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Introduction

WHY PLATO AND HESIOD?

As many existing studies recognize (see for example Nightingale

1995, Levin 2001, Ledbetter 2003, Giuliano 2005), Plato has a close

and complicated relationship with the Greek poetic tradition. On

the one hand, he is keen to distance philosophy from the pedagogy

of the sophists, largely based as it was on the study of poetry to

which they showed at least notional deference; but, on the other, he

needed to acknowledge and work with those same poets insofar

as they represented the accumulated learning of Greece and the

reference-point for the reception of his own literary output. So

while Plato notoriously expelled Homer from his ideal state in the

Republic on the ground that the epics undermined his own philoso-

phical teaching, he also relied heavily on his readers’ knowledge of

the Iliad and Odyssey—as many studies of Plato attest.

But Homer was not the only poet with whom Plato engaged, and

this volume aims to help widen the perspective on the issue by

looking at Hesiod’s presence in Plato’s works. The reason for looking

at Hesiod in particular is not just that, as the ‘second poet’ of Greece,

he is the natural place to start thinking more broadly about Plato’s

interaction with poets and poetry. It is also because, while Homer

dominated the curriculum, Hesiod was more obviously part of the

didactic tradition against which Plato’s works would inevitably be

read. So it is, for example, that Hesiod (himself criticized along with

Homer in the Republic for his depiction of the gods) provides

important background to the cosmogony of the Timaeus through

his Theogony; or, again, for Plato’s account of justice and polity in the

Republic through his Works and Days—which even furnishes the

basis for the ‘noble fiction’ at the root of its new mythology



(414b7–415a2). By focusing on Plato’s engagement with Hesiod in

these and other dialogues, the aim of the present collection is not

only to investigate some central aspects of Platonic philosophy,

but also to further our understanding of the reception of Hesiod in

the period between the consolidation of the archaic canon and the

advent of Hellenistic poetry.

The last attempt at investigating the relationship between Plato

and Hesiod in anything like a systematic manner, and an important

reference-point for many of the studies in this volume, is an article by

Friedrich Solmsen published in 1962. If we ask what Solmsen did not

do that we might wish to do today, and what we might think of doing

differently, some points immediately suggest themselves. To begin

with, Solmsen was writing a survey article, which means that his

analysis is of necessity selective and sometimes hurried. The present

volume has the luxury of reading at a more leisurely pace (something

which, in a field that has been largely neglected by classical scholars,

is itself an important step forward). Another thing that Solmsen did

not do, partly because he lacked the necessary space, was to consider

larger contexts. He has little to say about other people’s views of

Hesiod, and even less about the reception of Hesiod in classical

Athens more generally. Plato himself does of course remark on

current perceptions of Hesiod: most famously, perhaps, he quotes

Protagoras’ view of him as a proto-sophist (Protagoras 316d3–9: the

point is picked up by a number of contributors to this volume). He

even (in ways discussed here by Graziosi) alludes to debates about

the ‘correct’ use of Hesiod, for example when he introduces the

problematic and highly topical notion that ‘no work is blameworthy’

(Charmides 163b4–5). So Plato clearly expects us to place his view

of Hesiod within a broader intellectual context, and one aim of the

present volume is to do precisely that.

But this book also has a more general, and we believe more

important, objective. When Solmsen was writing in the early 1960s,

reception studies as a sub-discipline of classics did not yet exist.

Indeed, the groundbreaking work of Hans Robert Jauss and the

Constance School (e.g. Jauss 1982, Iser 1978) was yet to be published.

How much has changed since Solmsen wrote his survey becomes

apparent when we look at his overall methodological framework.

Solmsen sets out his stall thus towards the beginning of his essay

(Solmsen 1962, 174):
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By Plato’s time the Greeks had long found out that the realities of life were

far more complex than Hesiod had imagined them to be and they had

become sufficiently realistic to accept the facts.

Solmsen suggests that things improved from Hesiod to Plato: the

Greeks eventually learned to understand reality better than they had

done before, and they came to express that understanding through

an endorsement of Platonic philosophy. Forty-five years on, these

claims are no longer tenable. For a start, there have been important

changes in our perception of Hesiod (e.g. Pucci 1977, Martin 1992,

J. S. Clay 2003, Stoddard 2004), as a result of which we are no longer

convinced that Hesiod really was less subtle than his successors.

But far more important are the changes in how we read texts and

construe intertextual relationships that have taken place since the

early 1960s: not only Jauss and Iser, but also Foucault, Derrida, and

many others have taught us that human thought does not simply

improve with time, and that the nature of a text, its meaning

and value at any given moment, depends in large measure upon

the meaning and value that its readers attach to it. Recent work

on classical reception reflects those insights (e.g. Martindale 1993,

Hardwick 2003, Martindale and Thomas 2006, Hardwick and Stray

2008). Solmsen’s essay, which is still informed by the idea of a

‘discovery of the mind’ (cf. Snell 1953), ranks Hesiod below Plato

because he precedes him in time; and on that basis fails to detect

much in Hesiod that might have been of real interest to Plato. This

view is in urgent need of revision.

More recent work on the reception of epic (e.g. Nagy 1990,

Graziosi 2002, Ford 2002) warns us against assuming that Plato

encountered his Hesiod in the form of a tidy manuscript shelved

in the ‘archaic literature’ section (which is where Snell and Solmsen

found him). Rather, Hesiodic epic came wrapped up in a complex

web of glosses, audience expectations, and reading practices. The

very extent of Hesiod’s oeuvre was contested in classical Athens.

Moreover, many passages from the Hesiodic corpus had already

been given influential reworkings by the time Plato was active. So,

for example, Plato’s account of justice in the Republic can hardly be

divorced from those of Solon and Aeschylus, even where Hesiod is

ostensibly the main reference point. Sophistic readings of Hesiod
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provide another important filter. By the 4th century, we must also

reckon with a well-developed tradition of reading by commonplace.

Something of this is visible in the Attic orators who occasionally

combine passages from Hesiod and other poets to illustrate a point,

thereby suggesting a certain range of meanings that can be attributed

to a given text or passage, and a range of contexts in which those

meanings may be invoked.

This is a rich field for further investigation, and much relevant

material is still waiting to be unearthed, especially in the scholia to

the canonical poets. But what matters here is the more general point

that reading Hesiod in the 4th century BC was a complicated, and

often fraught, business. Within this context, it seems appropriate—

urgent, even—to ask some fundamental questions about Plato’s

relationship with Hesiod: who, in Plato’s view, was Hesiod and how

does he place him in his own history of thought? Where and to what

effect does Plato find it expedient to invoke Hesiod? Does he treat

different Hesiodic texts differently? And does his attitude change

from one dialogue to the next? These questions form the backbone

of the present collection. They are addressed in a fairly direct manner

in Part I, which includes chapters devoted to Plato’s relationship with

Hesiod in general; but they also inform the studies focused on

individual Platonic dialogues to be found in Part II.

OVERVIEW OF THE VOLUME

Reception history is never simply a given, but is itself imagined and

actively shaped by those who participate in it. Part I of our volume

therefore opens with two chapters on the reception of Hesiod as

Plato and Hesiod themselves imagined it: Johannes Haubold argues

that Hesiod shapes the history of his reception by way of an elaborate

biographical narrative, leading his readers from a conception of

knowledge as Muse-inspired poetry in the Theogony to one that

centres on the human world and must be acquired through reflection

and personal experience in the Works and Days. Haubold suggests

that this vision of intellectual progress informed the reception of

Hesiod in classical Athens; and that it may also have had a role to
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play in the wider intellectual developments of the 5th and 4th

centuries BC.

George Boys-Stones approaches the same problem from a different

angle, asking how Hesiod fits into Plato’s view of intellectual history.

The answer lies in Hesiod’s praise of eris: this makes him a symbol

and reference-point for the unproductive squabbling that Plato sees

in much previous philosophical debate (and especially the work of

the sophists); but it also provides Plato with the language to show

how his own philosophical methodology differs. Boys-Stones argues

that the language of eros which underpins the theory of Platonic

‘dialectic’ represents a transformation of Hesiodic eris, one which

draws out its positive potential while freeing itself of its tendency to

polemic for polemic’s sake.

Chapters 3 and 4 look in more detail at the ways in which Plato

engages with Hesiod. Glenn Most asks whether Hesiod for Plato was

an acquired taste, and concludes with a cautious ‘yes’. He looks at the

pattern of Hesiodic quotations across Plato’s works and suggests that

Plato came to endorse especially the Works and Days more freely in

the course of his life. Most also notes that the Hesiodic corpus, for

Plato, included the Theogony and Works and Days, but not the

Catalogue of Women and the minor works; just as the only genuine

Homeric texts, for Plato, appear to be the Iliad and Odyssey. Chapter

4, by Naoko Yamagata, surveys the relationship between Homer

and Hesiod in Plato’s work. More specifically, Yamagata focuses

on the way in which individual characters portray and invoke the

two poets. She concludes that Plato depicts Socrates as a lover

of Homer, whereas his interlocutors draw more freely on Hesiod.

Moreover, there appears to be a tendency among Platonic speakers

to be more optimistic about the truth of Homeric myths than that of

Hesiodic ones.

Chapters 5–7 investigate the wider cultural and intellectual context

of Hesiodic reception in classical Athens. As Hugo Koning shows,

Plato’s view of Hesiod is shaped not only by a critical tradition that

pairs him up with Homer but also by sophistic appropriations of a

more specific kind. Koning suggests that Prodicus in particular, with

his concern for the ‘correctness of names’, recognized Hesiod as an

intellectual ancestor. More generally, Hesiod could be appropriated

to represent particular philosophical interests, from etymology to
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atomism, and so became a convenient target for Plato’s attacks on

precisely those approaches. Barbara Graziosi turns to more public

uses of Hesiod in classical Athens, from rhapsodic performances to

public speeches. She argues that Hesiodic poetry formed a battle-

ground for sexual politics in the 4th century BC, and that Plato’s

reception of Hesiod is fundamentally bound up with ongoing de-

bates about education. In this context, quotable lines from Hesiod

could take on a life entirely of their own. Chapter 7, by Andrew Ford,

examines the extent to which Hesiodic poetry became associated

with specific contexts of reading, from the courts to school-room

teaching and philosophical debate. As Ford points out, the Theogony

and Works and Days acquired a very different Sitz im Leben by the

time in which Plato encountered them. Indeed, their very status as

texts ‘in their own right’ (i.e. outside specific contexts of consump-

tion), and the idea of an overarching Hesiodic oeuvre, appear to have

become rather less important to many readers than the traditions

and institutions of reading that had accrued around specific passages.

Part II of the volume, looking in more detail at Hesiod’s reception

within individual Platonic dialogues, begins with a study by Vered

Lev Kenaan of the Symposium. In this work, she argues, Plato not

only recalls Hesiodic passages and motifs at important moments

in the dialogue, but founds his portrayal of Socrates on Hesiod’s

Pandora. The claim is striking, paradoxical even, if one thinks of

Pandora as the bringer of evils par excellence. But defined, like

Socrates, by the rift between interior and exterior, essence and ap-

pearance, Pandora is, like Socrates, amarvel to behold—and (also like

him) a challenge to the intellect, the obvious prompt to philosophical

enquiry.

Like other contributors to the collection, Lev Kenaan explores

Plato’s own understanding of how texts relate to other texts. The

Symposium, she argues, casts the very process of reception in the

form of an erotic genealogy very much in the vein of Hesiod. Helen

Van Noorden takes up the idea of a deeper affinity between Plato and

Hesiod in a chapter on the myth of the races of man in the Republic.

Van Noorden’s central idea is that Plato does not just ‘rework’ the

Hesiodic narrative of the five races, but reads its contribution to

the Works and Days as an antecedent to, and a model for, his own,

self-critical practice of philosophy. In this sense, he can ask us to
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think of Hesiod’s races as ‘our own’ too (546e1): it sets the pattern for

continued philosophical reflection.

From the Republic we move to the Timaeus–Critias. Andrea

Capra points out that the diptych of Timaeus and Critias is modelled

on the rhapsodic structure of Greek epic, and especially the Hesiodic

catalogues (Theogony–Catalogue of Women). By imitating Hesiodic

rhapsody, Plato signals his ambition to create a new and philosophi-

cally better kind of ‘song’. What this might mean in practice is the

focus of Liz Pender’s chapter on the Timaeus, which shows the extent

to which Plato takes up and transforms central categories of the

Theogony such as one vs many, male vs female, creation vs birth.

Two more chapters then investigate specific aspects of the Timaeus

and its relationship with Hesiod. David Sedley asks what the Theog-

ony can teach us about the advent of evil in the Timaeus, and in

so doing uncovers what he calls ‘a remarkably deep isomorphism’

between the two texts: both, for example, introduce first the potential

for evil (Hesiodic Chaos and its descendants, Platonic matter) and

then its realization (Hesiodic and Platonic woman). Moving from

evil to good, Mario Regali concludes the section by looking at

the crucial passage in the Timaeus where the Demiurge addresses

the gods (41a6–8). Regali shows how Hesiodic reminiscences enable

Plato to combine the need for a memorable account with a claim

to superior sophistication: Hesiod’s well-known etymology dia

(‘through’) ¼ Dia (Zeus) triggers an intellectual journey from the

popular surface of Hesiodic poetry to a more profound (i.e. Platonic)

understanding of the world.

The final two chapters of the collection consider one of the most

challenging of all Platonic myths: that of the Age of Kronos as told in

the Politicus (268e4–274e4). Dimitri El Murr places the passage in the

wider context of Golden Age imagery from Hesiod to Attic Comedy

and defends the majority view of the myth as describing two distinct

stages of development, neither of them unproblematically positive.

Against this view, Christopher Rowe restates his reading of the

myth as describing a three-stage development, from the world

under Kronos, via a transitional second phase, to the present regime

of Zeus. In contrast with El Murr’s more wide-ranging analysis, Rowe

rests his case on a close reading of the myth itself. He also suggests a

reason for why Plato might have chosen not to remove any remaining
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ambiguities: the myth springs a trap for Athenian readers eager to fall

back on their own misguided sense of superiority.

*

This volume has its roots in a conference held at Collingwood

College, Durham in July 2006, where, it is fair to say, the contributors

surprised even themselves at quite how much there is to say about

Hesiod’s importance for Plato: more, of course, than this volume can

encompass in the end. But we offer it in the spirit of Plato’s Hesiod

(Cratylus 428a, citingWorks and Days 361), and with the hope that it

will not be another 45 years before the next substantial contribution

to the question: It is helpful to add even a little to a little.

GB-S, JHH

January 2009
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1

Shepherd, farmer, poet, sophist: Hesiod

on his own reception

J. H. Haubold

INTRODUCTION

According to Plato, the sophist Protagoras regarded Hesiod as a

predecessor.1 By contrast, modern scholarship has often depicted

Hesiod as an archaic peasant who formulated his ‘convictions’ in a

chaotic and rather simplistic manner.2 More recently, the pendulum

of critical opinion has swung back in Protagoras’ (and Hesiod’s)

favour, suggesting that Hesiod’s persona is carefully tailored to his

poetry,3 and that the Hesiodic corpus represents a sophisticated

attempt to understand the world and to communicate that under-

standing.4 Building on these recent insights, this chapter aims to

investigate a specific question: how did Hesiod envisage and shape

his own reception? In the first part of the chapter, I argue that the

Hesiodic corpus as a whole implies—by way of an elaborate biogra-

phy of its author—a narrative of cultural and intellectual progress:

Hesiod’s ideal audience stands at the summit of that development. In

1 Plato, Protagoras 316d3–9. Protagoras also mentions Homer, Simonides, Or-
pheus, and Musaeus in this context. The idea of Hesiod as a (proto-sophistic) teacher
of virtue resurfaces in Plato’s Republic at 600d5–e2. For Hesiod as a ��ç��, see
Republic 466b4–c3, Laws 718d7–719a2.

2 E.g. West (1978), 41–59.
3 Griffith (1983), R. Rosen (1990), Martin (1992), Most (1993), Graziosi (2002).
4 Marsilio (2000), J. S. Clay (2003), Stoddard (2004).



the second part, I look in more detail at the Myth of Ages as an

example of the level of sophistication which the mature Hesiod of the

Works and Days expects of his audience. Finally, and more specula-

tively, I reflect on some possible connections between Hesiod’s views

on intellectual development and those of his self-declared successors

in the 5th and 4th centuries BC. I take it as my premise that texts do,

in some measure, shape future intellectual developments and their

own reception.5

BIOGRAPHY AND HERMENEUTICS

The major Hesiodic poems form a history of the world in three

stages, starting with the era of the gods (Theogony) and demigods

(Catalogue), before moving on to the world of men as they are ‘now’,

i.e. at the time of the audience (Works and Days).6 Each text shows an

awareness of this chronology. Thus, the Theogony starts at the very

beginning of history (K� IæåB�: 115; �æH�Ø��Æ: 116), while the

Catalogue picks up where the Theogony leaves off (fr. 1 MW). The

Works and Days, finally, looks back to the world of the heroes as

immediately preceding its own (Works and Days 156–73). Although

there are inconsistencies in detail, the corpus as a whole is informed

by a fairly coherent chronological framework. This chronology is in

turn overlaid with a biographical narrative: the Theogony looks back

to the moment when Hesiod first acquired the gift of song (30–32).

At that time, he was still herding sheep on the slopes of Mount

Helicon (Theogony 22–35).7 The narrator of the Works and Days,

by contrast, has not only become an expert farmer and head of his

own household (both decidedly adult roles) but looks back to the

greatest triumph of his career, when he won a singing contest at

5 Feeney (forthcoming) investigates this proposition by looking at the poetry of
Horace.

6 Graziosi and Haubold (2005), ch. 2. We need not here worry about whether the
Catalogue of Women was ‘genuine’ Hesiod. For the purposes of the present argument
it suffices that ancient readers generally regarded it as such: see the testimonia
collected in Merkelbach and West (1967).

7 In epic, this kind of work is typically done by young men: Haubold (2000), 18.
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Chalcis.8 In this context, he also reminisces about his encounter with

the Muses on Mount Helicon (Works and Days 659), confirming our

impression of a mature man who looks back over a significant stretch

of his life.

An author’s biography in ancient Greece was never simply a

collection of biographical facts. More often than not, its main func-

tion was rather to say something about the texts of the author

in question.9 Biography, in other words, amounted to a form of

literary criticism. Archilochus’ poetry, for example, was witty and

aggressive, so the biographers gave him the appropriate character

as an expression of what they perceived to be a crucial aspect

of his poetic output. Euripides took an interest in lowly

characters and was therefore mocked for his low birth. The life of

the author and the meaning of his work were closely intertwined. In

the specific case of epic poetry, there was even a temptation to match

the time of composition with that of the poem’s setting. Thus,

Homer was sometimes said to have composed the Odyssey after

the Iliad. As [Longinus] suggests (On the Sublime 9.12, trans. W.

Rhys Roberts):

	Bº�� ªaæ KŒ ��ººH
 �� ¼ººø
 �ı
��Ł�ØŒg� �Æ��Å
 	�ı�æÆ
 �c
 ���Ł��Ø
,

I�aæ 	c ŒIŒ ��F º��łÆ
�Æ �H
 ��ºØÆŒH
 �ÆŁÅ���ø
 	Øa �B� �O	ı����Æ�
‰� K��Ø��	Ø� �Ø
Æ ��F �æøØŒ�F ��º��ı �æ�����Ø�çæ�Ø
 ŒÆd 
c ˜� � KŒ

��F �a� Oº�ç�æ��Ø� ŒÆd ��f� �YŒ��ı� ‰� ��ºÆØ ��ı �æ��ª
ø��
�ı� ��E�

læø�Ø
 K
�ÆFŁÆ �æ��Æ��	Ø	�
ÆØ. �P ªaæ ¼ºº’ j �B� ��º�Æ	�� K��º�ª�� K��Ø


� �O	����ØÆ.

It is clear from many indications that the Odyssey was his [i.e. Homer’s]

second subject. A special proof is the fact that he introduces in that poem

remnants of the adventures before Ilium as episodes, so to say, of the Trojan

War. And indeed, he there renders a tribute of mourning and lamentation to

his heroes as though he were carrying out a long-cherished purpose. In fact,

the Odyssey is simply an epilogue to the Iliad.

For [Longinus], the idea of the Odyssey as an ‘epilogue to the Iliad’

works at several levels: the events it describes happened later; it fills

8 For Hesiod’s expertise in farming seeWorks and Days 383–617; for his household
see Works and Days 37, 394–7; his victory in the song contest is described at Works
and Days 654–62.

9 Graziosi (2006).
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gaps in the Iliadic account; and its narrator is older. This latter point

serves as a springboard into a discussion of the character of each text

(9.13, trans. W. Rhys Roberts):

��e 	b �B� ÆP�B� ÆN��Æ�, �r�ÆØ, �B� �b
 ��ºØ�	�� ªæÆç��
Å� K
 IŒ�Bfi

�
���Æ��� ‹º�
 �e �ø���Ø�
 	æÆ�Æ�ØŒe
 �������Æ�� ŒÆd K
Æª�
Ø�
, �B� 	b

�O	ı����Æ� �e �º�
 	ØÅªÅ�Æ�ØŒ�
, ‹��æ Y	Ø�
 ª�æø�. ‹Ł�
 K
 �Bfi �O	ı����Æfi
�Ææ�ØŒ��ÆØ �Ø� i
 ŒÆ�Æ	ı��
øfi �e
 �O�Åæ�
 �º�øfi , �y 	�åÆ �B� �ç�	æ��Å���
�ÆæÆ�
�Ø �e �ª�Ł��.

It is for the same reason, I suppose, that he has made the whole

structure of the Iliad, which was written at the height of his inspiration,

full of action and conflict, while the Odyssey for the most part consists

of narrative, as is characteristic of old age. Accordingly, in the Odyssey

Homer may be likened to a sinking sun, whose grandeur remains without

its intensity.

[Longinus] did not of course have any hard evidence on which

to base his claim that Homer composed the Odyssey after the

Iliad. What mattered to him was the ethos of each poem which

suggested an image of its narrator: young, strong, and passionate

in the Iliad, old and mellow in the Odyssey. Something similar

happens in the Hesiodic corpus, except that here an elaborate bio-

graphy is inscribed into the text itself. Richard Martin has shown

that the story of Hesiod’s father—allegedly an economic refugee

from Cyme—reflects the voice and thematic concerns of the

Works and Days.10 More recently, Grace Ledbetter has studied the

biographical section of the Theogony as a hermeneutic framework

for that poem.11 I would now like to ask what bearing Hesiod’s

biography has on our reading of the Hesiodic corpus as a whole.

More specifically, I ask what we should make of the transition

from the poet as shepherd in the Theogony to the expert farmer of

the Works and Days.

10 Martin (1992), who goes so far as to speak of a ‘metanastic poetics’: the fact that
Hesiod is from a family of exiles explains the openness and aggressive nature of his
advice.

11 Ledbetter (2003), Ch. 2.
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THE SHEPHERD AND THE FARMER

At a very basic level, Hesiod’s biography confirms the order of read-

ing already implied by the setting of each text, which suggests that we

should start with the Theogony before moving on to the Works and

Days.12 To this the biographical narrative adds a further dimension,

suggesting a different kind of narrator for each poem, a different kind

of poetry, and even a different kind of reading. Indeed, what is at

stake here is nothing short of a fully-fledged ‘biographical herme-

neutics’, an overall framework for how to read the Hesiodic poems

and what to make of them. As Glenn Most has put it (1993, 77):

[T]he reader . . . is invited to replicate Hesiod’s own trajectory by reading the

two poems in the same order as that in which they are claimed to have been

composed. Autobiography becomes protreptic: the reader is allowed to

make the same errors as the younger Hesiod did—so that, like the older

Hesiod, he may redeem them by maturer insights into a less one-sided

world.

As Most points out, the biographical narrative which Hesiod super-

imposes on the Theogony and Works and Days establishes far more

than merely a recommended order of reading.13 Indeed, the Hesiodic

narrator quite clearly changes approach from one poem to the next.

Jenny Strauss Clay has shown that the narrator of the Theogony relies

on the help of the Muses to a far greater extent than that of theWorks

and Days, who proposes from the outset to speak in his own voice

(cf. line 10: Kªg 	 . . . �ıŁÅ�Æ��Å
).14 As she also points out, each

narrator’s approach, as articulated primarily in the proems to the two

texts, is appropriate to his chosen topic: whereas the narrator of

the Theogony must rely on divine help to recount divine matters

12 Hesiodic poetry reminds us of this overall sequence by providing frequent
cross-references and other temporal markers. These are particularly common in the
Works and Days: see e.g. 11–12 (Eris), 42–105 (Pandora), 111 (Kronos), 156–73 (the
race of heroes).

13 Most goes on to explain Hesiod’s use of autobiography by emphasizing the
spread of writing. He may well be right, but the issue is never raised by ancient
readers and it is their views that interest me here.

14 J. S. Clay (2003), Ch. 3.
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truthfully (Theogony 28: IºÅŁÆ), that of the Works and Days speaks

the kind of truth (Works and Days 10: K���ı�Æ) that is relevant to

human life in the Iron Age.15 The distant past is properly the domain

of Memory and her daughters, the Muses;16 whereas the present

circumstances of the Iron Age require not divine memory but

human knowledge and understanding. Biographical information

further enhances these differences. In the Theogony, the narrator is

introduced as a shepherd who as yet lacks any relevant knowledge of

his own. Shepherds in early Greek epic not only tend to be young but

also fallible.17 No epic character ever boasts of being a shepherd.

Farmers, we have already seen, are usually older than shepherds and

hence more authoritative.18 Their métier is also superior: thus,

Odysseus can proudly announce that he knows how to plough a

straight furrow.19 Conversely, the proverbial fool Margites knows

nothing about farming (Margites fr. 2 West, with West’s translation):

�e
 	’ �h�’ ¼æ’ �ŒÆ��BæÆ Ł��d Ł�Æ
 �P	’ Iæ��BæÆ

�h�’ ¼ººø� �Ø ��ç�
. ���Å� 	’ ���æ�Æ
� �å
Å�.

The gods had made him neither a digger nor a ploughman,

nor skilled (sophos) in any other way: he fell short at every craft.

Note that farming is here associated with the quality of being ��ç��

(‘knowledgeable, expert’),20 and that Margites’ lack of knowledge in

15 For a suggestion that IºÅŁ�� refers to a different kind of truth from ��ı��� /
K���ı��� see Nagy (1990), 45; J. S. Clay (2003), 58–63; Stoddard (2004), Ch. 3.

16 Theogony 53–79; cf. 915–17.
17 Haubold (2000), 19, with ref. to Iliad 16.352–6. One of the most positive

depictions of a shepherd in early Greek epic can be found at Odyssey 13.221–7.
(Note, however, that this shepherd too is young; and that he is found at the margins
of civilized society.) Elsewhere, shepherds tend to be seen in a less favourable light:
Odyssey 17.246 has a proverbial ring to it. Contrast the very different standing of
shepherds in non-Greek literatures of the time.

18 For the link between age and understanding in Greek epic cf. formulaic
�æ���æ�� ª�
��Å
 ŒÆd �º���
Æ �r	Æ (vel sim.) at Iliad 13.355, 19.219, 21.440 (‘I was
born first and know more’).

19 Odyssey 18.375. Note that the ploughing contest (�æØ� �æª�Ø�) at 18.366–75 has
its counterpart in a challenge to match Odysseus’ military prowess (18.376–80). The
good farmer is also a good soldier.

20 The adjective ��ç�� is rare in early Greek epic, but the noun ��ç�Å is reasonably
common: see LfgrE s.vv. ��ç��, ��ç�Å B. For the significance of ��ç�� and related
terms see n. 46. For Hesiod as a ��ç�� in Plato see above n. 1.
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matters of farming becomes symptomatic of his failure in all other

fields of human endeavour (���Å �å
Å).21 We may therefore con-

clude that the Muses’ insulting address to Hesiod and his fellow

shepherds in the Theogony (26) not only contrasts divine insight

with human folly but also sets up an implied contrast with the farmer

of the Works and Days who speaks from a position of superior

knowledge.22 As we have seen, this contrast works at an intellectual

level, but it also has some broader social and cultural ramifications.

As Odysseus points out, a good farmer is someone who can and must

control his appetite (Odyssey 18.366–70, trans. Lattimore):

¯Pæ��Æå’, �N ªaæ 
HØ
 �æØ� �æª�Ø� ª
�Ø��

uæfi Å K
 �NÆæØ
Bfi , ‹�� �’ X�Æ�Æ �ÆŒæa �º�
�ÆØ,

K
 ���fi Å, 	æ�Æ
�
 �b
 Kªg
 �PŒÆ��b� �å�Ø�Ø,

ŒÆd 	b �f ��E�
 �å�Ø�, ¥ 
Æ ��ØæÅ�Æ���ŁÆ �æª�ı


���Ø�� ¼åæØ ��ºÆ Œ
çÆ��, ���Å 	b �Ææ��Å.

Eurymachos, I wish there could be a working contest

between us, in the spring season when the days are lengthening,

out in the meadow, with myself holding a well-curved sickle,

and you one like it, so to test our endurance for labour,

without food, from dawn till dark, with plenty of grass for mowing.

Because Odysseus is able to resist his belly and work the land, he can

claim to be more than merely a social drop-out.23 The Works and

Days too emphasizes that, by working the land and eating in a

controlled manner, one avoids having to join beggars and other

21 In other ways too, Margites represents the exact counterpart to the Hesiod of
theWorks and Days: like Hesiod, he knows many ‘works’ (�æªÆ), but unlike Hesiod he
knows them all badly (fr. 3 West). His parents are exceedingly rich (fr. 4 West),
whereas Hesiod’s father is desperately poor (Works and Days 637–8). Hesiod defines
the human condition through men’s desire for women (Works and Days 57–8).
Margites does not even know how to have sex (fr. 4 West) and apparently gets
stuck with his penis in a chamber pot (fr. 7 West). Some ancient readers commended
Margites for combining stupidity with leisure, the exact opposite of Hesiod’s teach-
ings (fr. 6 West).

22 For Hesiod’s claims to knowledge in theWorks and Days seeWorks and Days 10,
40–41, 106–7, 293–9; compare also the references to ‘foolish’ Perses: Works and Days
286, 397.

23 Odyssey 18.362–4. According to Eurymachus, Odysseus prefers to live as a
beggar rather than work the land (�æª�
 K���å��ŁÆØ) precisely so as to feed his
insatiable belly (Zçæ’ i
 �åfi Å� ���Œ�Ø
 �c
 ªÆ��æ’ ¼
Æº��
).
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good-for-nothings who cannot so control themselves.24 In the

Theogony, shepherds are pointedly included in this latter group

when they are insulted as ‘mere bellies’.25 By describing himself in

this way, the young Hesiod of the Theogony renounces any claims to

cultural and intellectual competence.

According to early Greek epic, human society acquires the art of

farming at a relatively late stage. Indeed, it is only with the advent

of farming that we become properly human: the race of gold, which

is not yet fully human, does not yet work the land (Works and

Days 109–19). Likewise, the violent men of bronze do not eat grain

(Works and Days 146–7). As may be seen from these examples, life

without farming can have positive as well as negative aspects, yet

it is never unproblematically human. The nexus between human

knowledge and farming in theWorks andDays is thus fully transparent:

man in early Greek epic is essentially defined as a grain-eater,26 and

expertise in farming is therefore expertise in the human condition par

excellence. Shepherding, by contrast, is associated with pre- or sub-

human forms of existence, as exemplified by the Odyssean Cyclops, in

many ways the ultimate exponent of pre-agricultural savagery.27

Hesiod’s biography not only helps to explain the different types of

knowledge imparted by the Theogony and Works and Days but also

encourages us to arrange them into an overarching narrative of

social, cultural, and intellectual development. The Theogony cannot

and need not yet be accounted for in human terms: what matters

here is the truth imparted by the Muses, a problematic kind of truth

to be sure, but one which we are in no position to challenge.28 The

knowledge of the farmer, by contrast, is civilized and fully human. It

24 E.g. Works and Days 299–309, 314–16, 368–9, 392–5.
25 Theogony 26.
26 Cf. the formulaic descriptions of ‘grain-eating men’: K�d åŁ�
d �E��
 �	�
��� etc.

(Odyssey 8.222, 9.89 = 10.101); �Q Iæ��æÅ� ŒÆæ�e
 �	�ı�Ø
 etc. (Iliad 6.142, 21.465,
Homeric Hymn to Apollo 364–6); for discussion see Hartog (2001), 22–4.

27 Odyssey 9.105–542. For discussion of the Odyssean Cyclops see Kirk (1970),
162–71; Vidal-Naquet (1986), 21–2; Segal (1994), 203; Graziosi and Haubold (2005),
77–9.

28 Ledbetter (2003), 40–41, 44–7. She is right in saying that Hesiod’s account of
the Muses does not amount to a theory of fictionality (46); but her attempt to divorce
Hesiod as narrator of the Theogony from the Muses seems to me to go too far:
Ledbetter (2003), 52–3.
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is a form of knowledge which can and must account for itself largely

from within the life experiences of the narrator and his audience.

Since the activities of Hesiod as shepherd predate those of Hesiod as

farmer in terms of cultural history and the author’s own life, poetry

in the narrow sense of divinely inspired song about the past becomes

propaedeutic to the engagement with properly human truths. Not

only do we read theWorks and Days after the Theogony; in reading it

(or listening to it) we know that we have made progress.29

THE FARMER AS TEACHER

We have seen that the persona of the author as farmer in the Works

and Days is not that of a boorish peasant, as modern readers have

sometimes assumed. On the contrary, the farmer as the ‘grain-eater’

par excellence appears as a fully civilized and mature man who puts

humanity at the centre of his concerns. Maria Marsilio has empha-

sized the extent to which farming and poetry are aligned with one

another in the Works and Days.30 However, as Stephanie Nelson

points out, ancient authors more commonly associate poetry with

shepherding, while divorcing the ‘dung and drudgery’ of farming

from the lofty realm of poetic inspiration.31 Nelson sees this distinc-

tion primarily as a later development, but her point applies to Hesiod

too: the properly poetic, Muse-inspired voice of Hesiod belongs to

the shepherd who performs the Theogony; while the Works and Days

is framed in terms of the farmer’s essentially human wisdom. The

shepherd sings what no man can know; whereas the farmer chal-

lenges us to understand our place in the world we see around us. And

while the Theogony emphasizes the pleasurable nature of the Muses’

song and praises its therapeutic powers,32 the Works and Days cures

its reader in a more human, and distinctly less enchanting, manner.

29 One set of Hesiodic scholia suggests the opposite order of reading, starting with
the Works and Days before graduating to the Theogony: cf. Scholia Vetera in Hesiodi
Opera et Dies 1, 4 Pertusi.

30 Marsilio (2000).
31 Nelson (2003).
32 Theogony 98–103; cf. Ledbetter (2003), 48–50.

Shepherd, farmer, poet, sophist 19



If what has been argued so far is correct, we may ask in what ways

the actual texts of the Theogony and Works and Days reflect the

narrator’s changing outlook and approach.33 Starting again with

the Theogony, the poem bears many of the hallmarks of Muse narra-

tive.34 In keeping with the persona established in the proem, the

narrator rarely intrudes upon his story. Where he does so most

conspicuously (at 369–70) it is to profess a gap in his knowledge.

Much of the poem is framed as an impersonal and linear account of

events set in the distant past.35 There is only very limited room for

explicit reflection on the nature and truth value of the narrative,

and none at all for self-aggrandizing audience addresses. What we

get instead are repeated invocations to the Muses (114–15, 965–8,

1021–2). As I have pointed out already, the narrator’s reliance on the

Muses is appropriate not only to his persona but also to the contents

of his song. The Theogony is essentially about the gods, and the pièce

de résistance of Muse narrative in early Greek epic was precisely the

world of the gods.36 The gods could only be fully known to other

gods, and to the bard as the servant of the Muses. This type of

knowledge defies human understanding, and as Hesiod himself em-

phasizes there is no real check on it. All we can do is worship the

Muses and suspend our disbelief,37 as duly happens in the Theogony:

after the initial declaration of the Muses that they alone command

truth and falsehood, the narrator never expresses any doubts about

the events he recounts.

33 At this point, the investigation could be broadened out to include the Catalogue
of Women, which shows an interesting shift in tone and texture from the Theogony; cf.
R. L. Hunter (2005). In time, the Catalogue too was given a biographical interpreta-
tion: Hermesianax tells us that Hesiod came to Ascra for the sake of a lover called
Ehoie. The story arises from a transparent personification of the formula j �¥Å; and
the alternative title of the Catalogue which derives from it. Cf. Hermesianax fr. 7.21–6
Powell.

34 The narrative strategies of the Theogony are discussed in detail by Stoddard
(2004). Stoddard emphasizes the autonomy and subtlety of the narrator in the
Theogony. Here, I emphasize his relative lack of autonomy when compared to the
Works and Days.

35 For flashbacks, flash-forwards and other cases of narratorial intervention see
Stoddard (2004), esp. Ch. 5.

36 Graziosi and Haubold (2005), 80–4.
37 Ledbetter (2003), 53.
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The Works and Days, by contrast, starts precisely with Hesiod

correcting the Muses’ ‘earlier’ account in the Theogony.38 This open-

ing gambit is highly pointed: the mature Hesiod will be a very

different narrator (if we can call him that) from the Muse-inspired

shepherd of the Theogony. Hesiod in the Works and Days constantly

and noisily intrudes upon his text, reflecting at length on the basis

and nature of his knowledge (e.g. 646–62), his chosen rhetorical

strategy (e.g. 106–7, 202), and even his own person (e.g. 174–5,

633–62) and that of his addressee (34–9, 396). The tone is expressly

and passionately didactic. Much is at stake both for the author and

the reader/addressee who is repeatedly warned that flawed thinking

will lead to ruin. None of this is I�Ø	�, epic ‘song’, in any straightfor-

ward sense; the Muses have to do with it only very indirectly.39

Accordingly, the Works and Days lacks many of the more important

formal characteristics of Muse narrative: instead of a linear, ‘objec-

tive’ account of events, we find a barrage of injunctions, riddles, and

parables which force us to delve deep in pursuit of the underlying

meaning of the text: what classical Greeks might have called its

���
�ØÆ.40 The Works and Days is hard work for its reader, and

there is no short cut. The realm of mortals that it describes is not

easily grasped. Even the gods become more obscure as the poem

wears on.41

The ‘biographical hermeneutics’ of the Hesiodic corpus, then, is

reflected in the tone and shape of the poems themselves. The reader

who follows the thread of history and biography from the Theogony

to the Works and Days is expected to mature together with the

narrator. The Theogony promises to make us forget what is difficult

38 Works and Days 11–26; cf. Theogony 225–6. For discussion see Most (1993),
76–80.

39 Although they are mentioned twice (Works and Days 1–2, 661–2), they are only
said to sing about Zeus. Insofar as Zeus is the basis for everything else, theWorks and
Days too is a product of the Muses, albeit in a very indirect way.

40 E.g. Xenophon, Symposium 3.6; Plato, Republic 378d.
41 J. S. Clay (2003), 146–9. Protagoras on one occasion dismisses the gods as being

beyond human comprehension: 80 B4 DK. This radical gesture, in many ways
emblematic of intellectual life in 5th-century Athens, goes far beyond what we find
in Hesiod. Yet, the basic idea of bringing knowledge ‘down from the sky’ and into the
sphere of men may already be prefigured in the shape and overall educational
trajectory of the Hesiodic corpus: see below pp. 29–30.
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about our lives.42 In the Works and Days, by contrast, forgetting our

difficulties is no longer an option,43 nor is the essentially passive

approach to reading that comes with it. Whereas the shepherd-

narrator of the Theogony expects relatively little of his audience

beyond a joyful acknowledgement of the cosmogonic facts, the

narrator of the Works and Days expects a great deal more. From the

start, he asks us to reconsider, quite literally, what we thought we had

already learned. That is no easy feat, and in fact the text constantly

challenges its addressees (Perses, the kings, the reader) to think

harder than feels comfortable: what precisely is the point of the

Ær
�� to the kings? What does it mean to discover the value of mallow

and asphodel (41)? Why take the hard road when the easy one looks

so much more inviting (286–92)? These are eminently human, non-

poetic, one might even say philosophical concerns to get one’s teeth

into; though not before the basics are in place: as we have seen, the

Works and Days opens with a blunt reminder of just how much

knowledge of a more poetic kind it is going to assume: �PŒ ¼æÆ

��F
�
 �Å
 Kæ�	ø
 ª
�� . . . 44

If the Theogony marks the divinely inspired beginnings of an

intellectual career, Hesiod unleashes his own, very human and self-

consciously mature knowledge in theWorks and Days.45 It is here too

that he presents himself as an expert teacher in a way that rings

suggestively across the ages. At 649, Hesiod acknowledges that he is

�P	b
 ����çØ��
��, ‘not knowledgeable’, in seafaring, which might

imply that he is indeed ����çØ��
�� (‘knowledgeable’) in the other

areas of life on which he pronounces. The participle ����çØ��
��

did not of course have the same implications as the noun ��çØ���� in

42 Theogony 94–103.
43 ���
Å�
�� �r
ÆØ and similar injunctions to ‘remember’ (i.e. the difficult bits)

form a constant refrain in theWorks and Days: e.g.Works and Days 298, 422, 616, 623,
641, 711, 728.

