the words “vanity of vanities, all is vanity”—but reminds his readers on several occasions that although he knows considerably more, such display of erudition would be nothing but vainglory. We may, with Stephen Ferruolo, take a skeptical view of the situation and assume that Neckam’s modesty is a rhetorical tool intended to cover up the author’s scholarly inadequacies. But Neckam is too consistent to be bluffing. The theme reappears, in more or less same shape, throughout his writings: it is quite probable that despite, or because of, his broad education, he actively sought to impose limits on human knowledge. In today’s presentation I will look at the correspondence between Neckam’s self-imposed limitations, and some concrete developments in Europe around 1200. I will consider three aspects of his work: first, his treatment of problematic natural-scientific subjects; second, his attitudes toward knowledge, in particular toward what we would consider “scientific knowledge”, and finally his magnum opus, a poetic encyclopedia that rephrased an earlier (and potentially dangerous) structural pattern of knowledge into a more doctrinally safe treatise. 

These days, it would be difficult to market an encyclopedia whose descriptions of fascinating phenomena like the spots on the moon end mid-paragraph with a lapidary note that additional information, while available, is not only unnecessary but also potentially dangerous for the reader—particularly if the author suggests that he does possess that secret knowledge, only that he considers it prudent not to divulge any of it. That is in effect what Alexander Neckam does in his encyclopedic works. In discussing the nature of fire, for instance, after distinguishing between its three species, he decides that the nature of the most superior kind of fire, namely light, is not proper for the present discussion, and moves to another subject.
 Similarly, while he does note the various motions of the stars, he prefers to leave the subject to the sophists. Such nitpicking is difficult and lacks utility,
 he writes; and adds in a related passage “What are the double and imperfect coluri to me?”
 Apparently, not much, as he does not mention the subject again. 

 Neckam’s rather odd approach to what we would call natural science becomes even more obvious in his treatment of potentially dangerous questions that challenged the Genesis account of creation by offering alternate explanations. Becoming hot issues among twelfth-century intellectuals, they included disquisitions on the nature of Plato’s world-soul, the concept of primal matter hyle, or the physical explanation of waters above firmament. To scholars like Adelard of Bath, authority was clearly on the side of reason—in places where the Biblical creation account contradicted experiential observation it should be interpreted allegorically. But Adelard sacrificed a career in the church in order to look outside the boundaries of what he saw as scholastic limitations. More recently, in 1148, Gilbert of Poitiers had been accused of excessive Platonizing by St Bernard, and at roughly the same time William of Conches was compelled to rewrite his youthful, daring, encyclopedic manual of science Philosophia Mundi into a more morally acceptable treatise that he called Dragmaticon. Dealing with potentially heretical articles, any scholar was risking at least the promise of a successful career in the church, if not more, as the twelfth century neared its close. We know that Neckam was familiar with the arguments of philosophers, even those arguments that came under increased scrutiny or condemnation. One of his earliest works, a commentary on Martianus Capella presents subjects like hyle and the world soul or anima mundi in manner very similar to the commentary attributed to Bernard Silvestris, as well as to the Berlin Capella commentary edited by Haijo Westra. He even mentions the now-heretical proposition of philosophers who identify anima mundi with the Holy Spirit. But it is clear throughout the commentary that he does not embrace the philosophers’ learning: he is merely reporting it. Faced with the possibility of drawing challenging premises—like difficulty of believing the account of waters above firmament given the relative weight of the elements—Neckam unambiguously sides with the authority of sancta ecclesia. 

