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Hugh of St Victor has always been recognised as a foundational figure in the intellectual life of the 

twelfth century, but never as a personality in the same way as his great contemporaries, Peter Abelard 

and Bernard of Clairvaux. We have no autobiographical narrative, personal letters or Vita that might 

shed light on his background and formative relationships. In many ways, this silence is characteristic 

of a particular anonymity encouraged at St Victor, established by William of Champeaux in 1111, but 

discretely managed by his former student, Gilduin between 1113 and 1155. We do not know how old 

Hugh was when he arrived in Paris (c. 1115) from the Augustinian abbey of Hammersleben, Germany, 

as a young student. There is also a long-standing mystery about his origins. While he certainly was 

educated in Germany, he is identified by Robert of Torigny as Lothariensis, already well-versed in 

secular and sacred letters, and as born at Ypres by other sources. There can be no doubt, however, 

about his impact in transforming theological debate in the first half of the twelfth century. Within many 

standard accounts of scholastic theology, Hugh is remembered principally for his systematising of 

Christian doctrine in the »De sacramentis Christianae fidei«. Thanks to the profound and meticulous 

studies of Dominique Poirel, assembled in this volume, we can now see that Hugh also plays a pivotal 

role in Latin Christian thought through making much more widely known than had previously been the 

case, the writing of an author whom he believed to be an Athenian philosopher converted by St Paul, 

known as Dionysius the Areopagite.

Hugh’s commentary on the »Celestial Hierarchy« presents many enigmas to the outside reader, not 

least uncertainty as to how it fits into his broader intellectual programme, structured around biblical 

commentary, systematic theology and instruction in spiritual development. Not the least important part 

of Poirel’s research, printed in this volume from his 2007 thesis on the subject, is his establishing that 

Hugh may have been familiar with the »Celestial Hierarchy« before he came to Paris, and may have 

started to produce the commentary in around 1125, but continued to work on it throughout his life ‒ 

rather like Abelard continuing to modify his »Theologia« over two decades, even while moving into 

many other areas of thought. Poirel’s re-assessment of Hugh’s broader career has implications for 

appreciating his relationship to Abelard, a figure to whom he often alludes as incessantly distracting 

students with artificial claims about language. Poirel observes that in the »Didascalicon« Hugh follows 

Bede’s identification of St Denis as bishop of Corinth (refuted by Hilduin, who insisted that he was 

bishop of Athens), implying that it was written prior to Abelard’s involvement in the debate (1120/21) 

around the identity of St Denis, but subsequently distanced himself from the claim. While Abelard was 

widely read and considered Dionysius an exemplary philosopher whom St Paul turned to theologia, 

namely contemplation of God, he never quotes from the writings attributed to him, except through the 
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indirect report of Gregory the Great. Poirel convincingly shows that even before 1120 Hugh was 

already promoting the reputation of Dionysius at St Victor, perhaps having encountered his writings as 

translated by Eriugena from before coming to Paris. Although Abelard worked in the library of St Denis 

and knew the weakness of Hilduin’s claim, he never alludes to Hilduin’s translation, as if the abbey’s 

patron was revered more as the first bishop of Paris than as a theologian. While Abelard subsequently 

re-titled his treatise as »Theologia Christiana«, Hugh invoked the example of Dionysius as philosopher 

turned theologus to authorise reflection on words used about God, rather than on the layers of spiritual 

reality revealed through a celestial hierarchy. Not the least significant part of Poirel’s analysis is his 

exploration of the common aesthetic shared by Suger, a great politician and builder, and Hugh, the 

refined theologian. Poirel puts a convincing case for Hugh as responsible for turning Suger’s attention 

to the writings of Dionysius in his thinking about the transformative power of light.

For those who associate the writings of a sixth-century Syrian (perhaps a Monophysite, although this 

is not part of Poirel’s analysis) with negative theology, Hugh’s preference for imagery of light over 

apophatic assertions may seem philosophically disappointing. Perhaps the most subtle aspect of 

Poirel’s reading of Hugh’s commentary on the »Celestial Hierarchy« involves showing its literary 

genius in transforming a work with notoriously difficult vocabulary into text more accessible for readers 

shaped on the rhetorical gifts of Augustine and Gregory the Great. Unlike Abelard, Hugh never 

trumpets when he is challenging tradition. Yet Hugh found in the Platonism of Dionysius intellectual 

possibilities simply not available to those (like Abelard and the Chartrian thinkers), fascinated by 

Plato’s »Timaeus«. The writings attributed to Dionysius provided a theocentric alternative to the 

Christological focus of Augustinian theology. Without resiling from deep engagement with the writings 

of Augustine, Hugh offered an alternative Platonist reading of Christian thought that emphasised the 

continuity rather than the contrast between the material and spiritual worlds.

Perhaps the one difficulty with this volume stems from its nature as a compilation, bringing together 

detailed textual research from a thesis submitted in 2007, with essays on the reception of the text and 

ideas of Dionysius in the twelfth century, published between 2001 and 2011 – not necessarily in 

chronological order. Inevitably there are repetitions of certain details. But Poirel’s method of close 

textual comparison always raises fascinating larger questions, such as his relating Hugh’s preference 

for Dionysius on the hierarchy of angels (rather than for Gregory’s darker vision of humanity needing 

to fill the place in heaven taken by fallen angels) to his vision of a pastoral hierarchy. Whereas 

Gregory’s vision was monastic, reflecting desire to free the world, the canons of St Victor were 

providing a celestial hierarchy in the world, leading humanity to celestial light. Poirel’s empathy for 

Hugh as a writer and spiritual guide is evident. More could perhaps be written on the relationship 

between the various kinds of Platonism resurgent in the twelfth century. Bernard of Clairvaux, while 

fascinated by Hugh, seems to have preferred the »Song of Songs« as a base for his reflection, never 

engaging with the »Celestial Hierarchy«. More could also be explored about the relationship between 

what Hugh says about the distinction between proper and improper speech about God and the 

teaching of William of Champeaux, which he certainly would have absorbed through Gilduin. There is 

an undoubted philosophical realism present in Hugh, and distaste for what he saw as the vocalist 
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pedantry of Abelard, whose thought he never understood. Poirel does not make excessive claims for 

Hugh’s exposition of the writings of Dionysius, which would be translated afresh later in the twelfth 

century. Subsequent thinkers would take much more seriously the implications of what these texts 

were saying about the limitations of language about God. Poirel’s modesty is like that of Hugh. 

Through reflecting on detail, we rise to a vision of a larger whole that is beyond words.
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