44 More such reminders follow: the story of Pandora recalls Theogony 535–616.
Mention of Kronos at 111 recalls the succession myth; that of the heroes (156–73) the
end of the Catalogue of Women. All this material is pointedly revisited, with a view to
reaching a deeper understanding of our present world.

45 As will have become clear, by ‘Hesiod’ I mean the biographical persona por-
trayed in the poems: I do not wish to make any claims for the historically ‘real’
Hesiod, however one is to imagine him.
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later Greek literature.46 Nor should we overlook the fact that Hesiod

never explicitly advertises his own ��ç�Å (‘expertise’).47 Still, we have

seen that he does take on the role of teacher and educator in the

Works and Days. Most strikingly sophistic in this connection is

perhaps his attitude to what later Greeks were to call ‘myths’, i.e.

narratives about the distant past. We recall that in the Theogony (and

the Catalogue of Women) these were still the preserve of the Muses. In

theWorks and Days they have truly become a means to a pedagogical

end. In the next section of this chapter, I wish to have a quick look at

an example which was to become particularly influential: the so-

called Myth of Ages.

THE TEACHER AT WORK

The Myth of Ages was Plato’s favourite Hesiodic passage. He

rewrote it—or significant parts of it—on a number of occasions,

most extensively in Book 3 of the Republic (414b7–415a2, trans.

F. M. Cornford):48

��� i
 �s
 ��E
, q
 	’ Kª�, �ÅåÆ
c ª
�Ø�� �H
 ł�ı	H
 �H
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 	�
�Ø

ªØª
��
ø
, z
 	c 
F
 Kºª���
, ª�

ÆE�
 �Ø £
 ł�ı	��
�ı� ��E�ÆØ ��ºØ��Æ

�b
 ŒÆd ÆP��f� ��f� ¼æå�
�Æ�· �N 	b ��, �c
 ¼ººÅ
 ��ºØ
;

—�E�
 �Ø; �çÅ.

�Å	b
 ŒÆØ
�
, q
 	’ Kª�, Iººa ��Ø
ØŒØŒ�
 �Ø, �æ���æ�
 �b
 X	Å ��ººÆå�F

ª�ª�
��, u� çÆ�Ø
 �ƒ ��ØÅ�Æd ŒÆd �����ŒÆ�Ø
, Kç’ ��H
 	b �P ª�ª�
e� �P	’ �r	Æ

�N ª�
���
�
 ¼
, ��E�ÆØ 	b �ıå
B� ��ØŁ�F�.

46 For the verb ��ç�Ç��ÆØ cf. Theognis 19. ��ç�Å in early Greek poetry can refer to
the knowledge and/or skill of the craftsman (Iliad 15.412), horse-rider (Alcman fr. 2.6
PMGF), assayer (Theognis 120), poet and/or musician (Hesiod fr. 306 MW). For
further passages see West (1978) ad Works and Days 649; and for discussion Griffith
(1990), 189, and R. Rosen (1990), 102, n. 13 with further literature. Among the
earliest uses of the noun ��çØ���� are Pindar, Isthmian 5(4).28 (of the poet);
Herodotus 1.29 (of the seven sages), 2.49 (of diviners); Prometheus Bound 62 (of
Prometheus).

47 He does appear to have praised that of his fellow poet Linus: cf. fr. 306 MW.
48 Other relevant passages include Cratylus 397e5–398a2, Laws 713e–714a, Politi-

cus 268e4–274e4, Republic 468e8–469a2, 546d8–e1; see also the discussions in Van
Noorden, this volume, Ch. 9, El Murr, Ch. 14, Rowe, Ch. 15.
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�  � ��ØŒÆ�, �çÅ, OŒ
�F
�Ø ºª�Ø
.

˜��ø 	 ��Ø, q
 	’ Kª�, ŒÆd ��º’ �NŒ��ø� OŒ
�E
, K��Ø	a
 �Y�ø.

¸ª’, �çÅ, ŒÆd �c ç���F.

¸ªø 	� - ŒÆ���Ø �PŒ �r	Æ ›���fi Æ ��º�fi Å j ����Ø� º�ª�Ø� åæ���
�� KæH.

. . .
ˇPŒ K���, �çÅ, ��ºÆØfi M�å�
�ı �e ł�F	�� ºª�Ø
.

—�
ı, q
 	’ Kª�, �NŒ��ø�· Iºº’ ‹�ø� ¼Œ�ı� ŒÆd �e º�Ø�e
 ��F ��Ł�ı.

Now, said I, can we devise something in the way of those convenient

fictions we spoke of earlier, a single bold flight of invention, which we may

induce the community in general, and if possible the rulers themselves, to

accept?

What kind of fiction?

Nothing new; something like an Eastern tale of what, according to the

poets, has happened before now in more than one part of the world. The

poets have been believed; but the thing has not happened in our day, and it

would be hard to persuade anyone that it could ever happen again.

You seem rather shy of telling this story of yours.

With good reason, as you will see when I have told it.

Out with it; don’t be afraid.

Well, here it is; though I hardly find the courage or the words to express it.

. . .
You might well be bashful about coming out with your fiction.

No doubt; but still you must hear the rest of the story.

Socrates’ ‘noble fiction’ is one of the most blatant examples in

Plato of myth employed for educational purposes. It does not

matter whether or not the story is true—indeed, Socrates insists

from the outset that it is false. What matters is its didactic value

for the just city. At first glance, Plato’s rewriting of Hesiod

highlights the differences between their outlook and interests.

Hesiod does not call his story a �FŁ�� but a º�ª��.49 And he believes

in it—or so it would seem, given that he never comments on its

truth value. We are apparently left with two very different scenarios:

on the one hand the archaic peasant-poet who remains in the

thrall of his own tall tales; and on the other the philosopher who

49 In early Greek epic, the word º�ª�� is not normally used in the singular to mean
‘story’ or ‘account’; cf. LfgrE s.v. º�ª��, Verdenius (1985), 76 with n. 328; Wakker
(1990), 87–8.
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playfully presents his version of the ancient logos as a useful lie,

no more.

There is, however, more to be said. Let us start by noting that

Hesiod’s Myth of Ages too has a transparent educational aim: it is

meant to explain the wretchedness of our present situation and help

us lay the intellectual foundations for the more specific advice that

follows. Note too that Hesiod introduces his tale as ‘another account’

("��æ�� º�ª��). Within the larger context of the Works and Days we

have just heard of Pandora and how she brought misery to mankind

(42–105). Now we get a second explanation of how and why it is that

we are miserable, one which focuses on the need for justice.50 The

Pandora narrative anchors theWorks and Days in the wider Hesiodic

tradition: Pandora was already important in the Theogony (570–616),

and in the Catalogue of Women she stars as the first mortal partner of

the immortal gods (frr. 2, 5 MW).51 The Myth of Ages looks prima

facie less Hesiodic, though the narrator is careful to coordinate the

golden race with the reign of Kronos (111); and he later includes the

race of the heroes, against the logic of his own narrative as many have

pointed out.52 So there are some connections here with the main

body of Hesiod’s work. Still, the phrase "��æ�� º�ª�� suggests that

something unusual is afoot.

How unusual becomes clearer when we compare the Myth of Ages

with the Pandora narrative. The Pandora story as told in the Works

and Days differs from that of the Theogony in that it is framed as

an illustration of a timeless truth (Works and Days 42–7, 105).53

However, it is not radically different in essence: what we call ‘myth’

is still introduced as cosmogonic fact.54 At the beginning of the Myth

of Ages, by contrast, we are promised no transparent facts. Instead we

50 Boys-Stones (this volume, p. 41 with n. 19) points out that Protagoras in the
Platonic dialogue first tells a ‘myth’ (�FŁ��) based on the Hesiodic Prometheus
narrative and then goes on to give an alternative ‘account’ (º�ª��) of his position:
he may well be echoing Hesiod.

51 Most (1993), 89, without considering the Catalogue of Women.
52 West (1978), 173–4.
53 For other differences in emphasis see J. S. Clay (2003), Ch. 5; Kenaan, this

volume, Ch. 8.
54 Note the factual statements that open the account at Works and Days 42 (‘For

the gods hid their livelihood from human kind’) and 47 (‘But Zeus hid man’s
livelihood in anger’).
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are told to expect ‘another’ logos; and Perses gets to hear it only if he

shows commitment. The phrase �N KŁº�Ø�—in itself common

enough—introduces a telling element of choice on the part of the

listener. One could, at least theoretically, say ‘no’; which is to say that

the story that is about to follow is worth listening to not so much

because of its intrinsic value (its ‘truth’ in absolute terms), but

because of the value the reader accords it.55 At the very least, we

can say that we are invited to reflect on what we want to learn and

how we want to go about it. This sort of concern is a far cry from the

Muse narrative of the Theogony but not so very far perhaps from

Plato’s noble lie in the Republic.

If the narrator of the Myth of Ages is unusually explicit about the

commitment he demands from his audience, he is even keener to

emphasize his own achievement, claiming that he will give his ac-

count ‘well’ (�s) and ‘knowingly’ (K�Ø��Æ�
ø�). It has been sug-

gested that the language here implies the skill and knowledge of the

bard, but the more immediate association is with skilled craftsman-

ship.56 As Margalit Finkelberg has shown, craftsmanship provides

important models of fictionality in early Greek literature,57 and it is

probably significant that the only other passage in epic where the

phrase �s ŒÆd K�Ø��Æ�
ø� is used of speech refers to a carefully

crafted lie.58 Certainly, no epic bard ever says of himself that he

tells (will tell or has told) his story �s ŒÆd K�Ø��Æ�
ø�.59 In fact,

55 Compare the Homeric parallels at Iliad 6.150–51 and 20.213–14 (�N 	’ KŁº�Ø�
ŒÆd �ÆF�Æ 	Æ���
ÆØ . . . ), both in the context of a genealogical account given for the
benefit of the listener. The genealogical nature of the Myth of Ages is spelled out at
Works and Days 108.

56 For affinities with craftsmanship see Iliad 10.265 (Meriones’ boar-tusk helmet),
Odyssey 23.197 (Odysseus’ marriage bed); cf. Odyssey 20.161 (the skilled preparation
of firewood). Verdenius (1985), 77 and Wakker (1990), 90 compare Odyssey 11.368
and suggest that Hesiod alludes to the knowledge of the bard.

57 M. Finkelberg (1998), esp. Ch. 4.
58 Homeric Hymn to Hermes 390.
59 The closest we come to such a claim is Odyssey 22.347–8; but even Phemius

emphasizes that his expertise derives ultimately from the gods. At Homeric Hymn to
Apollo 166–73 the narrator praises himself and/or Homer (Burkert 1987) not in
terms of his special expertise but in terms of audience appreciation—a subtle but
important difference. Contrast what he says about the Delian maidens at 163
(Y�Æ�Ø
).
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bards tend to play down their expertise.60 Our passage is quite

exceptional in that respect, and the extravagant and slightly obscure

verb KŒŒ�æıç��ø further enhances our impression that what we are

about to hear is only very superficially related to the Muse-inspired

account of the Theogony.61

Indeed, what follows looks like an allegorical myth avant la

parole. Readers of Hesiod have long puzzled over the nature and

significance of the metal imagery in the Myth of Ages:62 is Hesiod

perhaps hinting at the growing distance between gods and humans,

from gold as the Olympian metal par excellence to iron with its

associations of human toil and suffering?63 Or should we focus on

the ethical considerations that Hesiod develops in his account,

given that bronze in early Greek epic is ‘pitiless’, and a ‘heart of

iron’ remains unmoved in the face of even the most extreme suffer-

ing?64 Rather than trying to answer these questions, I note that

the metal imagery is clearly intended to make us think about the

deeper meaning of this text. Hesiod was not alone in appreciating its

symbolic potential: in the Odyssey, Eurylochus accuses Odysseus of

60 Homer emphasizes his own lack of knowledge precisely when he is about to
perform his most outrageous feat of memory; cf. Iliad 2.484–93 and Graziosi and
Haubold (2005), 44–5. At Odyssey 11.368, Alcinous praises Odysseus’ skills as a
narrator (NB K�Ø��Æ�
ø�) by comparing him to a bard; but like a true bard,
Odysseus never makes any such claims for himself.

61 I strongly suspect that KŒŒ�æıç�ø means something like ‘to perfect/bring to its
peak’ (thus Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1928, 53–4; Most 1993, 91), but the meaning
of the word continues to be debated. Alternative translations include ‘to summarize’
(West 1978, 178; Wakker 1990; LfgrE s.v. Œ�æıç�ø) and ‘to tell from beginning to end’
(Verdenius 1985, 76–7). The scholia suggest either ‘to begin’ or ‘to finish’ (48
Pertusi). The word is hapax legomenon in early epic; the only other passage where it
occurs in Greek literature appears to be Hippocrates, On Diseases 4.48. The simplex
Œ�æıç���ÆØ (middle) means ‘to rise up high’ (of a wave).

62 For recent discussion and further bibliography see Most (1997), J. S. Clay
(2003), 81–95.

63 For gold see the many divine epithets that feature this metal (e.g. åæı���æ��,
åæı���Å, åæı�Åº�ŒÆ���, åæı��
Ø��, åæı�����æ��, åæı��Łæ�
��). Gold and silver are
associated with immortality at Odyssey 7.91–4 (the dogs of Alcinous). For bronze as
the metal of heroic warfare see formulaic åÆºŒ�Œ�æı����, �åÆØ�d åÆºŒ�å��ø
��, etc.
For iron and the world of humans see Works and Days 387, 420, 743 and especially
Theogony 764–6: Death is hateful to the gods and has a heart of iron and pitiless
bronze.

64 Most (1997), 124–5.
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being ‘entirely made of iron’ because he never tires and even at night

does not allow his companions any rest (Odyssey 12.279–85).65

Odysseus is of course not literally made of iron: as a character

within epic, Eurylochus is permitted a degree of rhetorical licence

which the epic narrator rarely allows himself.66 Hesiod in the Myth

of Ages allows himself precisely that kind of licence, and in so doing

makes an important point about the nature of his account, and

our task as readers: what matters now is what we can learn about

the world from other human beings; and in order to learn, we must

get thinking.

All that is still part of the larger project of telling ‘true things’,

K���ı�Æ, to Perses (Works and Days 10). However, I hope to have

shown that the Myth of Ages conveys truth by self-consciously alter-

native means. Not unlike sophistic mythmakers such as Protagoras

or Prodicus—and in keeping with Socrates’ noble lie in the Repub-

lic—Hesiod first frames and then tells his story in such a way as

to alert us to the fundamentally layered nature of human speech

and human knowledge. As Kathryn Morgan observes: ‘philosophical

myth [in Plato] achieves its intellectual power by encouraging

methodological reflection and self-consciousness about the status

of philosophical discourse.’67 A similar point could be made, mutatis

mutandis, about Hesiod’s "��æ�� º�ª�� of the ages of man: from

the perspective of the fully formed human being (the farmer, not

the shepherd), the clairvoyance of the Muses has become literally

a thing of the past: they taught the shepherd all he needed to

know about the gods and the early stages of the universe. If we

want to understand our own present lives as grain-eaters, we

must learn to adopt a different approach, one that looks altogether

more modern.

65 Most (1997), 125. Hesiod too describes the current race of iron as one that
never stops struggling, even at night (Works and Days 176–8).

66 R. Scodel (2002), esp. Ch. 5, discusses the different rhetorical textures of
character speech and third-person narrative specifically in Homeric epic.

67 Morgan (2000), 164.
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CONCLUSION

I have argued that the Hesiodic corpus is structured in terms of

internal chronology and in terms of its author’s biography. Taken

together, these suggest an order of reading and an intellectual trajec-

tory: from divine inspiration to human knowledge, from poetry to

reasoned argument. This trajectory works as a Bildungsroman at

a personal level but, as we have seen, it also has wider implications.

The shepherds of epic are not only portrayed as young but also as

culturally and intellectually challenged. And farmers, as well as being

more mature and socially acceptable, are also more fully human.

We have seen that some of the concerns of the mature Hesiod have

striking affinities with those of later thinkers. Indeed, it would seem

that in this respect, as in many others, the Hesiodic corpus sketches

some of the patterns of thought that were to inform Greek intellec-

tual life in the classical age. Recent scholarship has often emphasized

the connections between archaic and classical Greek thought. Thus,

Mark Griffith remarks in his discussion of ‘contest and contradiction’

in early Greek poetry:

Such writers as Gorgias, Protagoras, and Euripides . . .were not for the most

part introducing radically new techniques or attitudes, but rather exploiting,

systematizing, and exaggerating possibilities that they found already well

developed by their predecessors.68

Griffith captures well the current distaste for grand narratives of

intellectual and cultural change (‘Hesiod to Plato’, ‘poetry to philo-

sophy’, ‘myth to reason’): rather than speculating about shifts in

outlook or mentality, scholars have increasingly come to concentrate

on the ‘exploitation’ and ‘exaggeration’ of possibilities embedded in

the work of predecessors. The present discussion firmly belongs in

this context, though it also raises a question that Griffith does not

consider: might it be possible that a (grand) narrative of intellectual

change is itself among the possibilities that classical authors inherited

from their predecessors? Antony Grafton has recently shown that the

discovery of the New World was in many ways framed in terms of

68 Griffith (1990), 187.
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traditional canons of learning.69 Narratives of discovery and change

were already part of those canons, and the very developments that

would eventually supersede canonical knowledge were in large part

driven by existing intellectual templates.70 Similarly, it might be

worth considering whether the Hesiodic corpus provided a useful

template for intellectual change in the 5th and 4th centuries BC.

Could thinkers like Protagoras—or indeed Plato—look to Hesiod

for a model of how Muse-inspired poetry gives way to more challen-

ging, more secular, and more properly human attempts to pursue

knowledge? Hesiod, and especially the teacher of theWorks and Days,

was extremely popular and highly authoritative in archaic and clas-

sical Greece. If indeed his oeuvre charts a recognizable development

from divine to human knowledge, and from myth to reason, that

must be significant: in this respect as in so many others, the intellec-

tual revolution of the 5th and 4th centuries BC appears to be deeply

rooted in archaic Greek thought.

69 Grafton (1992); for an attempt to see Alexander’s conquest of Egypt in terms of
pre-existing Greek knowledge of Egypt see Vasunia (2001).

70 E.g. Grafton (1992), 51 on Ptolemy’s open-ended conception of the geogra-
pher’s task.
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2

Hesiod and Plato’s history of philosophy

G. R. Boys-Stones

INTRODUCTION

As other contributors to this volume note, it is part of Hesiod’s

interest for Plato that his work has a ‘philosophical’ character—

that is, a character which aligns it with Plato’s own construction of

philosophy as an activity.1 This is true at the level of content: the

Theogony and Works and Days treat what, in retrospect, look like

‘cosmological’ and ‘ethical’ themes, respectively, for example.2 But it

is also true in terms of Hesiod’s relationship with his material. Where

Homer begins his epics by announcing their subject matter (‘Wrath’

is the first word of the Iliad, ‘Man’ of the Odyssey), Hesiod begins

with higher-level reflection on the source of his own inspiration: the

Muses and his relationship with them (see Theogony 1–35 andWorks

and Days 1–10: both works begin with the word ‘Muses’). In the

Works and Days, this reflection culminates in an expression of Hes-

iod’s concern, and emphatic appropriation of responsibility, for the

truth of his discourse (‘I, Perses, I shall speak the truth’),3 leading

straight into what appears to be a correction of something he had

himself said in the Theogony (‘So there was not just one kind of strife,

1 See variously Haubold, Ford, and Van Noorden in this volume.
2 The Theogony andWorks and Days, I mean to say, wear these themes as it were on

their sleeves, though it is true that Homer’s poems too could be read as exercises
in ethics and physics: see Anaxagoras and Metrodorus at Diogenes Laertius 2.11
(= 59 A1.11 DK and 61 fr. 1 DK respectively).

3 Cf. for truth and falsehood as the province of the Muses, Theogony 27.



but two’: Works and Days 11–12),4 followed shortly thereafter by a

note on the motivational role played by strife in the promotion of the

arts in general, and his own art, that of ‘singing’, in particular (Works

and Days 24–6).

Hesiod, in short, not only has interests which Plato shares, but

comes across as epistemologically self-aware in his discussion of

them in a way which is characteristic of philosophy as Plato will

come to understand it. So did Plato afford Hesiod a place in his

history of philosophy? In what follows, I shall argue that he did—but

that his view of the matter is far from straightforward. The reason

for this is that Plato’s view of the history of philosophy is itself far

from straightforward. As I shall argue in the first part of this chapter,

Plato seems to think that the conditions for the historical develop-

ment of philosophy turn out—perhaps surprisingly—to be more or

less detached from the conditions for the historical development of

civilization in general. This means that, although one certainly can

find patterns in human history, patterns in which the development of

many of the technical arts will naturally find their place, they do not

as a matter of fact provide a systematical template for a develop-

mental history of philosophy. But it is in articulating just this com-

plexity that Hesiod becomes a useful reference point for Plato. For

Hesiod, as I shall go on to show, can be used both to give a voice to

the cumulative tradition of inchoate and abortive attempts at philo-

sophy which Plato sees in its past, and also to provide a foundation

for the new direction in which he tries to set it for the future.

PLATO HISTORICUS

That Plato has what we might call a ‘historical consciousness’ is

evident both at a general level, in his reflections on the historical

patterns governing human existence, and in the narrower sphere of

his engagement with earlier thinkers as part of his own philosophical

activity. The broader historical patterns I have in mind include

4 Cf. Haubold in this volume, p. 21.
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Plato’s view that human civilization is something which develops

in cycles, from simple, pastoral beginnings, to ever more elaborate

and advanced political and technological systems—before being set

back to the beginning by periodic catastrophe.5 In its extreme

form, the thesis might sound hypothetical—whimsical, even.6 But

it provides the theoretical framework for at least one concrete histor-

ical narrative, which is the account of ancient Athens offered in the

Timaeus–Critias. Athens, we are told there, once rose to a level of

technical sophistication and political eminence so great that it was

able to see off the empire of Atlantis in battle—before plunging back

into a dark age so total that the Athenians of the 5th century had

no collective memory of their former glory at all.7 Whether one takes

this narrative at face value, or (surely better) sees it as an allegory for

the more recent rise and fall of Athens, from its heyday at Marathon

to its humiliation at Syracuse, the point is much the same: Plato’s

recognition of a cyclical dimension to human history is more than

merely theoretical.8

As to Plato’s use of his predecessors: the important thing here is

not the simple fact that he refers to and engages closely with earlier

thinkers, but the fact that he engages with them as figures in the

history of his own thought.9 Plato’s dialogues, it should not be

forgotten, are themselves works of historical fiction, set a generation

or more before their date of composition: so long ago that Plato not

only is generally absent from the conversations they record, but often

enough could not have been present. And a sense of historical depth

5 See Timaeus 22c–e and Laws Book 3 with Boys-Stones (2001), 8–14.
6 Cf. esp. the Politicus myth, discussed in this volume by El Murr and Rowe.
7 The narrative purportedly comes from the Egyptians, who are able to take the

long view because Egypt is less subject to catastrophe than other areas of the world.
Interestingly, Egyptians are correlatively conservative, which means that their devel-
opment of the arts is not so far in advance of younger civilizations which may, in fact,
outstrip them (as the author of the Epinomis says at 987d; cf. Plato, Laws 656d–657b).

8 Note the inevitability of the decline to which even Callipolis is subject: ª�
��
øfi
�Æ
�d çŁ�æ� K��Ø
, �P	’ � ��ØÆ��Å ����Æ�Ø� �e
 –�Æ
�Æ ��
�E åæ�
�
, Iººa ºıŁ����ÆØ
. . . (Republic 546a, which goes straight on to link this inevitability precisely with cycles
of flourishing and dying). For Atlantis as political allegory, see e.g. Vidal-Naquet
(2007), Ch. 1, and Gill (1980), xiv–xxi, drawing what he takes to be the ‘striking’
conclusion that ‘Plato is genuinely interested in history’ (xx).

9 See esp. McCabe (2000).
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traced between Plato as writer and the conversations he imagines is

an important part of the dynamic of the Platonic dialogue. In the

person of Socrates, Plato seems able to collapse the decades to enter

into debate with some of the major figures of the generation before

him—Protagoras and Parmenides in the dialogues named after

them, just for example. Yet, at the same time, the very different

world in which he is actually writing makes it impossible to forget

the historical gulf between ‘then’ and ‘now’, a gulf which provides

its own, sometimes very piquant, commentary on the positions

with which Plato was engaging. Most obviously, the knowledge of

Socrates’ execution constantly frames Plato’s depiction of him, and

readers are invited to test Socrates’ philosophical integrity against

what they know of his historical fate. But the positions of his inter-

locutors, particularly those associated with the political orthodoxy

of democratic Athens in its heyday, are no less framed and tested by

(for example) what Plato’s readers know to have been the disastrous

conclusion of the Peloponnesian war.10

In one sense, then, it is not only legitimate to ask about Plato’s

history of philosophy, it is crucial for the way we approach the

dialogues. The problem comes in trying to join up Plato’s history

of philosophy with his broader history of civilization. It would be

natural to assume (as Aristotle, for example, assumed) that the two

things go hand in hand: that philosophy develops and becomes more

sophisticated as civilization does.11 After all, Platonic philosophy is,

or aspires to be, a technē, and the development of civilization in

Plato’s view is inevitably tied closely to increasingly sophisticated

attainment in intellectual and technological fields. What is more,

Plato seems explicitly to link the development of philosophy to his

narrative of the emergence of civilization: at least, he suggests at

various times that political complexity and the development of

mathematics are prerequisites for philosophy.12 Yet there is no clear

10 An excellent case study is Gifford (2001).
11 For Aristotle, see fr. 13 Rose.
12 Political complexity: Laws 678ab (cf. Boys-Stones 2001, 13–14). Mathematics is

a grounding for philosophy in the educational curriculum of the Republic (and
indeed the epistemological scheme expressed by the image of the ‘line’ at 509d–
511e). (Elsewhere, one might note, mathematics is only an analogue for success in
philosophy: e.g. Theaetetus 148d.)
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sense in Plato’s dialogues that philosophy, even with these prerequi-

sites in place, has come any measurable distance at all.

This has not stopped people looking for hints of a developmental

story of philosophy in Plato, however. In particular, the real, and (as

far as it goes) well-founded, sense that Plato’s own philosophy treads

some kind of a line between Heraclitus and Parmenides is occasion-

ally taken as the basis for ascribing to Plato the thesis that philosophy

advances—already has advanced—by a form of ‘dialectical’ pro-

gress.13 The idea is that the kind of dialectical conversation that

one might imagine conducted between two ideal Platonic philoso-

phers—confronting and testing each other’s positions in order to

arrive at a synthesis which preserves the best of both—is to be found

played out in historical terms between different schools of thought.

The proof-text for this view comes in a lengthy stretch of the Sophist,

which can be read as a map of the historical ‘dialectic’ that has led to

Plato himself. The passage, which is worth quoting at length, begins

with the following overview of pre-Heraclitean philosophy—de-

scribed in rather Hesiodic terms, a point to which I shall be returning

(Sophist 242cd):

It seems to me that each of them tells us a story, as if we were children. One

person says that there are three things, and that some of them sometimes

fight with each other, but then make it up and marry and have children and

bring them up. Another person says there are two things—wet and dry, or

warm and cold; and he has them live together and gets them married. Our

own Eleatic people, who began with Xenophanes, or perhaps even earlier,

talk in their stories as if ‘everything’, so-called, is really just one thing.

It is not obvious from the way Plato phrases it here, but it becomes

clear in the sequel that the Eleatic Stranger, who is leading

the discussion in this dialogue, thinks that, at the heart of this free-

for-all over the question of how many things there are, is a funda-

mental encounter between the advocates of two polar extremes: those

who think that there is just one thing, and those who think that there

are many. The debate turns out to be, in other words, a battle

between monists and pluralists. The interesting thing about this is

that the polarity becomes clear just as progress appears to be made

13 E.g. recently Bárány (2006); Press (2007), 168–70.
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through the synthesis of these positions in the persons of Heraclitus

(what the ‘hard-line’ Muses say is clearly based on Heraclitus 22 A10,

B10 DK) and Empedocles (the laxer philosopher of Aphrodite and

Neikos) (242d–243a):

But later, certain Ionian and Sicilian Muses realized that the safest thing was

to weave both accounts together and to say that what exists is bothmany and

one, and held together by both enmity and friendship. ‘What is being drawn

apart is always being brought together’ say the more hard-line of the

Muses—though the less strict among them relax the requirement that they

are always in both states, but say that everything is, successively, now one

and amicable, through Aphrodite, and now many and hostile towards itself,

though some power of Neikos [‘conflict’].

Having (on this view) set out one ‘dialectical’ advance, the Eleatic

Stranger goes on at 246a–c to set up a new opposition between

materialists and ‘friends of forms’. This time, the battle is represented

in the terms of the mythical attack launched by the race of Giants

who wanted to unseat the Olympian gods (again, I shall return to the

Hesiodic character of the imagery):

They are involved in a kind of Gigantomachy because of their disagreement

over being . . . Some of them pull everything from heaven and the invisible

realm down to earth, literally laying hold of ‘stones and oak’. For clinging to

things like this, they affirm that only that which offers resistance and can be

touched exists. So they define being as body, and if anyone says that some-

thing else, which does not have body, exists, they absolutely despise him and

refuse to hear any more . . .Those who disagree with them very cautiously

defend a position somewhere up in the invisible realm, constraining true

being to certain intelligible and incorporeal forms. They verbally pulverize

the ‘bodies’ that their opponents say are true being, and refer to them as a

‘process of generation’, not as being. In between them there has always been

an interminable battle over these questions.

The Stranger goes on to broker a deal between relatively amenable

representatives of each faction, in which he demands that the claims

of both are recognized (249cd). Assuming that the Eleatic Stranger

speaks, more or less, for Plato (it seems reasonable enough that he

does), and especially if one reads this new opposition as a clash

between Heraclitean Giants and Parmenidean Olympians, we arrive
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at the result we wanted: Plato’s own philosophy constructed as a

sophisticated new synthesis of the two great movements.

The appeal of a narrative like this is very strong, not least because,

as I suggested, it extrapolates its diachronic narrative from views that

we know Plato holds about how advances in ordinary philosophical

dialectic are achieved. Platonic dialectic precisely and explicitly deals

with antithetical extremes by exploring the middle ground between

them. At Philebus 17a, in fact, this is how ‘dialectic’ is distinguished

from ‘eristic’—eristic (about which I shall have more to say below)

being, roughly, the adoption of some position for the sake of main-

taining it in debate, rather than making progress in understanding.

But at the same time, the idea that the pattern set by Platonic

dialectic provides the basis for Plato’s history of philosophy, his view

of how philosophers historically have responded to each other and

collectively advanced our understanding of the world, may turn out

to be an illusion. It is an old and tenacious view, to be sure: it has

roots in ancient attempts to make Plato the reference point for

subsequent philosophical practice by making him the summation

of all that went before, in the sense of being a synthesis of different

and at times competing strands in earlier philosophical history;14

and its currency in the modern world is no doubt helped by its

seductive assonance with the language of Hegelian ‘dialectic’. But it

is not at all clear that Plato himself took such a tidy view of the

matter, as a closer look at the Sophist will show.

The ‘dialectical’ reading of the Sophist starts from the position that

the engagement between monists and pluralists, who are readily

identified with known historical positions, results in a synthesis of

the two which represents real intellectual progress. I have already

noted that their crystallization into two opposing camps seems not to

be something in the forefront of Plato’s mind when he sets up the

battle: perhaps that does not matter. But the status of the resulting

‘synthesis’ as an intellectual advance is also far from clear. If the

14 The late 2nd-century Platonist Atticus, for example, has him ‘perfect’ philoso-
phy by uniting the various traditions of his predecessors (fr. 1 des Places); Numenius,
at a similar period, talks about him ‘striking a mean’ between Pythagoras and
Socrates (fr. 24 des Places ad fin.). Cf. Diogenes Laertius 3.8: ‘He created a blend of
Heraclitean, Pythagorean, and Socratic arguments.’

Hesiod and Plato’s history of philosophy 37



model holds, if it really were an advance (and not just another new

position to add to the pot), one should expect to see this position

further refined through further dialectical stages. Indeed, the dialec-

tical reading of the Sophist is inspired in the first place by the idea

that Heraclitus, one product of the first dialectical clash, is set to

battle the Eleatic school in the Gigantomachy which follows and

which is supposed to form the immediate background to Plato’s

own thought.15 But that turns out to be a very problematic assump-

tion indeed. It has been noted often enough that Parmenides (who is

neither named nor quoted here, as he was in the previous battle) sits

uncomfortably on the side of the Friends: Parmenides, after all,

believes that there exists just one thing, yet the Friends believe in

many things, namely the forms.16 But, just as importantly, Heraclitus

(who is not named or quoted here either, though he too was invoked

in the previous battle) turns out to make a very awkward Giant. If we

consider what Plato says about Heraclitus in the Theaetetus—a work

to which the Sophist represents itself as a sort of sequel, and which we

are therefore expected to have in mind—he actually turns out to have

as much in common with the Friends of the Forms. He does away

with what one can grasp with one’s hands (Theaetetus 155a), and in

doing so seems at odds with the Giants who believe that only such

things exist (Sophist 246a). On the other hand, he reduces bodies to

processes, so that we can refer to what is ‘becoming’ but not what is

(Theaetetus 156a–157b)—very much like the Friends of the Forms in

the Sophist, who ‘pulverize’ bodies and consign them to ‘becoming’

rather than ‘being’ (246c).17

15 Cf. L. Brown (1998), 188, assuming that Heraclitus and Empedocles are among
the Giants.

16 As many commentators have seen, Plato may more likely have identified
members of his own school as Friends of the Forms—a view which naturally under-
mines from the start the idea that this passage represents a stage in the dialectical
advance towards Plato himself. See e.g. L. Brown (1998), 186. (Bárány 2006, 320
suggests that the Stranger himself makes the identification between the Friends and
Parmenides at 249cd; but this passage rather seems to distinguish between (a) those
who maintain that reality is one (sc. the Eleatics, then), and (b) those who think that
reality is constituted by the (many) forms.)

17 Bárány (2006), 320 acknowledges, but effectively ignores, all this. It is, by the
way, no easier to find Empedocles (the other product of the first battle) among the
Giants: in according an important role to the forces of Aphrodite and Neikos, he is
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The fact that the participants in the Gigantomachy are so hard to

pin down, which in turn baffles any attempt to construct a clear

historical relationship between the Gigantomachy and the earlier

battle (beyond, that is, the historically contingent fact that one

occurred before the other), points finally to the conclusion that

Plato is not here trying to develop a systematical account of philo-

sophical history after all—is not seeing patterns of development,

dialectical or otherwise, which lead inexorably to the threshold of

his own activity. Indeed, it seems to me that this passage points in a

different direction altogether. Far from placing an emphasis on

philosophical progress, Plato here, as again and again elsewhere,

suggests that he is working against a backdrop of philosophical stasis.

The Eleatic Stranger actually comments of the Gigantomachy, not

that it is a glorious battle of the recent past, but that it is limitless and

perennial: K
 ��øfi 	b ��æd �ÆF�Æ ¼�º���� I�ç��æø
 ��åÅ �Ø�, t

¨�Æ��Å��, I�d �ı
��ÅŒ�
 (246c). And although a narrative of devel-

opment seems to be written into the previous battle (the battle

between monists and pluralists from which Heraclitus and Empedo-

cles emerged as a new stage in philosophical history), the message is

undercut by the fact that Plato elsewhere goes out of his way to deny

the historical novelty of the positions which they (specifically they:

Heraclitus and Empedocles) espouse. In the Theaetetus (remember-

ing, again, that the Sophist itself asks us to have this work in mind)

Heraclitus and Empedocles are grouped together, by name, with

Protagoras, ‘all the wise men, one after another, except Parmenides’,

and poets including Epicharmus and Homer, as having been com-

mitted to the same position, namely that everything is in flux

(152de). Much the same thesis is found in the Cratylus too: there,

Heraclitus turns out to hold a position already maintained by Hes-

iod, Homer, and Orpheus (402b)—a position, we learn, which is as

ancient as the Greek language itself (411b).18 Not much, it seems, has

changed after all.

not obviously someone who thinks that only what ‘offers resistance and can be
touched’ is real.

18 Cf. Sedley (2003), 28, 112, 122. Plato may be relying for the details of his
Heraclitean thesis, perhaps even the idea, on the Sophist Hippias: see Balaudé
(2006) (and cf. Ford in this volume, pp. 144–5).
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HESIOD ERISTICUS

Far from finding a narrative of progress in Plato, then, it looks more

likely that he viewed earlier philosophical history in terms precisely

of its failure to make progress, certainly its failure to keep pace with

advances in other areas of civilized activity. To be sure, the perennial

‘mainstream’ is, appropriately enough for a broadly Heraclitean

tradition, in motion while it rests: the claim can hardly be that

everyone says exactly the same thing. But its contributors have

failed to hit upon a modus operandi which enables their various

contributions to achieve the sort of cumulative advance one sees in

other arts—mathematics, for example. So they keep slipping back

into the same old compromise position. From a certain perspective

(that of the battle between monists and pluralists in the Sophist for

example), Heraclitus’ ‘nothing-is-truer-than-anything-else’ theory

of flux might look like an exciting innovation. In fact it is a backward

step: a relapse into something familiar and ancient.

If it is right to view matters in these terms, there are two further

observations to make—observations which take me, at last, to Hes-

iod. The first is that Plato’s construction of the ‘mainstream’, as I am

calling it, involves the deliberate inclusion of sophists and poets

alongside people whom Plato might be expected to recognize more

readily as his ancestors in philosophy. These categories are not, of

course, so clear-cut or well established for Plato as they are, on the

whole, for us. Nevertheless, it seems right to talk of a deliberate

conflation of different categories of thinker just because it is one

for which arguments are offered—and offered by figures within as

well as figures outside the tradition under construction. Protagoras,

for example, makes common intellectual cause in his own voice with

Homer and Hesiod (as poets), Orpheus and Musaeus (as theologoi),

physical trainers, and musicians (Protagoras 316d–317a). Elsewhere

it is Socrates who brings together ‘philosophers’ and ‘poets’ in a

single tradition—even as he distances himself from them (Theaetetus

152de; Cratylus 402ab).

There is, then, no getting away from the fact that Hesiod is one of

the people implicated in, and appropriated by, the ‘mainstream’. But

this leads me on to my second observation. Not only is Hesiod a
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member of the mainstream, it is often in his voice, quite specifically,

that it expresses itself. This is true on a grand scale on at least two

occasions in the material I have already been surveying—the very

material, that is, in which Plato offers reflections on the stasis repre-

sented by this earlier tradition. Protagoras, for example, having

established himself as the representative of a tradition of sophistry

that stretches back to Homer and Hesiod, gets down to business

with a distinctly ‘Hesiodic’ narrative offered in answer to a question

about the nature of justice. His response is a tale of Prometheus,

Epimetheus, and the creation of man (Protagoras 320c ff.)—a story

which is, of course, reworked from Hesiod’s own meditation on

justice, theWorks and Days (42–105). The decision to deliver himself

in these terms is no accident: indeed, Plato makes some play of

the fact that Protagoras might have delivered a logos instead of this

muthos (320c) had his audience preferred.19

Hesiod is very much the reference point for the historical

skirmishes of the Sophist as well. Indeed, both of the battles I re-

viewed above are set up in broadly Hesiodic terms. In the first, the

battle between pluralists and monists, the antagonists ‘each tell us

a story, as if we were children’ (�FŁ�
 �Ø
Æ "ŒÆ���� çÆ�
��Æ� ��Ø

	ØÅª�E�ŁÆØ �ÆØ�d
 ‰� �s�Ø
 ��E
: 242c), and their stories, we learn,

encompass themes of warfare, marriage, children, the raising of off-

spring, and the cohabitation of opposites (242cd). These are familiar

enough themes in themselves, but there is no precedent for a work

containing all of them nearly so obvious as Hesiod—whether the

Theogony on its own, or the Theogony taken together withWorks and

Days.20 So when the clash between the ‘materialists’ and form-lovers

later on is described as a ‘Gigantomachy’, Hesiod naturally comes to

19 That he goes on afterwards to give a ‘logos’ as well (324d: �PŒ�Ø �FŁ�
 ��Ø KæH
Iººa º�ª�
) hardly undermines the point: indeed, it establishes a further parallel with
Hesiod. Hesiod’s narrative of Prometheus is a muthos (�ıŁÅ�Æ�Å
 at Works and Days
10: cf. J. S. Clay 2003: 32); but on its conclusion he continues—deferring to the
possibility of audience preference, just as Protagoras does—with a logos on the same
theme: �N 	’KŁº�Ø�, "��æ�
 ��Ø Kªg º�ª�
 KŒŒ�æıç��ø (106).

20 Contrast Socrates’ characterization of what Hesiod (and other poets) share in
common with Homer (Ion 531c): warfare, relationships between men, between gods,
and between gods and men; celestial and infernal phenomena; the births of gods and
heroes.
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mind again. He is, to be sure, not the only obvious reference point in

this case: we must certainly be put in mind of the representation of

the Gigantomachy which formed a central part of the Great Panathe-

naea (cf. Euthyphro 6bc): part of the moral, no doubt, is the decisive

role Athena (that is, wisdom) needs to take in the present battle too.

