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On Easter Sunday, April 12, 2009, our friend and colleague John J. Cleary 
passed away, in St. Vincent’s Hospital, Dublin, at the age of 59, in the 
wake of an unsuccessful liver transplant. Th is was the culmination of a 
long and debilitating struggle with liver cancer, which he had undergone 
with heroic cheerfulness and optimism for the previous two years, almost 
since the sad death of his beloved wife Breda, a blow which troubled him 
deeply. He was in fact already suff ering from these problems in the run-up 
to our hosting of the Symposium of the International Plato Society in July 
2007, but this did not prevent him from master-minding our preparation 
for this event, and keeping all the rest of us up to the mark with both 
humour and fi rmness. We are still mourning the loss of an unfailingly 
stimulating friend and colleague, a pillar of the Dublin Centre for the 
Study of the Platonic Tradition, and one of Ireland’s most distinguished 
ancient historians.

John Cleary was born on June 18, 1949, the fourth child of John and 
Bridget Cleary, in Ballycroy, Co. Mayo, where his parents were school 
teachers. His own original purpose was to become a school teacher like his 
parents, and to this end, after graduating from secondary school in St. 
Mary’s College in Galway in 1967, he enrolled in St. Patrick’s Training 
College in Drumcondra, in Dublin, graduating with a diploma in educa-
tion in 1969. He followed this up with a B.A. in English and Philosophy 
from University College, Dublin, in 1972, and a Higher Diploma in Edu-
cation in 1973, all the while teaching primary school in Dublin. During 
this time he took an active part in theatrical and literary activities, some-
thing that, along with his experience of teaching young children, infl u-
enced his scholarly interests in later life, in particular his concern with 
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ancient paideia. At this time also he met and married Breda Critchley, who 
shared his interests and became a major infl uence in his life.

In 1977, however, following an ambition to progress further, John left 
his secure job to undertake graduate studies in Philosophy at Boston Uni-
versity. After obtaining a doctorate in 1981, with the topic ‘Aristotle’s Th e-
ory of Abstraction: A Problem about the Mode of Being of Mathematical 
Objects’, John joined the faculty of Boston College, where he remained for 
the rest of his life, rising to full professor, though in 1991 he accepted a 
joint position back in Ireland at the National University of Ireland – May-
nooth, where he subsequently taught for the second half of every year.

John’s chief areas of scholarly interest in the fi eld of ancient philosophy 
were in Aristotle, Neoplatonism (particularly Proclus), and the philosophy 
of mathematics – though in recent years he had developed a further major 
area of interest in ancient theories of education -- and it is in those areas 
that his chief publications are to be found. Apart from a host of articles (34 
at latest count), his books were Aristotle on the Many Senses of Priority (Car-
bondale, 1988) and Aristotle and Mathematics: Aporetic Method in Cosmol-
ogy and Metaphysics (Leiden, 1995). He also edited the Proceedings of a 
most successful conference on Neoplatonism that he organised in May-
nooth in 1995, as Th e Perennial Tradition of Neoplatonism (Louvain, 1997). 
Apart from his ancient interests, however, he was also an authority on the 
philosophies of Karl Popper, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Alastair MacIntyre 
(with the latter two of whom he was on warm personal terms), and he 
wrote a number of articles on topics connected with them.

Apart from his publications, John will be best known as the master-
mind behind the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 
(BACAP), for fully 25 years since his original involvement in 1984, during 
which he enticed to Boston nearly everyone who was anyone in Ancient 
Philosophy, ruthlessly extracted papers from them, and produced or co-
produced a succession of valuable volumes of its proceedings, which will 
remain as a monument to his memory.

John Cleary’s untimely departure leaves us with a gaping hole in our 
academic community, and many fond memories of his ebullient personal-
ity. We hope to celebrate his memory with an event during the coming 
year, and to see to the production of a selection of his essays.
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