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Abstract: Book Lambda of Aristotle’s Metaphysicsis one of the
most important compositions in the history of philosophy, as it
contains Aristotle’s most comprehensive account of God. De-
spite the work’s importance in Aristotle’s corpus, as well as be-
ing a key event in Ancient Philosophy, it is nearly absent from
the rich tradition of philosophical commentaries in Late An-
tiquity. Apart from Alexander of Aphrodisias’ systematic
commentary on the Metaphysics Lambda, though modestly
called a ‘paraphrase’, is in fact an influential reinterpretation
of Aristotle’s text at greater length than the original, composed
by him. Themistius’' paraphrase of Metaphysics Lambda is
known that had a significant impact on subsequent medieval
authors in the Arabic and Hebrew worlds. The translation you
will read is a commentary on the first and second chapter of
Book Lambda by Themistius. The Greek original commentary
of Lambda was lost, and after the Arabic translation, it was
transferred to Latin and Hebrew.
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substance, element, change.

This translation is a section of studies which were performed under the title of
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Chapter One

What exists is said to be in various places. (1069a18-19) But when
we seek the principles of what exists, we seek only the principles of
substance, because substance is the first and most real of all that
exists in this sense.

(1069a19-20) For the whole is united, like the union of the organs of
the human body and the parts of a plant, or it is made up of things
that touch each other, like the construction of a house or a ship, or it
is composed of separate parts, like an army or a city. First of all, its
parts are substances, and its place in the whole is like the position of
the heartin the body of an animal's body.

(1069a20-1) If its order is not like this, but rather as found in the
number, first one, then two, then three; or as found in straight
shapes, first triangle, then quadrangle; then, in this example, sub-
stance comes first, then the state and quantity and everything else
like that. Because the existence of substance is prior to the existence
of everything that follows it, just as one is prior to all other numbers,
and the triangle is prior to all other shapes.

(1069a21-2) This is because all things are described as existing in
one way, but the first of these is substance. And as for other things,
they are described as existing because they are found in substance,
whether they are quantities or states, movements, or other similar
things, and their share of existence is only by their addition to sub-
stance. When we describe other genera with words that indicate
existence, this is not surprising, since we only apply those words to
substances.

For example, when we say "this piece of wood is white", our state-
ment "is" one of the expressions that indicate existence. We do not
apply this expression to the whiteness of the wood, but to the wood
itself. Based on this example, we may apply similar expressions to
what we deny of accidents, as well as to what we affirm.
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(1069a22-4) For we apply it, for example, to something that is not
white when we say “this is not white”, and to something that is not
straight when we say “this is not straight”. Similarly, when we say
“this piece of wood is not straight”, we are not referring to the piece
of wood itself, but rather to the statement itself. Likewise, when we
say “this piece of wood is straight”, we are referring to the statement
itself, not the piece of wood.

(1069a24) Since it is not possible to separate accidents from sub-
stance in illusion, let alone in reality, just as we can separate sub-
stance from all other genera. Not that the sensible substance can in
any way be stripped of its accidents. But one and the same substance
remains stable, and its accidents do not remain fixed in it, but
change and succeed one another, some occurring and some ceasing,
such as quantities, states, actions, affections, places, times, and
other genera like them. The principle of all these genera, their ele-
ment and their foundation is substance.

(1069a25-6) The ancients testify to the truth of what we are saying,
for when they sought the principles of existing things, their causes
and their elements, they sought the principles of substance and be-
ginnings, not the principles of conditions, quantities, or other simi-
lar principles. From this, the difference between the two types of
research, the search for the number of the genera of existing things
and the search for the number of the principles of existing things.
For principles are only for substance, and each substance seeks its
principle as one in number. But the genera stand in thought from
the collection of individual things that are similar to each other.

(1069a26-8) However, people today, since they are preoccupied
with logical exercise, posit general things of higher priority than
particular things to be substances, even they posit general things as
the principles of particular things. For they posit universal man as
the principle of Socrates or Plato, and the universal horse as the
principle of this or that horse. (1069a28-31) As for those who came
before, they followed the senses, because philosophy in their time
was recently founded, so they posited particular things as of higher
priority to be principles of substance.
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Since they posited fire, earth, water, and air as the principles of sub-
stance, they did not posit general fire, general earth, or the rest of the
general elements as the elements of existing things, nor did they posit
the general body as the element, but rather this fire, this earth, this
water, and this air.

We have already investigated the issue of which of these two groups
is more correct in their views, those who posit general things as prior
in existence, or those who posit particular things. When we pursue
what we have set out to do, nothing is an obstacle to researching this.
As for now, we have been greatly reminded that it is necessary for
those who seek the principles of existing things to seek the principles
of substance.