But with the Theogony in mind already, it would be difficult not to

be reminded of Hesiod’s Titanomachy, that other assault on the

heavens by creatures of earth.21 The similarity between these battles

was recognized in antiquity, to the point where the two could be

easily conflated;22 Plato’s Giants and Hesiod’s Titans grasp rocks as

weapons with suspiciously similar language;23 and although the

Giants differ in using oak trees too, the difference is explained by

an apparently traditional phrase—‘oak and rocks’—which may itself

have suggested Hesiod to Plato’s readers.24

But why should Plato think of Hesiod as the natural voice of this

tradition? One reason might be to do with the central place taken

within this tradition by the sophists. I do not mean by this that Plato

thinks that all members of it are sophists—as we have seen, he is

careful to distinguish the different interest-groups that go to make it

up. (Even Protagoras, who has a point of his own to make, acknowl-

edges that others in the tradition seem not to be sophists.) But Plato

21 It is interesting that the Theogony should thus be a powerful thematic presence
in the Sophist, when the Works and Days plays such a central role in its sequel, the
Politicus (see in this volume esp. Rowe; El Murr). It is unlikely to be coincidence,
especially since another important pairing of Platonic dialogues replicates the pat-
tern, namely the Republic (Works and Days) and the Timaeus (Theogony). The
possibility of coincidence is further reduced if Ford is right to argue (as he does in
this volume) that Plato knows Hesiod only as the author of the Works and Days and
Theogony.

22 Cf. Sanford (1941).
23 Sophist 246a (�ÆE� å�æ�d
 I��å
H� ��æÆ� ŒÆd 	æF� ��æØºÆ���
�
���); cf.

Hesiod, Theogony 675 (��æÆ� MºØ����ı� ��Ø�ÆæBfi � K
 å�æ�d
 �å�
���).
24 Plato’s Giants grasp rocks and oak (��æÆ� ŒÆd 	æF�); cf. Theogony 35: Iººa �� q

��Ø �ÆF�Æ ��æd 	æF
 j ��æd ��æÅ
; It is true that Plato knows the phrase ‘being born
from oak or rock’ from Homer (see Apology 34d with Odyssey 19.162–3); but it is
hard to see how its occurrence in the Sophist could have resonance with this Homeric
precedent. Hesiod’s use of it is thoroughly obscure (for possible meanings, see West
1966, 167–9); but since it cuts off his report of the Muses’ charge to him as a singer,
there is scope to think that Plato could take the idiom to be concerned with some-
thing like, for example, foundations or basic principles (even building-blocks), which
the Giants might reasonably cling to.
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does seem to think that the Heraclitean ‘mainstream’ which consti-

tutes the broad trend of earlier ‘philosophy’ is strongly contami-

nated—in fact is essentially vitiated—by the sort of futile, eristic

battles that he associates above all with sophistry. And Hesiod turns

out to be, for Plato, an ideal spokesman for this corrupting, sophistic

core. Not only could he rely on an association between Hesiod and

the sophistic movement made more widely in classical culture (we

have seen, for example, that Protagoras claimed him for a sophist,25

and Protagoras’ claims are paralleled by the representation of Hesiod

in the Contest, where he is depicted in debate over topics character-

istic of 5th-century sophistic debate);26 it is also relevant that Hesiod

is one of the more ancient poets. One of the points Plato wishes

to make is precisely the way in which the mainstream never really

advances, but always relapses to its ancient roots.

So much might be said for Homer as well. But there is one more

thing that makes Hesiod an appropriate spokesman for a tradition

riddled with the vices of the sophistic (that is, the eristic) tradition:

his own positive comments about strife (eris). ‘Strife’ had itself been a

contentious issue before Plato: Homer wished it away from the lives

of men (Iliad 18.107), and Heraclitus famously attacked him for it

(22 A20 DK). Hesiod not only thought that it could be a good thing,

the spur to greater achievement, but explicitly includes his own art

(the ‘singing’ that was to become ‘sophistry’) under its patronage

(Works and Days 11–26):

There is not just one kind of strife, but two on earth: one you would praise if

you recognized it, but the other is reprehensible: they are quite different in

spirit. For one is cruel, and fosters the evils of war and battle: no mortal loves

her, though under the necessity of divine will they pay honour to this

troublesome Strife. The other is the first daughter born to dark Night, set

down in the roots of the earth by the son of Cronus, who sits on high and

25 Strictly speaking, of course, the claim is put by Plato in Protagoras’ mouth; but
there is no reason to suppose that it is done to misrepresent him. And see Koning in
this volume, pp. 100–1.

26 Cf. Graziosi (2001). That Hesiod wins the contest on the ground that he is the
poet of peace (Contest }13, 207–14 West) is surely ironic: his engagement in the
Contest itself shows his love of a fight; he shows phthonos towards Homer in the
course of it (11, 148–50 West; cf. 94 IåŁ��Ł���); and on winning, he sets up a
triumphalist dedication.
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dwells in the heaven, and is better by far to men. Even the good-for-nothing

she rouses to work: for one feels the need to work when one sees another

man rich because he is quick to plough and plant and set his house in order.

A neighbour competes with a neighbour who is in pursuit of riches, and this

Strife is good for mortals. Potter too hates potter and builder builder, and

beggar is envious of beggar, and singer of singer.

On the basis of this passage alone, one sees how Hesiod could

become for Plato the rallying voice of a tradition convergent with

sophistry. Plato himself, of course, allows no such distinction be-

tween good and bad eris.27 Hesiod’s singers might be spurred to

achievement by competition, but it is a mark of Platonic experts

that they never compete to outdo each other (Republic 349b–350b);28

it is sophists, not philosophers, who engage in eristic (Sophist 225c–

226a, 231e; cf. again Philebus 17a), people who want to pick a fight

(Republic 454ab; 499a). At Critias 109b, we are told that Eris is absent

from the gods—a remark surely intended to take in Hesiod’s accom-

modation of Eris within the divine genealogies.29 It is particularly

interesting that ‘Meno’s Paradox’—a man can make enquiry neither

into what he knows, for he knows it already; nor into what he does

not know, for he would not know when he found it—is characterized

as an eristikos logos (Meno 80e, 81d). In a way it is the eristikos logos

par excellence, for it threatens to make intellectual progress impos-

sible: if the paradox holds, all enquiry is futile posturing.30

27 If one supposes that Plato sees common cause with Solon in his thought about
eris, particularly eris as a political evil, it becomes the more likely that he has Hesiod
quite specifically in mind in the citations that follow. For Solon must have been
thinking about Hesiod when he imagined the rule of law (eunomiē) bringing an end
to eris (fr. 4. 32–9 West: note the reversion in 38 to Homer’s association of eris and
cholos at Iliad 18.107–8). Compare also fr. 13. 43 ff. West (����	�Ø 	’ ¼ºº�Ł�
 ¼ºº��
. . . ) with Works and Days 23–4 (ÇÅº�E 	 �� ª����
Æ ª���ø
 j �N� ¼ç�
�� ����	�
�’·
IªÆŁc 	’ �‚æØ� l	� �æ���E�Ø
). My thanks to Johannes Haubold for drawing this to my
attention.

28 Cf. Isocrates, Letter 5 (To Alexander) 3.1–3 for the explicit association of eris and
pleonexia, which is what Plato has in his targets here.

29 See Theogony 225, where Eris is a daughter of Night. Homer is culpable too,
though: Eris is one of the gods at Iliad 11.73–7.

30 Cf. also Euthydemus 275d–276b. Plato constantly returns to the attempt to
vindicate enquiry and the possibility of teaching, especially when it concerns virtue.
One thing that makes the sophists dangerous is that, despite offering to teach, their
positions often seem to entail that teaching is impossible, e.g. because it is impossible
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In general, then, Plato links Eris/eristic, and with it what I am

calling the mainstream, with the impossibility of substantive teaching

or learning, and so of philosophical advance. Hesiod was wrong to

distinguish a futile and a productive form of eris: contention in the

law-courts, which Hesiod and Plato alike abhor (Republic 499a;

Works and Days 27–41) is of a piece with the striving of ‘singer

against singer’. The result in each case is the same: a waste of energy

and a permanent standoff—a perpetual Gigantomachy.

PLATO DIALECTICUS

Fromwhat I have said so far, it might seem that I am heading towards

the conclusion that Hesiod is the villain of Plato’s history of philo-

sophy. But this cannot be quite right. As other chapters of this

volume (indeed, the very existence of this volume) make clear,

Plato himself talks in the language of Hesiod, and frequently takes

Hesiod as the reference point for his own positions—or, at least, for

positions which frame a critical stance towards the sophists. Indeed,

if I am right to suggest that a crucial point of difference, in Plato’s

account, between Plato and his predecessors is the futility of their

eristic and so, by implication, the fertility of his dialectic, then it is

relevant that Plato at least once associates Hesiod with the possibility

of intellectual progress (Cratylus 428a, quotingWorks and Days 361):

Hesiod’s remark seems right to me: progress can be made ‘by adding little to

little’.

True, Hesiod was actually talking about the acquisition of money, not

wisdom; but virtue is true wealth after all (cf. Republic 416e), and the

methodological point, in any case, is well taken: one makes progress

in whatever sphere by adding to what went before, not by flying into

contention with it. Perhaps, then, for all the faults which lead to his

association with the ‘mainstream’, Hesiod also provides the ‘little’

to contradict someone or to assert a falsehood (Euthydemus 285e ff.), or because the
truth is relative to individuals (Theaetetus 152a). Note that the Heracliteans of the
‘mainstream’ constructed in the Theaetetus have no pupils and no teachers (180c).
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which might have been, and in Plato might yet be, the foundation for

real intellectual progress. The question is whether we can identify

something in Hesiod that Plato will think he got right, such that it

will act as the basis for a more constructive tradition than that of the

eristical mainstream.

Oddly enough, it looks as if the answer might come in the very

passage that proclaims Hesiod’s adherence to Eris. For on the one

occasion when Plato actually quotes this passage, he does so not to

make a point about eris at all but—surprisingly—about the nature

of love. Hesiod, he suggests, provides evidence that love subsists

between entities which are unlike one another (Lysis 215cd, Socrates

speaking):31

I’ve just remembered: I once heard someone say that like is most hostile to

like, and the good to the good. In fact he adduced Hesiod as evidence, saying

that, as potter too hates potter and singer singer and beggar beggar, so

necessarily with everything else: things that are like one another, especially

when they are very alike, are full of envy, competitiveness, and enmity; but

things very unlike each other are full of love.

There is not room here to do justice to Plato’s theory of love and its

role in intellectual striving.32 But it is enough for present purposes to

remember that a crucial aspect of it is that it involves the erotic bond

between things that are not the same but between which some

relationship of need subsists. The idea, roughly speaking, is that the

philosopher conceives a radical desire for the wisdom he does not yet

possess (the form of the ‘Beautiful’ in the Phaedrus and the Sympo-

sium, the ‘first friend’ of the Lysis), and in virtue of this desire

conceives a further desire for individuals who complement his own

intellectual state and are thus able to help him achieve his end

31 It might be relevant to Plato’s re-reading of this passage as a reflection on love
rather than eris (especially since he does not quote the context in which eris is
mentioned) that the interlocutor who immediately approves of the reading, Menex-
enus, has himself earlier been characterized as an eristikos (211b).

32 One complication is that the present passage of the Lysis is concerned with
philia (traditionally translated ‘friendship’) not erōs (‘erotic love’). For the sake of
clarity and brevity, I allow myself the liberty of glossing over the distinction in what
follows, since my point in any case is that the passage is not but gestures towards the
final theory, which (following Penner and Rowe 2005) I take to be a general theory
about our desire for the good, which in turn coincides precisely with the theory of
‘eros’ we get in both the Symposium and Phaedrus.
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through dialectic. Erotic attraction between different individuals,

and between an individual and the wisdom they are pursuing, is,

then, the basis of constructive dialectic for Plato—which is precisely

what Plato offers instead of eristic.

It would, of course, be going far too far to suggest that all of this is

what Plato is here ascribing to Hesiod. Indeed, Socrates goes straight

on to offer a disproof of the strong thesis that love subsists between

unlike and unlike, for which Hesiod is invoked as a witness. But Plato

clearly is ascribing to Hesiod a helpful contribution to this full

theory. For Plato has, with what we might regard as some perversity,

turned a passage of Hesiod famous for championing eris into a

theory of love which functions as a useful corrective to the position

(considered and rejected just before) that love is between like and

like.33 What is more, it is part of the point that, in finding something

to approve in Hesiod, Plato also wants to build on it—to move on

from it. Indeed, the very way in which Plato cites Hesiod draws

attention to the dual dynamic of his movement away from Hesiod

with his starting point in him. For he offers a quotation, but rewrites

it as he does so. Hesiod considered potters, builders, beggars, and

singers in that order (Works and Days 25–6):

ŒÆd Œ�æÆ��f� Œ�æÆ��E Œ���Ø ŒÆd �Œ��
Ø �Œ�ø


ŒÆd ��øåe� ��øåfiH çŁ�
�Ø ŒÆd I�Ø	e� I�Ø	fiH.

And potter vies with potter, and builder with builder

And beggar envies beggar and singer singer.

Plato (though preserving the metre, and so the pretence of authen-

ticity) drops the builders and promotes the singers:34

33 It should be noted that what I call the ‘perversity’ of this reading is mitigated to
some extent by the fact that, in Hesiod, love (Philotēs, remembering that philia is the
word under immediate discussion: n. 32) is a sister to Eris: see Theogony 224–5. In
any case, the reading is not so perverse that Aristotle was embarrassed to adopt it:
Eudemian Ethics 1235a13–18; Nicomachean Ethics 1155a32–b1.

34 The potters remain in pole position, as the anchor for the quotation. Every
indication is that the misquotation is deliberate and not, for example, a variant in
Plato’s text of Hesiod. For one thing, no one else in antiquity who quotes this line
quotes it in any form other than that in our MSS (and this includes Aristotle who
seems to quote it with this passage of the Lysis in mind: see again n. 33). For another,
Plato’s version, while it scans, nevertheless leaves half a line empty. Cf. further El
Murr in this volume, Ch. 14, for Plato’s deliberate reformulation of Hesiod.
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ŒÆd Œ�æÆ��f� Œ�æÆ��E Œ���Ø ŒÆd I�Ø	e� I�Ø	fiH

ŒÆd ��øåe� ��øåfiH . . .

And potter vies with potter and singer with singer

And beggar with beggar . . .

It is not absurd to think that this is itself carefully manipulated to fit

his conceit that Hesiod can be made to point the way to his own

thesis about love and dialectic. The ‘singer’ would stand as usual for

the (would-be) wise man, the ‘beggar’, not implausibly, for the

person in love.35 The message, then, starts to emerge: there is no

progress in the debates of men who think they are wise already: the

truly wise are in search of (in love with) what they do not have. To

put this a little more in the language of the Symposium (but in terms

absolutely consistent with the Lysis too): philosophy is what happens

when a man who would be wise teams up with Eros.

PLATO EROTICUS

The Lysis, I am suggesting, turns the very passage which identifies

Hesiod most closely with the ‘eristic’ tradition into a reference point

for Plato’s own ‘erotic’ science of dialectic. The suggestion gets some

support from the fact that it is possible to see Plato at work making

similar corrections to Hesiod in his other erotic dialogues, the Sym-

posium and the Phaedrus. For the Symposium, I rely on an observa-

tion made by David Sedley, who has argued (2006, 67–9) that

Agathon’s speech, in making Eros the youngest of the gods,

is meant as a correction of Hesiod’s genealogy, since Hesiod made

Eros the first of the gods (after Chaos, that is: see Theogony 116–22).

Sedley’s suggestion is that the correction is intended to dissociate

Eros from the violence inflicted by the first generations of gods on

each other. If this is right, Hesiod would here too be shown to be

wrong about the positive connotations of eris (its association with

35 For lover as beggar, cf. Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.2.29 (¼ Critias 88 A17 DK);
and in general for deficiency as a precondition of love, Lysis 215ab, 221de. In the
Symposium, Eros is famously represented as the vagrant child of penury, always
striving for what he does not have: 203cd.
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the major constructive force in the cosmos), but right about the

importance of eros.

If I am right, we should hope to find Hesiod’s presence in the

Phaedrus as well, since that dialogue is concerned precisely with

distinguishing living Platonic dialectic from the moribund, unre-

sponsive posturing of sophistic speeches and texts—replacing eristics

with erotics, so to speak.36 And the hope is justified—albeit Hesiod’s

presence in the Phaedrus is more oblique than in either the Sympo-

sium or the Lysis. It comes in the account, and then the correction of

the account, of Eros with which the dialogue begins. For just as

Hesiod had, in the Theogony (at 226) discussed Eris as a baneful

divinity, but then, in the passage of the Works and Days before us (at

11–12), corrected himself with a double account including a con-

structive Eris (‘better by far to men’) alongside the negative type, so

the Phaedrus begins with a wholly negative account of Eros in the

speech of Lysias (230e–234c), but then corrects it in Socrates’ double

account of Eros, first as a negative force (237b–241d), and then as

something positive (at 244a–257b). To be sure, the dynamic is not

quite the same: Socrates moves through his negative account (the

initial correction of Lysias) to the official, positive account of Eros

which replaces it in turn. (Socrates, after all, is committed to the

position that the gods are not responsible for anything harmful to

man.)37 But the pattern is striking enough, not least because it is

hardly essential to the internal dynamic of the dialogue that Socrates

should have given two accounts at all—there is no reason why he

could not have attacked both the rhetorical form and the negative

representation of Eros in Lysias’ speech at a single blow. The possi-

bility that we are encouraged to see, in Socrates’ two corrective

speeches on Eros ( �‚æø�), a punning reference to Hesiod’s two

forms of Eris (� ‚æØ�), effecting a revision similar to the one we have

seen in the Lysis, and for a purpose which matches the thrust of the

Symposium perfectly, is too tempting to dismiss out of hand. Eros

36 Note that the champion of eristic in this case is Lysias who—like the Perses of
Works and Days, then?—is known for his law-court speeches. (Lysias is a logographos:
Phaedrus 257c.)

37 Cf. again Critias 109b on the banishment of Eris from the gods.
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promises real intellectual progress, where the ‘mainstream’ stalled

long ago in its naive fascination with Eris.

CONCLUSION

Whatever the plausibility of the details of this (allusion is rarely

amenable to proof), the basic conclusion is clear. Plato’s history of

philosophy is not a story of linear development to match his history

of civilization and the arts more directly connected with it. Indeed,

again and again it is the apparent failure of philosophy to develop,

despite its affinity with the technical arts, that baffles and frustrates

Plato. Instead of locating his own work at the culmination of what

went before, Plato sees (or represents) pretty well everyone who

might have had a claim to his philosophical ancestry as part of a

noisy but unproductive tradition characterized by eristic. Hesiod is a

convenient poster-boy for this tradition partly because he can him-

self be represented as an advocate of eris(tic), partly because he is

recognized by the Sophists (the eristikoi par excellence) as one of

their own, and partly because, as one of the earliest surviving repre-

sentatives of the tradition, its use of his voice is a token of its failure

to make any progress.

But it is not all bad news. For one thing, the fact that philosophy,

for whatever reason, does not track ‘civilization’ may suggest that the

philosopher has a certain freedom and autonomy which can give him

hope in the most adverse political circumstances. One should re-

member again that Plato was writing his dialogues during a down-

turn in the Athenians’ historical trajectory, with the disastrous

outcome of the Peloponnesian war in the background. If he despaired

of a civilization which had overreached itself in this way, he still saw it

as a time when philosophy could begin. I mentioned at the beginning

that Plato on some occasions talks as if a degree of political complex-

ity and a certain level of attainment in the mathematical sciences

might be preconditions for philosophy. But on other occasions, he is

very ready to subvert the idea that philosophy requires any elaborate

technical expertise at all. According to Timaeus 47ab, for example, a

pair of eyes and a view of the stars is all that it needs to get going: after
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that, the theory of recollection (anamnēsis) reassures us that we carry

the answers within us already, and dialogue (of which thinking is a

species: Theaetetus 189e) is the only thing needed to bring them out.

In the Phaedrus, even an art so basic to the development of civilization

as writing turns out to be more of a hindrance than a help (275a–e).

Another reason not to despair is that, although most people in the

past have as a matter of fact been side-tracked into eristic, it does not

mean that there is nothing in the past on which we can build, nothing

of value to be sifted from the mainstream.38 A token of this is the fact

that Hesiod, though a natural spokesman for the eristical main-

stream, can be constructively appropriated for philosophy too. And

just as the eristical tradition advertises its lack of progress by using

his voice, so Plato, insofar as he re-reads and builds on Hesiod, can

use him to measure the distance his own method has enabled him

to come.

38 Note that Parmenides may be exempted from it altogether: he is at Theaetetus
152de, anyway; and he turns up as a teacher for Socrates in the Parmenides, and a
‘father’-figure to the Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist (242c). (Parmenides is also, for his
monism, one of the ‘story-tellers’ of the Sophist; and in fact the rejection of his
monism makes the Eleatic Stranger—for Plato?—fear ‘parricide’: see Sophist 241d
with McCabe (2000), 63–4. But part of the point of its being parricide that is in
question is that Parmenides has descendants—does leave something that can be
built on.)
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3

Plato’s Hesiod: An acquired taste?

G. W. Most

The reception of Hesiod throughout antiquity is a vast—and vastly

understudied—subject. As far as I know, there has been only one

monograph on the subject as a whole, old and variously unsatisfac-

tory;1 particular aspects have been examined by a few more recent

books, all of them rather limited in scope but some very useful

indeed;2 and two attempts have been made to provide a collection

of at least the most important testimonia.3 Much remains to be done

if we are to understand better the structure and motivations of the

reception of a poet who, while almost invariably running a more

or less distant second to Homer, nonetheless enjoyed an astonishing

degree of popularity and influence throughout antiquity and into

the Middle Ages.4

When questions of reception are studied in the case of post-

classical authors, for many of whom we possess extensive and de-

tailed documentation of their private and public lives, it can often be

asked, interestingly, to what extent the influence of an earlier author

can be traced in chronological terms over the course of the later

1 Buzio (1938).
2 E.g. Kambylis (1965); Reinsch-Werner (1976); Cameron (1995); Fakas (2001);

Musäus (2004).
3 Jacoby (1930), 106–35; Most (2006), 154–281. Most (2006), lxiii–lxix also

provides a very sketchy outline of the ancient reception of Hesiod.
4 It is hoped that Koning and Most (forthcoming), a complete translation of the

extant ancient and medieval scholia to the Theogony, will contribute towards a better
understanding of the scholarly reception of Hesiod before the Renaissance.



author’s career: for example, how did Shakespeare’s understanding

and exploitation of Ovid change over the decades of his production,5

or Racine’s of the Greek tragedians,6 or Joyce’s of Homer?7 Suppose

we try to transfer such a line of investigation to the domain of

antiquity: might it not, likewise, be possible to examine the devel-

opment during the course of his career in a single ancient author’s

attitudes towards Hesiod?

But as soon as we raise this question, it becomes obvious that the

blessedly narrow limits of our knowledge of ancient literature—not

only in terms of the exiguous number of works that have survived,

but also, and above all, in terms of the scant documentation of the

authors’ personal circumstances surrounding those works—impose

severe constraints upon the possibility of our answering it. With very

few, if any, exceptions, it is never possible at all to trace the chron-

ology of Hesiod’s influence upon an ancient author. On the one

hand, in the case of some authors we can be sure of the intensity of

their reception of Hesiod, but for one reason or another we are not in

a position to make any kind of argument about the chronology of

their works: either because, as with Strabo,8 Pausanias,9 or Athe-

naeus,10 only a single work of theirs has survived to modern times; or

because, as with Aristotle11 or Plutarch,12 there are indeed many

works of theirs still extant but, with few or no exceptions, it is

5 See especially Bate (1993), and for recent collections that examine many of the
issues involved, Martindale and Martindale (1990), and Martindale and Taylor
(2004).

6 See especially Knight (1950); also Niderst (1978).
7 See e.g. now Kiberd (2008).
8 Strabo is the source of at least eighteen fragments of ps.-Hesiod’s works: frr. 11,

41, 76a, 78, 85, 88, 97, 98, 101, 111, 143, 164, 181, 214, 215, 270, 279, 287 Most.
9 Pausanias is the source of at least ten Hesiodic testimonia (Testim. 4, 31, 35, 39,

40, 42, 103, 108–10 Most) and eleven fragments (frr. 20a, 43, 53b, 170, 185, 186, 189b,
190, 195, 196, 197a Most).

10 Athenaeus is the source of at least six Hesiodic testimonia (Testim. 66, 68, 75,
79, 81, 85 Most) and twelve fragments (frr. 179, 204b, 207–9, 213, 223–5, 235b, 238,
243 Most).

11 Aristotle is the source of at least six Hesiodic testimonia (Testim. 37, 102,
117a–c, 128 Most) and one fragment (fr. 303 Most).

12 Plutarch is the source of at least twelve Hesiodic testimonia (Testim. 8, 32, 33
a–b, 38, 67, 76, 86, 101, 102, 112, 155 Most) and five fragments (frr. 9, 204e, 235a,
254, 293a Most). He wrote a commentary on theWorks and Days (Testim. 147 Most).
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impossible to establish with certainty their chronological sequence.

On the other hand, there are other ancient authors of whom we have

a more or less good idea about the chronology of their literary

careers, like Pindar, the tragedians, Aristophanes, or Cicero—but in

almost all these cases the author in question happens not to have

undergone intense and prolonged influence by Hesiod. In both kinds

of case it makes little sense to try to ask about Hesiod’s influence in

diachronic terms.

The one great exception among ancient authors, the one person

about whom this question can indeed be productively asked, is Plato.

For the evidence of his works demonstrates beyond any doubt that

Plato was intensely concerned with Hesiod throughout his career;13

and the fact that, at least to a certain extent, and very roughly, we

have some idea of the chronological relationships among many of

his works means that we can pose and perhaps even hope to answer

the question whether his views of Hesiod changed over time from the

beginning to the end of that career, and if so how.

To be sure, such an enquiry might well seem to be obstructed by at

least two grave difficulties. The first is that, notoriously, there is no

‘Plato’ in Plato. With the doubtful exception of the Seventh Letter,14

Plato published nothing written in his own voice: all of his works are

dialogues, and all of the speakers are, at least formally, characters

other than the author, ones who present their own views, which may

or may not coincide with those of Plato himself. In the strictest

terms, even if we could establish securely the exact chronology of

Plato’s dialogues, all that we would be able to determine on the basis

of these characters’ apparent views of Hesiod would be the diachro-

nic distribution of such views among a set of fictional voices whose

13 Plato is the source of at least seven Hesiodic testimonia (Testim. 36, 83, 99, 115,
116a–c Most) and one fragment (fr. 300a Most).

14 Doubtful not only because of the uncertainty regarding its authenticity—
although currently the pendulum seems to be swinging once again towards authen-
ticity (see e.g. now Liatsi 2008, with extensive bibliography; more cautious, but in the
same direction, Erler 2007, 314–15), the matter still remains sub judice—but also
because, even if the letter could indeed be demonstrated to be a work of Plato’s, it
would still not have been published in the same sense in which his dialogues were, but
would have been sent in the first instance as a private communication to an
individual (though of course its author would have been aware that it would likely
have gone on to circulate more widely beyond him).
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connection with their author would not necessarily be any more

knowable than those linking Shakespeare’s characters with Shake-

speare. But it does not seem to me that a justifiable fear of falling into

some form of naive biographism need oblige us to adopt such a

thoroughgoing agnosticism. Usually, at least in the case of the large

majority of references to Hesiod in Plato’s works, it is not so difficult

after all to tell what value we are meant to assign to the poet in a

particular passage. For one thing, such references often provide

demonstrative material in support of a larger argumentative con-

struction, and it would be very odd indeed if this material were to be

thought fundamentally questionable, for this would endanger the

overarching argument as a whole. And for another thing, the deter-

minate moral or intellectual character of a particular speaker can cast

a helpful light upon his use of Hesiod, orienting us in assessing how,

beyond his own evaluation of Hesiod, we ourselves ought to evaluate

his evaluation. For example, if Euthyphro in the dialogue of that

name justifies his filial practice by citing Hesiod, this will make us

suspicious, whereas if Socrates or the Athenian in other dialogues

does so we will likely not be at all wary, or at least nowhere nearly so

much so.15

The second apparent difficulty regards the exact chronology of the

Platonic dialogues, on which a scholarly consensus has not yet been

reached. Neither external information, nor apparent historical refer-

ences, nor stylometric analyses (even computer-aided ones) have

succeeded, individually or in concert, in permitting the identification

of a precise sequence of Plato’s works on which all scholars can agree;

indeed, given the likelihood that some at least of Plato’s dialogues

(notably the Republic, probably also the Cratylus)16 were revised, it

may never be possible to attain full certainty on this score.17 On the

other hand, while such certainty would be welcome, were it possible,

we can no doubt do without it if necessary, given that there are large

15 For the use of Hesiod on the part of Platonic characters see also Yamagata’s
contribution to this volume, Ch. 4.

16 On the Cratylus see now Sedley (2003), 6–16.
17 The diversity of recent positions is well illustrated by e.g. Thesleff (1982), Ledger

(1989), Brandwood (1990), with the reviews of Brandwood by Keyser (1992), of
Thesleff and Ledger by Nails (1992), and of Ledger and Brandwood by Young (1994),
and the exchange between Ledger and Keyser (Ledger and Keyser 1992).
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areas of agreement, based upon both external and internal factors,

among most (if not all) scholars, regarding a rough temporal dis-

tribution of most of Plato’s dialogues into three broad groupings: an

early set of mostly short, dramatically vivid, often finally aporetic

writings, with Socrates as a dominant interlocutor usually asking

what some x is (to this set the Apology presumably also belongs); a

middle group including the Republic and associated dialogues, in

which the theory of Ideas is established and worked out; and a final

group, including the Laws and associated dialogues, in which that

theory is problematized or simply set aside.18 While we cannot be

certain that this broad classification is entirely free from circular

reasoning or various fragile philosophical presuppositions, all in all

it seems to make better sense of the dialogues to group them together

in this way than in no way at all or in some radically different way,

and hence this arrangement seems secure enough to provide a

foundation upon which, cautiously, we may build further.

With suitable caution, a repertoire of all the passages in Plato’s

writings in which reference is made to Hesiod can be put together;

these can be divided into very broad groups of early, middle, and late

dialogues, and on this basis constant tendencies as well as differences

over time can be identified. Table 3.1 then presents this repertoire in

a schematic form. In both, the passages in question are divided into

four groups: I. early dialogues, in alphabetical order because of the

uncertainty of the sequence within this group;19 II. middle dialogues,

the Republic and the Theaetetus; III. late dialogues, the Timaeus and

the Laws; IV. spurious works. For each passage, I have indicated

(under ‘work’) the poem of Hesiod’s to which reference is made, if

this is identifiable; whether Hesiod is explicitly and directly linked

with Homer; who the speaker is who makes reference to Hesiod; and

whether, very roughly, the passage suggests that Hesiod is being taken

18 This is the prudent conclusion of Erler (2007), 22–6, especially 25.
19 I have placed the Cratylus (pace Sedley 2003) and the Symposium in this group,

despite some misgivings, but respecting the dominant view among Platonists nowa-
days; if these two dialogues belong not in the first group but in the second one, they
surely belong more to its beginning or middle than to its end, and in any case for the
purposes of the argument in the present chapter it makes little difference whether we
assign them to the middle or end of the first group, or to the beginning or middle of
the second one.
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as an authority or praised in some other regard, or whether instead

he is being criticized for some reason. No doubt such a schematiza-

tion poses the danger of a certain degree of artificial oversimplifica-

tion; my hope is that, if it is handled delicately, it might still prove

useful. It will be up to my readers to decide whether that hope is

fulfilled.

These are the passages in question:

I. Early Dialogues:

I.1. Apology 41a: Socrates hopes to meet Orpheus, Musaeus, Hes-

iod, and Homer in the Underworld.

I.2. Charmides 163b: Critias has learned from Hesiod (Works and

Days 311) that ‘to do’ and ‘to make’ and ‘to work’ are not

synonymous.

I.3.a. Cratylus 396c: Socrates can remember some, but only some, of

the genealogies of the gods in Hesiod (Theogony).

I.3.b. Cratylus 397e–398a: Socrates misquotes Hesiod on the golden

race (Works and Days 121–3) to explain the word daimon.

I.3.c. Cratylus 402b: Socrates quotes Homer on Okeanos and Tethys,

associating with him Hesiod, erroneously.

I.3.d. Cratylus 406d: Socrates ironically accepts Hesiod’s etymology

of Aphrodite (Theogony 195–8).

I.3.e. Cratylus 428a: Hermogenes cites the Hesiodic proverb (Works

and Days 361–2) that it is useful even to add only a little to a

little.

I.4. Euthyphro 6a: Euthyphro, to justify his mistreatment of his own

father, refers to Hesiod’s account of Zeus’ and Kronos’mistreat-

ments of their fathers (Theogony), without naming Hesiod.

I.5. Ion 531a ff.: Ion and Socrates refer to rhapsodic performances

and interpretations of Homer, Hesiod, and other poets.

I.6. Lysis 215d: Socrates quotes an anonymous informant who cites

the authority of Works and Days 25 to demonstrate that like is

opposed to like.

I.7.a. Protagoras 316d: Protagoras claims that Homer, Hesiod, and

other poets were really sophists in disguise.
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I.7.b. Protagoras 340c: Socrates cites Hesiod (Works and Days

289–92) in support of the claim that it is difficult to become

good.

I.8.a. Symposium 178b: Phaedrus cites Hesiod (Theogony 116–17,

120) to demonstrate that Eros is a primeval divinity.

I.8.b. Symposium 195c: Agathon disputes Phaedrus’ claim at I.8.a.

I.8.c. Symposium 209d: Diotima praises Homer, Hesiod, and other

poets as the fathers of immortal children.

II. Middle Dialogues:

II.1.a. Republic 2, 363b: Adeimantus cites Homer and Hesiod (Works

and Days 233–4) on the rewards for just conduct.

II.1.b. Republic 2, 364cd: Adeimantus cites and paraphrases Hesiod

(Works and Days 287–91) on the ease of vice and the difficulty

of virtue.

II.1.c. Republic 2, 377d ff.: Socrates says that Homer and Hesiod

should be censored for their false tales of the gods, providing

instances of divine misbehaviour from the latter (Theogony).

II.1.d. Republic 3, 390e: Socrates refuses to believe the archaic verse

(which may or may not be Hesiodic: cf. fr. 300a, b Most)

according to which gifts move gods and kings.

II.1.e. Republic 3, 414c ff.: Socrates’ noble falsehood about the metal

races is clearly indebted to Hesiod’s account of the races of

men (Works and Days).

II.1.f. Republic 5, 466bc: Socrates cites with approval Hesiod’s pro-

verb that the half is more than the whole (Works and Days 40).

II.1.g. Republic 5, 468e–469a: Socrates misquotes with approval Hes-

iod (Works and Days 122–3) on the fate of the golden race as a

parallel to what awaits the metal heroes of his city.

II.1.h. Republic 8, 546d–547a: Socrates explicitly connects Hesiod’s

(Works and Days 109 ff .) and his own metal heroes.

II.1.i. Republic 10, 600d: Socrates claims that Homer and Hesiod

were driven to become rhapsodes because they failed to teach

virtue.
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II.1.j. Republic 10, 612b: Socrates disputes the rewards of justice

defined by Adeimantus at Republic 2, 363 on the authority of

Homer and Hesiod.

II.2.a. Theaetetus 155d: Socrates approves the anonymous, but

Hesiodic (Theogony 265–6, 780) genealogy whereby Thaumas

(i.e. wonder) gives rise to Iris (i.e. philosophy).

II.2.b. Theaetetus 207a: Socrates quotes with approval Hesiod’s

pithy reference to lengthy, circumstantial enumeration

(Works and Days 455–6).

III. Late Dialogues:

III.1.a. Timaeus 21d: Critias claims that if Solon had written a poem

on Atlantis he would have become as famous for his poetry as

Homer and Hesiod.

III.1.b. Timaeus 40d–41a: Timaeus says that we must accept the

genealogies of the gods provided by anonymous ancient

poets (certainly including Hesiod, Theogony) because they

were children of the gods.20

III.2.a. Laws 2, 658d: The Athenian says that old men like himself

prefer Homer and Hesiod.

III.2.b. Laws 3, 677e: The Athenian says that Hesiod (evidentlyWorks

and Days) had had an inkling of political science in theory.

III.2.c. Laws 3, 690e: The Athenian cites with approval Hesiod’s

proverb that the half is more than the whole (Works and

Days 40).

III.2.d. Laws 4, 718e–719a: According to the Athenian, Hesiod is

called wise by the many for having said that the path to

virtue is difficult (Works and Days 289–92).

III.2.e. Laws 10, 901a: The Athenian applies to lazy men the words of

a poet (Hesiod, Works and Days 303–4).

III.2.f. Laws 12, 943e: According to the Athenian, Justice is indeed

a ‘virgin, reverend daughter’ (cf. Hesiod, Works and Days

256–7).

20 Hesiod was said to be the son of Dius: Testim. 1, 2, 95.15, 105c Most.
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IV. Spurious Works:

IV.1. Demodocus 383b: One of the speakers quotes with approval

an archaic verse (which may or may not be Hesiodic: cf. fr.

293a, b, c Most) according to which one should hear both

sides before judging a case.

IV.2. Epinomis 990a: The Athenian says that the true astronomer

must not just observe risings and settings, as Hesiod did; he

may be referring to the relevant portions of Works and Days

or, perhaps more likely, to a poem called Astronomy or

Astrology attributed to Hesiod (frr. 223–9 Most).

IV.3.a. Minos 318de: Socrates says that Homer and Hesiod (presum-

ably in the Catalogue of Women) praised Minos.

IV.3.b. Minos 319a: Socrates says that Homer and Hesiod (presum-

ably in the Catalogue of Women) praised Minos.

IV.3.c. Minos 320cd: Socrates cites lines he attributes to Hesiod

(Catalogue of Women, fr. 92 Most) on Minos.

IV.4. Epistle 11, 358e–359a: Plato, the alleged author of this letter,

cites with approval words he attributes to Hesiod (fr. 274

Most) according to which something he would say would

seem trivial and hard to understand.

Table 3.1 References to Hesiod in Plato

Work Homer Cited by Evaluation

Apology 41a + Socrates +
Charmides 163b Works and Days Critias +
Cratylus 396c Theogony Socrates +

397e–398a Theogony Socrates +
402b + Socrates +
406d Theogony Socrates ±
428a Works and Days Hermogenes +

Euthyphro 6a Theogony Euthyphro ±
Ion 531a ff. + Ion, Socrates ±
Lysis 215d Works and Days Socrates +
Protagoras 316d + Protagoras ±

340c Works and Days Socrates +
Symposium 178b Theogony Phaedrus +

195c Theogony Agathon �
209d + Diotima +

Republic 2, 363b Works and Days + Adeimantus +
2, 364cd Works and Days + Adeimantus +
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On the basis of this material, it is possible to ascertain several

constant tendencies in Plato’s reception of Hesiod, and also a number

of differences over time.

The first constant feature is that for Plato, Hesiod figures solely as

the author of the Theogony and theWorks and Days, not of the many

other poems attributed to him in antiquity. It is only in the spurious

Minos (IV.3.a, b, c) and Eleventh Letter (IV.4) that reference is

certainly made to texts which are assigned by ancient sources to

Hesiod but which are now thought by almost all scholars to be due

2, 377d ff. Theogony + Socrates �
3, 390e [?] + Socrates �
3, 414c ff. Works and Days Socrates ±
5, 466bc Works and Days Socrates +
5, 468e–469a Works and Days Socrates +
8, 546d–547a Works and Days Socrates ±
10, 600d + Socrates �
10, 612b + Socrates �

Theaetetus 155d Theogony Socrates +
207a Works and Days Socrates +

Timaeus 21d + Critias +
40d–41a Theogony Timaeus +

Laws 2, 658d + Athenian +
3, 677e Works and Days Athenian +
3, 690e Works and Days Athenian +
4, 718e–719a Works and Days Athenian +
10, 901a Works and Days Athenian +
12, 943e Works and Days Athenian +

[Demodocus] 383b [?] Anon. +
[Epinomis] 990a Astronomy?