It is thus not entirely surprising that when he was composing his encyclopedias, roughly ten years after the Capella commentary, Neckam omitted the discussion of hyle and anima mundi altogether, despite the fact that both De naturis rerum and Laus sapientie divine contain significant passages on the creation. Instead, in the first work he uses solely the creation account from Genesis and the opening of the Gospel of John as his starting point. In the second, the only traces of questionable doctrines are found in biting (and indirect) ad hominem attacks against heretics and faithless philosophers, and a single, brief mention of hyle in trinitarian, Christological context: “He who endowed the earth with plants, gave form to hyle; it was he who took up our sins, was crucified. He arranges, rules, and preserves all in existence, contains, includes, sustains, adorns, and loves all.”
 This fleeting mention is the only one in his encyclopedias of this fascinating subject. And although Neckam still uses information from potentially dangerous sources—including questiones naturales of Adelard of Bath, he does not engage them as a philosopher, but moves quickly away from philosophical discussion to tropology. 

Neckam believes that Philosophers’ conclusions can be intriguing, even useful in understanding doctrine and in moving the believer’s soul closer to God: but more often than not such knowledge leads to arrogance and vainglory, and ends up damning the soul. Not to mention the fact that one’s books can be banned if one crosses the boundaries of propriety. Reason and philosophers cannot answer the most important questions, those dealing with the spiritual meaning of natural phenomena. Of what use is the knowledge that the moon is spotted because there are caverns or irregularities covering its surface if we do not realize the unquestionable fact that the moon used to be as bright as the sun today, and its phases and dark spots are there to remind us of our primal parents’ original sin? And although Neckam doesn’t exactly know how it is that waters can exist above the firmament, neither do the philosophers; but since the waters are undoubtedly there he at least has a fit tropological analogy: they represent major tribulations of the Church, or alternatively the fructifying waters of baptism. “Isn’t the wisdom of this world foolishness in God’s eyes,” he remarks, encouraging what he mockingly calls the Attic crowd, to keep quiet.
 Philosophers’ knowledge is too superficial to uncover the true natures of things.  

To Neckam the moralist, natural things and occurrences are a signum pointing to the higher truth of divine power and human weakness. If facts and observations cannot be interpreted in this pattern, they are irrelevant and potentially harmful—particularly, as he repeatedly notes in his sermons, if they result in spiritual seekers abandoning the narrow road to salvation and, God forbid, seeking lucrative careers in the secular domain. Looking at Neckam’s encyclopedias from this point of view, his brief note at the beginning of De naturis rerum, saying that the author has selected certain phenomena for tropological interpretation, acquires a special significance. Neckam’s vast encyclopedic project is in fact a kind of sifting-through, or a selective translation, of mostly well known, but some new, knowledge of nature, into a pattern familiar to and desired by his contemporaries: tropology; and the selection and avoidance of topics is entirely intentional. Faced with an expanding body of new knowledge, Neckam chose what he saw as the more spiritually safe way out of a possible labyrinth of error. And, given the circumstances, supporting the “sancta mater ecclesia” against philosophers of doubtful credentials was not an entirely bad idea.  

If transgressing boundaries of knowledge properly assigned to humans is dangerous, why bother writing encyclopedias? Why devote years of one’s career and hundreds of sheets of parchment to the descriptions of minutiae of the created world—and risk being inadvertently drawn into complex explanations that may cause one to succumb to curiosity and risk damnation? From Neckam’s perspective, the answer has to do precisely with the fact that curiosity is natural to humanity. To be profitable, intellectual endeavors need a firm foundation to navigate, to use his favorite metaphor, the dangerous seas of the world. That foundation is what Martin Grabman calls practical orientation in theology; Stephen Jaeger, more recently, litteras et mores kind of education; and Hugh of St Victor defines in his Didascalicon. It is marked by a study and of the virtues, their relationship to one another and to the vices, combined with meditation on sacred texts and a close observation of external behavior that can reveal important clues about one’s spiritual state. 

