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Foreword

by JULIAN BARNES

In the Middle Ages, a common male fear—part of a wider apprehension about the
world being turned upside down—was of the Woman Wearing the Breeches. From
the 13th century onward there are countless decorative representations of one
version of this theme. Aristotle and his companion Herpyllis (or Phyllis) are shown
in extreme role reversal: the philosopher crawling on all fours like a beast, while
his companion rides him sidesaddle, goading him, beating him, and tugging on his
philosophic beard. It is a ribald image, but also admonitory: if the most intelligent
male who ever lived could be thus overmastered and brought low by woman and the
flesh, then none of us is safe.

Nowadays, someone only has to step out of one field of competence into
another—a plutocrat flies a balloon across the Atlantic, a cricketer becomes a
psychotherapist—for them to be dubbed a Renaissance Man (the Renaissance Woman
is more rarely identified). But as the modern two-talent persoﬁ was to the original
multi-skilled Renaissance Man, so the latter was to Aristotle. Even to read this short
account of Aristotle’s intellectual activities is to be left breathless and envious:
breathless at the range, energy and attack of the man; envious for two reasons. First,
because he didn’t just discover things, but invented entire new disciplines (logic
and zooloé‘y) while developing many others; second, because he was working and

thinking at a time when it still seemed possible for one human being—admittedly,

one of the highest mental calibre—to grasp all that could be grasped about the
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universe. If anyone could, Aristotle could: hence the shock of him being turned into

a four-footed ninny.

The author of this book has edited The Complete Works of Aristotle, co-
edited the four-volume Articles on Aristotle, and in the course of his distinguished
career has written articles and books on the philosopher. He is also my brother. So
if 1 were to say that the text you are about to read is cogent, learned, accessible,
witty and well-expressed, you might not consider the adjectives unprejudieed. On
the other hand, this judgment is not lightly given, and has a longer context. His
early magnum opus, the two-volume The Presocratic Philosophers, gave me a lot
of trouble; and 1 even got bogged down in his more approachable Aristotle: A Very
Short Imtroduction. So my praise for this book has some claim to validity.

I asked my brother if Aristotle ever mentioned nepotism—or fraternalism, as
in the present instance. Apparently not; though the great man did say, “Brothers
are equal in all things, apart from age.” This—to my non-specialist eye—seems alas
neither memorable nor particularly true. But it reminds me of a complaint that our
mother once addressed to a friend: “1 have two sons. One of them writes books
I can read but can’t understand, and the other writes books I can understand but
can’t read.” She agreed with Aristotle in finding us equal, if only in putdownability.
However, | suspect that, had she lived, she would have been relieved to discover

that one of us has at long last come up with a text that would have satisfied even her.

MURA Darnes
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INTRODUCTION ~—

Coffee with Aristotle? Why not? True, he never drank a cup in his lifetime—nor
tasted turkey, or tomatoes, or tobacco. He lived and died 23 centuries ago. But his
work and his thought did not die. He is in that way still among us. Coffee with
Aristotle, then.

He was a scientist, a historian, a philosopher. Not many people invent a new
science: Aristotle invented two—zoology and logic. His zoology is outd;ated—but
modern zoologists admire him, and Darwin said that Aristotle was his god. His
logic, too, is outmoded—but for more than two millennia Aristotelian logic was the
starting-point of Western thought.

His philosophy was preserved, and sometimes refined, by his successors. It had
an influence on the astronomy of Ptolemy and the medicine of Galen. It was—after
much controversy—accepted by the Christian Church, and it became the foundation
of medieval scholasticism. It helped to shape Arabic thought. It was admired by the
great men of the Renaissance. If it was eclipsed in the 17th and 18th centuries, it
shone out again, so that pfesent-day philosophers treat Aristotle not only as a giant
among their predecessors but also as an honorary and honored colleague. And we
are all influenced, remotely and unconsciously, by Aristotelian thought: when we
use such words as “substance” and “accident,” “potential” and “actual,” “theory”
and “practice,” we are speaking Aristotle’s language.

This interview took place in the last year of Aristotle’s life, after he had retired

from Athens to his estate on the island of Euboea. It wasn’t easy. Everyone knows.