Works and Days?
Athenian �

[Minos] 318de Catalogue of
Women

+ Socrates +

319a Catalogue of
Women

+ Socrates +

320cd Catalogue of
Women

Socrates +

[Epistle 11] 358e–359a uncertain
fragment

Plato +

Under ‘Work’, ‘[?]’ means that it is uncertain whether reference is being made to a Hesiodic or pseudo-
Hesiodic poem at all.
Under ‘Homer’, ‘+’ indicates an explicit and direct link with Homer.
Under ‘Cited by’ is given the speaker who makes reference to Hesiod.
Under ‘Evaluation’ is indicated, very roughly, whether the passage suggests a positive (+) or negative
(�) evaluation of Hesiod. ‘±’ suggests a more complicated, nuanced, or ironic evaluation.
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to other poets; in the spurious Demodocus (IV.1), an anonymous

verse is quoted that others sometimes assign to Hesiod; in the

spurious Epinomis (IV.2) it is unclear whether the reference is to

Hesiod’s authentic Works and Days or to his spurious Astronomy or

Astrology. By contrast, there is not a single passage in all of Plato’s

authentic writings in which a work of Hesiod’s is referred to which is

not the Theogony or theWorks and Days; the only possible exception

is not in fact one—Republic 3, 390e (II.1.d), in which an anonymous

verse is quoted which some ancient authors (but not Plato) attrib-

uted to Hesiod. This might seem to be a trivial observation, but it is

not at all so: it demonstrates that Plato had developed so fine a

sensitivity to the specific individual nature of Hesiod’s poetry that

he was able either on his own, or following other contemporary or

earlier readers whose names we no longer know, to identify as

Hesiod’s his own poems and to separate them out from the others

bearing Hesiod’s name that circulated in his culture. Precisely the

same thing is found in Plato’s references to Homer: whereas many

other, non-Homeric heroic epics had gradually accrued to the name

of Homer over the centuries, Plato cites as Homeric only the Iliad

and the Odyssey—evidently he had worked out not only what made

Hesiod Hesiodic but also what made Homer Homeric, though it was

left to his pupil Aristotle in Poetics 8 and 23 to enunciate and explain

explicitly the criteria differentiating the Cyclic epics from the Iliad

and Odyssey.21

The second constant trait revealed by this material is that Plato

tends throughout his career (a) to accept Hesiod’s Theogony as an

authority on the names, genealogies, and etymologies of the gods,

but (b) to reject it for its stories of the gods’ dealings with one

another. That is to say, Plato accepts the Theogony as a divine

encyclopaedia or lexicon but rejects it as a narrative of the gradual

establishment of the justice of Zeus: either he simply does not under-

stand Hesiod’s overarching plot—in which an early phase of divine

savagery reaches its culmination in the terrifying wars of heaven but

then yields to the peaceful and equitable tranquillity of Zeus’ reign—

or else, more likely, he thinks that that end does not justify these

21 Cf. Labarbe (1949) for the evidence on Plato and Homer, and Most (2005) for
the wider context of this development.
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means. So (a): Socratic characters adopt with various degrees of

approval Hesiodic divine names, genealogies, and etymologies in

the (probably) early Cratylus (I.3.a, b, c, d), in the middle period

Theaetetus (II.2.a), and in the late Timaeus (III.1.b).22 To be sure, not

all of these passages are free from irony or other distancing techni-

ques, and it is hard to believe in general that Plato himself ever

subscribed wholeheartedly to the project of the serious etymological

study of the divine names, as it had been inherited from Homer and

Hesiod and refined by Greek culture over the centuries;23 nonethe-

less, the continuity in these passages suggests that Plato continued to

regard Hesiod as a serious authority to be consulted on such ques-

tions (to what extent the questions themselves were serious is an-

other issue). But (b): Euthyphro’s self-justification with reference to

Hesiodic tales of divine misdeeds (I.4) is, in the context of that

dialogue, enough to condemn him, while leaving open the question

of whether blame attaches more to Euthyphro himself or rather to

Hesiod. When Plato returns to the question in much greater detail

and within the context of a far more elaborate theological and

poetological framework in the Republic (II.1.c), he closes down that

question once and for all, and demonstrates the unsuitability of

Hesiod’s Theogony for the instruction of children (and presumably

not only of them).

The Works and Days, by contrast, seems consistently to be con-

sidered by Plato as (a) a sustained reflection upon justice, elaborating

a consequentialist theory he finds inadequate, and (b) an anthology

of useful proverbs. If we only had Plato’s evidence to go on, we might

well never guess that Hesiod’s poem was also about agriculture,

sailing, and good and bad days—did Plato ever wonder why it was

entitled theWorks and Days, or did he perhaps know it by some other

title? So (a): the final passage from Book 10 of the middle-period

Republic (II.1.j) reverts to Adeimantus’ ordinary piety, buttressed by

philosophically inadmissible tales of Hesiod and the other poets,

22 For Plato’s engagement with Hesiodic etymology see also Regali’s contribution
to this volume.

23 See now on the etymologies of the divine names in the Cratylus Anceschi
(2007).
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from the beginning (II.1.a), thereby closing the ring of that grand

work and providing an answer, of sorts, to his perplexities; but the

fact that the Athenian returns to the question of Hesiod and theories

of justice in the late Laws (III.2.b), claiming that Hesiod had indeed

had a dim inkling, but only that, of true philosophical justice,

suggests that Plato continued into his old age to wonder from time

to time just why it was that Hesiod had not managed to come

up with a better justification of justice. By contrast, (b): Plato’s

characters frequently and unabashedly draw upon the reservoir of

proverbs contained in the Works and Days, and they do so through-

out his career. In the early dialogues: add a little to a little (I.3.e),

potter angry with potter (I.6), sweat set by the gods on the road to

excellence (I.7.b). In the middle period: the half bigger than the

whole (II.1.f), and the hundred pieces of wood in a chariot (II.2.b).

In the Laws finally: once again, the half bigger than the whole

(III.2.c), once again sweat set by the gods on the road to excellence

(III.2.d), lazy men like stingless drones (III.2.e). In Plato’s eyes, the

Works and Days seems to be a prime example of popular philosophy,

with all the virtues and vices associated with that unprofessional

form of reasoning: useful generalizations from everyday experience

well and memorably formulated, but no really satisfactory sense of

logical rigour or philosophical profundity.

It is against the background of these constant features that the

diachronic differences in Plato’s reception of Hesiod become most

striking. There are at least three of these. (a) The first, and perhaps

most significant, is that there is a certain tendency for Hesiod to be

cited with approval in the early dialogues by characters of whom

the reader is surely intended not to approve, while in the later works

this happens with characters whom the reader is no doubt expected

to identify as being closer to the author’s own position. Euthyphro

(I.4) is perhaps a limit case of a figure who, through his ignorance,

self-ignorance, and misdirection comes close to being genuinely evil;

but many of the other figures who cite the authority of Hesiod in the

early dialogues are, if not positively malevolent, then certainly so

variously and manifestly ignorant that it is hard not to see their

references to Hesiod as indicative of a general privilege accorded to

that poet in ordinary Athenian culture of which Plato himself
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strongly disapproves.24 Vapid and self-congratulatory Ion (I.5), slick

and self-assured Protagoras (I.7.a), bright and shallow Phaedrus (I.8.

a), and so too in the middle-period Republic well-intentioned and

confused Adeimantus (II.1.a, b)—the various characters in these

early dialogues who are fond of Hesiod have evidently not managed

to find in his works the kind of moral and philosophical orientation

that could save them from smaller and larger errors. In Plato’s later

works, to be sure, there are no really bad characters, only, occasion-

ally, relatively ignorant ones; so we should not expect to find any

Euthyphros darkening the pages of the Laws. But what is striking

about the references to Hesiod in the last period of Plato’s writing is

that they are entrusted to those characters who seem of all to be the

closest to the author’s own voice—Critias (III.1.a), Timaeus (III.1.b),

the Athenian (III.2.a–f). It is hard not to see in this late tendency

evidence that, as he aged, Plato had come to appreciate Hesiod more

than he had when he had been younger: the poet whom he had once

regarded as being typical of, and partly responsible for, a corrupt and

perhaps unredeemable society had turned out later upon closer

inspection to possess a degree of (admittedly amateurish) seriousness

that allowed the older Plato to regard him with something approach-

ing grudging sympathy.

(b) If this were so, we might well expect Plato to have shown, over

the course of his career, an increasing concern with Hesiod himself in

his difference from other authors; and to a certain extent this is just

what the evidence seems to suggest. In the early period, Hesiod is

cited without reference to Homer in ten passages and is associated

with him in five others; in the middle period, there are six references

without Homer and six with; in the final period, the ratio is six

references without Homer to two with. If this admittedly scant

evidence does indeed admit of interpretation, it may indicate that

it was only in the middle period that Plato systematically considered

Hesiod and Homer together—this is of course the period of the

Republic, to which all of the passages in question belong, with its

sustained examination of the role of all traditional poetry, especially

Homer and Hesiod, in mis-educating Greek society. Before and after

24 For characters quoting Hesiod as part of a recognizably ‘sophistic’ argument see
Yamagata, this volume, Ch. 4.
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this period, Platonic characters tend to cite Hesiod more without

than with reference to Homer, so that the proportion in the latest

works (3:1) is rather higher than in the earlier ones (2:1). Perhaps,

then, after the interlude of his systematic consideration of archaic

epic poetry in the Republic, Plato returned even more strongly to his

earlier tendency to appreciate Hesiod separately from Homer.

(c) Against the background of Plato’s general inclination in favour

of the Works and Days over the Theogony (sixteen certain references

versus nine), there is a striking shift in his preference over time: in the

earliest dialogues, citations of the Theogony outnumber those of the

Works and Days by six to four; but in the middle period the Works

and Days is invoked seven times, the Theogony only twice; and in the

last works references to theWorks and Days are more numerous than

those to the Theogony by five to one. It seems that, if the older Plato

came to appreciate Hesiod more than he had as a young man, it was

above all the Hesiod of the Works and Days who benefited from this

development.

Perhaps this material can be summarized and interpreted as fol-

lows. Plato, like all well-educated Athenians, was of course familiar

with Hesiod, as he was with Homer, from his schooldays, but he did

not pay particular attention to Hesiod when he began to do philo-

sophy: he took him as a typical representative of Greek religiosity

but remembered him above all for isolated proverbs that had become

part of Greek popular culture. It was only in the context of

his investigation of names in the Cratylus and, even more, of justice

in the Republic that Plato began to study Hesiod more closely; and

when he did so, he found that he had to reject much of both the

Theogony and the Works and Days, for different and compelling

philosophical reasons.25 Nonetheless, as the philosopher grew older,

the poet—often thought of by the ancients as having composed his

verses when he was an old man himself—came to exercise an in-

creasing fascination upon him (this is after all what the aged Plato

explicitly asserts: III.2.a), and especially theWorks and Days seems to

25 Perhaps, as Andrea Capra has suggested to me, there may even be some trace of
a chronological development in Plato’s attitude to Hesiod within the Republic itself,
from Socrates’ outright rejection of Hesiod as author of the greatest lies (II.1.c) to his
use of a Hesiodic myth to create his own noble lie (II.1.e).
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have acquired a certain importance for Plato in his last years. To a

certain extent, we might say that the good Hesiod of the beginning of

Plato’s career, essentially the precepts of theWorks and Days, remains

the good Hesiod at its end, whereas the bad Hesiod of the beginning

and middle, above all the myths of the Theogony, simply vanishes in

Plato’s later years. If this is so, then any notion that Plato is just an

enemy of Hesiod must derive essentially from Book 2 of the Republic

and, while it is not completely false, it is certainly very incomplete

and one-sided.

Of course, caution is in order. An argument like this one must do

without any explicit or direct evidence in its favour (but neither, for

what little that is worth, is there any evidence against it), and must

run various kinds of methodological risk; it can only claim a certain

degree of textual, psychological, and intuitive plausibility, nothing

more (though again, for what little that is worth, nothing less). But it

does not seem unduly incautious to suggest that there might well be a

general development in Plato’s attitude towards Hesiod during the

course of his career, in the direction of somewhat greater acceptance

and perhaps even fondness. There is nothing in Plato’s later works

like Euthyphro’s cynical exploitation of Hesiod (I.4) or Socrates’

broad attack against Hesiod in the Republic (II.1.c); so too, there is

nothing in the earlier works like Timaeus’ apparent acceptance of

Hesiodic theogony (III.1.b) or the aged Athenian’s expressed fond-

ness for Hesiod (III.2.a). Did old Plato come to accept and even

admire old Hesiod? Did he come to recognize in Hesiod a certain

affinity with himself in their concern with justice and teaching, a

certain shared fondness for proverbs and precepts, perhaps even a

discernible similarity in tone, serious, somewhat stiff, occasionally

ironic, never frivolous? If so, then perhaps for Plato Hesiod did after

all become an acquired taste.
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4

Hesiod in Plato: Second fiddle to Homer?1

Naoko Yamagata

INTRODUCTION

When we examine references to Hesiod in the Platonic corpus we

notice that Plato often mentions him in tandem with Homer, appar-

ently without implying a hierarchy.2 Yet references to Homer by far

outnumber those to Hesiod,3 and existing scholarship on the subject

suggests that Homer was considerably more important to Plato than

Hesiod.4 If that is true, the question arises as to what function Hesiod

fulfils in Plato’s work that Homer does not. Is he simply Homer’s

junior colleague whose art and prestige are almost, but not quite, as

highly regarded as those of Homer? Or does Plato see qualities in

Hesiod that he does not see in Homer? My chapter is an attempt to

answer these questions by looking at some of the ways in which Plato

1 Special thanks are due to Johannes Haubold, George Boys-Stones, and the
anonymous referees for this volume for their most helpful and detailed comments
and suggestions which have greatly contributed to the revision of this chapter.
I would also like to record my thanks to Chris Emlyn-Jones and Carolyn Price who
have most helpfully read and commented on a draft of this chapter, and to the
members of the audience who heard its original version in Durham in May 2006 and
those who heard a later version in London in February 2008 for their useful com-
ments and discussion.

2 Cf. Apology 41a6–7, Protagoras 316d7, Ion 532a5, Republic 363a8, 377d4,
600d5–6, Timaeus 21d1–2, and Laws 658d6–8. I give references to different dialogues
in the order of Burnet (1899–1907). Translations are my own.

3 As we see in the Table 4.1 on p. 70.
4 E.g. Labarbe (1949), Hobbs (2000). Contrast the virtual absence of literature

specifically on Plato’s use of Hesiod (Introduction, pp. 1–2 above).



refers to Homer and Hesiod, as well as some of the passages where he

mentions, quotes from, and adapts the works of the two poets. I will

argue that, although Hesiod does indeed play second fiddle to

Homer, he also has the more positive function of offering an alter-

native to him, which Plato uses in subtle and surprising ways.

I would like to begin my examination with a bird’s eye view of the

Platonic corpus. Table 4.1 below shows my tentative counting of

Homeric and Hesiodic references across the Platonic corpus. By

Homeric and Hesiodic references I mean not only passages where

Plato mentions the poets’ names, but also quotations from their

works and allusions to—or reworkings of—motifs, ideas, and char-

acters from their poems. The criteria for selection are of course to

some extent subjective: while it may seem relatively uncontroversial

to classify Prometheus and Epimetheus as ‘Hesiodic’ figures, men-

tion of Ajax and Achilles need not necessarily require us to think of

the Homeric treatment. There will be cases where more than one

intertext is at play, and cases that can be counted as both Homeric

and Hesiodic.5 Yet, despite the obvious methodological obstacles, a

first, provisional attempt at sketching out the data does seem to me

to be a worthwhile exercise, if only to serve as a basis for the more

detailed work of interpretation carried out elsewhere in this volume.

I have sorted Plato’s works into two columns, listing the dialogues

fairly securely classified as genuine on the left and the others on the

right.6 Out of 28 on the left-hand side, 25 have Homeric references,

whereas 19 have Hesiodic ones. Out of the seven doubtful dialogues

5 To pick an example more or less at random, the proverbial expression at
Symposium 222b7 (u���æ 
��Ø�
 �ÆŁ�
�Æ ª
H
ÆØ: ‘to learn from suffering like a
fool’) may evoke both Homer and Hesiod: cf. Iliad 17.32/20.198, Works and Days
218). Likewise, Briareus who is mentioned at Euthydemus 299c6 and Laws 795c6
features in both Homer (Iliad 1.403) and Hesiod (Theogony 149, 617, 714, 734, 817).

6 These consist of seven doubtful and six spurious dialogues, 13 letters (all of
which are widely regarded as spurious except the Seventh which some scholars regard
as genuine), and Definitiones which is also regarded as spurious. Within each column
I have followed the order in which Guthrie (1962–81), vols. 4 and 5, lists the works to
indicate the ‘traditional’ chronology. Pace e.g. Most in this volume, I do not believe
that it is possible to establish a relative chronology of Platonic works in detail, except
that Laws was very likely his last work. I do, however, acknowledge differences in style
and content on which the ‘early’, ‘middle’, and ‘late’ classifications are based and
therefore see some value in assigning Plato’s poetic references a place in the wider
context of stylistic groupings.
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five contain Homeric references and two Hesiodic ones; among the

seven spurious works, two have Homeric references and two refer to

Hesiod. This broad-brush summary—and it hardly needs stressing

that it really is very broad brush—reveals two striking tendencies in

Plato’s treatment of Homer and Hesiod. First of all, Plato refers to

them both throughout his oeuvre, though Homeric passages are

more widely distributed. Secondly, Socrates tends to be the main

Table 4.1 Homeric and Hesiodic references in Plato

Genuine works Doubtful and spurious works

Title Homer Hesiod
Main
Speaker Title Homer Hesiod

Main
Speaker

Apology 8 1 Socrates Epinomis 0 1 Athenian
Crito 1 0 Socrates Alcibiades II 7 0 Socrates
Euthyphro 1 1 Socrates Clitopho 0 0 Clitopho
Laches 3 0 Socrates Hipparchus 1 0 Socrates
Lysis 1 1 Socrates Minos 5 2 Socrates
Alcibiades I 6 0 Socrates Amatores 1 0 Socrates
Charmides 2 1 Socrates Theages 2 0 Socrates
Hippias Major 4 0 Socrates
Hippias Minor 7 0 Socrates Letter 2 4 1 Plato
Ion 45 5 Socrates Letter 7 2 0 Plato
Protagoras 9 4 Socrates Letter 11 0 1 Plato
Meno 1 0 Socrates Letter 12 1 0 Plato
Euthydemus 4 1 Socrates other Letters 0 0 Plato
Gorgias 10 4 Socrates
Menexenus 0 0 ‘Aspasia’ Spuria
Phaedo 18 5 Socrates Axiochus 11 3 Socrates
Symposium 22 6 Socrates Eryxias 0 0 Socrates
Phaedrus 21 3 Socrates Demodocus 0 1 Socrates
Republic 86 18 Socrates Sisyphus 0 0 Socrates
Cratylus 16 7 Socrates De Iusto 0 0 Socrates
Parmenides 0 0 Parmenides De Virtute 1 0 Socrates
Theaetetus 14 3 Socrates
Sophist 3 1 Eleatic

Stranger
Definitiones 0 0 impersonal

Politicus 3 4 Eleatic
Stranger

Philebus 4 1 Socrates
Timaeus 2 11 Timaeus
Critias 0 0 Critias
Laws 29 11 Athenian
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speaker of the works in which references to Homer and/or Hesiod

are made.7 The three dialogues among Plato’s genuine works in

which no Homeric or Hesiodic references occur do not have Socrates

as their main speaker.8 The pattern is different in doubtful or spur-

ious works.

What we cannot see from the table is which Platonic speakers

mention, or quote from, Hesiod and/or Homer, in what contexts,

and to what effect. The main bulk of my chapter is devoted to

answering these questions. I would like to start by looking at two

passages from near the beginning and end of Plato’s writing career.

Hesiod and Homer appear at Apology 41a6–7, along with Orpheus

and Musaeus. All four poets are praised: the fact that Hesiod is

named before Homer merely reflects the preferred order in which

Orpheus, Musaeus, Hesiod, and Homer were listed at the time.

Indeed, if we look at the Apology as a whole, Homer features more

prominently. Just after this passage, Socrates goes on to mention

Homeric heroes, such as Ajax, Agamemnon, and Odysseus, among

those people whom he would look forward to questioning after death

(41bc).9 Earlier, at 28b–d, Socrates famously compares his situation

to that of the Homeric Achilles, when he says that he is not afraid

of death, just as Achilles did not fear death (Apology 41a). Plato

clearly casts Socrates in the image of Achilles, the quintessential

Homeric hero.10

A much later passage in which Homer and Hesiod are both

commended is found at Laws 658d6–8, where the Athenian says

that poems by Homer and Hesiod (in this order) are the favourite

7 Except for the doubtful Epinomis and spurious Demodocus and Letter 11, all
works in which Hesiodic references occur also have Homeric references.

8 Aspasia in theMenexenus, Parmenides in Parmenides, and Critias in Critias. The
main speaker of Menexenus is nominally Socrates, but most of it is taken up
by Aspasia’s speech, which he quotes.

9 Although Ajax, Agamemnon, and Odysseus are not exclusively Homeric char-
acters, the Homeric resonances of this particular scenario are unmistakable: cf.
Odyssey 11. Socrates, however, does not slavishly adhere to his model: Palamedes
(41b2) is not mentioned in Odyssey 11.

10 Socrates, however, modifies the quotations from the Iliad to suit his particular
situation. Cf. A. Parry (1965), 262. See also Benardete (1963), 173–4; Stokes (1997),
ad Apology 26b3–d9; and Hobbs (2000), 183–5.
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literature of old men.11 Interestingly, the Athenian mentions the

Iliad and Odyssey by name (without mentioning their author), but

refers to Hesiodic poetry simply as ‘something from Hesiod’ (�H


�˙�Ø�	��ø
 �Ø). This does not mean that the Athenian values him

more highly. If anything, there may be a hint of condescension in his

reference to ‘something from Hesiod’: after all, the Athenian is

discussing the relative merit of literary genres, not authors. As far

as epic is concerned, the Iliad and Odyssey clearly stand out. In fact

Homer’s name has just been mentioned at 658b8, as representative of

those who would perform a rhapsody at the imaginary contest.

We are beginning to get a sense of some of the issues arising from

Plato’s treatment of Homer and Hesiod. They are often mentioned

together, and in an apparently even-handed manner. Yet, on closer

inspection we tend to find that Homer does take the leading part.

Even the apparently innocent pairing of ‘Homer and Hesiod’—

which was of course traditional—can be reworked in such a way as

to yield subtle and unexpected nuances of meaning.

HOMER, HESIOD, AND OTHER POETS

A further layer of complexity is added when other poets enter into

the equation. At Timaeus 21d1–2, Hesiod and Homer (in this order)

are again mentioned as poets par excellence. Critias Senior used to

say that Solon could have surpassed them, and all other poets, had he

not been too busy to write down the Atlantis myth that he had

brought back from Egypt. The obvious implication of the passage

is that Hesiod and Homer serve as yardsticks for poetic excellence—

but perhaps we are also invited to reflect on the relationship between

them and Solon. The historical Solon works closely with both

Homer and Hesiod,12 as does Plato in the Timaeus and Critias.13

11 Cf. Laws 658a4–659a1. Johannes Haubold suggests to me that the influence of
the tradition of a rhapsodic contest between Homer and Hesiod can be seen here. For
the Contest of Homer and Hesiod see also Graziosi, this volume, pp. 126–8, with
further literature.

12 E.g. Irwin (2005a).
13 See Capra, this volume, Ch. 10.
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The 4th-century reception of Solon is also closely intertwined with

that of Homer and Hesiod.14

Another example of a poetic triangle involving Homer and Hesiod

can be found at Protagoras 316d7. Protagoras claims that authors

such as Homer, Hesiod, and Simonides (in this order) were in fact

sophists, and merely used poetry as their cover. Once again, the order

in which the poets are listed need not imply a hierarchy, but it does

appear to reflect the structure of the dialogue. Homer in many ways

sets the tone: at the very beginning of the Symposium, Socrates

describes the group of sophists in Callias’ house in the style of the

Homeric Nekyia, using direct quotes from Odyssey Book 11.15 Hes-

iod then provides the model for Protagoras’ central myth that opens

the first round of discussion.16 A detailed exegesis of Simonides later

in the text inaugurates the second.17 Partly as a result of the dialo-

gue’s structure, individual characters become associated with specific

poets. It is evident that Homer has a special place in the discourse of

Socrates. At Protagoras 311e3, he asks Hippocrates what name he

gives to Protagoras, given that he calls Homer a poet. Clearly, So-

crates regards Homer as the poet, and he treats him accordingly by

quoting him verbatim.18 Protagoras, by contrast, draws on Hesiod to

open the debate and then quotes Simonides unprompted. Socrates

certainly rises to the challenge, proving himself a capable interpreter

of Simonides.19 But his way into the discussion is to enlist the help of

Prodicus who, as a compatriot of Simonides, has a special connection

with him.20 Hesiod, too, resurfaces at this point in the dialogue:

14 Cf. e.g. Plato, Lysis, discussed below at pp. 74–5; Aeschines, Against Timarchus.
15 Protagoras 315b9–c1: �e
 	b ���� �N��
�Å�Æ, �çÅ �O�Åæ��, � I���Æ
 �e
 �Hº�E�


(‘and then I saw, says Homer, Hippas of Elis’); cf.Odyssey 11.601 (of Heracles, though
what follows seems more closely modelled on Odyssey 11.568–71, on Minos). Also
Protagoras 315c8: ŒÆd �b
 	c ŒÆd ��
�Æº�
 ª� �N��E	�
 (‘then I saw Tantalus, too’—
referring to Prodicus of Ceos). Cf. Odyssey 11.582. For the comical effect of the
passage see Wayte (1854), 94, ad 315b, and Capra (2001), 67–8.

16 Protagoras 320c8–322d5.
17 Protagoras 339a6–347a5.
18 As well as Protagoras 315b9–c8, we may note 340a4–5, 348d1–4.
19 For the section as a sparring match see Demos (1999), 13–14.
20 Protagoras 339e5–340a1. The move is all the more pronounced as Socrates uses

a verbatim quote from Homer in order to justify it: Protagoras 340a2–5.

Hesiod in Plato 73



Socrates argues, against Protagoras, that Simonides does not in fact

contradict himself in the Scopas Ode because ‘to be’ (�r
ÆØ) and ‘to

become’ (ª�
�ŁÆØ) are different matters (Protagoras 340b3–c8). At

this point he paraphrases Works and Days 289–92, in a transparent

bid to bolster his alliance with Prodicus.21 Given his tendency to

quote Homer verbatim, it is significant that Socrates merely para-

phrases the lines, and that he does so expressly on Prodicus’ behalf

(ŒÆd Y�ø� i
 çÆ�Å —æ�	ØŒ�� ‹	�): Hesiod is his turf, just as Homer

belongs to Socrates.22 More generally, the Protagoras appears to

distinguish between a Socratic Homer and the more properly sophis-

tic Hesiod and Simonides.

SOCRATIC HOMER VS SOPHISTIC HESIOD? LYSIS

AND CHARMIDES

If what has been argued so far is correct, we may ask whether it

matters more generally which Platonic characters mention Homer

and Hesiod and/or adapt their works.23 The Lysis is a good test case,

for here Plato does not at first sight appear to associate individual

speakers with different poets. As Socrates and Lysis try to define

friendship, they consider passages from Solon (212e3–4), Homer

(214a6), and Hesiod (215c8–d1). In contrast with the Protagoras,

Socrates himself quotes all three passages. On closer inspection,

however, the Lysis confirms our initial findings. Hesiod is quoted

last, and is the only poet who is actually named. Once again this does

not mean that he is the most important or best loved of the three. On

the contrary, he is named as a ‘witness’ (215c7: ��æ�ı�) by an

anonymous speaker whom Socrates characterizes as rhetorically

adept (216a1–2) but intellectually suspect: his profile strongly

21 Protagoras 340c8–d6.
22 As we have just been reminded at Protagoras 340a2–5. For Prodicus’ special

interest in, and affinity with, Hesiod see Koning, this volume, Ch. 5.
23 Cf. Press (2000) which brings sharply into focus the issue of how to determine

which speaker, if any, speaks for Plato in his dialogues.
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suggests what we might call a sophist in the mould of figures like

Protagoras or Prodicus.24

The passage from Solon is introduced and discussed in a more

sympathetic manner, but the possibility that he is lying (Iººa ł��	���

› ��ØÅ���;) is mooted even before it gets quoted.25 Homer alone

is treated with any real sympathy. ‘The poets’, Socrates has just

said, speak ‘not badly’ (�P çÆ�ºø�) about friendship. In fact, they

act as ‘fathers and guides in wisdom’ (214a1–2), and a line from the

Odyssey (Odyssey 17.218 at 214a6) illustrates the point. Although

Homer/‘the poets’ turn out to be mistaken about friendship, Socrates

attributes to them a hidden meaning (214d4: ÆN
����
�ÆØ) that seems

at least worthy of serious consideration. Against this characteristi-

cally Socratic treatment of Homer, the ‘sophistic’—or perhaps we

should rather say eristic—use of Hesiod as a ‘witness’ to prop up an

epideictic speech stands out as starkly un-Socratic. Whereas Socrates

cares about Homer even when he is wrong, Hesiod’s role is to act as a

foil, much as he did in the Protagoras.26

Hugo Koning discusses in greater depth the relationship between

Hesiod and prominent sophists such as Prodicus.27 Here I simply

note that the same association is also made in dialogues that do not

directly juxtapose Hesiod with Homer. In the Charmides, Critias

deploys a Hesiodic phrase to thwart Socrates’ rather dubious attempt

to treat ��Ø�E
 (doing/making) and �æ����Ø
 (doing) as exact

synonyms. The sharp-tongued Critias fights back by declaring him-

self a pupil of Hesiod (163b3–5), who says that ‘work is no disgrace’

(Works and Days 311).28 At the end of his speech (163c6–8), Critias

24 Compare Menexenus’ cautious comment that he ‘seems to speak well when one
hears him like that at any rate’ (�s ª� . . .u� ª� ���ø�d IŒ�F�ÆØ) at 216a3–4.

25 Lysis 212e1–2, perhaps alluding to the famous line from Solon according to
which ‘the poets often lie’ (��ººa ł��	�
�ÆØ I�Ø	��); cf. Solon fr. 29 West.

26 Johannes Haubold suggests to me that the passage may be inspired by the
Contest of Homer and Hesiod, where Hesiod wins his competition with Homer
because he teaches peace whereas Homer teaches war. He further observes that
Lysis would then be replaying the central theme of the Contest, but with inverted
roles: Hesiod becomes the poet of discord whereas Homer preaches harmony.

27 Koning, this volume, Ch. 5.
28 I adopt the common translation of Works and Days 311 here, but for the

apparent contemporary controversy over the interpretation of this line, see Graziosi
in this volume, Ch. 6.
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mentions Hesiod again, saying that ‘Hesiod and any other sensible

person’ will know that to mind your own business is what self-

control is all about. Socrates associates the entire manoeuvre with

Prodicus (163d3–4), thus confirming the link between that particular

sophist and Hesiod that we already saw made in the Protagoras.

HESIOD AMONG THE LOVERS OF HOMER: THE ION

Unlike the sophists and their pupils, Socrates appears to show a clear

preference for Homer over Hesiod. So what happens when he en-

counters an evenmore extreme Homer enthusiast? In the Ion, Hesiod

is mentioned at 531a–532a, but precisely in a context where Ion

expresses his exclusive interest in Homer. The decisive passage

has been discussed in some detail by Barbara Graziosi among

others:29 Socrates steers Ion towards admitting that Homer and

other poets say the same things, though Ion insists that Homer

does it better (532a). The discussion can then focus on Homer as

the representative of all poetry.

The starting point for this argument is a set of three poets rather

like the one we saw in Protagoras. This time Hesiod acts as a link

between Homer and the very different poetry of Archilochus. Archi-

lochus then falls by the wayside, and only Homer and Hesiod, the

protagonists of the Contest of Homer and Hesiod, remain in view. As

Graziosi points out, the conclusion of the Contest had been that

Homer and Hesiod cover very different topics, namely war and

peace respectively.30 As she also points out, that view depended on

regarding Hesiod primarily as the poet of the Works and Days. For

the purposes of the Ion, Plato emphasizes the thematic overlap

between Homer and Hesiod, which in practice means defining Hes-

iod as the poet of the Theogony and perhaps the Catalogue.31 That

manoeuvre is far from uncontroversial and only works because

neither Socrates nor Ion has any interest in keeping Hesiod in the

29 Graziosi (2002), 182–4.
30 Graziosi (2002), 174–8.
31 Graziosi (2002), 183.
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picture. He is useful to establish that Homer represents all poetry.

Once that point is made, Hesiod disappears from view.

THE SYMPOSIUM

In stark contrast to Ion with its exclusive focus on Homer is the

Symposium, a dialogue in which most speakers use both Homeric

and Hesiodic references in their speeches. As in Protagoras, Socrates

sets the tone by jokingly quoting from Homer.32 And once again, the

first non-Socratic speaker of the text (Phaedrus) switches to Hesiod,

whom he invokes as evidence for the antiquity of Eros. The change of

poet and register is marked by the only sustained quotation from

the Theogony in the whole of Plato’s oeuvre (178b5–7; cf. Theogony

116–17, 120). Otherwise, this use of Hesiod compares closely to that

of the anonymous speaker in the Lysis: each invokes him as a witness

in an epideictic speech (cf. 178b1: ��Œ��æØ�
; 178b8: ���çÅ�Ø
).

Phaedrus also quotes a Homeric phrase (���
�ı�� �
��: Iliad

10.482), and happily mixes Homeric and Hesiodic references when

he describes Achilles as an example of those prepared to sacrifice

their lives for their loved ones. Phaedrus refers to his love for

Patroclus as in Homer (179e–180b; cf. Iliad 18.95–6), while at the

same time locating his dwelling after death in the Hesiodic Isles of the

Blessed (179e2; cf. Works and Days 171).33

The second speaker, Pausanias, combines Homer with Hesiod in a

more strategic manner. He derives the main thesis of his speech from

the discrepancy between the two poets’ accounts of Aphrodite’s birth

(180de). According to Homer she was born of Zeus and Dione (Iliad

5. 370–430), whereas according to Hesiod she was born of Ouranos

(cf. Theogony 190–206). The suggestion that there is not one but two

gods of the same name is of course itself Hesiodic (Works and Days

32 Symposium 174b3–d3. Cf. Rowe (1998a) ad 174b3–c5 and d3; Dover (1980)
ad 174c1.

33 As opposed to the Homeric Hades (Odyssey 11.465–540). If Phaedrus had
wanted to use a Homeric equivalent he could conceivably have placed Achilles in
the Elysian Field (Odyssey 4.563).
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11–12). More importantly, perhaps, we note that Pausanias does the

opposite of what Socrates and Ion do in the Ion when they write

Hesiod out of that dialogue for saying essentially the same as Homer.

Pausanias values the Hesiodic alternative and indeed places it above

the Homeric account of Aphrodite.

Hesiod continues to play his part in the speeches that follow, with

the exception of the scientific Eryximachus, albeit with reduced

importance.34 Aristophanes uses Homer to authenticate his myth

(190b5–c1; cf. Odyssey 11.308 ff.) and, although he conspicuously

fails to mention Hesiod, he alludes to Hesiod by saying that the god

could not kill the round people with thunderbolts as they did with

the giants (190c; cf. Theogony 183 ff.), and draws extensively on him

for his description of how the round people of old were split.35

Agathon, who speaks next (194e4–197e8), does mention Hesiod

alongside many other poets, but only to criticize him for having

given a mistaken account of Eros.36 Immediately afterwards

(195d1–8), Agathon suggests that Eros lacks ‘a poet like Homer’ to

describe his tenderness (which he claims to be the god’s true nature),

quoting Homer’s description of the tenderness of the goddess Ate (or

rather her feet) at Iliad 19.92–3. Agathon himself goes on to play the

role of the ‘poet like Homer’.37 The entire passage amounts to a

damning indictment of Hesiod, with whom the speeches of the

Symposium had started: he is among the very first and best known

of the poets who did describe Eros, but only inadequately in Aga-

thon’s view. Hesiod does not now count as ‘a poet like Homer’.

34 Cf. Edelstein (1945) for a detailed discussion of Plato’s intentions for portraying
Eryximachus as a physician in this way.

35 Cf. Theogony 570–84, Works and Days 60–82. In Plato, as in Hesiod, Zeus
punishes mankind and creates sexual relations enlisting the assistance of one or
more junior gods to finish off the job (Hephaestus, Athena, and Hermes in Works
and Days; Hephaestus and Athena in Theogony; Apollo in Symposium 190c–191a).

36 Symposium 195b6–c6. The poets he mentions are Homer: 195b5 (cf. Odyssey
17.218), 195d1–6 (cf. Iliad 19.92–3); Hesiod: 195c2; Parmenides: 195c2; Alcidamus:
196c2–3 (‘the laws that are kings of the city’ is apparently Alcidamus’ idea: cf. Dover
1980 ad loc.); Sophocles: 196d1 (from the lost play Thyestes: cf. Rowe 1998a ad loc.);
Euripides: 196e2–3 (from the lost play Stheneboea; cf. Dover 1980 ad loc.); Agathon:
197c6–7 (though the echo of Odyssey 5.391–2 / 12.168–9 has been pointed out;
cf. Rowe 1998a ad loc.).

37 Cf. Rowe (1998a) ad 195d1–2.
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In the interlude that follows, Socrates signals his appreciation

of Homer in a manner that recalls the opening of the dialogue

(198c1–5).38 Echoes from Hesiod do resurface in the speech of

Diotima (e.g. 203a8–c6), who also mentions Hesiod in the now

familiar formula ‘Homer and Hesiod and x’, with x being other

good poets (209d1–2). That, however, is the last we hear of him.

To be included among those ‘good poets’ who have left immortal

children is flattering to Hesiod, but the emphasis is almost entirely

on Homer, with Hesiod serving as little more than a convenient

jumping-off point for generalization. Then the drunken Alcibiades

bursts in, and with his arrival the focus shifts decisively and irrevoc-

ably to Homer.39

Alcibiades compliments Eryximachus with a Homeric phrase de-

scribing Machaon (214b7; Iliad 11.514), compares his own avoidance

of Socrates to Odysseus’ escape from the Sirens (216a6–7; cf. Odyssey

12.173–200), quotes Socrates quoting Homer (219a1; cf. Iliad 6.236),

compares Socrates to Ajax for his invulnerability (219e2) and to

Odysseus for his endurance (220c2; Odyssey 4.242), and mentions

Achilles as one of the figures to whom you can find parallels in real

life (221c6). True, he also quotes a saying that occurs in Hesiod

(222b7; cf. Works and Days 218). But the same saying also occurs

twice in Homer: hardly anyone will think of Hesiod at this stage.40

More perhaps than any other Platonic dialogue, the Symposium

demonstrates how Plato would like us to see Athenian intellectuals

and their consumption of Homer and Hesiod. When trying to con-

struct an argument on a matter of cosmology or divine beings, or

simply in order to impress others, they feel it necessary to cite

Hesiod, either on his own or in conjunction with Homer. In such

contexts, Hesiod can even be used to trump Homer (as in the speech

by Pausanias). Socrates, by contrast, continues to prefer Homer. As

the speeches of the Symposium worm their way around the room

from Phaedrus to him, Hesiod fades out until we are left with the

38 Cf. Symposium 174b3–d3. The allusion is to Odyssey 11.633–5; for discussion
see Rowe (1998a) ad 198c4–5.

39 Alcibiades was of course himself a character closely associated with Homer.
Plutarch, Alcibiades 7.1–2 reports that in his youth he showed a special interest in
Homer.

40 Cf. Iliad 17.32 ¼ 20.198.
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Homeric–Socratic charade of Alcibiades’ speech. All that remains for

Hesiod is the anodyne cliché of ‘Homer, Hesiod, and the other great

poets’, so familiar from elsewhere in Plato’s oeuvre.41

FROM THE REPUBLIC TO THE LAWS

The epideictic use of Hesiod, which is beginning to look distinctly

un-Socratic, is also found in the Republic. In Book 2, Adeimantus

plays devil’s advocate, challenging Socrates to prove that justice is

worth practising for its own sake. He points out that Hesiod

and Homer (in this order) ‘testify’ (��æ�ıæÆ� ��ØÅ�a� K��ª�
�ÆØ:

364c5–6; �e
 �O�Åæ�
 �Ææ��æ�
�ÆØ: 364d4–5) that justice is desirable
for the material benefit and good name it brings (363bc; cf. Works

and Days 232–4 and Odyssey 19.109–13); and that vice is easy and

easily cancelled by propitiating the gods with offerings (364cd; cf.

Works and Days 287–9 and Iliad 9.497–501). In this context, Homer

and Hesiod are quoted together, in preparation for the impending

attack on all poetry. Hesiod as the expert in justice is mentioned and

quoted first. It is difficult to gauge what precisely Adeimantus means

when he calls him ‘noble’ (ª�

ÆE��: 363a8), but part at least of the

point seems to be to play on the idea of Hesiod as a natural and

innocuous witness on the subject of justice. That he is far from

innocuous, even on an issue where he was generally held to have

some authority, becomes apparent from the dangerous views that

Adeimantus extracts from his poetry.

After this prelude it is hardly surprising that, when Socrates comes

to criticize harmful stories that must not be used in the education of

the guardians, ‘Hesiod, Homer, and the other poets’ (in this order)

stand accused together at Republic 377d4–5. Significantly, Plato re-

tains the order of names as established in the speech of Adeimantus

(i.e. Hesiod first). We have seen that the name of Hesiod can go first

when combined with that of Homer, but that it usually stands in the

41 In passing, we may note that Diotima’s idea of author’s envy sounds distinctly
Hesiodic: cf. 209d1–2 and Works and Days 21–4. For a different, and more detailed,
interpretation of the passage see Lev Kenaan’s contribution to this volume, Ch. 8.
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middle when the name of another poet follows (‘Homer, Hesiod, and

x’), acting as a bridge between Homer and the rest of poetry. The

order adopted by Socrates in Republic Book 2 is therefore marked. It

does of course reflect the fact that Socrates starts his discussion with

Hesiod, which is natural enough, given that the Theogony stands at

the very beginning of divine history. Yet Socrates also goes out of his

way to attack Hesiod’s account of the succession myth as ‘the greatest

lie about the greatest things’ (377e6–378a1; cf. Theogony 154–210,

453–506). There may be a sense here that attacking Hesiod is a good

way of opening an attack on Homer—for the specific reason that the

Muses of the Theogony themselves concede that they often lie.42 As in

the Ion, Hesiod and Homer are declared essentially similar in terms

of their portrayal of the gods and heroes, a move that casts Hesiod as

the poet of the Theogony and perhaps the Catalogue (cf. 377e1–2:

��æd Ł�H
 ŒÆd �æ�ø
 �x�� �N�Ø
). The alleged similarity is then

exploited to achieve essentially the same rhetorical aim, which is to

deal with all poetry by considering Homer.