 Neckam’s theory of the human soul is rooted in standard knowledge of the 12th century. It is a psychology of a fallen world, heavily damaged by Eve’s first independent and, utterly irresponsible, act.
 “Thanks to the original sin,” he writes, “the soul was wrapped in clouds of ignorance.”
 Man lost his ability to fully comprehend the world, and contemplate God. The world itself was thrown into discord, planets’ lucidity dimmed, and many animals suddenly ceased to be vegetarian. But all hope did not perish. Because of the grace of the supremely benevolent creator, some capacity for knowledge was preserved in the form of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, septem dona, of fear, piety, knowledge, fortitude, counsel, intellect, and wisdom, which are planted in all human beings as indestructible sparks. They fuel the growth of virtues which, if correctly cultivated through the use of free choice, raise the soul toward its proper capacity granted at the moment of creation. Salvation or damnation depends on one’s proper use of free choice, and on building up a sufficient reservoir of merit by a constant practice in virtuous life. It is a serious matter, not to be taken lightly, and Neckam not infrequently bewails the ease with which people allow their souls to be damned: “Even a most superficial wound of the body is given the greatest care, but there is hardly anyone who seeks remedy for lethal affliction of the soul.”
 
The human soul has two main categories of powers: superior (the higher soul, intellect, rationality), and inferior (senses, sensuality).
 In order to transcend the clouds of ignorance that surround it, the soul must first learn to control, and then entirely abandon, the inferior pars rationis. Tropology, by digesting and interpreting the Word of God in textual and three-dimensional form, provides the soul with tools for moral improvement. It is thus a fundamental part of spiritual growth, and entire systems—most notably the program advanced by Hugh of St Victor—were developed to provide a safe environment for seekers. When lower desires have been mastered, one can move toward contemplation of divine perfection and join all creatures in a cosmic praise of the Triune God in the spirit of Psalm 148. Only then one can catalogue and describe the myriads of creatures without fear of becoming entangled in their materiality. From Neckam’s point of view, medieval philosophers (and by implication modern scientists), in their reliance on sense data provided by the lowest part of human soul, collect information in all the wrong places. The senses are not to be viewed as sources of empirical data but as windows through which temptation and destruction may enter, windows that must be constantly guarded in order to prevent eternal damnation.