(1069a30-3) All substances are three in total, but two of them are
agreed upon by all people, for they are both sensible and fall under
the sense of vision. One of them remains permanent in one state, and
the other changes. The permanent one is the substance of celestial
bodies, while the perishable one is the substance of whatever goes
about on the earth, such as plants and animals. This substance, in
particular, is the substance whose origins and elements were sought
by the earlier views. And it is clear that it is either composed of many
things, namely earth, fire, and the rest of the four, or of other things
that are simpler than these and fewer in number, or of at least one
thing, which sometimes expands and becomes rarefied, and some-
times contracts and becomes dense.

These are two of the three substances from which no other substance
can be derived. (1069a33) As for the third essence, it is an unmoved,
eternal, everlasting, and does not accept any change, neither
[change] which bodies going about on the earth such as plants and
animals accept until they derive from their true natures and become
perishing, nor change that occurs in place, which is the only thing in
where these bodies share with those celestial bodies. For it was posit-
ed as impossible for the substance of celestial bodies to be in different
states at different times. However, since its nature is founded on this,
it is not impossible for it to be in different places at different times.
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(1069a33-4) As for substance that is unmoved and unmixed with
corporeality, it is excluded from all change. Therefore, we say that
this substance is distinct from sensible substance, but we do not
claim that it is distinct from it in place. For it is impossible for sub-
stance, which has no place at all and which is not contained by the
boundaries of body, as they contain other things that have in place, is
distinct from place.

But when we say that this substance is distinct from sensible sub-
stance, we indicate the difference between the two substances. For
since we consider one of these two substances to be unmoved and
unchanging in fact, and not receptive of alteration in any respect,
neither by another nor by itself, we find all these things that are of the
sensible substance are sometimes in one state, sometimes in another.
It is correct to consider that this intelligible substance is quite distinct
from the sensible substance, so that there is nothing in common be-
tween them at all, neither by nature nor by any accident. Our aim in
this statement is to speak of this first substance, which is unmoved,
and to examine accurately everything that our predecessors thought
about it.

(1069a34-6) As for what those people thought about it, some of them
divided this substance into two parts, while some posited it as a sin-
gle nature. Those who divided it into two parts are the ones who said
that the Forms and mathematical dimensions are intelligible sub-
stances that are prior to sensible substances and that are their prin-
ciples. Those who posited that intelligible substance to be one are
those who presumed that mathematical dimensions are the sub-
stances and abolished the Forms.

(1069a36-b2) As for sensible substance, it requires natural science
because that substance cannot entirely avoid motion. This sub-
stance, as it were, requires a science more venerable than natural
science, for the two substances have nothing in common in any of the
things at all, neither by events, nor by place, nor by time, nor by any
kind of change, nor by growth, nor by decline. Nor do the two have
one principle of which consisted of it, but the former has no principle
atall, and the principle of the latter is the first substance.
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They cannot also be known by a single science, since one of them is
sensible and the other is intelligible. The substance which is un-
changing and unmoved is prior by nature to changing substance,
which flows just as a flowing thing.

As for us, since most of what we have is fashioned by sensible sub-
stance, let us speak of this substance first, given its affinity and re-
semblance to us. (1069b3-5) We spoke of it extensively in the book
Physics, and explained that no sensible substance can avoid being
changing, and that its change is from contraries to contraries. Noth-
ing of change comes from all contraries, but from similar contraries
that are close to it. Hence, white may become from what is not white,
but not from whatever is not white, since it does not come from
sound, and sound being not white, but rather it comes from black or
red or other colors like them.

Chapter Two

(1069b7-9) We have explained that there must necessarily be anoth-
er, a third subject under the two contraries, for one of the contraries
does not carry the other, but which carries both is that nature which
rejects one of the two contraries and accepts the other. (1069b9-13)
When classifying there the kinds of change in their numbers in this
substance, we have mentioned that there are four. The change that
occurs in the definition of a thing that is known as what it is, such asa
human becoming other than a human, or water becoming other than
water, but rather air. This change is sometimes called coming-to-be
and sometimes called perishing. The second change occurs in state
and is called transformation. The third is in quantity and is called
sometimes increase and sometimes decrease. And the fourth is in
place and is the transition from one place to another.

We do not consider this fourth change we mentioned as impossible
for celestial bodies, since they are also moved from place to place and,
in a certain respect, from contraries to contraries. For there may also
be a type of contrariness in places in the opposite respect.
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