After declaring the contents of the Theogony unfit for prospective

guardians, Socrates turns his attention to other poets, particularly

Homer. He bans the stories about Hera being tied up by her son (i.e.

Hephaestus: 378d3),43 about Hephaestus being thrown down from

heaven by his father (i.e. Zeus: 378d3–4),44 and about the ‘battle of

the gods in Homer’ (378d4–5).45 From this point onwards, Socrates’

attention is almost exclusively directed at Homer.46 At 379de he

criticizes Homer’s impiety for describing the gods as responsible

for the evils in the world, with a rapid succession of five quotations.

Numerous Homeric quotations and references follow—nearly 50 by

my count—throughout the rest of Book 2 and up to 412b in Book 3.

What is notable is not merely the frequency of Homeric references,

but also the concentration and intensity of the use of Homer. When

Socrates criticizes Hesiod at the beginning of the discussion he

vaguely refers to the text of the Theogony by outlining its plot and

42 Cf. Theogony 27.
43 Cf. the fragmentary Hymn to Dionysus, as reconstructed by West (2003), 28.

According to Clement, the story was also found in Pindar. Cf. Adam (1902), ad loc.
44 Cf. Iliad 1.590–94.
45 Cf. Iliad 20.1–74, 21.385–513.
46 Cf. Murray (1996), 22 on Homer’s dominance in this part of the dialogue.
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mentioning some of its main characters. In the great majority of

Homeric cases Socrates chooses to quote actual lines and phrases,

often in quick succession.47 One cannot help feeling that Socrates

relishes the opportunity to engage closely with this particular poet.48

Indeed, we never lose sight of the fact that Socrates is fond of Homer.

Throughout the Republic he repeatedly expresses his admiration for

Homer (cf. 383a, 391a), most notably at 595b9–c2, where he is

reluctant to banish him from the city. But the better the poet, the

worse the effect of his morally unsuitable lines (387b1–6): although

Hesiod and Homer stand accused together, and although Hesiod is

summarily dismissed first, when it comes to the exile of the poets, the

only name that seems to matter is Homer’s.

In this respect, as in many others, we notice an interesting contrast

between the Republic and later Platonic dialogues. Book 2 of the Laws

does repeat some of the criticism of poetry that we see in the

Republic, but there is no sustained attack on Homer, Hesiod, or any

other poet. Admittedly, as Rutherford says, ‘the achievements of the

poets are recognized but devalued: pleasure is not admissible as the

criterion for judging literature, and the poets have little else.’49 But

the all-out onslaught on the poets that Socrates carries out in the

Republic is no longer at issue. As we see from Table 4.1, references to

Homer and Hesiod are not as frequent in the Laws as they were in the

Republic. When the two poets are mentioned or quoted, this tends to

happen simply for illustration, and mostly in a favourable way.

For example, at Laws 690e, Hesiod (Works and Days 40–41: ‘the

half is more than the whole’) is quoted as a model of frugality.

At Laws 713b, the age of Kronos is held up as the model of ideal

47 See 379d. Other prominent examples include: 386c–387b, where Socrates uses
seven quotations to attack Homer’s description of the underworld (Odyssey
11.489–91, Iliad 20.64–5, Iliad 23.103–4, Odyssey 10.495, Iliad 16.856–7, Iliad
23.100–01, Odyssey 24.6–9); and 388a–d, where he uses six quotations to attack
Homer’s depiction of excessive grief displayed by the gods and heroes (Iliad
24.10–13, 18.23–34, 22.414–15, 18.54, 22.168–9, 16.433–4).

48 Xenophon (Memorabilia 1.2.58) reports that Socrates’ accuser criticized him for
constantly quoting a particular passage from the Iliad (Iliad 2.188–91, 198–202).
Plato’s portrayal of Socrates as a Homer-lover is certainly consistent with this
testimony, though Plato’s Socrates never quotes these particular lines anywhere in
the corpus.

49 Cf. Rutherford (1995), 308.
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states.50 Hesiod can be valuable after all, especially the Works and

Days, precisely that poem which Plato largely ignored in Republic

Book 2.51

THE ‘HESIODIC’ MYTHS

I conclude by having a quick look at Plato’s myths as arguably the

most important context for his encounters with Homer and Hesiod.

It is also among the most difficult to assess, and all I can do here is to

whet the reader’s appetite for the more detailed discussions found

elsewhere in the volume. Both Homer and Hesiod contribute to

Platonic myths more than any other poets. I have already touched

on the Hesiodic influence on the myth of Aristophanes in the

Symposium. There are at least four more major myths that take

central ingredients from Hesiod:

1. Protagoras’ myth in Protagoras 320c–323a.

2. The ‘noble lie’ in Republic 414b–415c.

3. Timaeus’ creation myth in Timaeus 29 ff.

4. The Eleatic Stranger’s myth of the cosmic cycle in Politicus

268c–274d.

All these are cosmological myths involving the creation or generation

of mortal beings. Protagoras speaks of the creation of mortals by the

gods, featuring Zeus and other Olympian gods as well as Prometheus

and Epimetheus in a manner reminiscent of the Pandora narrative.

The myth is in many ways Protagoras’ signature piece, and the

fact that it is both strikingly Hesiodic and—as it turns out—strik-

ingly un-Socratic in character reinforces our general impression that

50 At Laws 680c6–d3, Megillus even sings the praises of Homer after hearing a
quotation from Odyssey 9 on the lifestyle of the Cyclopes.

51 Already in the Republic Plato’s attack is aimed primarily at the Theogony,
whereas Socrates on one occasion quotes with approval from the Works and Days:
cf. Republic 466c2. For the development of Plato’s thought on Hesiod see Most, this
volume, Ch. 3. For his different treatment of the Theogony and Works and Days see
Ford, this volume, Ch. 7.
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Hesiod in the Protagoras is associated with Socrates’ sophistic inter-

locutors.

The one occasion where Socrates tells a very obviously Hesiodic

tale is the ‘noble lie’ in Republic 414b–415c, which closely echoes

Works and Days 109–201. Once again, Hesiod provides the model for

an account of how the human race came into being. Rather like

Protagoras, Socrates neither attributes the myth to Hesiod (he says it

is a Phoenician tale) nor does he claim any truth for it. Unlike

Protagoras, he goes so far as calling the story a lie (414b8–c2, e7)

and is most hesitant about producing it at all (414c9–d2).52 Exactly

what we are to make of this text, how it relates to the Works and

Days, and how it fits into the context of the Republic as a whole are

difficult questions that are explored in greater detail elsewhere in this

volume.53 For now we note that the one Hesiodic myth told by

Socrates is not actually attributed to Hesiod, and makes no claims

to being true.

The Timaeus myth raises even more difficult questions. It is by far

the most extensive and arguably the most important on Plato’s list of

Hesiodic myths, but by the same token it is also the most enigmatic.

At a superficial level, it follows the pattern according to which

characters other than Socrates associate themselves with Hesiod as

part of their own, usually un-Socratic, agenda. However, this initial

assessment does very little to help us understand the relationship of

the Timaeus myth with Hesiodic epic on the one hand and the main

body of Platonic philosophy on the other. The precise nature of those

relationships is the subject of detailed investigation elsewhere in this

volume.54 For now I simply note that the Timaeus at least does not

contradict the general trend according to which ‘Hesiodic’ myths are

told by interlocutors other than Socrates.

Equally complicated, though for different reasons, is the myth of

cosmic reversals at Politicus 268d–274d. Some of its constituent parts

are clearly Hesiodic, such as the reign of Kronos (269a7), grey-haired

52 His only excuse for telling it is that it is beneficial to the state. Cf. Schofield
(2007), esp. 162.

53 See Van Noorden, Ch. 9.
54 See the contributions by Capra, Ch. 10; Pender, Ch. 11; Sedley, Ch. 12; Regali,

Ch. 13.
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new-borns (270e; cf. Works and Days 181), and the gift of fire from

Prometheus (274cd; Theogony 566–9, Works and Days 50–52).55 The

myth is told by the Eleatic Stranger, which conforms to the basic

pattern that interlocutors other than Socrates tend to reach for

Hesiod. What exactly that entails for the texture and truth of the

story is less easy to determine. The Stranger himself describes it as

‘child’s play’ (268d7–e6: �ÆØ	Ø�) and insists that it is his own inven-

tion (269b8–c1).56 We have thus another example of a Hesiodic

myth with relatively little pretence to truth placed in the mouth of

a non-Socratic interlocutor; though, as with the Timaeus, the precise

status and significance of the myth is complicated and will have to be

investigated in more detail elsewhere in this volume.57

The treatment of myths based on Hesiod contrasts interestingly

with the three major myths that use predominantly Homeric ele-

ments. They are:

1. The myth in Gorgias (523a–526d).

2. The myth of Er in the Republic (614b–621b).

3. The myth in Phaedo (108e–114d).

Unlike Plato’s ‘Hesiodic’ myths, those based on Homeric models are

all told by Socrates. In Gorgias, Socrates mentions the division of the

world by the gods as related in the Iliad (523a3–5; Iliad 15.187 ff.),

the eternal punishment in Tartarus given to Tantalus, Sisyphus, and

Tityus (cf. Odyssey 11.576 ff.), while also noting the absence of

Thersites (525e2–5). Moreover, the chief judge Minos is described

with a Homeric line (526d2; cf. Odyssey 11.569). Socrates declares

this tale to be true (523a2–3), saying that even if it might appear to be

fiction (�FŁ��) to others, to him it is an account grounded in reason

(º�ª��). The rhetoric of truth employed here contrasts interestingly

with the much weaker truth claims made in all four major ‘Hesiodic’

myths. A similar point could be made about the myth of Er in the

Republic which, despite being a �FŁ��, is framed as an essentially

believable eyewitness account (621bc). Plato first presents the re-

55 It also includes non-Hesiodic elements such as the quarrel of Atreus and
Thyestes and the myth of an autochthonous race. Cf. S. Rosen (1988), 67.

56 Cf. S. Rosen (1988), 68.
57 Compare the contributions of El Murr, Ch. 14 and Rowe, Ch. 15.
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wards for the just and the punishment for the unjust after death, and

then shows the process of the reincarnation of souls. The ‘Odyssean’

theme is unmistakable, despite a few hints of Hesiod.58 Individual

echoes aside, the myth culminates in a parade of the souls of Home-

ric and other heroic characters,59 in obvious dialogue with Homer’s

Nekyia. It is striking to note that by recounting the tale, Er is cast in

the role of Odysseus, and by reporting it, Socrates in that of Homer.

The myth of the judgement of souls in Phaedo is also presented as

essentially true, though the details are not to be pressed (j �ÆF�� K��d


j ��ØÆF�� ¼��Æ: 114d2–3). The main ingredients are once again from

Homer: Tartarus (111e6–112a5, quoting Iliad 8.14),60 Okeanos,

Acheron, Pyriphlegethon, Styx, and Cocytus (113 ff.; cf. Odyssey

10.508–14).

With due caution, then, we can conclude that not only does Plato

tend to attribute strongly Hesiodic myths to speakers other than

Socrates, but that those speakers also make weaker claims about

their truth. If one were to speculate as to why Plato treats Homeric

and Hesiodic myths in these different ways, one possible answer

might emerge from Edelstein’s work on Platonic myths.61 Edelstein

divides Plato’s myths into two groups, one dealing with the creation

of the world and the early history of mankind (Timaeus, Critias,

Politicus), and the other dealing with the fate of the soul before and

after this life (Phaedo, Gorgias, Phaedrus, Republic).62 He then argues

that the ‘facts’ in the myths of the first category, the ones concerning

nature and history, remain guesswork and so can only be a ‘pastime

of the intellect’,63 while those in the latter category can provide more

reliable knowledge because ‘human reason is able to cope with its

task’.64 Put thus starkly, Edelstein’s argument runs a serious risk of

58 Mention of Tartarus in particular (616a3–7) may conjure up Hesiodic associa-
tions: cf. Theogony 682, 725, 736, 822, 868, etc. However, Tartarus is treated as
Homeric at Phaedo 111e6–112a5; cf. n. 60 below.

59 Such as Orpheus (620a3–6), Thamyris (620a6–7: cf. Iliad 2.594–600), Ajax
(620b1–3), Agamemnon (620b3–5), Thersites (620c2–3), and Odysseus (620c3–d2).

60 I have noted Tartarus among Homeric and Hesiodic passages in Table 4.1,
despite the fact that Plato clearly marks it as Homeric here.

61 Cf. Edelstein (1949).
62 Cf. Edelstein (1949), 467.
63 Cf. Edelstein (1949), 474.
64 Edelstein (1949), 472.
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oversimplification, but as a heuristic pointer it is not perhaps alto-

gether uninteresting; for what it is worth, the contrast we find

between Plato’s ‘Homeric’ and ‘Hesiodic’ myths matches Edelstein’s

distinction to an astonishing degree: the ‘Hesiodic’ myths about the

early history of the world and human kind remain self-consciously

speculative. And since Socrates has long given up the pursuit of

knowledge about nature, they tend to be put in the mouths of

other speakers. Eschatological myths on the other hand directly

concern the Socratic tenet that just souls will receive just rewards.

Homeric poetry offered appropriate eschatological motifs, but more

importantly perhaps it was Socrates’ favourite source of reference.

Thus it can be argued that Platonic myths that are strongly based on

Homer are appropriate to Socrates both in terms of content and

characterization, whereas the ones based on Hesiod generally speak-

ing had to come from someone else’s mouth.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this chapter has been to ask how Plato’s relationship with

Hesiod compares to his relationship with Homer. We have seen that

Plato refers to Homer and Hesiod throughout his oeuvre. He fre-

quently mentions them in tandem, apparently without implying a

hierarchy. On closer inspection, however, we have found that Homer

is often the main focus of interest; and that the name Hesiod is

frequently added—and manipulated—in order to cast Homer in a

specific light. For example, Hesiod is mentioned alongside Homer so

as to allow Socrates to make a general argument about poetry while

retaining his focus on Homer (Ion, Republic). Mention of Hesiod

may also prepare for attacks on Homer (Republic). Passages from

Homer and Hesiod too are treated differently. For a start, they tend

to be quoted by different speakers and for different reasons: in the

Symposium, the Charmides, the Lysis, the Protagoras, and the Repub-

lic, Hesiod is invoked to prop up epideictic arguments of a dubious

nature. Homer, too, may be used in this way (Republic), but there is a

marked tendency in some dialogues to contrast the ‘sophistic’ use of

Hesiod with a more Socratic use of Homer (e.g. Lysis, Protagoras).
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Socrates clearly prefers Homer to Hesiod even in dialogues where

he makes him the main focus of his attack (Ion, Republic). Occasion-

ally, the contrast between Socratic Homer and sophistic Hesiod

helps to articulate the overall structure of a dialogue (e.g. Symposium,

Protagoras). Finally, I have suggested that Plato’s more ‘Hesiodic’

myths tend to be framed differently from the ones with a strongly

Homeric flavour: the latter are all told by Socrates and are

presented as relatively ambitious in terms of their truth claims.65

By contrast, most of Plato’s more ‘Hesiodic’ myths are put in the

mouths of interlocutors other than Socrates and are framed as en-

tertainment (Protagoras), play (Politicus), or merely likely (Timaeus).

The one major Hesiodic myth told by Socrates is presented as

a ‘Phoenician lie’.

65 See the observations of Edwards (1992), 90–1 on the myth of Er and the
Gorgias myth.
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5

Plato’s Hesiod: not Plato’s alone1

Hugo Koning

INTRODUCTION

Who is Plato’s Hesiod? One straightforward and obvious way of

answering that question is to do as Most does in this volume: to

draw up an inventory of passages where Plato refers to Hesiod (a

surveyable total of 40 or so), and subject them to analysis. One would

look for a common denominator, some element shared by all or most

passages, or perhaps postulate a chronological development in Pla-

to’s attitude to Hesiod (as Most in fact does).

Such attempts, however, are not helped by the great diversity of

approaches to Hesiod in the Platonic corpus. Naturally, sometimes

references are nothing more than Hilfszitate, quotations that support

or illustrate a speaker’s opinion without being essential to it.2 But

even in passages that substantially address the Hesiodic corpus or

persona, evaluations of Hesiod and his poetry are widely divergent.

In Republic 377c–378a, for instance, Hesiod is attacked as a liar who

concocted ‘the greatest falsehood about the most important things’

(�e �ªØ���
 ŒÆd ��æd �H
 ��ª���ø
 ł�F	��: 377e); his poetry is

subsequently regarded as a threat to society. In Cratylus 406b–d,

1 I wish to thank the participants in the Durham conference for their positive
response and helpful remarks. I also owe thanks to Ineke Sluiter, Glenn Most, Marlein
van Raalte, and Casper de Jonge for valuable comments on earlier drafts of this paper.

2 Coined by Krause (1958), 54,Hilfszitat appears to have become a technical term:
see e.g. Kindstrand (1973), 32 and Saı̈d (2000), 180.



Socrates ridicules Hesiod for his ‘childish’ (�ÆØ	ØŒH�) explanation of

the name of Aphrodite, because he claimed it is related to her

birth from ‘foam’ (Içæ��). In the Apology, on the other hand, the

mere possibility of meeting Hesiod in the underworld is said to be

worth dying for, presumably because of his reputation for justice and

knowledge.3 Similarly, in Charmides 163bc, Hesiod is presented as an

upright and generally sensible (çæ�
Ø���) person giving the excellent

(and Platonic) advice that one should mind one’s own business. In

these four examples, Hesiod changes from morally dangerous and

intellectually challenged to famously wise and ethically sound.

These different and even contradictory evaluations of Hesiod in

Plato’s work are very striking. We can compare the above-mentioned

transformations of Hesiod with those in the Republic. Here, Hesiod

in one and the same dialogue goes from the blasphemous enemy of

the state to the spiritual father of Plato’s eugenics; he is attacked for

the immoral purport of his poetry and praised for his ethical advice.4

But how can the same poet be presented so differently in the same

corpus? Who is Plato’s Hesiod?

Some may object that we are asking the wrong question. It was

common practice in antiquity to quote poetic predecessors (espe-

cially Homer) wherever possible. A citation or reference could en-

liven or spice up one’s own text,5 and finding a relevant line from an

epic, lyric or tragic poet always testified to one’s wittiness, urbanity,

or erudition, not only when drinking at a symposium, but also when

composing poetry oneself, or writing a serious philosophical treatise—

in fact, when performing any activity one happened to be engaged

in.6 It is also perfectly normal to be in agreement with an author one

3 Apology 41a. Hesiod is mentioned in a list of denizens of the underworld, in a
middle position: after the righteous judges Minos and Rhadamanthys, and before
heroes like Palamedes who met their death through an unfair trial. It is thus likely
that Socrates is eager to meet Hesiod as an expert on justice.

4 See e.g. Republic 377c–378a, 546e–547a, 364cd, and 466c, respectively.
5 Hermogenes actually says of Plato’s work that it attains the quality of sweetness

(ªºıŒ��Å�) because of his frequent quoting from Hesiod and Homer (On Types of
Style 336–7 Rabe ¼ ii. 362–3 Spengel).

6 Diogenes Laertius mentions several anecdotes which deal with philosophers
demonstrating their wit by quoting relevant verses of Homer on many different
occasions: Plato when burning his poems (3.5), Xenocrates when trying to release
Athenian prisoners of war (4.9), Crates when he was dragged by the heels (6.90),
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time and at odds with him at another: Aristotle, to give just one simple

example, can cite Hesiod’s words on the barest elements of

the household with approval, and disagree with him on the question

of whether or not a hungry octopus eats his own tentacles.7

Each new context constitutes a separate situation, and there is no

reason why Hunter’s description of the Homeric heroes in Plato

as ‘paradigms . . . to be exploited as varying contexts demanded’

(R. L. Hunter 2004, 249) should not mutatis mutandis hold for Plato’s

use of Hesiod as well. There are different Hesiods in Plato because there

are different contexts.

There is (at least) one reason, however, why searching for a con-

sistent image of Hesiod in Plato is not a fool’s game and can be

worthwhile. So far, scholars seem to have regarded the dynamics of

reception as consisting of two factors: (1) the creative genius of Plato,

and (2) the interpretive possibilities of Hesiod’s poetry.8 It appears,

however, that there is a third factor, which will be the main subject of

this paper, and that is the tradition of Hesiod’s reception. Plato is

not the first and certainly not the only person to refer to Hesiod

in his own discourse. In Plato’s time, the cultural icon Hesiod had

been heard, interpreted, explained to others, and used for their

own particular purposes by many people for over a century at

least. Hesiod had thus been deployed and formed in many ways.

When Plato uses Hesiod in his own text, he is ipso facto joining a

lively debate on who Hesiod is and what his poetry means. Plato

therefore not only responds to Hesiod himself, but also to the

Hesiods of others, predecessors and contemporaries. It is this factor

of the tradition of Hesiod’s reception, I submit, that can help us to

understand better the many faces of Hesiod in the Platonic corpus.

In this chapter, I hope to demonstrate that Plato makes use of at

least two different ‘strands’ of that tradition, something which helps

Anaxarchus when Alexander the Great was wounded (9.60). Diogenes the cynic does
it all the time (6.52, 53, 57, 63, 66, 67).

7 [Aristotle], Oeconomicus 1343a18–21 and Aristotle, History of Animals 591a4–6.
8 It is perhaps useful to stress the sometimes unobserved fact that Hesiod’s (or, in

fact, any author’s) text poses certain interpretive limitations to its recipients. What
Olick and Robbins (1998), 128–30 said in the context of cultural memory studies
about the ways a culture shapes its past holds true for Hesiod’s reception as well: there
is no ‘infinite malleability’ of the image of Hesiod.

Plato’s Hesiod: not Plato’s alone 91



to explain the different evaluations of Hesiod and at the same time

allows for the fact that not all references to Hesiod are totally

unrelated to each other. The two traditional Hesiods I shall discuss

here are the ‘Homeric Hesiod’ and ‘Hesiod the intellectual’. I should

say beforehand that the discussion of these traditional elements is not

meant to detract in any way from the uniqueness of Plato’s reception

of Hesiod; it is meant to show that Plato’s Hesiod is a blend of both

new and old elements—though it remains a uniquely Platonic blend.

THE HOMERIC HESIOD

Following on from Naoko Yamagata’s survey in Chapter 4, I will first

revisit Hesiod’s association with Homer. It is relevant to note at the

outset that a simple quantification of Hesiodic references in Plato’s

corpus as a whole suggests that Hesiod is a very ‘Homeric’ figure: in

about 40 percent of all instances in which Plato mentions Hesiod,

Homer is presented as a comparable poet in the immediate context.9

Conversely, in only about 15 percent of the instances where Homer is

mentioned is he directly associated with Hesiod.10 Turning from

these mere statistics to the passages themselves, we can clearly see

that Plato presents Hesiod and Homer as comparable in several ways.

For instance, they treat of the same subjects. This is how Socrates

summarizes the content of their poetry:

��æd ��º��ı �� �a ��ººa . . . ŒÆd ��æd ›�ØºØH
 �æe� Iºº�º�ı� I
Łæ��ø

IªÆŁH
 �� ŒÆd ŒÆŒH
 ŒÆd N	Øø�H
 ŒÆd 	Å�Ø�ıæªH
, ŒÆd ��æd Ł�H
 �æe�

Iºº�º�ı� ŒÆd �æe� I
Łæ���ı� ›�Øº��
�ø
,‰� ›�Øº�F�Ø, ŒÆd ��æd �H
 �PæÆ
�ø


�ÆŁÅ���ø
 ŒÆd ��æd �H
 K
 �AØ	�ı, ŒÆd ª�
��Ø� ŒÆd Ł�H
 ŒÆd �æ�ø
.

Mainly tales of war, and of how people deal with each other in society—

good people and bad, ordinary folks and craftsmen, and tales of the gods,

9 See further Yamagata, this volume, Ch. 4.
10 The discrepancy is of course caused by the fact that Homer is mentioned much

more frequently than Hesiod in the first place: I count 40 references to Hesiod against
96 to Homer (including the spurious works of Plato). This ratio seems to be more or
less normal in antiquity, at least for the classical period. Cf. e.g. the ratio in Herodotus
(4:8) and Aristotle (32:83).
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how they deal with each other and with men, and of the phenomena in both

the heavens and the underworld, and of the births of gods and heroes.11

Moreover, they say more or less the same things about those same

subjects (as is indicated several times in the Republic),12 and they also

attract the same kind of audience: old men, as the Athenian claims in

the Laws (658d).

What is of greatest interest to us, however, is that in the cases in

which Hesiod is mentioned together with Homer a certain pattern

can be discerned, a recurrent perspective that appears to supersede

the individual context. The two poets, when mentioned together, are

often referred to in discourse concerned with their all-embracing

influence on Greek thought, that is, their prominent place in educa-

tion and the collective mind of the Greeks. This position strongly

resembles that of the Torah, the Epic of Gilgamesh, and the Book of the

Dead, foundational texts13 of other cultures which, after their ‘en-

shrinement’,14 acquire a very strong normative value. In the case of

Hesiod and Homer, the Greeks would say that their verses had

become like laws. This sentiment is expressed in several ways

throughout antiquity.15

11 Ion 531c. All translations are from Cooper (1997), sometimes slightly altered (as
here). I do not believe ��æd �H
 �PæÆ
�ø
 �ÆŁÅ���ø
 ŒÆd ��æd �H
 K
 �AØ	�ı means
‘what happens in heaven and hell’ (see Murray 1996, 106).

12 Republic 363a–c, 364c–e, 377d–378e, 390e (where a line attributed to Hesiod is
inserted in a long list of despicable verses by Homer), 600c–e, 612b.

13 See Assmann (2000), 43, who uses the term ‘identitätsfundierend’.
14 This term denotes the point at which a canonical text is considered ‘sacrosanct’:

it acquires a sacred status and becomes unchangeable, exerting a strong normative
and formative influence on its culture through the work of professional exegetes. See
Assmann (2000), 56–9 and 142–7.

15 There are at least four ways in which a law-like quality is attributed to the poetry
of Hesiod and Homer: 1. Their poetry is more or less explicitly said to be understood
as law (see e.g. Lucian, On Grief 2, Plutarch, How to Study Poetry 28B, Sextus
Empiricus, Against the Professors 9.15). 2. The poets are associated with reputable
lawgivers (see the Apology passage mentioned above and the Symposium passage
discussed below). 3. The poets are often appealed to as witnesses: in the works of
Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle, for instance, there are only four poets called ��æ�ıæ��
or �Ææ��æØÆ: Homer (ten times), Hesiod (four times), and the gnomic poets Theognis
(twice) and Solon (once). 4. Laws and legal documents are in some respects treated in
the same way as poetry, especially that of Hesiod and Homer (in juridical speeches
from the 4th century BC, for example, citations from poetry, esp. that of Hesiod and
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There are, in Plato, some traces of a positive evaluation of this

normative status, as in the passage from the Apology just mentioned;

or in the Symposium, where Diotima tells Socrates that spiritual love

is superior to bodily love, and supports her claim by pointing to the

superiority of spiritual children (209cd):

ŒÆd �A� i
 	�ÆØ�� $Æı�fiH ��Ø����ı� �ÆE	Æ� �Aºº�
 ª�ª�

ÆØ j ��f�

I
Łæø��
�ı�, ŒÆd �N� �O�Åæ�
 I���ºłÆ� ŒÆd �H���	�
 ŒÆd ��f� ¼ºº�ı�
��ØÅ�a� ��f� IªÆŁ�f� ÇÅºH
, �xÆ �Œª�
Æ $Æı�H
 ŒÆ�Æº����ı�Ø
, L KŒ��
�Ø�

IŁ�
Æ��
 Œº�� ŒÆd �
��Å
 �Ææå��ÆØ ÆP�a ��ØÆF�Æ Z
�Æ· �N 	b ���º�Ø,

�çÅ, �¥�ı� ¸ıŒ�Fæª�� �ÆE	Æ� ŒÆ��º����� K
 ¸ÆŒ�	Æ���
Ø �ø�BæÆ�

�B� ¸ÆŒ�	Æ���
�� ŒÆd ‰� ���� �N��E
 �B� � Eºº�	��. ���Ø�� 	b �Ææ’ ��E
 ŒÆd
%�ºø
 	Øa �c
 �H
 
��ø
 ª

Å�Ø
.

Everyone would rather have such children than human ones, and would

look up to Homer, Hesiod, and the other good poets with envy and admira-

tion for the offspring they have left behind—offspring which, because they

are immortal themselves, provide their parents with immortal glory and

remembrance. For example, those are the sort of children Lycurgus left

behind in Sparta as the saviours of Sparta and virtually all of Greece.

Among you Athenians the honour goes to Solon for his creation of your laws.

This passage is obviously concerned with the ‘enshrined’ and law-like

status of Hesiod and Homer: their poems are said to be immortal (i.e.

everlasting and unchanging), and the comparison with Lycurgus and

Solon makes it clear that their poetry is like 
���Ø with a universal

appeal.16Moreover, this special position is described in laudatory terms:

Hesiod and Homer belong to the ��ØÅ�Æd IªÆŁ�� (‘good poets’—they

are apparently the only ones worthy of being mentioned by name), and

their poetry is compared to texts that are the ‘saviours of all of Greece’.17

A far greater number of (explicit) references to the two poets

together, however, are concerned with attacks on Hesiod and

Homer, alternated with citations of legal passages; see further Perlman 1965 and
Ford 1999).

16 The scope of Lycurgus’ laws is expanded from Sparta to Greece as a whole. On
the ‘universality’ of the audience of Homer see Graziosi (2002), 58–60.

17 In Symposium 209e the poets and law-givers are ranked among those people
who ‘have brought a host of beautiful deeds into the light and begotten every kind of
virtue. Already many shrines have sprung up to honour them for their immortal
children’ (z
 ŒÆd ƒ�æa ��ººa X	Å ªª�
� 	Øa ��f� ��Ø����ı� �ÆE	Æ�).
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Homer, attacks that are to a considerable degree triggered by the

normative status of the two poets. Much has been said about Plato’s

objections to poetry in the Republic and elsewhere,18 and there is no

need for an elaborate discussion here; instead, I will limit myself to

two observations.

First, it should be noted that Hesiod’s role in the otherwise

very thoroughly researched Books 2, 3, and 10 of the Republic has

so far been very poorly examined indeed. Although Plato aims

his very first shot at Hesiod, since he is responsible for the ‘greatest

falsehood about the most important things’ (Republic 377e),

Murray still describes Plato as focusing on ‘the epics of Homer,

the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides’, and Annas

remarks with regard to Plato’s view of literature that Homer is

‘recognized [by Plato] as a major factor in many people’s moral

lives’. These are just two examples of a scholarly Homerocentrism

that can sometimes lead to the complete disappearance of the

figure of Hesiod.19

My second and more directly relevant point is this. Plato’s objec-

tions to poetry (and art in general) are many. For example, he

complains that art is an image of an image of reality (and thus brings

us farther away from the Forms), and that it appeals to the emotions

instead of reason. When Hesiod and Homer are coupled, however, he

tends to stress that the poets tell morally pernicious stories and set

the wrong example. This seems to be especially true when it concerns

their supposed expertise on subjects that are notoriously difficult to

gain sure knowledge about, i.e. the gods and the underworld. This

18 See e.g. Murdoch (1977), and for a comprehensive overview the introduction of
Murray (1996), 3–32.

19 Murray (1996), 15; Annas (1982), 11. Homerocentrism is a defect of modern
scholarship visible not only in Platonic studies; scholars interpreting texts very often
focus exclusively on Homer, even when Hesiod provides an immediate context, and
regard ‘epic’ as Homeric epic only. Some good examples of this persistent pro-
Homeric bias can be found in the otherwise excellent studies of Robb (1994), 161,
who discusses the attack of Xenophanes and Heraclitus on Homer (without men-
tioning Hesiod), and Zeitlin (2001), 204, who claims that Greek intellectuals regarded
‘Homer (with Orpheus and Musaeus)’ as ‘founders of civilization and masters of
paideia’. Homerocentrism seems to be waning somewhat thanks to a more general
upsurge of interest in Hesiod and Hesiodic reception. However, there are still many
recent studies which could benefit from a less exclusive view.
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aspect of the poisonous influence of Hesiod and Homer is something

to which I shall return shortly.

Apart from its actual content, there appears to be another danger-

ous quality to Hesiodic and Homeric poetry that bothers Plato: the

fact that people (deliberately) misinterpret their verses in order to

justify morally objectionable actions. Plato’s ideal state is governed by

a select group of specially bred and trained philosophers who with

the aid of unequivocal guidelines steer the polis in one direction (or,

perhaps, keep it firmly in the same place). In the thoroughly un-ideal

Athens, however, citizens are free to interpret in their own way the

‘laws’ of Hesiod and Homer with which they are so familiar. In the

chaos that ensues, untrained people can use the poets to legitimize

their pernicious practices.

Plato is concerned about this. In the Republic, Hesiod and Homer

are cited together twice, and in both instances Plato shows how their

verses are abused. The best example is found in Republic 363e–364e

(the other is 363ab). Here Adeimantus claims that there is an

�r	�� º�ªø
 ��æd 	ØŒÆØ���
Å� �� ŒÆd I	ØŒ�Æ� N	�Æfi �� º�ª���
�
 ŒÆd

��e ��ØÅ�H
, ‘a type of discourse about justice and injustice em-

ployed both privately and by the poets’. According to this �r	��

º�ªø
, licentiousness and injustice are pleasant and easy to acquire;

moreover, the rich can hurt the just and unjust alike, because priests

and prophets will easily persuade the gods to serve them by means of

spells and enchantments. I quote 364c–e:

�����Ø� 	b �A�Ø
 ��E� º�ª�Ø� ��æ�ıæÆ� ��ØÅ�a� K��ª�
�ÆØ �ƒ �b
 ŒÆŒ�Æ� �æØ,

�P�����Æ� 	Ø	�
���, ‰�

�c
 �b
 ŒÆŒ��Å�Æ ŒÆd NºÆ	e
 ���Ø
 $º�ŁÆØ

ÞÅœ	�ø�· º��Å �b
 ›	��, ��ºÆ 	’ Kªª�ŁØ 
Æ��Ø·

�B� 	’ Iæ��B� ƒ	æH�Æ Ł��d �æ���æ�ØŁ�
 �ŁÅŒÆ
,

ŒÆ� �Ø
Æ ›	e
 �ÆŒæ�
 �� ŒÆd �æÆå�EÆ
 ŒÆd I
�
�Å. �ƒ 	b �B� �H
 Ł�H
 ��’

I
Łæ��ø
 �ÆæÆªøªB� �e
 �O�Åæ�
 �Ææ��æ�
�ÆØ, ‹�Ø ŒÆd KŒ�E
�� �r��


ºØ���d 	 �� ŒÆd Ł��d ÆP���,

ŒÆd ��f� �b
 Łı��ÆØ�Ø ŒÆd �PåøºÆE� IªÆ
ÆE�Ø


º�Ø�Bfi �� Œ
��fi Å �� �ÆæÆ�æø�H�’ ¼
Łæø��Ø

ºØ�����
�Ø, ‹�� Œ
 �Ø� ���æ��fi Å ŒÆd ±��æ�fi Å.
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And the poets are brought forward as witnesses to all these accounts. Some

harp on the ease of vice, as follows:

Vice in abundance is easy to get;

the road is smooth and begins beside you,

but the gods have put sweat between us and virtue . . .
. . . and a road that is long, rough, and steep. Others quote Homer to bear

witness that the gods can be influenced by humans, since he said:

The gods themselves can be swayed by prayer,

and with sacrifices and soothing promises,

incense and libations, human beings turn them from their purpose

when someone has transgressed and sinned.

Modern readers notice immediately that the citations (Works and

Days 287–9 and Iliad 9.497–501) are wrenched from their original

context and imbued with a new and subversive meaning—and the

ancient reader, I submit, is meant to notice too. Even though it is far

from clear what would in the eyes of Plato amount to the correct

interpretation of a poem,20 I think it is highly unlikely that his

audience would agree that the Hesiodic passage on the tough road

to virtue, the best-known Hesiodic passage in antiquity, quoted over

and over again to promote dedication to goodness, is in fact meant to

encourage people to embrace vice because it is so easy to do so. It is

Plato’s point that ordinary citizens—who are unfit to rule or make

laws—can make the poets’ sayings mean anything they want.21 That

is why Plato says that ‘what is said both privately and by the poets’ is

one and the same �r	�� º�ªø
: the Y	Ø��, the exact opposite of a

magistrate or lawgiver,22 interprets passages from the poets (his

‘witnesses’, the term is mentioned twice) to support his amoral

20 See, for instance, the modern debate on Socrates’ exegesis of Simonides’ ode to
Scopas (Protagoras 339a–347b); Most (1994) presents an overview and a useful
bibliography.

21 Plato himself in fact refers to the Hesiodic passage in three other passages
(Phaedrus 272b, Protagoras 340b, and Laws 718a), and each time the lines on virtue
are interpreted differently. See also n. 39.

22 See LSJ s.v. I.1; Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1113b21–3 contrasts individuals
‘in their private capacity’ (N	�Æfi ) and ‘the legislators themselves’ (ÆP�H
 �H


���Ł��H
). Perhaps the term Y	Ø�� is doubly apt as it can also denote someone
without �å
Å (‘knowledge’, see Rubinstein 1998, 140), so that the poets (in keeping
with statements made by Socrates in Ion and elsewhere) are here implicitly said to
have no �å
Å either.
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behaviour. By equating the º�ª���
�
 of poets and those not in office,

Plato implicitly disqualifies the poets from being involved in the

business of governing and lawmaking,23 which in Plato’s view is the

exclusive domain of the philosophers.

It appears, then, that there are basically three qualities that Plato

attributes to Hesiod when he is coupled with Homer. First, he is

an authority with far-reaching, law-like influence, especially where

matters of religion are concerned; secondly, he sets a wrong example

by portraying gods engaged in activities that are particularly dama-

ging to the polis; and thirdly, he is potentially dangerous as people

can interpret his words wrongly and misuse his authority.

This particular Hesiod, the ‘Homeric’ Hesiod, is not just Plato’s

alone. Hesiod’s normative influence, for instance, is mentioned in

Herodotus, and the conduct of his gods is denounced by Xeno-

phanes—both writers active long before the Republic was com-

posed.24 Mention of the ‘abuse’ of Hesiodic poetry can also be

found in sources other than Plato; in fact, a most interesting example

comes from his contemporary Xenophon, who reports that Socrates

himself was accused of ‘selecting from the most famous poets the

most immoral passages, and using them as witnesses to teach his

companions to be criminals and tyrants’.25 These ‘most famous

poets’ turn out to be Hesiod and Homer, who are here too described

as ‘witnesses’.26

The Homeric Hesiod, approached in either a positive or a negative

way, is thus not Plato’s invention—it is a traditional Hesiod that can

23 Cf. Republic 366e, where Y	Ø�Ø º�ª�Ø (‘private conversations’) and ���Å�Ø�
(‘poetry’) are again equated with regard to the concept of justice.

24 Herodotus 2.53; Xenophanes 21 B11 DK (unfortunately, a more elaborate
discussion of these passages is beyond the scope of the present chapter). There are
some indications (such as the rise of allegoresis) that their view of Hesiod was fairly
widespread at the beginning of the 5th century as well.

25 Memorabilia 1.2.56: �çÅ 	’ ÆP�e
 › ŒÆ��ª�æ�� ŒÆd �H
 K
	������ø
 ��ØÅ�H

KŒº�ª���
�
 �a ��
Åæ��Æ�Æ ŒÆd �����Ø� �Ææ�ıæ��Ø� åæ���
�
 	Ø	��Œ�Ø
 ��f� �ı
�
�Æ�
ŒÆŒ��æª�ı� �� �r 
ÆØ ŒÆd �ıæÆ

ØŒ���. For further discussion of this passage and the
debate about Socrates’ interpretation of Hesiod see Graziosi, this volume, Ch. 6.

26 The Homeric Hesiod is very often seen in Greek literature after Plato, a topic
which goes beyond the scope of the present chapter. The Homeric Hesiod is usually
under attack, mostly for the ungodly behaviour of his divinities. See e.g. Philo, On
Providence 2.34–7; Lucian, Menippus 3; Dio, Oration 14.21; Sextus Empiricus, Out-
lines of Pyrrhonism 3.210–11; Julian, Epistles 423b.
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be put to use in passages where Plato wants to appeal to well-known

qualities of the poet; for instance, to give voice to familiar reproaches

and thus contribute to a cumulative condemnation of Hesiod. In this

sense, then, Plato follows tradition and so continues it. But this is not

to say that Plato is merely a follower: as he is aware of the traditional

association of Hesiod and Homer, he can creatively manipulate it

and bend it to his will. In this sense, Plato renews and reshapes the

tradition. A brief discussion of the Ion passage already mentioned

above will illustrate this innovative aspect and end the first section

of my chapter.