Understanding Neckam’s attitude toward knowledge may help us explain his strange selectivity with which he approaches his sources, but also the peculiar use he makes of the new logic of Aristotle and natural question literature. We know that Neckam had access to modern translations: he refers directly to the Posterior Analytics, and has nothing but praise for the Philosopher, as he calls Aristotle. He was impressed by the Greeks, but, as Richard Southern observed, not particularly stimulated, at least not in the way we would expect. After his rather extensive but inconclusive discussion of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics in the De naturis rerum, just at the moment when the questions begin to invite deeper analysis, he responds with familiar moralization: instead of dealing with the reasons behind twinkling of the stars, he compares them to the faithful and their distance from God. Case closed. Neckam is not looking for new ways of explaining the workings of the world; he wants to synchronize new knowledge with the moral pattern on which his personal cosmology is based. The new paradigm, to use a modern term, of analyzing natural phenomena independently of moral authoritative statements, was entirely unfamiliar to him. 
That Neckam consistently followed his tropological program is apparent in his last major work, the Laus sapientie divine. Its modern readers comment on Neckam’s departure from moralization that is so prominent in his earlier works—and in many ways the Laus does appear to be the most “scientific” of his works. There are clearly fewer tropological appendices to explanations of phenomena. The elegiac distiches are tightly packed around the central theme of the four elements, and the extant—although incomplete—supplements to the work expand the discussion of astronomy, liberal arts, and biblical study considerably beyond the range of the De naturis rerum. What is even more remarkable is the strong presence of nature: Natura becomes, in Gregory Berry’s analysis, a presence akin to the neo-Platonic quasi-divinities of Bernard Silvestris’ Cosmographia. Did Neckam at last, in his old age (he was almost 50 years old) succumb to the inevitable march of progress and abandon his old-fashioned obsession with moralization?
Not quite. Upon closer scrutiny and comparison with the Cosmographia or Conches’ Dragmaticon, it becomes evident that Neckam remains firmly entrenched in his moralizing stance. Where Silvestris treads dangerously near pantheism, and where Conches attempts to delve deeper into technicalities of the universe, Neckam remains close to the orthodoxy of sancta mater ecclesia, and keeps reminding his reader of the importance of correct exercise of free choice. “O, if the first, defeated man, had resisted yielding, if man had never been subdued by vice, bright stars would watch him with their primal brilliance, nor would the radiant light of the sun lose its luminosity.”
 Although the moralization Neckam’s poetic encyclopedia is not as obvious as in the De naturis rerum, it is there: of the six explanations of moon’s spots, three are tropological, and the rhetorical figure of Faustus the Manichee, who attacks the theory of waters above firmament, is silenced with the expression desunt symbola, or “we lack ways of expressing it,” a method resembling uncannily Neckam’s earlier works. In the end, although inspired by the exuberant works of twelfth-century neo-Platonists, Neckam’s last work safely glides past accusations of doctrinal irregularity. 
In addition, the appearance of Faustus the Manichee—an obvious reference to the current threat of the dualist sect of the Cathars—affirms Neckam’s position on the correct side of the religious spectrum. Although the Laus sapientie divine is too general to be used as a manual to fight the Cathars, it is a handy compendium of contemporary knowledge that can help guide the faithful in the right direction. In a time of profound transformations, when the Church had to face more and more complex challenges, Neckam’s work offers safe knowledge, consolation, and encouragement on the path of personal improvement. Unfortunately for Neckam, his last project did not become a success—only five manuscripts survive of the Laus sapientie divine, as opposed to fifteen of the De naturis rerum. His safe haven for seekers of knowledge may have proved a bit too safe, too steeped in an age no longer relevant to his readers, who probably clamored for real Aristotle, not a poetic tropological digest.     
A more cynical mind could wonder whether Neckam’s choices as an author were too tendentious and politically correct to be sincere. When I first read his commentary on Martianus Capella, the idea immediately crossed my mind. But after considering most of his works, it appears to me that his efforts, whether too calculated or simply unintelligible to modern eyes, reveal a consistent development of a mind toward a firm, sincere conviction that knowledge is a powerful, potentially dangerous tool that must be used wisely: “It is proper to want to know, but within limits of sobriety.” What I also believe, having the advantage of eight hundred years of hindsight, is that Neckam’s cautious attitude represents the extreme edge of a dying paradigm. Before Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics and other writings made their full impact on the Western intellectual world, it was possible to fuse various modes of knowing without worrying about mixing the irreconcilable. Fifty years later, Neckam’s attitude was outdated—and in the end it was not be the monks and cloistered canons whom Neckam saw as guardians of wisdom, but the friars, with their intimate relationship with the world outside the cloister, who recognized and took full advantage of the new knowledge. 
� DNR I.xvii [57] de igne. 


� LSD I.590


� LSD I.281


� Vestit ylen formis, qui vestit gramine terram,


     Qui crucis in stauro crimina nostra tulit.


Omnia disponit, regit et conseruat in esse,


     Continet, includit, sustinet, ornat, amat. (LSD I.275-232).


� DNR I.xvi. 


� In Neckam’s view Adam was seduced by Eve. NECAP 58va-b.


� NECAP 55va: very rough image, but it is clear the metaphor is there: MIRROR signifies virtue through which the soul, no matter how burdened by flesh and "merito originale peccati tenebris IGNORANCIE circumdata sit" has nevertheless a certain recognition of its original liberty (or something like that).


� Eccles. commentary 119v. Col. 1: "Uariis morbi uariis egent remediis, et nunc morbos expelli, nunc sanitates conseruari res desiderat. O si tam solliciti essent filii ade morbo anime mederi quam studiosi sunt corporum excludere iniurias. Vulneri corporis etiam exiguo maxima adhibetur diligentia curando, letali anime uulneri uix est qui remedium querat."


� NECAP 58va-b ( SOUL – powers – inf./super


� Sermon 13; 38r. Assit spiritualis in sensibus nostris ne mors subintret per fenestras sensuum


� LSD X.231, 501.