In Ion, Socrates tries to show that the �å
Å (‘skill’) of the rhapsode

is in truth not a �å
Å at all but a divinely inspired frenzy or �Æ
�Æ.

Since being a rhapsode is not a �å
Å, he can therefore lay no claim to

knowledge either.27 The main argument for thus disqualifying the

rhapsode’s art is that the ‘fundamental principle applicable to any

�å
Å, that he who has knowledge in a given field will know it as a

whole’ (Murray 1996, 107), does not apply to rhapsodizing. It is

precisely the familiar association of Hesiod with Homer that Plato

puts to use here: even though Hesiod and Homer write about exactly

the same subjects, Ion still maintains that he knows about Homer

only—therefore, rhapsodizing is not a skill.

This strategy is obvious as we re-read Socrates’ summary of the

content of the poetry of Homer and Hesiod: ‘mainly tales of war, and

of how people deal with each other in society—good people and bad,

ordinary folks and craftsmen, and tales of the gods, how they deal

with each other and with men, and of the phenomena in both the

heavens and the underworld, and of the births of gods and heroes.’

Hesiod, of course, is generally not conceived as a poet of war, nor

was Homer famous for telling how the gods were born—quite the

reverse: Plato is deliberately creating a blend of epic poetry in a

rhetorical effort to make Hesiod and Homer as similar as possible,

careful not to list their most characteristic traits next to each other

(the ‘tales of war’ and the ‘birth of gods and heroes’ are at the

27 Obviously, the stakes are high here as, in the words of Cooper (introducing
Woodruff ’s translation at Cooper 1997, 937): ‘the minor characters, the rhapsodes,
provide Socrates entrée to a much bigger game, the poet Homer himself.’
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beginning and end of the list).28 The trap is set and poor Ion takes the

bait: he agrees with Socrates’ summary, but still claims to be an

expert on Homer alone—and thus rhapsodizing is disqualified as a

�å
Å. The traditional association of Hesiod and Homer, boosted to

near-identity by Plato, causes the rhapsode’s downfall.

HESIOD THE INTELLECTUAL

I would like to proceed now to discuss another Hesiod in Plato, a

Hesiod I will call ‘the intellectual’. It is well-known that the sophists

of the 5th and 4th centuries BC occupied themselves intensely with

both Hesiod and Homer. Their extensive study, use, and re-use

of poetry, especially epic poetry, was of great value to them in

many ways.29

The clearest example of the sophists’ appropriation of the poets in

Plato is found at the beginning of the Great Speech of Protagoras, in

the dialogue named after him. Protagoras introduces himself as a

sophist and then claims a whole list of well-known educators as

fellow-sophists, albeit they operated as such under cover (316de):

I maintain that the sophist’s art is an ancient one, but that the men who

practiced it in ancient times, fearing the odium attached to it, disguised

it, masking it sometimes as poetry, as Homer and Hesiod and Simonides

did, or as mystery religions and prophecy, witness Orpheus and Musaeus,

and occasionally, I’ve noticed, even as athletics, as with Iccus of Tarentum

and, in our own time, Herodicus of Selymbria . . . , as great a sophist as any.30

These are, strictly speaking, not Protagoras’ but Plato’s words, but

there are several reasons for assuming that Plato’s presentation of the

28 This is another reason to prefer this translation to Woodruff ’s translation in
Cooper (1997) (see n. 11): the �ÆŁ��Æ�Æ (‘phenomena’) in heaven and underworld
are vague enough to include Homer and Hesiod.

29 See Morgan (2000), Ch. 4, ‘The Sophists and Their Contemporaries’. There is a
useful summary of the sophists’ work on Homer and Hesiod there at 96–7.

30 Protagoras 316de. Simonides is added to the duo only because it is his poem on
virtue that will be discussed later in the dialogue (see further below).
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sophist comes close to the real thing. One of them is the way

Protagoras claims the authority of others, which is typically sophis-

tic,31 and also strikingly similar to Hippias’ introduction to his

encyclopaedia-like Collection:

Some of these things are perhaps said by Orpheus, others by Musaeus, in a

shorter form, this here and that there, some by Hesiod, and some by Homer,

and something else again by the other poets, some in the prose-writers,

be they Greeks or non-Greeks; but on the basis of the most important and

interrelated passages from all these sources, I will make this new and diverse

treatise.32

In both cases, the sophist marshals different types of knowledge, to

all of which he claims to have access. It is interesting that both

sophists use their list of authors as an opening gambit to a longer

text, but it is more relevant to us that Homer and Hesiod in each case

together represent a single category.33 Again we witness the tradition

of associating the two.34

What I would like to focus on now, however, is the fact that some

of the sophists do separate Hesiod and Homer, and attribute a

different kind of knowledge and expertise to each of them. I will

31 See Morgan (2000), 89–105.
32 Hippias 86 B6 DK: ����ø
 Y�ø� �YæÅ�ÆØ �a �b
 �Oæç�E, �a 	b ��ı�Æ�øfi ŒÆ�a

�æÆåf ¼ººøfi IººÆå�F, �a 	b �H�Ø�	øfi �a 	b � ˇ��æøfi , �a 	b ��E� ¼ºº�Ø� �H
 ��ØÅ�H
, �a 	b
K
 �ıªªæÆçÆE� �a �b
 � ‚ººÅ�Ø �a 	b �Ææ��æ�Ø�· Kªg 	b KŒ ��
�ø
 ����ø
 �a �ªØ��Æ
ŒÆd ›��çıºÆ �ı
Ł�d� ��F��
 ŒÆØ
e
 ŒÆd ��ºı�Ø	B �e
 º�ª�
 ��Ø����ÆØ.

33 In the Protagoras passage, the different categories are explicitly labelled (poetry,
prophecy, athletics, etc.); Hippias adduces some formal criteria (such as the distinc-
tion between poetry and prose, perhaps an innovation of Hippias’, and that between
Greek and non-Greek), whereas Hesiod and Homer are also closely linked through
word-order. Patzer (1986), 20 contrasts Hesiod and Homer with the others (poets
and prose-writers), but ranks them with Orpheus and Musaeus.

34 Hesiod and Homer are throughout antiquity coupled as a pair and opposed to
other groups or genres, esp. the tragedians (see e.g. [Plato], Minos 318e, Plutarch,
Theseus 16.2–3, Lucian On Dancing 61.2; also the scholia on Iliad 16.336a (A),
21.430b (A), Theogony 691, and Works and Days 3). For the common expression
‘Hesiod and Homer and the other poets’ see e.g. Isocrates, Panathenaicus 18 and 33,
Philodemus, On Music col. IV. 83 Neubecker, Lucian, On Grief 2.2, Galen, On the
Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato 3.3.28 (v. 310.1–2 Kühn), Hermogenes, On Types of
Style ii. 362 Spengel, Libanius, Epistles 181.4, and of course Plato Timaeus
21d, Symposium 209d, Republic 377d, and Ion 531c1, with Yamagata, this volume,
Ch. 4.
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not discuss their use of Homer here, but turn my attention to their

use of Hesiod.

O’Sullivan seems to have been the first to notice that the sophist

Prodicus may have had a particular interest in Hesiod. For instance,

his own cosmogony resembles that of Hesiod, and his moralistic

treatise on Heracles at the crossroads was clearly indebted to Hesiod’s

image of the roads leading to virtue and vice.35 Furthermore, and this

is especially relevant, Prodicus may have presented Hesiod as a

thinker who foreshadowed his own theory concerning synonyms

and the OæŁ��Å� O
����ø
 (‘correctness of names’).36 Prodicus’ the-

ory holds, in brief, that there is a one-to-one relationship between

words and their referents, and that the phenomenon of synonymy is

only apparent: people mistakenly assume that different words can

have the same meaning.37 Prodicus seems to have adopted a unique

position, as most of his fellow-sophists denied the existence of such a

one-to-one relationship and in fact made use of semantic ‘overlap’

for rhetorical purposes. Their wizardry with words often led to

a ‘practical relativism’ (Momigliano 1929–30, 102) because they

focused on terms with distinctly ethical overtones. Prodicus, how-

ever, reacted to their scepticism by looking for the single exact mean-

ing of a word, convinced that truthful communication of knowledge

through language was possible—in contrast to the views held, for

instance, by Gorgias.

Plato refers to Prodicus’ reconstruction and use of the ‘linguistic

purist’ Hesiod. In the Charmides, for instance, it is clearly stated

that Hesiod was concerned with the correctness of names as he

distinguished between ‘making’ (Kæª�Ç��ŁÆØ) and ‘doing’ (��Ø�E
), a

procedure associated with Prodicus and taught by Hesiod.38 In the

35 O’Sullivan (1992), 75–9.
36 Even though there is independent proof of Prodicus trying to distinguish

alleged synonyms, the sources linking Prodicus to OæŁ��Å� O
����ø
 all come from
the Platonic corpus itself; we should therefore be careful not to attribute to the
historical Prodicus things that are part of the theory of OæŁ��Å� as presented by
Plato; see Fehling (1965), 216–17. It is enough for my argument, however, to deal
with Plato’s Prodicus, i.e. the Prodicus as he is (rather consistently) depicted by Plato.

37 See for a more elaborate treatment of Prodicus’ theory of synonyms e.g.
Untersteiner (1954), 212–16 and Kerferd (1981), 69–74.

38 Charmides 163bc. Charmides claims that he learnt to distinguish between such
apparent synonyms from Hesiod: ��ÆŁ�
 ªaæ �Ææ’ ‘H�Ø�	�ı (163b).
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Protagoras, Hesiod’s interest in the OæŁ��Å� O
����ø
 and its link to

Prodicus are again made explicit: when the men are discussing a

poem by Simonides, Protagoras argues that Simonides is inconsistent

as the poet in one and the same ode appears to claim that it is hard to

become good and easy to be good. Socrates in turn calls in the aid of

Prodicus (also present) and defends Simonides by pointing out the

difference between becoming and being. What happens then is most

relevant: Socrates suddenly quotes Hesiod’s very well known verses

on the attainability of virtue:

The gods put Goodness where we have to sweat

to get at her. But once you reach the top

she’s easy to have as she was hard at first.39

It is again Hesiod, we are supposed to infer, who has taught us to

differentiate between becoming virtuous and being virtuous. When

Socrates immediately afterwards remarks that the ‘divine wisdom’ of

Prodicus is as old as Simonides, or ‘even older’, it is clear to whom

that ��Ø �ÆºÆØ��æÆ [��ç�Æ] (cf. Protagoras 341a) supposedly belongs:

the archaic poet Hesiod.

The ‘intellectual’ Hesiod, however, is not only an expert in the

correctness of names—he appears elsewhere in the Platonic corpus as

well, and each time he is associated with some philosophical method

that tries to make sense of the world by separating and categorizing

its constituent parts. This is an admittedly vague and general ob-

servation,40 but can be further clarified and rendered more concrete

39 Protagoras 340d. We should note in passing that the same passage from the
Works and Days, quoted in Republic 364cd to demonstrate the danger of poets, is put
to use in such a different way here. Plato can easily do so because in each case he
quotes only the lines he needs: Works and Days 287–90a in the Republic, and 289–92
in the Protagoras.

40 The description is deliberately vague as I wish to avoid connecting Hesiod to
Plato’s method of diairesis. There are some superficial similarities that could lead to
sweeping claims such as that of Solmsen (1962), 179: ‘to put it simply, Hesiod’s
Theogony organizes the world of divine realities . . .whereas Plato and the Academy
through their method of diairesis try to organize many, if not necessarily all, human
and other realities.’ But Platonic diairesis is—in contrast to Hesiod’s genealogies—
ultimately not about (systematical) categorization, but about (ad hoc) definition.
This can be clearly seen from the fact that the method of diairesis creates a ‘tree’ in
which only one branch is followed to its end (the definition), whereas Hesiod’s
genealogical tree tries to follow all its branches.
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if we take a closer look at the passages in question. Of these philo-

sophical approaches involving separation and categorization, I will

briefly discuss two.

The first of the approaches in question is etymology.41 In the

Cratylus, the dialogue exploring the correctness of names and

the reasons for why names are what they are, Hesiod is frequently

mentioned. First of all, he features as a proto-etymologist: as

I noted above, for instance, Socrates ridicules Hesiod’s own explana-

tion of the name ‘Aphrodite’ as ‘childish’.42 Secondly, Hesiod

also supplies names on which the method of etymology can be

practised.43

We can see such practice in action when Socrates analyses the

names of Zeus, Kronos, and Ouranos in Cratylus 396bc.44 He then

continues (396c):

�N 	’ K���
��Å
 �c
 �H�Ø�	�ı ª�
�Æº�ª�Æ
, ��
Æ� ��Ø ��f� I
ø�æø �æ�ª�
�ı�
ºª�Ø ����ø
, �PŒ i
 K�Æı��Å
 	Ø��Øg
 ‰� OæŁH� ÆP��E� �a O
��Æ�Æ Œ�E�ÆØ . . .

If I could remember Hesiod’s genealogy, which ancestors of the gods he

mentions that are even older, I would not stop investigating how correct

their names are . . .

41 A method used by Prodicus too, though how exactly is uncertain (see Unter-
steiner 1954, 213).

42 See again Cratylus 406b–d. Presumably it is ‘childish’ because it is a sign of
inexperience to hold on to superficial similarities when searching for an etymological
explanation; older and wiser etymologists look beyond the superficial to a word’s true
root. Incidentally, modern scholars too see Hesiod as a ‘keen etymologist and
cultivator of word-play’ (Miller 2001, 261; see also Leclerc 1993, 272–8).

43 Even though this last point applies to Homer as well as Hesiod, there are some
arguments for maintaining that etymology is particularly Hesiodic. For instance,
Homer is mentioned seven times in the Cratylus, Hesiod five times (a very un-
Platonic ratio), and Homer is nowhere in the Cratylus said to have explained
names himself; moreover, Homer is generally regarded in antiquity as a founding
father of practically all genres, sciences, and philosophies, so it would be strange if the
science of etymology was not among them. But I do not wish to press this point, as it
is the more specific combination of etymology and genealogy (on which see below)
that I wish to connect to Hesiod in particular.

44 Zeus, it is claimed, means ‘he through whom there is life’ (	Ø’ n
 ÇB
 I�d �A�Ø
��E� ÇH�Ø
 ���æå�Ø). The supreme god is born from a mighty intellect, for contrary to
what most people believe, the name Kronos (derived from Œ�æ��, ‘pure’) signifies ‘the
pure and clear mind’, and he is himself a son of Ouranos, ‘he who looks at the things
above’ (from �e ›æA
 �a ¼
ø) like a philosopher.
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Hesiod’s genealogy is referred to because Socrates, in etymologizing

the names of Zeus, Kronos, and Ouranos, has followed the backbone

of the succession myth in the Theogony (Ouranos—Kronos—Zeus),

but in reverse order: he is retracing the origin and cause of all living

creatures to an intellectual principle (‘the pure and clearmind’) which in

turn derived from the study of astronomy (‘looking at the things

above’).45 The etymology linking the three gods reaffirms their genealo-

gical connection. We should compare this practice to a passage from

the Theaetetus (155d) where Socrates says this:

��ºÆ ªaæ çØº���ç�ı ��F�� �e ��Ł��, �e ŁÆı��Ç�Ø
· �P ªaæ ¼ººÅ Iæåc

çØº���ç�Æ� j Æo�Å, ŒÆd ��ØŒ�
 › �c
 Ð��æØ
 ¨Æ��Æ
��� �Œª�
�
 ç��Æ� �P

ŒÆŒH� ª�
�Æº�ª�E
.

For this is an experience which is characteristic of a philosopher, this

wondering: this is where philosophy begins and nowhere else. And the

man who made Iris the child of Thaumas was perhaps no bad genealogist.46

What is of particular interest to me is that both passages suggest that

the practices of genealogy and etymology are comparable and, more-

over, connected to Hesiod. (The genealogist referred to is, of course,

Hesiod, who calls Iris the daughter of Thaumas twice in the Theog-

ony, at lines 266 and 780.)

The similarity between genealogy and etymology has been noted

by modern scholars such as Sluiter, who points out that they are both

‘strategies to gain control over the present’ (Sluiter 1997: 156), or at

least to gain knowledge of the present. Apart from their comparable

goal, the two practices can be compared in at least three other

respects as well. First, both attempt to organize and clarify the past.

This is obvious in the case of genealogy, but etymology too, though

basically synchronic and without historical interest, often searches

for an original name-giver and works on the assumption that names

have become less perspicuous through time; and that it is the ety-

mologist’s job to rectify distortions and restore the original struc-

tures.47 Secondly, both practices are rather unsystematic and often

45 See Sedley (2003), 91 for the wider resonance of this idea in the Platonic corpus.
46 Socrates means that ‘speaking’ (�Yæø) is begotten by or comes after ‘wondering’

(ŁÆı��Çø)—an etymology that is, incidentally, also present in the Cratylus (408a).
47 See e.g. Cratylus 414cd, where Socrates says that people kept embellishing the

‘first names’ (�æH�Æ O
��Æ�Æ) until finally ‘a name is reached that no human being

Plato’s Hesiod: not Plato’s alone 105



serve an ad hoc purpose. The tree-like structure of genealogy (espe-

cially when executed as systematically as in the Theogony) may seem

incompatible with the ‘anything goes’ strategy of etymology, but this

is only apparently so: in genealogy, derivation is similarly endless, as

children can be born from one or two parents, or none at all; more-

over, different pedigrees can exist side by side, grounding the pre-

sent.48 And thirdly, and perhaps rather obviously, both genealogy

and etymology are usually based on a preconceived notion of what

the result will be: the outcome is usually known before the invest-

igation.

The similarity between etymology and genealogy may have been

even more visible in antiquity because the mythical data used for

etymology are often genealogically structured; hence the implication

in the passages from Cratylus and Theaetetus just mentioned that

Hesiod had knowledge of both. The Benennungsgrund49 (rationale)

for the names of the gods featuring in the Theogony is given through

their ancestry. It is etymology through genealogy, or the other way

round. No matter what Socrates or Plato may have thought about it,

the practice referred to was very real—and Hesiod is definitely con-

nected to it.

The second of the approaches concerned with separation and

categorization that I wish to look at here is one I will call ‘atomistic’.

It operates on the basic assumption that the sum total of reality can

be divided into, and understood from, its smallest constituent parts.

This too is a view associated with Hesiod. There are some traces of

this association in Plato.

One of these can be found in the Theaetetus. Near the end of this

dialogue, which is concerned with the nature of K�Ø����Å, knowledge

can understand’. The example he chooses is the word Sphinx, the original form of
which is still visible in Hesiod’s Phix (Theogony 326).

48 One can think, for instance, of the theogonies of Hesiod, Orpheus, Musaeus,
and Pherecydes, or of ad hoc theogonies like the birth of Eros from Poros and Penia
in Symposium 203b–d. Here the link with etymology is especially apparent; see e.g.
Cratylus 404e–406a, where no less than four equally valid etymological explanations
of the name ‘Apollo’ are given (corresponding to the four powers of the god). The
scholia abound with such multiple, mutually non-exclusive etymologies.

49 The term is that of Herbermann (1996).
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is defined as ���a º�ª�ı IºÅŁc� 	��Æ: a ‘true opinion with an

account’ (201d–202c). One of the three proposed ways of under-

standing this logos is as an enumeration of all the elements of the

thing known (206e–207a). In order to understand first of all what is

meant by this reference to elements, young Theaetetus needs an

example, and Socrates cites Works and Days 456: ‘One hundred are

the timbers of a wagon.’ He then explains (207a):

Now I couldn’t say what they are; and I don’t suppose you could either. If

you and I were asked what a wagon is, we should be satisfied if we could

answer ‘Wheels, axle, body, rails, yoke’.

It is implied, of course, that Hesiod does know all the constituent

parts of a wagon, and is ‘the man who can explore [the wagon’s]

being by going through those hundred items . . .who has passed from
mere judgement to expert knowledge of the being of a wagon; and he

has done so in virtue of having gone over the whole by means of the

elements’.50

Hesiod is thus quoted not only to illustrate this ‘atomistic’ inter-

pretation of the logos, but also figures as an ‘atomistic’ thinker,

according to whom ‘it is not possible to give a knowledgeable ac-

count of a thing until, in addition to his true judgement, he has

analysed it element by element’ (207b).51 This proposed interpreta-

tion of logos, however, is eventually rejected by means of an investi-

gation into the smallest elements of language, i.e. its letters: it does

not follow that someone who can spell (and therefore has knowledge

of the letters), also knows either the syllables or an entire word

(207c–208b). Similarly, knowledge of timbers will not lead to know-

ing a wagon.

Another example, from the Cratylus this time, will show several

aspects ofHesiod ‘the intellectual’ to be closely interconnected. At one

point in the dialogue (428a), Cratylus is invited to join the discussion

50 Theaetetus 207bc: �e
 	b 	Øa �H
 $ŒÆ�e
 KŒ��
ø
 	ı
���
�
 	Ø�ºŁ�E
 ÆP�B� �c

�P��Æ
 . . . I
�d 	��Æ��ØŒ�F ��å
ØŒ�
 �� ŒÆd K�Ø�����
Æ ��æd ±���Å� �P��Æ� ª�ª�

ÆØ,
	Øa ���Øå��ø
 �e ‹º�
 ��æ�
Æ
�Æ.

51 Theaetetus 207b: �e 	’ �PŒ �r
ÆØ K�Ø��Å��
ø� �P	b
 ºª�Ø
, �æd
 i
 	Øa �H

���Øå��ø
 ���a �B� IºÅŁ�F� 	��Å� "ŒÆ���
 ��æÆ�
fi Å �Ø�.
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so far conducted by Socrates and Hermogenes alone. Cratylus, an

etymologist himself, who believes that the correctness of names is

determined by nature, at first declines the invitation: surely Hermo-

genes and Socrates do not presume to understand everything about

such a large and important subject so quickly? ‘No by god, I don’t,’

Hermogenes replies, ‘but I think that Hesiod is right in saying that “If

you can add even a little to a little, it’s worthwhile”.’ It is not a

coincidence that Hesiod is mentioned here; the quotation (Works

and Days 361) is, I submit, effective on at least three levels. First, it

is there for the obvious purpose of inviting Cratylus not to be shy:

even if he can add only a little, he should join the others. Secondly, it is

also a comment on the conversation, as Socrates and Hermogenes

were engaged in a discussion of the meaning of letters, the smallest

elements of language. And thirdly, it seems plausible that Hesiod,

who could be interpreted as an etymologist associated with the

theory of the correctness of names, was particularly appealing

to Cratylus—at any rate, he eventually agrees to participate in the

conversation.

It appears, then, that there is another ‘consistent’ Hesiod in Plato:

a Hesiod associated with the ‘scientific’ approaches of separation and

categorization, who believes in a one-to-one relationship between

words and things, practises etymology, and explains reality by enu-

merating its constituent elements. But this Hesiod, just like the

Homeric one, is not invented by Plato either—he too is traditional.

We have already seen that it was Prodicus who appropriated Hesiod

as a precursor of the theory of OæŁ��Å� O
����ø
, but there are other

references to Hesiod splitting words or concepts.52 Heraclitus at-

tacked Hesiod for merely accumulating information and mistaking

52 Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.2.56–8 (on the same distinction between ‘working’
and ‘doing’, cf. Democritus 68 B128 DK and Dio, Oration 7.110–11); Theognis
1.1027–8 on the difference between being and becoming refers to Works and Days
287–92. Hippias 86 B16 DK, Epicharmus fr. 269 Kaibel, Democritus 68 B220 DK, and
Euripides, Hippolytus 385–6 and 630–33 all refer to Hesiod’s practice of splitting
concepts (like Eris and Aidos) and thus create an image of Hesiod examining the
relationship between words and their referents.
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that for wisdom; Xenophanes attacked Hesiod for believing that the

truth could be expressed in words.53

But in this case too it would be wrong to regard Plato as a

slavish follower of tradition, for Plato can put this Hesiod to his

own use as well. One way of doing this is fairly obvious: we have

seen above that Hesiod could be appropriated to represent a parti-

cular philosophical method or approach; when Plato uses Hesiod

in the same way, he can beat his opponents at their own game. This is

what happens when Cratylus is encouraged to build on existing

wisdom in outlining his theory and so to ‘add little to a little’

(Cratylus 428a: cf. Works and Days 361), and when the atomists’

view on language and reality is rejected as Plato rejects Hesiod’s

putative logos of the wagon (Theaetetus 207a ff.; cf. Works and

Days 456).

But there is more. The sophists’ own wilful affiliation with

the poets, especially Hesiod and Homer, plays into Plato’s hands

as he can so easily connect them to a paideia to which he was

already seriously opposed in the first place. This is most apparent

in the Protagoras, where tracing Prodicus’ theory of OæŁ��Å� back to

Hesiod is part of a general strategy to lump together the poets

and the sophists: one might think, for instance, of Socrates compar-

ing the sophists to denizens of the Homeric underworld, or the

oblique reference to Protagoras’ scholarly work on Homer during

the discussion of Simonides’ poem,54 itself a sophistic practice.

It is exactly Socrates’ point later on that paideia based on the

poets is misleading: ‘we should put the poets aside and converse

directly with each other, testing the truth and our own ideas.’55 The

sophists and their approach to education, firmly rooted in

53 Heraclitus 22 B40 DK (and 57 and 106); Xenophanes 21 B35 DK referring to
Theogony 27–8 (cf. Morgan 2000: 51). In the post-classical period (of course in part
dependent on Plato), references to this particular Hesiod abound. The view is
perhaps best summed up by a Stoic, presumably Zeno, who said that Hesiod
belonged to ‘the ancients who organized the entire universe’ (�ÆºÆØ�d ŒÆd �a ‹ºÆ
	ØÆŒ�����Æ
���: SVF ii. 501).

54 Protagoras 315cd and 340a (cf. Capra 2005).
55 Protagoras 348a: ��f� ��Ø����ı� ��Ø 	�Œ�E åæB
ÆØ �Aºº�
 �Ø��E�ŁÆØ K� �� ŒÆd �,

ŒÆ�ÆŁ��
�ı� ��f� ��ØÅ�a� ÆP��f� 	Ø’ ��H
 ÆP�H
 �æe� Iºº�º�ı� ��f� º�ª�ı�
��Ø�E�ŁÆØ, �B� IºÅŁ��Æ� ŒÆd ��H
 ÆP�H
 ��EæÆ
 ºÆ���
�
�Æ�.
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poetry, cannot meet the demands of eristic and dialectic. Plato thus

uses their own appropriation of the poets to disqualify them as

teachers.

CONCLUSION

I started this chapter with four contradictory views that Plato takes of

Hesiod at various points in his work: a lying author of morally

pernicious tales, a cosmological thinker of no account, a man of

enviable wisdom, and a decent, upright citizen. It has been my

purpose to show that these qualifications are not in any literal

sense ‘invented’ by Plato, but reflect older traditions of reading,

interpreting, and understanding Hesiod. In no way, however, does

this mean that Plato merely adopts this tradition: he reshapes it to

suit his own needs, as we have seen in the passage from the Ion, or his

explanation of Hesiod’s line on the wagon and its timbers. In such

cases Plato employs the traditional Hesiod against those promoting

the importance of the poets to education and morality.

Plato’s Hesiod, therefore, is always a blend of Plato’s genius, the

possibilities of the Hesiodic text, and a third factor: the traditional

Hesiod, i.e. the Hesiod used and formed by others. The relative

importance of these three ingredients varies from case to case. It is

an obvious hypothesis that the share of the traditional Hesiod is

minimal in those cases where we encounter the poet in connection

with notions that are strictly Platonic; one can think of the significant

place of Hesiodic ideas in the education of the Guardians of the Ideal

State, and of course of the Noble Fiction itself, based on Hesiod’s

distinction between the races of gold, silver, bronze, and iron.56 Plato

thus fits Hesiod into a philosophical, political, and rhetorical agenda

of his own—and so adds yet another dimension to the ever—changing

Panhellenic symbol that is Hesiod.

56 As explored elsewhere in this volume: see especially the contributions of
Haubold, Ch. 1 and Van Noorden, Ch. 9.
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6

Hesiod in classical Athens: Rhapsodes,

orators, and Platonic discourse

Barbara Graziosi

INTRODUCTION

This chapter investigates the place of Hesiod in classical

Athenian culture. It focuses, in particular, on rhapsodic perfor-

mances and public speeches, because it is through listening to

rhapsodes and orators that most Athenians came into contact with

Hesiod’s poetry. It then asks how popular perceptions of Hesiod

in 4th-century Athens relate to Plato’s treatment of this poet’s

work. For reasons of space, I focus on three Hesiodic passages

that seem to have been especially popular and frequently cited:

they are of limited significance when compared to the more

diffuse yet palpable influence of Hesiod in Athens, but I hope they

may serve as a concrete starting point for a discussion of Plato’s

Hesiod.

When considering the question of how the Athenians came into

contact with the poetry of Hesiod, we must, in the first place,

consider the impact of rhapsodic performances. We know that pro-

fessional rhapsodes recited poetry for a fee, both at public festivals

and in private venues. Several sources mention public performances

at festivals like the Panathenaea and the Brauronia, or in the agora, as

well as more intimate recitals in the private homes of wealthy citizens



like Nicias.1 It is difficult to determine exactly which works by which

authors were performed by the rhapsodes, but Hesiod certainly

featured in their repertoire. Some of the evidence for this comes

from Plato himself: in the Ion, at 531a1–2, Socrates asks the famous

rhapsode whether his repertoire includes Hesiod and Archilochus, or

whether he specializes in Homer only. This question fits Socrates’

own agenda: in the course of the dialogue, he narrows down the

expertise of the rhapsode first to Homer, then to military tactics, and

then nothing at all. But Socrates’ question also fits the context of 4th-

century Athenian culture. We know that, at the most important city

festival, the Great Panathenaea, rhapsodes were allowed to perform

‘Homer only’.2 Ion—who, in the dialogue, has just arrived in Athens

in order to perform at the Pantathenaea—turns out to be a Homeric

specialist, but Socrates’ question implies that some rhapsodes regu-

larly performed Hesiod and Archilochus too. That Hesiod featured

prominently in the rhapsodic repertoire emerges also from another

Platonic passage: Laws 658d6–9. When discussing the most popular

form of entertainment, the Athenian stranger points out that the

answer depends on whom you ask: young children prefer the puppet

show, older ones comedy, young men and educated women tragedy:

‘but we old men have the greatest pleasure in hearing a rhapsode

recite well the Iliad and the Odyssey, or one of the Hesiodic poems.’

Hesiod, then, is closely associated with Homer (though typically

treated as second best), and is backed by the sound moral judgement

and the authority of ‘old men’.3

We can safely assume, then, that many Athenians were familiar

with the poetry of Hesiod through listening to the rhapsodes. Various

sources inform us that rhapsodic shows were hugely popular in

Athens, and Martin West has calculated that some rhapsodes com-

manded very handsome fees: their earnings confirm the popularity of

their work.4 This does not mean, of course, that every Athenian knew

1 For public performances see Kotsidu (1991). For private recitation see, for
example, Xenophon, Symposium 3.5.

2 Lycurgus, Against Leocrates 102, discussed in Graziosi (2002), 196.
3 On Hesiod being second to Homer, see Yagamata in this volume, Ch. 4.
4 West (1992), 368.
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Hesiod’s poems by heart: Isocrates suggests that only half the people

cared to stay awake during rhapsodic performances (Panegyricus

12.263)—for those who slept, Hesiod’s poetry was just a droning

background noise. Even so, rhapsodic performances ensured that

Hesiod’s name, authority, and reputation were widely known, and

that many Athenians had the opportunity to listen to his poems,

whether or not they could afford to go to school. Those who did

attend school studied Hesiod’s works in greater detail: Aeschines,

Against Ctesiphon 135 confirms that Hesiod featured in the school

curriculum.5 For those who could afford a more expensive education

beyond basic schooling, the sophists provided further training in the

study and interpretation of poetry.6 According to Plato, the sophist

Protagoras claimed: ‘The most important part of a man’s education

is to be an acute (	�Ø
��) critic of that which the poets have said’

(Protagoras 339a). Why the ability to interpret poetry was such a

highly prized skill in classical Athens is an important and complex

question.7 In this chapter I want to offer one specific answer. We

know that the educated elite quoted, selected, and interpreted pas-

sages of ancient poetry in their public lives: poetry was used to

illustrate and support a wide variety of points made in the courts

and the assembly. It seems to me that there is an obvious connection

between the education of public speakers and the work of the rhap-

sodes. The educated elites could harness the authority and popularity

of ancient poetry for their own ends: appeals to a poet like Hesiod

were effective because the Athenians could be assumed to be familiar

with his poetry—whether or not they had received any formal

education. The orators could thus create the impression that they

were building on common knowledge, and treat their public to a

demonstration of how poetry was studied and discussed in schools

and sophistic circles—all could follow because, notionally at least,

they knew their epic poetry from listening to the rhapsodes.

5 On Hesiod in Athenian school education, see further Ford, this volume, Ch. 7.
6 For Hesiod and the sophists see also Koning, this volume, Ch. 5.
7 For a thorough investigation of this question, see Ford (2002); cf. also the

Introduction to this volume.
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WORKS AND DAYS 763–4: THE POWER OF RUMOUR

A good example of how the orators offered poetry tutorials in the

course of their speeches, and thereby increased the authority and

persuasiveness of the points they were making, can be found in an

exchange between Aeschines and Demosthenes on the correct inter-

pretation of Hesiod’s Works and Days 763–4.

In his speech Against Timarchus, Aeschines argued that the

defendant had prostituted himself and should therefore be ex-

cluded from public life on a charge of disgrace (I�Ø��Æ).8 In

order to mount his case, Aeschines discussed and interpreted a

wide range of laws and passages of poetry.9 The intent was

evidently to emphasize the gap between Timarchus’ behaviour

and the wisdom and authority of Solon, Homer, Hesiod, and

Aeschines himself (who was able to marshal such ancient autho-

rities at will).10 The speech clearly played to the jury’s anxieties

about the education of the young; but the problem, for

Aeschines, was that there was no hard evidence for Timarchus’

prostitution. Aeschines had to rely on rumour.11 So he pointed

out that Rumour—according to Hesiod—was a goddess, and

thus worthy of honour (Against Timarchus 129–30):

› 	’ �H���	�� ŒÆd 	ØÆææ�	Å
 Ł�e
 ÆP�c
 [sc. �c
 ç��Å
] I��	��Œ
ı�Ø, ��
ı
�ÆçH� çæ�Çø
 ��E� ��ıº��
�Ø� �ı
Ø
ÆØ· ºª�Ø ª�æ·

ç��Å 	’ �h�Ø� ����Æ
 I��ººı�ÆØ, l
�Ø
Æ ºÆ�d

��ºº�d çÅ���ø�Ø· Ł��� 
� ��� K��Ø ŒÆd ÆP��.
ŒÆd ����ø
 �H
 ��ØÅ���ø
 ��f� �b
 �P�åÅ��
ø� ���ØøŒ��Æ� ��æ�����

K�ÆØ
��a� Z
�Æ�· ��
��� ªaæ �ƒ 	Å����Æfi çØº��Ø��Ø �Ææa �B� IªÆŁB� ç��Å�

8 For an up-to-date introduction to the speech see Fisher (2001), 1–68; for
Aeschines’ use of poetry in it, see the excellent study by Ford (1999).

9 The supposed excerpts from actual laws that appear in the manuscripts of the �
group are generally agreed to be spurious: Fisher (2001), 68 with further literature.

10 Fisher (2001), 286–7, with full bibliography.
11 Compare the remarks in Fisher (2001), 54–8 and 270, who suggests that

Aeschines is alluding to Timarchus’ nickname ‘the whore’ (pornos). For gossip in
classical Athenian culture, see V. J. Hunter (1990) and (1994), Ch. 4, esp. 104–6 (on
this speech).
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�ÆØ �c
 	��Æ
 Œ��Ø�E�ŁÆØ· �x� 	’ ÆN�åæ�� K��Ø
 › ����, �P �Ø�H�Ø �c
 Ł�e


�Æ��Å
· ŒÆ��ª�æ�
 ªaæ ÆP�c
 IŁ�
Æ��
 �å�Ø
 �ª�F
�ÆØ.

Hesiod even explicitly represents it (rumour) as a goddess, speaking very

clearly to those willing to understand. He says: ‘Rumour never dies out

completely, one which many people rumour. She too is somehow a goddess.’

You will find that men who live decorously are admirers of these poems. All

men who are ambitious for public honour believe that they will gain their

reputation from positive rumour about them; but those whose life is

shameful do not honour this goddess, because they think they have her as

their immortal accuser.

When quoting Hesiod, Aeschines flatters his audience: note his

reference to ‘anybody who is willing to understand what Hesiod is

saying’. He also states that good people admire Hesiod’s poetry and

pay attention to his teachings. The audience can thus choose whether

to be like the good Aeschines, or like the bad Timarchus: if they care

to understand Hesiod, they are like Aeschines, and like all upright

people. The interesting thing, here, is that Aeschines crops his Hes-

iodic quotation so as to make it mean something quite different from

what Hesiod implies in the Works and Days. These are Hesiod’s lines

in their original context 753–64 (I follow West’s text and translation,

with minor modifications):

�Å	b ªı
ÆØŒ��øfi º�ı�æfiH åæ�Æ çÆØ	æ�
��ŁÆØ

I
æÆ· º�ıªÆºÅ ªaæ K�d åæ�
�
 ���’ K�d ŒÆd �fiH

��Ø
�. �Å	’ ƒ�æ�E�Ø
 K�’ ÆNŁ��
�Ø�Ø Œıæ��Æ�

�ø����Ø
 I�	ÅºÆ· Ł��� 
� �� ŒÆd �a 
�����fi A.

z	’ �æ	�Ø
· 	�Ø
c
 	b �æ��H
 ��Æº���� ç��Å
·

ç��Å ª�æ �� ŒÆŒc �º��ÆØ Œ��çÅ �b
 I�EæÆØ

Þ�EÆ ��º’, IæªÆºÅ 	b çæ�Ø
, åÆº��c 	’ I��Ł�ŁÆØ.

ç��Å 	’ �h �Ø� ����Æ
 I��ººı�ÆØ, l
�Ø
Æ ��ºº�d

ºÆ�d çÅ����ı�Ø· Ł��� 
� ��� K��Ø ŒÆd ÆP��.

Let not a man cleanse his skin with a woman’s washing water, for that too

carries a grim penalty for a time. And do not, when you come upon a

burning sacrifice, balefully criticize it: the god resents that too. Do as I say;

and avoid being the object of men’s dreadful rumour. Rumour is a danger-

ous thing, light and easy to pick up, but hard to support and difficult to get

rid of. Rumour never dies out completely, one which many people rumour.

She too is somehow a goddess.

Hesiod in classical Athens 115



For Hesiod, rumour is something to be feared and avoided;

Aeschines, by contrast, suggests that it is worthy of worship.12 In

fact, he goes as far as identifying himself with the goddess Rumour:

he presents her as an immortal and invincible prosecutor. It was quite

common for orators and other classical authors to quote poetry out

of context and wilfully distort its meaning. Clearly, Aeschines did

not expect his audience to remember the context of Hesiod’s lines

or query his interpretation of them. In this case, however, he mis-

calculated: his use of Hesiod came under public scrutiny.

In his speech On the False Embassy, Demosthenes revisited

Aeschines’ interpretation of Hesiod, and attempted to use the same

lines in order to condemn Aeschines’ own behaviour (On the False

Embassy 243–4):

�ººa �c
 ŒÆd ��Å ��E� 	ØŒÆ��ÆE� �º�ª��, �P	
Æ ��æ�ıæÆ �åø
 Kç’ �x� �ŒæØ
��

�e
 ¼
Łæø��
 �ÆæÆ�å�ŁÆØ·

ç��Å 	’ �h �Ø� ����Æ
 I��ººı�ÆØ, l
�Ø
Æ ºÆ�d

��ºº�d çÅ���ø�Ø· Ł��� 
� ��� K��Ø ŒÆd ÆP��.

�PŒ�F
, `N�å�
Å, ŒÆd �b ��
��� �y��Ø åæ��Æ�’ KŒ �B� �æ�����Æ� çÆ�d


�NºÅç
ÆØ, u��� ŒÆd ŒÆ�a ��F 	���ıŁ�
 “ç��Å 	’ �h �Ø� ����Æ
 I��ººı�ÆØ,

l
�Ø
Æ ºÆ�d ��ºº�d çÅ���ø�Ø”.

But you even quoted poetry at the judges, because you had no witness to

bring forward in support of the things for which you were prosecuting the

man: ‘Rumour never dies out completely, one which many people rumour.

She too is somehow a goddess.’ And now, Aeschines, all these men say that

you made money out of your embassy; so, you see, it counts against you too

that ‘Rumour never dies out completely, one which many people rumour’.

Demosthenes turns Aeschines’ rhetorical ploy on its head, arguing

that his opponent only quoted poetry because he had no actual

witnesses. Moreover, he uses the same passage from Hesiod to cast

doubt on Aeschines’ own reputation, thus entering into a veritable

contest of Hesiodic interpretation. Demosthenes’ use of the passage

is much closer to the original warning issued by Hesiod in theWorks

and Days: rumour needs to be avoided, rather than worshipped.

12 Fisher (2001), 269–70 notes that Aeschines misrepresents Hesiod and suggests
that he may be reading him through the lens of Bacchylides: cf. Bacchylides 2.1–3,
5.191–4, 10.1–3.
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Demosthenes thus implies that Aeschines misunderstood Hesiod’s

poetry and—more importantly—that he failed to apply its moral to

his own life.

In his own defence speech, Aeschines did not let the matter go, but

decided to treat his audience to a full exegesis of Hesiod’s words (On

the False Embassy 114–15):

K��º�Å�� 	’ �N��E
 ‰� Kªg ��E� K�Æı��F º�ª�Ø� ��æØ����ø. çÅ�d ª�æ �� �N��E
,

‹�’ �ŒæØ
�
 ���Ææå�
, ‹�Ø ��
��� ŒÆ�� ÆP��F �c
 �B� ��æ
��Æ� ç��Å


�Ææ�Øº�çÆ�Ø, �e
 	’ �H���	�
 ��ØÅ�c
 IªÆŁe
 Z
�Æ ºª�Ø
,
ç��Å 	’ �h �Ø� ����Æ
 I��ººı�ÆØ, l
�Ø
Æ ºÆ�d

��ºº�d çÅ���ø�Ø· Ł��� 
� ��� K��Ø ŒÆd ÆP��.

�c
 	’ ÆP�c
 �Æ��Å
 Ł�e
 lŒ�Ø
 
F
 ŒÆ�Åª�æ�F�Æ
 K��F· ��
�Æ� ªaæ ºª�Ø
 ‰�

åæ��Æ�Æ �åø �Ææa �Øº����ı. �s 	’ Y���, t ¼
	æ�� �ŁÅ
ÆE�Ø, ‹�Ø �º�E���


	ØÆçæ�Ø ç��Å ŒÆd �ıŒ�çÆ
��Æ. ç��Å �b
 ªaæ �P Œ�Ø
ø
�E 	ØÆ��ºBfi , 	ØÆ��ºc 	’

I	�ºç�
 K��Ø �ıŒ�çÆ
��Æfi . 	Ø�æØH 	’ ÆP�H
 $Œ���æ�
 �ÆçH�.

But he dared to say that I am tripped up by my own words. For he says that

when I prosecuted Timarchus, I said that everybody knew he had a reputa-

tion for prostituting himself and that Hesiod, a good poet, says: ‘Rumour

never dies out completely, one which many people rumour. She too is

somehow a goddess.’ He says that this very same goddess now comes and

accuses me; since everybody says—according to him—that I received money

from Philip. But, Athenian citizens, you know very well that there is a great

difference between rumour and sycophancy. Rumour has nothing to do with

slander; whereas slander and sycophancy are brothers. I will distinguish both

terms clearly.

Aeschines remains faithful to his original interpretation: Rumour is

a divine prosecutor—but a divine prosecutor is no sycophant or

slanderer. The distinctions he makes echo Hesiod’s genealogical

language: ‘slander and accusation are brothers’ sounds Hesiodic,

but in fact is not in Hesiod at all.13 The exact meaning and nuance

of Hesiod’s Works and Days 763–4 is thus made to fit Aeschines’

argument, with the help of a saying that sounds Hesiodic.

This exchange between Aeschines and Demosthenes neatly illus-

trates how poetry could be used and abused in the public arena.

Orators, and the sophists who trained them, could quote the same

13 Genealogies are typical of the Theogony rather than the Works and Days: this is
an interesting case where an appeal to the poet’s oeuvre is implied.
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lines of poetry in order to support very different positions and

arguments. In the Protagoras, at 316d3–9, Plato has Protagoras

claim Homer, Hesiod, and Simonides as predecessors, or ‘sophists

in disguise’: according to the sophist, they too were teachers

and educators, even if they avoided calling themselves ‘sophists’,

because the term attracted criticism.14 This close association, or

even identification, between poets and sophists clearly influenced

Plato’s own views on poetry: his most insistent criticism of it is

that its meaning cannot be determined. In the Ion he suggests

that, even if the ancient poets themselves could be asked what they

meant, they would not offer reliable answers, because poets compose

under the influence of divine inspiration, and without true knowl-

edge of what they are saying.15 In their ignorance and persuasiveness,

as well as their fickleness, poets turn out to resemble sophists and

orators.

Plato radically distanced himself from dominant approaches to

poetry in classical Athens. Yet, at the same time, he was intensely

aware of them and often mirrored quite precisely the concerns, and

quotations, of his contemporaries. Here is an example. In the Laws,

Megillus asks the Athenian stranger how he would prevent citizens

from having homosexual relationships. The Athenian stranger claims

that ç��Å—rumour—is the best deterrent. Fear of rumour already

effectively prevents people from having sex with their own relatives

and—if public opinion were unanimous in condemning homosexu-

ality—it would be equally effective in preventing sexual relationships

among men. Megillus answers (Laws 838c8–d2):

�OæŁ��Æ�Æ ºª�Ø� �� ª� ����F��
, ‹�Ø �e �B� ç��Å� ŁÆı�Æ���
 �Ø
Æ 	�
Æ�Ø

�YºÅå�
, ‹�Æ
 �Å	�d� �Å	Æ�H� ¼ººø� I
Æ�
�E
 K�Øå�Øæ��fi Å ���b �Ææa �e



���
.

You are right about that, at least, that rumour really has some kind of

astonishing power, in cases where nobody would ever dare to breathe any-

thing against convention.

14 See further Haubold, Boys-Stones, and Koning in this volume, Ch. 1, Ch. 2,
Ch. 5 respectively.

15 See especially 533c9–535a2.
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Megillus seems to be evoking our Hesiodic passage here—though his

wording does not quite commit him, or Plato, to the notion that

rumour is an actual goddess: she simply has ‘an astonishing power’

when people unanimously think that men should refrain from cer-

tain types of behaviour.16

Megillus, like Aeschines, remembers the Hesiodic line about ru-

mour when discussing sexual relationships between men. This de-

serves some attention: Hesiod does not treat the topic at all in the

Works and Days. In its original context, the passage about the power

of rumour concludes a long section of ritual and moral prohibitions,

none of which relates to male homosexuality or prostitution. It is

noteworthy that, by contrast, in classical Athens, Hesiod’s words

on rumour repeatedly appear when male homosexuality is under

debate. The orators quote Hesiod when discussing the possibility

that Timarchus prostituted himself to older men; and Megillus

paraphrases the lines when legislating against the corrupting influ-

ence of homosexual relationships between older and younger men.

We may well ask whether these different texts are directly related. It is

possible that Aeschines remembered Megillus’ words and made full

use of the Hesiodic reference in his case Against Timarchus; but it

seems to me more likely that both Plato and the orators indepen-

dently responded to the same cultural context: they thought of

Hesiod’s lines in relation to sex between men, because they lived

in the same city, and responded to similar circumstances and con-

cerns—the rumours about male homosexual flings and affairs, the

education (sexual and otherwise) of boys and young men, the old

values embodied in Hesiod’s poetry (an educational text), and

the new moral challenges faced by young men and their instructors

and/or lovers. Further evidence confirms that, in classical Athens,

Hesiod’s name featured in debates about male prostitution: I discuss

some relevant passages below. For now, however, I would like to

emphasize quite how in tune Plato was with classical Athenian

discourse—he invoked the same Hesiodic lines when discussing the

same issues as Aeschines and Demosthenes.

16 Detienne (2002), 76–7 implies that Plato is paraphrasing Hesiod here, though
he does not discuss the matter explicitly.
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WORKS AND DAYS 311: DISGRACEFUL WORK

That the correct interpretation of poetry was a matter of public

concern also emerges from sources directly linked to the trial of

Socrates. Shortly after 394/5 BC, Polycrates wrote a literary Accusa-

tion of Socrates in which he claimed that Socrates had used poetry in

order to promote his antidemocratic ideology. If we compare what

remains of Polycrates’ Accusationwith Xenophon’s attempt to defend

Socrates in hisMemorabilia, it becomes clear that one of the issues at

stake was the correct interpretation of Hesiod.17 According to his

accusers, Socrates had used Works and Days 311 in order to justify

any kind of work, however immoral:

�æª�
 	’ �P	b
 Z
�Ø	��, I�æª�Å 	 �’ Z
�Ø	��.

No work is a disgrace, idleness is.

The original context of the quotation suggests that Hesiod took �P	


with Z
�Ø	��: ‘Work is no disgrace at all, idleness is.’ Yet our classical

Athenian sources take the line to mean: ‘No work (of any kind) is a

disgrace, idleness is.’ This reading most likely reflects Socrates’ own

interpretation of the line, hence my translation.

In his Memorabilia, 1.2.56–7, Xenophon defended Socrates from

the charge that he misused Hesiod by claiming that, in Socrates’

definition, ‘work’ meant ‘morally good work’:

�çÅ 	’ ÆP�e
 › ŒÆ��ª�æ�� ŒÆd �H
 K
	������ø
 ��ØÅ�H
 KŒº�ª���
�
 �a

��
Åæ��Æ�Æ ŒÆd �����Ø� �Ææ�ıæ��Ø� åæ���
�
 	Ø	��Œ�Ø
 ��f� �ı
�
�Æ�

ŒÆŒ�ıæª��� �� �r
ÆØ ŒÆd �ıæÆ

ØŒ���, �H�Ø�	�ı �b
 �e

�æª�
 	’ �P	b
 Z
�Ø	��, I�æª�Å 	 �’ Z
�Ø	��·

��F�� 	c ºª�Ø
 ÆP�e
 ‰� › ��ØÅ�c� Œ�º���Ø �Å	�
e� �æª�ı �Å�’ I	ØŒ�F �Å�’

ÆN�åæ�F I�å��ŁÆØ, Iººa ŒÆd �ÆF�Æ ��Ø�E
 K�d �fiH Œæ	�Ø. %øŒæ��Å� 	’ K��d

17 The relevant source for Polycrates’ Accusation of Socrates is the scholia to Aelius
Aristides, iii. 480.29–481.2 Dindorf: from it we can reconstruct the fact that Poly-
crates criticized Socrates’ endorsement of Odysseus’ behaviour in Iliad Book 2.
Xenophon is widely taken to have replied to Polycrates’ accusations point by point:
atMemorabilia 1.2.56–8 he defends Socrates’ interpretation of both Iliad 2 andWorks
and Days 311: in all likelihood, Polycrates had discussed Socrates’ interpretation of
both poems.
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	Ø���º�ª��ÆØ�� �e �b
 Kæª��Å
 �r
ÆØ TçºØ��
 �� I
Łæ��øfi ŒÆd IªÆŁe
 �r
ÆØ,

�e 	b Iæªe
 �ºÆ��æ�
 �� ŒÆd ŒÆŒ�
, ŒÆd �e �b
 Kæª�Ç��ŁÆØ IªÆŁ�
, �e 	’ Iæª�E


ŒÆŒ�
, ��f� �b
 IªÆŁ�
 �Ø ��Ø�F
�Æ� Kæª�Ç��ŁÆ� �� �çÅ ŒÆd Kæª��Æ� IªÆŁ�f�

�r
ÆØ, ��f� 	b Œı����
�Æ� X �Ø ¼ºº� ��
Åæe
 ŒÆd K�ØÇ��Ø�
 ��Ø�F
�Æ� Iæª�f�

I��Œ�º�Ø. KŒ 	b ����ø
 OæŁH� i
 �å�Ø �e “�æª�
 	’ �P	b
 Z
�Ø	��, I�æª�Å 	 �’

Z
�Ø	��”.

The prosecutor also said that Socrates selected the most evil passages of the

most famous poets and used their testimony to teach his followers to be

workers of evil and tyrannical. He is supposed to have explainedHesiod’s line

‘no work is a disgrace, idleness is’ as meaning that the poet tells us not to

refrain from any work, however unjust or shameful, but to do those things

too for our own gain. But since Socrates would concede that being aworker is

useful to human beings and good, whereas being idle is damaging to them

and bad, and that working itself is good and being idle bad, he defined those

who do good as working and being workers, whereas he called gamblers and

others who do evil and illegal things idle. From which arguments it follows

that the line ‘no work is a disgrace, idleness is’ holds true.

By redefining the meaning of �æª�
, Xenophon not only defended

Socrates, but also asserted the truth and morality of Hesiod’s own

words. His concluding remark makes that much very clear and

suggests that those who accuse Socrates also fail to appreciate Hes-

iod’s wisdom. His rhetorical stance is thus not so different from that

of Aeschines, who likewise invited his audience to side with him and

Hesiod against Timarchus.

Plato was very well aware of the controversy overWorks and Days

311, and offered his own, oblique perspective on it in the Char-

mides. Socrates, Critias, and the young and modest Charmides

debate the nature of �øçæ���
Å (‘right-mindedness’, ‘temperance’,

‘restraint’) in this dialogue, and consider the possibility that it

might amount to ‘doing one’s own business’ (�e �a $Æı��F �æ����Ø
:

161b6). Socrates objects that cobblers and other artisans do not just

make things for themselves, but provide shoes and other goods for

others as well: this does not necessarily entail that they lack

�øçæ���
Å. At this point in the argument, Critias draws a distinc-

tion between ‘doing’ and ‘making’, �æ����Ø
 and ��Ø�E
, and then

adds an apparently gratuitous digression on ‘working’, Kæª�Ç��ŁÆØ,

as well. Socrates reports his exchange with Critias on this issue at

163b1–d7:
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¯N� ��Ø, q
 	’Kª�, �P �ÆP�e
 ŒÆº�E� �e ��Ø�E
 ŒÆd �e �æ����Ø
;

ˇP �
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 ‹æØ�ÆØ . . .

So tell me, I said, you don’t think ‘making’ and ‘doing’ are the same thing?

Not at all, he said, no more than working and making are the same thing.

That much I learnt from Hesiod, who said that ‘no work is a disgrace’. Now

do you imagine that, if he had meant by working and doing such things as

you just mentioned, he would have said that there was no disgrace in making

shoes, selling dried fish, or sitting in a brothel? That, Socrates, cannot be

supposed. Rather, Hesiod too, it seems to me, distinguished between making

things and doing and work, and thought that making could sometimes

become a disgrace, when it did not go together with what is noble, while

no work at all was ever a disgrace. For he called works those things that are

made nobly and usefully, and doing those things he called works and

actions. Moreover, he must have supposed that only those things were

one’s own business, and that all those that were damaging were not. So we

must suppose that Hesiod, and any other sensible man, would call temperate

those who mind their own business.

Critias, I said, as soon as you started I recognized the speech: I knew you

would call one’s own business good, and the doings of good people actions;

for I have heard Prodicus make a million such distinctions about words. But

I’ll let you define each word as you wish; just be clear about how you apply

whichever word you use. Now, then, start again from the beginning and

mark things out more clearly . . .
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Like Xenophon, Critias defines ‘work’ as ‘good work’, and

thus defends the Hesiodic line (and hence, implicitly, the posthu-

mous reputation of Socrates) from Polycrates’ accusation. Plato’s

Socrates acknowledges that this is a famous issue (‘as soon as you

started I recognized the speech’), but then distances himself

from it: Prodicus might teach such subtle lexical distinctions; as

for Socrates (Plato’s Socrates), the only important thing is that Critias

knows what he is saying, and engages in a serious investigation of

�øçæ���
Å.

This passage is a complex response to the controversy over So-

crates’ interpretation of Hesiod’s Works and Days 311: in order to

unpack what Plato is saying here it is important to consider the

internal and external chronology of the Charmides. Xenophon and

Polycrates were writing about Works and Days 311 in the years

following Socrates’ death—which is also when the Charmides was

written.18 Within the dialogue, however, Plato depicts an earlier

time: the conversation between Socrates, Critias, and Charmides

purportedly takes place in the early 420s. It seems that, when he

presents that conversation, Plato adopts two different strategies in

response to Polycrates’ accusation. In the first place, he claims that

Socrates learnt the different possible meanings of Hesiod’s line a long

time ago, from Prodicus, an older sophist famous for his lexical

work.19 Those who now claim Socrates used Hesiod in order to

promote bad work are simply unaware of his sophistication: Socrates

knew, of course, that ‘work’ was open to different definitions,

and therefore could not possibly have quoted Hesiod as naively as

his accusers now suggest. Plato’s second strategy, in this passage,

is to stress that the whole debate about the meaning of Hesiod’s

line is beside the point: it does not add anything useful to the

discussion of �øçæ���
Å and is, in fact, introduced as an idle digres-

sion. Critias should not be distracted by subtle lexical distinctions

or the interpretation of poetry, but rather concentrate on his discus-

18 Polycrates’ Accusation was written shortly after 394/3. The Charmides is gen-
erally dated in the 380s: see Kahn (1981). TheMemorabiliawas probably taking shape
at around that time too, though it does not seem to have been completed until 371 BC.

19 Koning, this volume, Ch. 5, discusses Prodicus’ expertise in the ‘correctness of
names’, and his special interest in Hesiod.
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sion with Socrates—Plato’s Socrates—in the interests of serious

philosophical advancement. The interpretation of Hesiod’s Works

and Days 311—a matter, let us not forget, explicitly linked to So-

crates’ indictment and execution in the texts written after his death—

is thus presented by Plato’s Socrates, in the Charmides, as an utter

irrelevance.

There is one further detail in this passage that seems important

when considering Plato’s Hesiod, and that is the arresting reference

to male prostitution (K�’ �NŒ��Æ��� ŒÆŁÅ�
øfi ) in the middle of

Critias’ speech. Socrates has just argued that �øçæ���
Å is compa-

tible with making and selling shoes.20 Critias now uses Hesiod in

order to make the opposite point: according to Critias, Works and

Days 311 cannot possibly refer to humble, paid work at all; for,

he says, we cannot suppose that Hesiod saw no disgrace in

making shoes, selling dried fish, or selling oneself in a brothel.

Critias’ interpretation of Hesiod is flamboyantly aristocratic, and

rather unconvincing. Even a superficial acquaintance with the

Works and Days suggests that Hesiod does value humble, manual

work. Critias’ point seems to carry weight only in relation to

male prostitution: that Hesiod should condone that activity seems,

indeed, unlikely. But selling shoes is not at all like selling oneself:

Plato exposes Critias’ interpretation as preposterous and undemo-

cratic. According to Socrates, making shoes is compatible with

�øçæ���
Å; Critias, by contrast, claims that making shoes is as

disgraceful as prostituting oneself. That Hesiod should be marshalled

in support of that view illustrates, once again, Plato’s main

point: that the poets can be used to make any claim whatsoever.

At the same time, it also defends Socrates from Polycrates’ main

accusation: in Plato’s portrayal, he emerges as having good demo-

cratic values.

So much for what the passage tells us about Plato’s engagement

with contemporary depictions of Socrates; if we ask what it tells

us about Hesiod and his reception in classical Athens, it seems

to me that one point emerges clearly. Even Critias’ preposterous

interpretation is built on one broadly shared assumption:

20 Plato, Charmides 161e10–162a2.
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Hesiod could not possibly condone male prostitution. I have just

discussed how Aeschines used Hesiod against Timarchus, a young

man who was accused of prostituting himself to older men.

I then explored Plato’s allusion to Hesiod in the Laws, in the context

of legislating against homosexual intercourse and the corruption

of the young. Now, in the Charmides—a much earlier dialogue

concerned with the �øçæ���
Å, or sexual restraint, of a beautiful

young man—we again find Hesiod condemning male prostitution.

This is not something that comes from Hesiod’s own work: as

I have said, there is nothing there about male homosexuality, or

prostitution. This is an Athenian preoccupation, and we see it

shape the reception of Hesiod for almost half a century.21 As Plato

himself points out, Hesiod stood for the old-fashioned morals of

worthy old men.22 The morality of up-and-coming youths like

Charmides and Timarchus had to be measured against the norms

of Hesiod and, indeed, those of Solon—another figure explicitly

evoked both in the Charmides and in Against Timarchus.23 What

we have here is a dynamic typical of the processes of reception: the

poetry of Hesiod was contested, debated, and interpreted in many

ways. Yet at the same time the plurality of Hesiodic voices reinforced

the normative authority of the poet. The youths and, indeed, young

ideas had to be measured against it.

WORKS AND DAYS 383–92: PEACE

IS BETTER THAN WAR

I have so far outlined two contexts in which the poetry of Hesiod was

heard in classical Athens: professional rhapsodic performances, and

re-performances of selected passages on the part of public speakers

educated in what we might broadly term sophistic strategies of

21 The Charmides is generally dated no later than the second half of the 380s;
Aeschines’ Against Timarchus was delivered in 346 or 345 BC; Demosthenes and
Aeschines delivered their speeches On the Embassy in 343.

22 Cf. Laws 658d6–9, discussed above p. 112.
23 Plato, Charmides 155a2–3; Aeschines, Against Timarchus 6, 25–6.
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reading. I argued that one reason why it made sense, for the elite, to

learn how to select and interpret Hesiod was that ordinary Athenians

were familiar with his poetry through rhapsodic performances. This

suggestion, however, implies too simple a picture: the rhapsodes did

not just deliver straight recitations for the benefit of the masses, they

also actively engaged in the intellectual developments of their time.

Plato’s Ion may seem irredeemably stupid, but even he aims to be on

a par with the most famous Homeric professors of his age: he wants

to explain poetry, not just memorize and perform it (see esp. Ion

530c7–d3). There is one text, in particular, that invites us to consider

the ways in which the rhapsodes engaged with the intellectual debates

of classical Athens: the Contest of Homer and Hesiod. I have discussed

this text in greater detail elsewhere,24 so I can be brief here: I offer an

outline of the intellectual context of the Contest, and then focus on

the way Hesiod quotes his own work at the end of his competition

with Homer.

It is very difficult to establish the exact date and circumstances of

composition of the Contest: the text we have grew and expanded over

many centuries. The opening mentions the emperor Hadrian, but the

central sections seem to be closely based on Alcidamas’ Musaion, a

4th-century BC text.25 Alcidamas in turn collected earlier stories and

anecdotes, some of which circulated already in the 6th century.26 The

text is grounded in the epic tradition and is clearly shaped by

rhapsodic performers: Hesiod’s challenges to Homer in the Contest

are based on a detailed knowledge of hexameter versification, and

upon the deliberate and malicious breaking of a rule on which epic

composers and performers relied much of the time. In early epic,

individual hexameter lines tend to contain units of thought which

can stand on their own, or become the subject of further elaboration

in the next line.27 The rule is not absolute but, broadly speaking, the

24 Graziosi (2001).
25 Nietzsche (1870–73), West (1967), 444, O’Sullivan (1992), 63–6, Graziosi

(2001), 59.
26 Graziosi (2001); scholars disagree about how much of the Contest story can be

traced back to the archaic period: see West (1967) and Richardson (1981).
27 Graziosi (2001), 64–5; more recently Collins (2005), 185–91 emphasizes some

of the continuities between the manipulation of the hexameter in the Contest and the
Homeric poems.
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epic bard can choose either to start a new sentence at the beginning

of the line, or continue the previous one in what is called unperiodic,

i.e. non-essential, enjambement.28 In other words, the performer can

pause at the end of each line, collect his thoughts and then continue

either with an elaboration in enjambement or with a new sentence

altogether. In the Contest, by contrast, Hesiod creates a series of lines

that cannot stand on their own: they need to be ‘rescued’ by the

immediate composition of an appropriate run-over—a feat that

Homer manages to accomplish only because of his virtuoso skills.

We know that epic performers recited in relay, taking over from one

another.29 We cannot reconstruct where they broke off, but there are

certainly more or less comfortable places at which to hand over the

recitation of hexameter epic. Lines in necessary enjambement are, of

course, the most uncomfortable: bluntly put, Hesiod’s challenges in

the Contest are the rhapsode’s nightmare—and the techniques

Homer uses to overcome the problem demonstrate extraordinary

ease with hexameter versification. But the exchange between Homer

and Hesiod does not just explore rhapsodic techniques of composi-

tion and performance; it also engages with fashionable topics and

debates. I have argued elsewhere that Hesiod’s lines in the Contest

explore Homeric grammar and epic diction, the morality of the epic

gods, the diet of the heroes, and the size of the Trojan expedition—all

of which were topics of conversation in classical Athens.30 It seems,

then, that in the ContestHomer and Hesiod are not only presented in

the guise of rhapsodes extraordinaires, but are also fully conversant

with classical Athenian educated discourse.

The final section of the Contest confirms that the two poets

are consummate sophists as well as rhapsodes: they are asked to

compete in selecting the best passage from their works. It is on that

ability of selection, so valued by the sophists and their pupils,

that their merits as poets will ultimately be judged. Hesiod chooses

Works and Days 383–92, a famous passage which starts with

28 The phenomenon was first described by Parry (1929). Since then, many further
investigations have appeared: e.g. Lord (1960), Higbie (1990), Bakker (1990), Clark
(1994) and (1997). The idea of ‘violent enjambement’, a label that suits the practice in
the Certamen, is proposed by Kirk (1966).

29 Collins (2001a), (2001b), (2005), 167–202.
30 Graziosi (2001).
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the rising Pleiades and describes the farmer’s year. Homer answers

with Iliad 13.126–33 and 339–44, lines which—to Athenian ears

at least—described hoplite warfare.31 Homer’s selection seems de-

signed to appeal to classical Athenian sensibilities—and indeed his

listeners, in the Contest, cheer his performance and demand

his victory. The judge, however, chooses Hesiod because he recom-

mends agriculture and peace, rather than wars and slaughter (Contest

}13 West):
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Full of wonder, the Greeks praised Homer also in this case, and asked that he

be granted victory, because the verses were even better than could be

expected. But the king crowned Hesiod, saying that it was just that the

poet who recommended agriculture and peace, rather than the one who

described wars and slaughter, should win.

This verdict confirms and strengthens Hesiod’s reputation as the wise

poet—he may not be as popular or exciting as Homer, but he is

morally sound.

When mounting his attack against poetry in the Ion, Plato avoided

any direct criticism of the wise Hesiod, poet of the Works and Days,

though his presence can be felt throughout the dialogue. At the

beginning of their discussion, Socrates and Ion agree to focus their

discussion on Homer, because—they concur—all poets treat roughly

the same topics, but Homer is by far the best (Ion 531c1–d11):
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31 Graziosi (2002), 175–7.
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Socrates: Then how can it be that you are clever concerning Homer, but not

Hesiod and the other poets? Does Homer speak of other subjects than are

treated by all the other poets? Does he not, above all, go through tales of war,

and of how people deal with one another in society, good people and bad,

those with a skill and those without one? And of how the gods deal with one

another and with human beings, and about what happens in heaven and in

Hades, and the births of gods and of heroes? Are these not the subjects of

Homeric poetry?

Ion: That is true, Socrates.

Socrates: And what about the other poets? Do they not treat the same topics?

Ion: Yes, Socrates, but not in the same way as Homer.

Socrates: How then? Less well?

Ion: Far less well.

Socrates: Homer does it better?

Ion: Far better, by Zeus.

In the course of his speech, Socrates stealthily moves from Homer’s

area of expertise (war) to Hesiod’s poetry: ‘the births of gods and

heroes’ is a perfect description for the Theogony and the Catalogue of

Women. What he fails to mention, because it would make his argu-

ment more difficult, is the sphere that defines Hesiod as essentially

different from Homer, that is to say, the works of agriculture and

peace that are central to the Works and Days. Hesiod as the poet of

peace, however, implicitly shapes the dialogue. When pressed, Ion

concedes that Homer essentially teaches war (again the verdict of the

Contest); and, after that concession, Socrates proves that Homer is

actually no military expert. By the same token, we can conclude for

ourselves that Hesiod would turn out not to be a real expert in peace

or agriculture; but the argument against Hesiod remains implicit—

and for a good reason. TheWorks and Days cannot easily be dismissed

as mimetic or even Muse-inspired, and this makes it impervious
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to Socrates’ main line of attack in the Ion.32 The points he makes

about divine inspiration, and about the enchantment of audiences,

have little or no force when applied to the Works and Days. Plato’s

relationship to Hesiod thus remains, in this dialogue, less explicit

and more complex than his full-scale attack on Homeric epic.

CONCLUSION

I have focused on three Hesiodic passages that seem to have been

particularly popular and contested in classical Athens. A full investi-

gation of Hesiod’s influence on classical Athenian discourse would

need to be much broader, and lengthier; but I wish to draw some

conclusions at this point, and ask whether my three examples matter

at all for our understanding of Plato and, indeed, Hesiod.

As far as Hesiod is concerned, I think the material discussed may

offer a useful perspective on his work. The modern reception of

Hesiod is a story of extremes: on the one hand, he is often depicted

as an archaic peasant incapable of expressing a coherent line of

thought; on the other, he is the inspiration behind some of the

most far-reaching and controversial theories of modernity—such as

Bachofen’s elaboration of the Theogony in Das Mutterrecht,33 or the

appeal to Hesiod’s Earth Mother in Gaian theory, one of the most

far-reaching and controversial scientific hypotheses in the last forty

years.34 This schizophrenic attitude towards Hesiod stems from the

very different receptions of his two main poems: theWorks and Days

is primarily treated as a shambolic assemblage of evidence useful to

those interested in archaic Greek society; the Theogony, by contrast, is

central to contemporary approaches to Greek mythology, and is

often assumed to contain some deep truths about humanity and

32 For Hesiod’s relationship with the Muses in the Works and Days, see J. S. Clay
(2003), 72–6; and Haubold and Boys-Stones, this volume, Ch. 1 and Ch. 2 respec-
tively.

33 Bachofen (1861). For a recent assessment of his work see Borgeaud (1999). For
Bachofen’s influence on psychoanalysis see Burston (1986).

34 On Gaian theory, see Lovelock (1979) and (1988). Midgley (2001) and (2007)
and Schneider et al. (2004) discuss in detail Lovelock’s appeal to Gaia.
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the world at large. The evidence from classical Athens suggests that

the Works and Days was more highly regarded in antiquity than it is

today. I did not set out to focus on that poem, but discovered, in the

course of my research for this chapter, that the Works and Days was

quoted more explicitly and more prominently than the Theogony in

many contexts. It seems that the traditions of wisdom embedded

in the poem were of particular interest to the orators, rhapsodes,

sophists, and philosophers of classical Athens. The Theogony could

be treated together with the Homeric poems and traditional myth-

making more generally, but the Works and Days was useful when

discussing the quintessential Hesiod, the champion of human wis-

dom and morality.

As far as Plato is concerned, the material discussed invites us to

probe further into his relationship with his contemporaries. We

know that hundreds of texts featuring Socrates were written by

dozens of authors in the years following his execution.35 Except

for the works of Xenophon and Plato himself, hardly any trace of

them remains. One reason for their disappearance is that Plato

successfully replaced all other literature on Socrates. But in classical

Athens this had not yet happened: Plato engaged closely, if obli-

quely, with other contemporary representations of Socrates. An

example of how he went about challenging and replacing other

portrayals of Socrates emerges from my discussion of Charmides

163b1–d7, where Plato persuasively suggests that the Socrates of

Xenophon and Polycrates is simply too naive, too uninterested in

serious philosophical enquiry, to be credible. The same determina-

tion to engage with, but also elevate, current intellectual discourse

can be seen in Plato’s treatment of other topics too, such as the use

and abuse of poetry in the public arena. The passages I have

discussed demonstrate a precise and conscious engagement with

popular perceptions of Hesiod in classical Athens. Plato quoted and

discussed the same passages that interested his contemporaries, and

yet at the same time fundamentally questioned their authority. It

35 On our evidence for Socratic literature see Giannantoni (1990), D. Clay (1994),
and Kahn (1996); as well as the excellent discussion in Vegetti (2006).
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seems, then, that our understanding of both Plato and Hesiod

changes when we consider them together—and that, in some

ways, they start resembling one another. Hesiod becomes more

authoritative as a moral guide; and Plato becomes more competi-

tive, more obviously engaged in the debates of his time.
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7

Plato’s two Hesiods

Andrew L. Ford

INTRODUCTION

Friedrich Solmsen’s path-breaking study of Hesiod’s influence on

Plato focused on ‘motifs’ common to the two authors. Concerned

to bring out the ‘threads of continuity’ in their ethical thought,

Solmsen explicitly set aside the evidence of quotation, explaining

that ‘[b]y and large, Plato is moving on a level of thought on which

direct contact with the Hesiodic legacy could serve little purpose’

(Solmsen 1962: 179). There is no doubt that Plato found Hesiod

‘good to think with’ in a general way, but the evidence of his quota-

tions of the poet is surely worth looking at as well. The present study

is one of several in this volume to take up this material, which

heretofore has been studied principally for text-critical reasons

(Howes 1895). My concern will be to understand a simple pattern

in the evidence: of the fifteen occasions on which Plato quotes

specific Hesiodic lines or phrases (as against 146 quotations from

Homer), fourteen come from the Works and Days; the Theogony is

quoted once, though specific genealogies are referred to on a few

other occasions.1 Whether a disproportion of this sort in such a small

1 Brandwood (1976), 996–1001; Howes (1895), 161–74; cf. Most’s list of passages,
pp. 57–61 above. I am not counting three doubtfully Platonic texts: Minos 320d
(Catalogue of Women: 144 MW), Demodocus 383c (338 MW; cf. 293 Most), and
Epistle 11, 395a (324 MW; cf. 223 Rzach). All are accepted by Schwartz (1960),
580–82.



sample is significant may be doubted, but it is no idiosyncrasy of

Plato’s: Aristotle takes fourteen of his seventeen Hesiodic quotations

from the Works and Days; in addition, his three quotations from the

Theogony all come from the same passage (Theogony 116–20), which

is the very one quoted in Plato.2 Explanations of the phenomenon are

readily imaginable: the Works and Days is inherently a more ‘quota-

ble’ work, replete as it is with aphorisms and precepts; Plato and

Aristotle are more likely to quote it because they write more often

about ethical and social issues than mythology or theology. But a

closer look at these passages will suggest that the disparity is not

fortuitous but reflects the fact that the two principal Hesiodic works

occupied different niches and played different roles in the cultural life

of late classical Athens. What follows is an attempt to delineate these

two Hesiods and to explain their presence in Plato.

It must be conceded at once that, in themselves, verbatim quota-

tions can tell at best only a part of the story ofHésiode et son influence

(to quote the title of the volume in which Solmsen’s essay appeared).

Yet quotations provide literary history with precious evidence for

how the poet’s actual words were recalled and interpreted. The detail

they add will require us to nuance claims for Hesiod’s authority in

the 4th century, and should make us pause before attributing to

classical Greece certain hermeneutical approaches to Hesiod we

take for granted. Modern literary and philosophical studies of Hes-

iod, whether they regard him as an historical person or as the name

of a tradition, usually define his oeuvre as consisting of theWorks and

Days and the Theogony (to which some would add the Catalogue of

Women either as a continuation or sequel);3 moreover, these core

works are treated as mutually explicative, as in Jenny Strauss

Clay’s recent Hesiod’s Cosmos (J. S. Clay 2003), which describes

them as ‘parts of an organic whole, a diptych, as it were in which

each component illuminates the other’.4 It might seem legitimate to

2 Bonitz (1870), s.v. �˙���	��; cf. Howes (1895), 168–72. Hesiodic quotations by
Xenophon, Isocrates, and the orators (see Graziosi, this volume, Ch. 6) also come
from the Works and Days, but are too infrequent to be statistically significant.

3 On the relation of Catalogue to Theogony see West (1985), 124–7; Hamilton
(1989), 96–9; R. L. Hunter (2005).

4 J. S. Clay (2003), 6. In J. S. Clay (2005) she acknowledges the Catalogue as a
‘supplement’ to the diptych.
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attribute the same hermeneutic stance to Plato, since the evidence of

quotation shows that he ‘apparently is the earliest author who cites

from Hesiod exclusively in the Theogony and the Works and Days’.5

Yet a closer look at these passages indicates that the texts had little to

do with each other in practice, and comparing the evidence of Plato’s

contemporaries suggests we should recognize two distinct Hesiods in

the 4th century BC, each with his own place in the culture and his own

kind of authority. Putting the two beside each other will give us a

fuller and more realistic picture of Plato’s encounter with Hesiod, not

as a timeless conversation between Olympians but as part of the

processes by which the meaning of an old corpus of poetry was

shaped and circumscribed by the social institutions that preserved

it. My study will analyse the quotations of Theogony 116–20 and then

give an overview of uses of the Works and Days; but I begin by

reviewing two well-known 5th-century testimonia to show that it

was possible to cite Hesiod as the author of one poem without the

other being in view.

THE POET OF THE THEOGONY AND THE

POET OF THE WORKS AND DAYS

Herodotus pairs Hesiod with Homer as proof that the Greeks ac-

quired their picture of the gods relatively recently: ‘Hesiod and

Homer are in my estimation no more than 400 years earlier than I.

And they are the ones who made a genealogy of gods for the Greeks,

attributing names to the gods, distributing their honours and spheres

of activity and indicating their forms. The poets alleged to be earlier

than these were, in my view, born later’ (2.53).

5 Most (2006), 243. The hexameter quoted at Republic 390e, which is ascribed to
Hesiod by the Suda (fr. dub. 361 MW ¼ 272 Rzach), complicates the question, as
does the reference to Hesiod as the author of astronomical poetry in Epinomis 990a
(p. 148 MW ¼ T 72 Most). I note that I do not include cross-references to the
valuable editions of Rzach and Most except when they provide differences of em-
phasis or interpretation worth considering.
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Two points in this famous passage are worth underscoring. First, it

is as the poet of the Theogony that Hesiod is in view. We will see that

this is usually the case when Hesiod and Homer make a pair.6 Some

would go on and infer from the fact that Herodotus names Hesiod

before Homer (twice in 2.53) that he thought him chronologically

earlier. The ancient debate over their relative dates had possibly

already begun (cf. Xenophanes 21 B13 DK), but Herodotus’ main

point here is to make other religious poetry, notably that of Orpheus

and Musaeus, whose earliness had been accepted by Hellanicus,

postdate Homer and Hesiod.7 A more likely reason why Herodotus

puts Hesiod before Homer is that he is thinking of their works in

terms of what Walter Ong called a ‘topical poetic’, a Greek way of

organizing long hexameter poems from the archaic age according to

how the stories they told lined up along a continuous ‘path’ (�Y�Å) of

narrative (Ford 1992: 40–48). In this perspective—which was wide-

spread, traditional, and useful in the absence of indisputable evi-

dence about authors and dates—Hesiod’s narrative poetry tended to

get detached from the gnomicWorks and Days and to be located next

to the epic cycle on the path of songs about early history. The poet of

the Theogony naturally claimed precedence over Homer since he

recounted the ultimate antecedents and (in the Catalogue) the ances-

tors of the heroes who fought at Troy. The need to bracket Hesiod’s

best known other work offered no difficulty to this view, since in

Greek terms the non-narrative, hortatory Works and Days was a

fundamentally different kind of song (Ford 1997: 409–11).

The second point worth underscoring in this passage is that

Hesiod’s authority is far from absolute. Herodotus takes the poets

as early and influential sources of Greek ideas about the gods, but

keeps his distance from endorsing their theogony.8 His only other

explicit reference to Hesiod is a remark in the Scythian ethnography

6 So, I believe, already in Xenophanes 21 B11 DK reprehending ‘Homer and
Hesiod’ for attributing ‘thieving, adultery and deceiving each other’ to the gods; cf.
21 B12.2 DK with Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 1.289.

7 Hellanicus, FGrHist 4 F5a, 5b (= 5a, 5b Fowler).
8 Burkert (1990), 26. Herodotus’ attitude toward Hesiod (and Homer) is well

epitomized by Veyne (1988), 33: ‘as the investigator cross-checks information he
imposes the need for coherence on reality. Mythical time can no longer remain
secretly different from our own temporality. It is nothing more than the past.’
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that ‘the Hyperboreans are mentioned by Hesiod, and by Homer too

in the Epigonoi—if Homer in fact is the author of that poem’ (4.32;

cf. Schwartz 1960: 575). On the common but risky assumption that

Herodotus’ reference is to be tied to a specific passage in the Hesiod

we possess, the only candidate is a brief mention of the Hyperboreans

in the Catalogue of Women (150.21 MW; cf. 209 Rzach); if so, the

sentence implies that Herodotus regarded the Catalogue as Hesiodic

poetry (whether he saw it as separate from the Theogony we cannot

tell). The ‘Hesiod’ in which Herodotus is interested, then, is an early

poet whose poems may be consulted for information about early

beliefs and peoples. He gives no sign of being interested in theWorks

and Days.9

The poet of the Works and Days appears in a different kind of list

from Aristophanes’ Frogs (1030–36). ‘Aeschylus’ there defends the

social utility of poetry by showing ‘how the most excellent among

poets have been of service’ (1031: ‰� TçºØ��Ø �H
 ��ØÅ�H
 �ƒ

ª�

ÆE�Ø ª�ª
Å
�ÆØ): civilization is indebted to Orpheus for mys-

teries and taboos on killing; Musaeus revealed healing rites and

prophetic arts; Hesiod follows as the one who taught ‘working the

earth and the seasons for harvesting and ploughing’ (1033–4:

�H���	�� 	b j ªB� KæªÆ��Æ�, ŒÆæ�H
 uæÆ�, Iæ���ı�); last comes ‘god-

like’ Homer, whose honour and fame derive from his teaching

‘marshalling troops, courageous acts, and the arming of men’

(1036). Hesiod is represented by the Works and Days and Homer

by the Iliad for contrast, and to mark steps in Aeschylus’ evolutionary

scheme. These interpretative reductions fit the logic of the speech,

which is a parody of sophistic disquisitions on progress in the arts.

Many in Aristophanes’ audience may have thought this list reflected

actual chronology—the view Herodotus argued against—but the

main function of its implicit topical poetic is to organize notable

early hexameter corpora into an intelligible hierarchy: theWorks and

Days is located after poetry dealing with the most basic requisites for

9 The fact that the last line of the oracle quoted at 6.86ª52 (‘an oath-abiding man’s
race is better in aftertimes’) happens to be the same asWorks and Days 285 is no proof
of Herodotus’ knowledge of the latter. Herodotus’ quotations of non-Homeric poetry
tend to lyric: Alcaeus (5.95.2), Sappho (2.135.6), Simonides (5.102.5, etc.), and a little
disquisition on the wisdom of a Pindaric tag (3.38).
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human society but before the Iliad, because war depends on the

wealth and social grouping that agriculture makes possible. The

same basic outlook can be seen in the sophist Hippias who wrote a

discourse which collected excerpts from, as he lists them, Orpheus,

Musaeus, Hesiod, and Homer, along with other poets and prose

writers (86 B6 DK, see below).

THE POET OF THE THEOGONY

One might have expected that Plato would be closely engaged with

the poet he paired with Homer as the leading purveyors of harmful

stories to the Greeks (Republic 377d), yet references to Hesiod in the

Republic’s notorious censoring of poetry are brief and vague. Socrates

begins with ‘the greatest lie’ about the greatest matters, ‘what Our-

anos wrought, and how Kronos punished him and the deeds and

sufferings of Kronos at the hands of his son’ (377e). Thereafter

Hesiod drops from sight, for Plato is proceeding topically: when

Socrates turns from the succession myth to stories of gods struggling

against each other (378b–d), he turns to Homer and other sources

for examples.10 The vagueness with which the Theogony is para-

phrased is probably a sign of Socrates’ piety, reflecting his conviction

that such stories are harmful for the young even to hear; other

speakers in and out of Plato do not scruple, in referring to these

tales, to use the contemporary medical language of ‘castration’ where

Hesiod speaks metaphorically of ‘reaping’ (X�Å��: Theogony 181) or

generally of ‘cutting off ’ (I������Æ�: 188).11

When Socrates says that such stories are not redeemed by finding

‘under-meanings’ in them (K
 ���
��ÆØ�: 378d), we may infer that

allegorical defences of divine violence in the Theogony were circulat-

ing at the time, as they were for Homer’s theomachy and the Orphic

cosmogony in the Derveni papyrus. Support comes from Euthyphro:

10 Commenting on the same theme in Isocrates’ Busiris 35–7, Livingstone (2001),
171–6 also provides valuable notes on Plato’s ostensible references.

11 Agathon at Symposium 195c (KŒ���Æ�); Isocrates, Busiris 38 (�Æ�æø
 KŒ�����),
noted by Livingstone (2001), 175. So too Euthyphro (KŒ����E
) in Euthyphro 6b.

138 Andrew L. Ford



its title character, an expert in matters divine, has contempt for

‘people’ (�ƒ ¼
Łæø��Ø) who criticize him for indicting his father

and yet believe that great Zeus bound his father, who in turn ‘gulped

down’ his children (Euthyphro 6b). Euthyphro objects not only to the

inconsistency of people’s views but to their literal understanding of

the Theogony.12 Often taken as a sort of Orphic, Euthyphro boasts an

esoteric knowledge of ‘divine matters’ (3e; cf. Cratylus 396d) and

offers to tell Socrates ‘things yet more marvellous, which the many do

not know’ (6b: ŁÆı�Æ�Ø���æÆ, t %�ŒæÆ���, L �ƒ ��ºº�d �PŒ Y�Æ�Ø
).

The passage from the Theogony that seems to have drawn the most

attention in Plato’s time was the beginning of its story, the account of

the rise of Chaos and the primordial elements (see the apparatus

criticus at Rzach 1902: 21–5). Hesiod’s version was drawn upon,

along with theogonies like the Derveni’s (Betegh 2004: 153–69),

to concoct the ‘correct’ theogony preached in the parabasis of

Aristophanes’ Birds (esp. 691–4). Hesiod’s opening lines in particular

were often quoted, but always selectively, so it may be helpful to set

out the text:

X��Ø �b
 �æ��Ø��Æ (��� ª
��’. ÆP�aæ ���Ø�Æ 116

ˆÆE’ �Pæ����æ
��, ��
�ø
 "	�� I�çÆºb� ÆN�d 117

IŁÆ
��ø
 �Q �å�ı�Ø Œ�æÅ 
Øç��
��� �Oº����ı, 118

��æ�Ææ� �’ M�æ��
�Æ �ıåfiH åŁ�
e� �Pæı�	��Å�, 119

M	’ � 0Eæ��, n� Œ�ººØ���� K
 IŁÆ
���Ø�Ø Ł��E�Ø. 120

Now it was Chaos that arose at the very first, and thereupon

broad-chested Earth, steadfast eternal seat of all

the immortals who hold the peaks of snowy Olympus,

and misty Tartarus in a recess of the wide-wayed land

and Eros, who is the fairest among the immortal gods.

Plato’s Phaedrus quotes from this passage in the Symposium as part

of his praise of Eros.13 Editors have rearranged the text, but we have a

better chance of following Phaedrus’ logic by staying with the para-

dosis:

12 Euthyphro’s ‘gulped down’ (ŒÆ��Ø
�
) suggests he is thinking of Hesiod’s
version in particular (Theogony 459, 467, 473, 497).

13 See also the discussion of Kenaan, this volume, Ch. 8.
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ª�
B� ªaæ � 0Eæø��� �h�’ �N�d
 �h�� ºª�
�ÆØ ��’ �P	�
e� �h�� N	Ø���ı �h��
��ØÅ��F, Iºº’ �H���	�� �æH��
 �b
 (��� çÅ�d ª�
�ŁÆØ—

ÆP�aæ ���Ø�Æ [116]

ˆÆE’ �Pæ����æ
��, ��
�ø
 "	�� I�çÆºb� ÆN��, [117]

M	’ � 0Eæ�� [120]

çÅ�d <	c> ���a �e (��� 	�� ����ø ª�
�ŁÆØ, ˆB
 �� ŒÆd � 0Eæø�Æ.
—Ææ��
�	Å� 	b �c
 ª
��Ø
 ºª�Ø—

�æ��Ø���
 �b
 � 0Eæø�Æ Ł�H
 �Å���Æ�� ��
�ø
.
�H�Ø�	øfi 	b ŒÆd �Œ�ı��º�ø� ›��º�ª�E. �o�ø ��ººÆå�Ł�
 ›��º�ª�E�ÆØ › � 0Eæø�
K
 ��E� �æ�����Æ��� �r
ÆØ.14

For Eros has no begetters, nor are any recorded by laymen or poets; Hesiod

rather says that Chaos was the first to arise—

‘and straight upon

broad-breasted Earth, seat of all, unmoving always,

and Eros.’

And so he says that after Chaos these two arose, Earth and Eros. But

Parmenides recounts his origin:

‘[she] contrived Eros as first of all the gods.’

But Acusilaus agrees with Hesiod. And so it is agreed on all sides that Eros is

among the oldest of gods.

Phaedrus quotes selectively, but his omissions are not designed to

fudge the evidence. He perhaps leaves out verse 118 because its

proleptic description of Earth as ‘the seat of the immortals’ might

obscure the earliness of Eros. Similarly, Tartarus at 119 might seem to

interpose another divinity between Chaos and Eros (as the verse did

for Plutarch, On the Fortune of Alexander 343C and Pausanias

9.27.2); it could be fairly passed over if Tartarus were regarded

as only a part of Earth (pace Theogony 729–819: see West 1966:

192). Phaedrus quotes enough Hesiod to show that no parents are

mentioned when Eros ‘arises’ in verse 120, and that, no matter what

source you follow, Eros comes early in the cosmos.

14 Symposium 178bc. Pace Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1920), ii. 341, and Dover
(1980), 90–91, I agree with R. L. Fowler (2000), 5 that it is unnecessary to transpose
çÅ�d ���a . . . � 0Eæø�Æ to follow �H�Ø�	øfi . . . ›��º�ª�E. (The change seems ruled out by
Fowler’s reconstruction of Acusilaus’ genesis: Chaos–Erebus–Night–Aether–Eros–
Metis.)
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Phaedrus can be called an over-reader, as interested in what

can be inferred from what Hesiod says as in what Hesiod says.

A lack in the text, Hesiod’s non-mention of anthropomorphized

antecedents to Eros, counts as much for proof as his explicit testi-

mony. Such authority as Hesiod may have is not sufficient to override

Parmenides (28 B13 DK), for Phaedrus leaves open the question

of whether Eros is the first or is among the first gods. He brings

in Acusilaus (FGrHist 2 F6a ¼ 6a Fowler), not to settle the matter

but as a prose source. One may further suggest that Acusilaus is

cited in part to make a trio of witnesses, a rhetorical gesture in

which a number of 4th-century references to Hesiod appear.

Triads are of course inherently shapely in Greek, but they also carry

a certain logical force: one witness proves only that a poet held

the view in question; two may be a case of common error; a debater

cultivated enough to muster three witnesses—and so much the

better if one can find poets in agreement with prose writers—

can then conclude with Phaedrus, ‘on all sides it is agreed . . . ’
Adeimantus’ challenge to Socrates in the Republic to recommend

justice for its own sake is a similar rhetorical performance,

arguing that fathers teach their children the opposite view when

they recommend justice by citing ‘noble Hesiod and Homer’

(ª�

ÆE�� �H���	�� �� ŒÆd �O�Åæ��: Republic 363a) for the idea that

prosperity is the gods’ gift to just kings (Works and Days 233–4;

Odyssey 19.109, 111–13), and capping them with Musaeus’ promise

that virtuous people will enjoy an everlasting symposium in the

afterlife (363bc). The texts suggest both that Hesiod was still a

name to conjure with in the 4th century BC, and that claims for his

wisdom by Plato and his contemporaries may be rhetorical or hyper-

bolic.

This sole passage from the Theogony quoted by Plato is also

found, as noted, three times in Aristotle, and in a pseudo-Aristotelian

work as well. Closest to the Symposium is Metaphysics 1.4 where

Aristotle is considering whether Anaxagoras was the first to look

beyond material causes and seek a cause of motion and order.

Among possible predecessors is Hesiod (984b23–31; cf. T 117(c)ii

Most):
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���������Ø� 	’ ¼
 �Ø� �H���	�
 �æH��
 ÇÅ�B�ÆØ �e ��Ø�F��
, Œi
 �Y �Ø� ¼ºº��
�æø�Æ j K�ØŁı��Æ
 K
 ��E� �s�Ø
 �ŁÅŒ�
 ‰� Iæå�
, �x�
 ŒÆd —Ææ��
�	Å�. ŒÆd

ªaæ �y��� ŒÆ�Æ�Œ�ı�Çø
 �c
 ��F �Æ
�e� ª
��Ø


‘�æ��Ø���
 �
’ çÅ�Ø
 ‘�æø�Æ Ł�H
 �Å���Æ�� ��
�ø
’,

�H���	�� 	b
‘��
�ø
 �b
 �æ��Ø��Æ å��� ª
��’, ÆP�aæ ���Ø�Æ [116]

ªÆE’ �Pæ����æ
�� . . . [117]

M	’ �æ��, n� ��
����Ø ���Æ�æ��Ø IŁÆ
���Ø�Ø
’, [120]
‰� 	�
 K
 ��E� �s�Ø
 ���æå�Ø
 �Ø
’ ÆN��Æ
 l�Ø� ŒØ
���Ø ŒÆd �ı
���Ø �a

�æ�ª�Æ�Æ.

One might suppose that Hesiod was the first to inquire into such a cause,

along with anyone who like Parmenides made love [eros] or desire a first

principle in things: for Parmenides too in his rendition of the origin of the

universe says,

‘first of all the gods (s)he contrived Eros,’

and Hesiod says,

‘Of all things now first of all Chaos arose, and thereupon

broad-breasted Earth, seat of all, unmoving always,

and Eros’

as though there must be some cause in things which moves them and brings

them together.

The fact that Aristotle combines the same passage from the Theogony

with the same verse from Parmenides may suggest that he is quoting

the Symposium. But slight differences indicate that if Aristotle was

reading Plato he was also reading (or remembering) Hesiod. Whereas

Phaedrus paraphrased the first two thirds of 116, Aristotle quotes the

verse entire. In his version of the line (which is also quoted at Physics

208b27–32), the asseverative particle X��Ø is omitted, converting

didactic precept into self-contained proposition; replacing it with

��
�ø
makes it clearer that Hesiod is talking about the same thing as

the philosopher, the ultimate origin of cosmic motion (984b22: ‹Ł�


� Œ�
Å�Ø� ���æå�Ø ��E� �s�Ø
). (It is to show that the line from

Parmenides is on the same point that Aristotle glosses it as an

account of ‘the origin of the universe’.) As to verse 117, quoted in

whole by Phaedrus, Aristotle stops after the name and epithet of

Earth have been given: this omits any distracting mention of ‘all’ in

117b, which also would have been otiose after his ‘all’ beginning 116.

Like Phaedrus, Aristotle takes no account of 118–19, jumping to 120;
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but he quotes this line entire, in a variant form stressing the pre-

eminence of Eros rather than his beauty (Howes 1895, 173). It may

be that this boiled-down understanding of Theogony 116–20 was

standard in the Academy and the Lyceum: a similar citation of

Theogony 116, 117, and Aristotle’s version of 120 is found in the

pseudo-Aristotelian treatise On Melissus, Xenophanes, and Gorgias

and applied to the question of whether something can come

from nothing (see 975a9–14; cf. Melissus 30 A5 DK); Physics 4.1,

208b29–35, quotes 116–17a to ask if Chaos (‘chasm’) precedes Earth

as an intimation of the doctrine that space is the precondition for

‘bodies’.

Complicating the triangular relation between Aristotle, Hesiod,

and Plato is the likelihood of a further source to which both philo-

sophers respond. The evidence is at Cratylus 402b where Socrates is

trying out the idea that the original maker of the gods’ names held a

Heraclitean view of the universe. Etymologies of Rhea as ‘flow’ (Þø)

and Kronos as ‘spring’ (Œæ�ı
��) suggest as much, as do a trio of

cosmogonic passages in old poetry:

Just as Homer speaks of

‘Okeanos, the origin of gods, and mother Tethys’,

I think Hesiod does so as well (�r�ÆØ 	b ŒÆd �H���	��); and Orpheus some-

where says:

‘fair-streamed Okeanos was the first to marry

and espoused Tethys, his sister by the same mother.’

The Homeric proof-text is from the Iliad (14.201 ¼ 302: ��Œ�Æ
�
 ��
Ł�H
 ª
��Ø
 ŒÆd �Å�æÆ �ÅŁ�
), with Tethys etymologized to mean

pure water (402cd). The curiously non-committal mention of Hes-

iod makes it hard to specify the reference, but Theogony 337 is usually

adduced: ‘and Tethys bore to Okeanos the whirling rivers’ (�ÅŁf� 	’

��Œ�Æ
fiH ���Æ��f� �Œ� 	Ø
��
�Æ�).15 Though that line’s fluidity is

suitably Heraclitean, nothing in it suggests that the watery union is

primordial (Okeanos is child of Earth and Sky). This may be why

Aristotle appealed to a different Hesiodic context when he treated the

same topic in a slightly earlier part of the Metaphysics. Considering

possible antecedents to Thales’ ‘watery’ first principle, Aristotle cites

15 Cf. Orpheus 1 B2 DK with note; Howes (1895), 167–8.
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‘some people’ who held that a similar view of nature is found among

those who ‘made the first accounts of the gods’ (�æ���ı�

Ł��º�ª��Æ
�Æ�) in ancient times: ‘they made Okeanos and Tethys

the parents of creation (�B� ª�
��ø� �Æ�æÆ�), and they described

the oath of the gods as being by water, to which they give the name of

Styx’ (Metaphysics 983b28–32 ¼ T 117(c)i Most). Aristotle drops the

evidence of Orpheus, but refers to the same passage from Homer;16

the passage from Hesiod to which Socrates evasively referred is

identified as the gods’ swearing by Styx (Theogony 775–806), a text

Aristotle makes cosmically significant by the specious argument that

‘what is oldest is most venerable, and what is most venerable is oath’

(�Ø�Ø��Æ��
 �b
 ªaæ �e �æ�����Æ��
, ‹æŒ�� 	b �e �Ø�Ø��Æ��
 K��Ø
).

Whether this citation is due to ‘some people’ or is Aristotle’s im-

provement on a reference to Okeanos and Tethys at Theogony 337 we

cannot tell, for he closes the question as admitting no answer.

In an important analysis of the doxography on Thales, Bruno Snell

(1944, 178–80) argued that both the Platonic and Aristotelian pas-

sages made use of Hippias’ anthology, which had connected tags

from Homer, Hesiod, and Orpheus with Thales’ naming of water

as the primordial element. Snell’s powerful argument certainly

chimes well with Hippias’ description of that work (86 B6 DK):

Of these things, some perhaps have been said by Orpheus and others by

Musaeus, briefly, by this poet here and that poet there, some by Hesiod and

some by Homer and by many other poets, and by prose writers, Greek as

well as foreign. From all these, my novel and genre-crossing discourse will

put together the parts that are most important and suited to each other.17

Aristotle would thus have taken the Homer–Thales connection from

Hippias, along with his reference to Hesiod (or perhaps substituted

his own as better); Plato in Cratylus downplayed Hesiod (perhaps

16 Pace Most (2006), 247, who suggests that Aristotle is thinking less about the
Iliad than about the offspring of Okeanos and Tethys catalogued at Theogony 337–70;
but the progeny of Hesiod’s Okeanos and Tethys are confined to rivers and springs,
whereas Ł�H
 ª
��Ø
 at Iliad 14. 401 is closer to Aristotle’s gloss, ‘parents of genera-
tion’ (�B� ª�
��ø� �Æ�æÆ�).

17 I take as genuine the final sentence of 86 B6 DK: Kªg 	b KŒ ��
�ø
 ����ø
 �a
�ªØ��Æ ŒÆd ›��çıºÆ �ı
Ł�d� ��F��
 ŒÆØ
e
 ŒÆd ��ºı�Ø	B �e
 º�ª�
 ��Ø����ÆØ. For the
significance of Hippias for Plato’s relationship with Hesiod see also Koning, in this
volume, Ch. 5.
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euphemistically avoiding mention of Styx), but preserved Orpheus

(15 Kern ¼ 1 B2 DK ¼ 22 Bernabé), all the while transferring

the context from Thaletan hydrogony to the flux of Plato’s bête

noire Heraclitus.

Few though they are, these quotations suggest two preliminary

observations about the use of the Theogony in the 4th century BC. In

considering Hesiod’s influence on Plato we should not imagine them

as two talking heads raising their voices above history and addressing

each other directly. Readers like Plato doubtless read and re-read

all of Hesiod (possibly more than all), but Hippias’ was one of many

works—others lie behind the parodic theogony in Birds—that

mediated the Theogony for contemporaries, focusing on particular

passages and suggesting contexts within which to interpret them.

Aristotle’s engagement with the poet was shaped by these and by

Plato as well.

A second point to note is that, for all their nods to poets as wise

men, thinkers of the Academy seem to have been interested in

Hesiod’s antiquity as much as his authority. Phaedrus, of course, is

less a philosopher than an after-dinner speaker manipulating puta-

tive authorities to exalt his object of praise. His use of Hesiod is

confuted later in the Symposium by Agathon, on the not altogether

serious grounds that if Eros arose before the other gods, ‘there

would have been no castrations and bindings and other such violence

among them’ (195c). Aristotle shows the poem being used in

a lecture hall: he is willing to consider possible philosophical im-

plications of its cosmogony, but always in the optative mood: one

‘might suppose’ Hesiod discovered motive causes (Metaphysics 1.4,

984b23–4); he ‘might seem to have spoken correctly’ in putting

Chaos (i.e. space) first (Physics 208b27–8); the idea that ancient

poets preserve ancient truth is attributed to ‘some people’ (Metaphy-

sics 1.3, 983b27–30).18

To be sure, the idea that the ancients were wise—even uncannily

so—was widely proclaimed in the culture, and Plato elsewhere shows

Socrates extracting from the Theogony theses he thinks worth defend-

18 [Aristotle] in On Melissus, Xenophanes and Gorgias is less reserved, citing
Hesiod as ‘not just anyone but one of those esteemed for wisdom’ (975a6–7: �På
‹�Ø �ƒ �ıªå�
�
���, Iººa ŒÆd �H
 	���
�ø
 �r
ÆØ ��çH
).
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ing in philosophical discussion. But Plato never presents Hesiod’s

word as adequate warrant for adopting a belief. So Socrates praises

the unnamed genealogist—i.e. Hesiod in Theogony 266, 780—who

made Iris the daughter of Thaumas, but this wisdom stems less from

the poet’s insight than from Plato’s own ingenuity in discovering

‘speech’ (KæH) in Iris and ‘wonder’ (ŁÆı��Çø: Theaetetus 155d) in

Thaumas. When in Cratylus 406c Socrates agrees to accept Hesiod’s

derivation of Aphrodite’s name from her being born from foam

(Theogony 197–8) this is a ‘playful’ (�ÆØ	ØŒH�) etymology (and one

for which Aristotle preferred a naturalistic explanation, based on the

fact that semen is foamy: On the Generation of Animals 736a18–21).

Though the etymologies of Cratylus have in recent years been ac-

knowledged as philosophically suggestive, Plato insists and never

retreats from the position that we know nothing about divine

names and can at best play with the names men have given (Cratylus

400d–401a). David Sedley observes that in the end etymology for

Plato was ‘not a dependable route to the truth’,19 and the same can be

said for reading the Theogony. Plato’s playfulness toward that text is

established early in the discussion when Socrates etymologizes Zeus,

Kronos, and Ouranos but declines to go further back into ‘Hesiod’s

genealogy’, claiming he cannot remember the earlier part

(K���
��Å
: 396c). The suggestion is that we have to rely on our

own memory and powers, not �
Å����
Å’s daughters the Muses,

however well hymned they are in Theogony 1–116.

THE POET OF THE WORKS AND DAYS

The poet of the Works and Days is not only quoted far more fre-

quently in 4th-century prose, he is also, unlike the poet of the

Theogony, attested as taught in schools. In a rare description of the

classical elementary curriculum, Plato’s Protagoras observes that

letter-teachers ‘set before their students on their benches works of

good poets and compel them to learn them by heart, in which

19 Sedley (2003), 34; cf. 30–34 on the ‘anthropological basis’ in Plato’s day for
taking poetic testimony seriously.
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there are many admonitions and detailed narratives, panegyrics

and eulogies of the good men of the past’ (Protagoras 325e–

326a: �ÆæÆ�ØŁÆ�Ø
 ÆP��E� K�d �H
 ��Łæø
 I
ÆªØª
��Œ�Ø
 ��ØÅ�H


IªÆŁH
 ��Ø��Æ�Æ ŒÆd KŒ�Æ
Ł�
�Ø
 I
ÆªŒ�Ç�ı�Ø
, K
 �x� ��ººÆd �b



�ıŁ�����Ø� �
�Ø�Ø
 ��ººÆd 	b 	Ø��	�Ø ŒÆd ��ÆØ
�Ø ŒÆd KªŒ��ØÆ

�ÆºÆØH
 I
	æH
 IªÆŁH
). Assuming that Hesiod was already stan-

dard school reading (as he was later: Cribiore 2001: 197–8), the only

term here that can apply to Hesiodic rather than epic poetry is

‘admonitions’, suggesting that it was his gnomic verse that featured

in school texts. Support can be found on a kyathos from the begin-

ning of the 5th century, one of our earliest representations of Greek

book rolls: there a youth sits holding an open papyrus roll while two

youths with walking sticks stand on either side of him listening; on

top of a box in front of the reading youth is another volume inscribed

‘Chironeia’.20 The boy is clearly equipped to read didactic poetry like

the Hesiodic Precepts of Chiron (frr. 283–5 MW), very possibly that

work itself: the pedagogic suitability of Hesiod’s Precepts was rein-

forced by its ‘plot’, which consisted of a series of precepts from the

noble centaur to young Achilles.

Further support comes from a protreptic passage in Isocrates’ To

Nicocles (42–4) which additionally gives an insight into popular

attitudes toward Hesiod’s gnomic poetry:

Everyone believes that texts that offer advice, whether in poetry or prose, are

very useful, but by no means do people listen to them with pleasure; their

attitude toward them is rather the one they take toward people who rebuke

them. For they also praise these people, but prefer to associate with fellow

sinners and not those who would correct them. An example would be the

poetry of Hesiod, Theognis, and Phocylides. For people say that they are

excellent advisors about human life, but while they say these things they

prefer to pass their time with the inanities of others and not their precepts.

Moreover, if one should pick out from the top-ranked poets the so-called

maxims, on which they have lavished such effort, people would be similarly

disposed toward these—for they would listen with more pleasure to the

cheapest comedy than to things so artistically composed.

20 ARV2 329.134, on which see Beazley (1948), 337; on Chiron-literature, Kurke
(1990), 192.
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Hesiod is here ranked with other authors of maxims and ‘advice

about life’. People apparently are willing to pay lip-service to the

worthiness of such texts, but few care to spend more time with them

than they are obliged to. Homer’s narratives do not fall into this class,

even if, as Isocrates suggests, Homer was among the ‘top-ranked

poets’ from which ‘so-called maxims’ could also be culled (�Y �Ø�

KŒº��Ø� �H
 �æ��å�
�ø
 ��ØÅ�H
 �a� ŒÆº�ı�
Æ� ª
��Æ�).21 But the

occasional nugget of anthologizable wisdom was hardly typical of

epic, and Isocrates goes on to group Homer with the tragedians as a

dramatic poet who pleases audiences by the vivid presentation of

myth, undiluted by admonition and advice (To Nicocles 48–9).

The typical schoolbook, then, was more likely to contain extracts

fromHesiod’s gnomic poetry than his Theogony. Such ‘treasuries that

wise men of old wrote and left behind in books’ were likely to be

what Xenophon’s Socrates used to ‘unroll with friends and go

through, picking out whatever strikes us as good’ (I
�º���ø
 Œ�Ø
fi B

�f
 ��E� ç�º�Ø� 	Øæå��ÆØ, ŒÆd ¼
 �Ø ›æH��
 IªÆŁe
 KŒº�ª���ŁÆ:

Memorabilia 1.6.14). We find Socrates interpreting an extract from

the Works and Days for his students in Polycrates’ Accusation of

Socrates, which charged that he corrupted them by ‘extracting from

the most esteemed poets their most corrupt passages’ (�H


K
	������ø
 ��ØÅ�H
 KŒº�ª���
�
 �a ��
Åæ��Æ�Æ) and using them

to teach his associates to be tyrannical (Memorabilia 1.2.56–7). The

example isWorks and Days 311, ‘work is no disgrace but not working

is a disgrace’, which Socrates was held to interpret as ‘no deed is

disgraceful’, a deliberately perverse construal of �æª�
 	 ’ �P	b
 Z
�Ø	��.

This same Hesiodic half verse is also subjected to hair-splitting

analysis in Plato’s Charmides to distinguish banausic from liberal

activity (Charmides 163b).22 The fact that the interpreter is none

other than Critias, Socrates’ tyrannical associate, suggests that Plato

and Xenophon are not in direct dialogue with Hesiod but are

triangulating his name with a 4th-century rhetorical text and other

sources—very possibly including Prodicus (Charmides 163d; cf.

Birds 692). Like the Theogony, the Works and Days depended for its

21 Cf. Aristotle’s discussion of maxims in Rhetoric 2.21 where examples are taken
from Homer (but not Hesiod).

22 Cf. Koning and Graziosi, this volume, Ch. 5 and 6 respectively.
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continuing relevance on a para-literature that excerpted it and gave it

point.

The practice of extracting tags from the Works and Days and

adapting their meanings can be seen already in Pindar, who quotes

the first half of Works and Days 412 (‘devotion, you know, furthers

the work’, ��º�Å 	 ��Ø �æª�
 Oçºº�Ø) in an epinician honouring a

son of Lampon of Aegina: ‘In his “devotion to work” Lampon truly

honours that saying of Hesiod, which he quotes when exhorting his

sons’ (Isthmian 6.66–7: ¸���ø
 	b ��º�Æ
 j �æª�Ø� O��Çø
 �H�Ø�	�ı
��ºÆ �Ø�fi A ��F�’ ����). Nothing could seem more respectable than a

prominent aristocrat quoting Hesiod to his sons, but Pindar’s Hesiod

is subtly updated: in the language of the Works and Days, ��º�Å

means the sort of assiduous care required in agricultural labour

(�æª�
); Pindar’s Lampon uses it, however, in the sense of ‘practice’,

a meaning the word acquired when it was adopted by the highly

esteemed professional trainers to refer to their athletic exercises. The

word appears in the name of the famous Athenian trainer Melesias,

and Bacchylides describes the trainer of Lampon’s sons as ‘Menander,

whose exercises bring benefit to mortals’ (��º�Æ. [
 ��] �æ��øç[�]ºÆ

��
�
	æ�ı 13.154–5). Indeed the compound epithet �æ��øç�ºÆ,

unique to Bacchylides, suggests that his own phrase is also an adap-

tation of the Hesiodic motto: its second element brings Hesiod’s verb

Oçººø—‘to increase’ or ‘enlarge’ in a sense appropriate to agricul-

tural prospering—into the orbit of Tç�ºø—‘to be of use to’, a word

for a person providing a service for another (cf. TçºØ��Ø in Frogs

1031 quoted above). Even in traditionalist circles, Hesiodic vocabu-

lary needed constant adaptation.

Xenophon’s Socrates stands in this tradition when he explicates

another half line from the Works and Days. Defending Socrates from

charges of nonconformity with civic religion, Xenophon explains

that he held small sacrifices to be in no way inferior to exorbitant

ones (Memorabilia 1.3.3–4):

He was an admirer of this verse, ‘in accordance with your power

make sacrifices to the immortal gods’ [Works and Days 336: Œa	 	�
Æ�Ø
 	’

�æ	�Ø
 ƒæ’ IŁÆ
���Ø�Ø Ł��E�Ø], maintaining that ‘acting according to one’s

powers’ was also good advice for dealing with friends, guest-friends, and the

rest of life.
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The story shows that Socrates was pious and also that he was willing

to reinterpret Hesiod’s memorable old phrase by extending the

meaning of �æ	�Ø
 from ‘sacrifice’ to ‘acting’ in general. A sophistic

discourse summarized in Plato’s Lysis uses the poet similarly: defend-

ing the thesis that the like is the greatest enemy of the like, the

‘eloquent’ speaker first called on Hesiod as a witness—‘potter strives

against potter, singer against singer | beggar against beggar’ (215c,

compressing Works and Days 25–6)—and then went on to extend

this widely quoted maxim (four times by Aristotle alone: Howes

1895, 162) and to apply it to everything, not excluding the physical

elements (215e). As Aristotle would say, Socrates differs from Poly-

crates or from the unnamed sophist as a reader of theWorks and Days

only in moral intent, not in method.

Plato’s Protagoras suggests how a sophist like Prodicus handled one

of the most popular passages from the Works and Days, Hesiod’s

allegory of aretē. In much-quoted verses (already paraphrased by

Simonides: 579 PMG), Hesiod explained that Baseness or Misery

(ŒÆŒ��Å�Æ) is always nearby and easy to be found, whereas Excellence

or Prosperity (Iæ��B�) dwells at the end of a long, steep road and is not

reached without sweat (287–92). According to Socrates, ‘Prodicus and

many other people agree with Hesiod that becoming good is hard, for

“in front of excellence” the gods have put “sweat”, but when one

“reaches the top, then it is easy, difficult though it is” to acquire’

(340d: ‘�N� ¼Œæ�
 ¥ŒÅ�ÆØ, ÞÅœ	�Å
 	X��Ø�Æ �º�Ø
, åÆº���
 ��æ K�F�Æ
’,

KŒ�B�ŁÆØ). We may infer that Prodicus used this text to display the

value of his skill in distinguishing the meanings of words; the reading

attributed to him also resolves themeaning of Hesiod’s final line, which

is ambiguous enough to be rendered quite differently by Most: when

one ‘reaches the top, then it is easy, difficult though it still is’.23

If a sophist read this familiar text as proving that attaining aretē

requires expenditure, Plato’s ‘beggar-priests’ seem to have used it

differently. Adeimantus says these priests explained that even the

virtuous (and rich) may require expiatory rituals because, as Hesiod

shows, the gods send misfortunes to good people (Republic 364b–d).

Not wanting to alienate potential clients, they quoted only Hesiod’s

23 For further discussion of the passage see Yamagata, this volume, Ch. 4.
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lines about the prevalence of Misery (Works and Days 287–9), leaving

out the bit about achieving excellence by sweat (290–92). Able speak-

ers, the priests also had Homer to cite for the idea that gods are

swayed by gifts (quoting Iliad 9.497–500), and they made a trio of

witnesses by adding a ‘bushel of books’ from Orpheus and Musaeus

on expiatory rites (cf. Koning, this volume, pp. 100–1). Contrary

to what a philologist might suppose, the currency of the passage

made its meaning less determinate: Hesiod’s allegory appears

in humbler company making a simpler claim when Xenophon’s

Socrates combines the lines with the consensus of athletic trainers

and the verse of Epicharmus to argue that it takes steadfast commit-

ment to achieve fine works (Memorabilia 2.1.20). I suspect we come

close to Plato’s own reading whenWorks and Days 289–92 are given a

mischievous twist by the Athenian stranger: ‘the many prove that

Hesiod was wise’ when he said that there is no great abundance of

people who are zealous for virtue, the proof consisting in the scarcity

of excellence among them (Laws 718e).

The authority of a poet treated in this way can only be notional or

negotiable. Socrates adduces the poets to help define friendship

because ‘they are to us like fathers and guides to wisdom’ (Lysis

214a), but in the event they offer no clear guidance: they first suggest

the thesis that friendship is an affinity bestowed by the gods, ‘which

they express, as I think, thus: “god always draws like to like” and

makes them familiars’ (214a, citing a hexameter found at Odyssey

17.218 and treated by Aristotle as a proverb: Rhetoric 1371b). But the

opposite case can also be supported from the poets, as Socrates notes

in recalling that Hesiod’s lines on strife were used to argue that the

like is the enemy of the like (215c). Accordingly, Plato’s Socrates, like

Xenophon’s, usually approaches the Works and Days by extracting a

phrase or verse and examining it in isolation to see if the poet’s

reputation for wisdom is deserved. Experience will show ‘if Hesiod

was in fact wise’ (Republic 466c) or ‘was correct after all’ (Laws 690e)

when he said ‘half is more than a whole’ (Works and Days 40).

On matters of which we lack certain knowledge, we may rely on the

poets. So, for example, Socrates will adopt the Homeric custom of

feasting heroic men with choice cuts of meat and wine (Republic

468d–e, quoting Iliad 7. 321 and 8.162, and adding that warriors

need good nutrition); when such men die on campaign, he will
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‘believe Hesiod’ and quoteWorks and Days 109 in affirming that they

belong to the ‘golden race’ (468e; note ‘gold’ is interpreted in Craty-

lus 398a as ‘noble’); he will add Works and Days 121–2 to show they

have become protective spirits (469a).24 Sometimes, of course, we

don’t believe him (cf. Republic 468e quoting and rejectingWorks and

Days 122–3).

Quotations suggest that for readers of Plato’s time Hesiod’s Works

andDayswas usually encountered in pre-selected, often pre-interpreted

excerpts. To be sure, rhapsodes could perform ‘something fromHesio-

dic poetry’ (Laws 658d: �Ø �H
 �H�Ø�	��ø
), though we do not know

which of his works were included (alongwithHomer and Archilochus)

in their repertoire.25 Isocrates speaks of ‘sophists’ haunting the Lyceum

during the Great Panathenaia and ‘discussing the poets, especially the

poetry of Hesiod and Homer, saying nothing original about them, but

merely chanting their verses and repeating from memory the cleverest

things which certain others had said about them in the past’ (Panathe-

naicus 18).26 There is no evidence in Plato and Xenophon to support

the assumption that they presented Hesiod’s poems in full or read the

one against the other; their methods are far more likely to have been

those that Isocrates complains they applied to his ownworks: ‘misread-

ing them in the worst possible way, dividing them incorrectly and

ruining them by picking them to pieces’ (ibid. 17).

CONCLUSIONS

Hesiod’s twomost popular works were in two different genres, and in

the classical age genre continued to be tied to occasion of perfor-

mance. Extracts from his wisdom poetry were commonly taught at

24 Noting how often Hesiod’s verses on the races and the daimones were rewritten,
Solmsen (1962), 184–5, 195 claimed only ‘a certain authority’ for them.

25 Cf. Ion 531a. Hesiod himself was thought of as a rhapsode: Republic 600d. See
also Graziosi in this volume, Ch. 6.

26 Although the Aristotelian school produced a book of ‘Hesiodic questions’
(I��æ��Æ�Æ, in the Hesychian Vita, no. 143 Rose), I do not think Isocrates’ ‘Lyceum’
points to Peripatetics particularly: it is festival time and many intellectuals–teachers–
writers are working the crowd.
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school, where many learned to repeat the claims of pedagogues that

Hesiod was a valuable adviser even as they found the poetry tedious.

Sayings from the Works and Days could be presented as venerable

wisdom, though in practice the old maxims usually needed a bit of

interpretative legerdemain to be made relevant to contemporary

situations. Works like the Accusation of Socrates or the sophistic

piece of natural philosophy described in Lysis highlighted certain

passages of the poem as especially interesting or problematic. As a

result, theWorks and Days was encountered most often in the form of

isolated titbits that were quoted, by sophist and layperson alike, to

see if Hesiod’s reputation as a wise counsellor was deserved.

The Theogony was probably more often encountered through

presentations by rhapsodes than at school. The poem was acknowl-

edged as one very early and influential account of the gods (for some,

influential merely because early), and like most poetry treating such

matters, was allegorized, etymologized, and ‘philosophized’ in cer-

tain circles. The Theogony was seen as a complement to Homeric epic

in providing an account of the gods that was coherent and recogniz-

able throughout Greece. In this perspective, the poetic pair could be

set against Orpheus and his like, whose mystical theogonies were less

Panhellenic in aspiration and less amenable to exploitation by civic

religion. Nevertheless, Orphic poetry, like its eschatology and soter-

iology, claimed enough popular adherents that the Theogony did not

attain the dominant position in theologia that Homeric epic did in

heroic song (or that theWorks and Days did in gnomic verse). Hence

it was also possible to combine Hesiod and Homer with Orpheus and

Musaeus as forming a sort of summa of ancient wisdom.

As for Plato, he must be allowed to have been one of the subtlest

readers of his time, but his encounter with Hesiod was shaped

by the ways in which Athenian culture preserved and institutiona-

lized this old poetry. Although the question of which of the many

works ascribed to Hesiod were really by him was never unanimously

answered in antiquity (cf. Most 2006: 188–215), Plato seems to have

focused, as we do, principally on the Theogony and Works and Days.

Yet our documented 4th-century readings do not treat Hesiod as the

author of a coherent and self-explanatory oeuvre, and never appeal

from one work to another to explicate Hesiod’s ideas. We can only

guess, of course, at what went on in esoteric interpretative commu-
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nities, but it is notable that the two Hesiods do not meet even in the

well-read Plato. I submit that this is because he wrote not only as a

creative thinker engaged with the poetry of the past, but also as

a social critic, observing and critiquing the musical culture of

the society for which he wrote. Plato thus provides an important

challenge to those assertions of Hesiod’s timeless value he quotes. His

texts are precious because they frequently adopt, sometimes parody,

and always represent the many curious ways in which the poet’s

actual words were put to work.
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The seductions of Hesiod: Pandora’s

presence in Plato’s Symposium

Vered Lev Kenaan

INTRODUCTION

The Symposium is among those Platonic dialogues that are very

obviously interested in Hesiod: Plato quotes directly from him and

borrows Hesiodic motifs and ideas at crucial points in the text.

Moreover, as Naoko Yamagata shows elsewhere in this volume,

Plato in the Symposium uses references to Hesiod in order to articu-

late a broader intellectual shift from epideictic speech-making to

Socratic enquiry.1 In this chapter I would like to revisit the dialogue

by a slightly different route. Rather than discussing individual cases

of borrowing, my aim is to understand better some of the underlying

affinities between the Symposium and Hesiodic epic. My argument is

in two parts. I start by asking how Plato construes the relationship

between authors and texts in the Symposium, and what that might

mean specifically for his relationship with Hesiod. Taking the speech

of Diotima as my point of departure, I argue that literary reception in

the Symposium appears primarily as a genealogy of erotic inspiration;

and that the Symposium exemplifies Diotima’s theory by virtue of

its Hesiodic theme and structure. I then turn to the figure of Socrates

in the Symposium as the erotic character par excellence. I argue that

Socrates is conceived as a Pandora figure, somebody who instils

1 Yamagata, this volume, Ch. 4.



wonder and thereby sets us on a path towards philosophical reflec-

tion. Like Pandora, the ‘beautiful evil’ (ŒÆºe
 ŒÆŒ�
) of Hesiodic

epic, Socrates is characterized by a striking contrast between appear-

ance and being. In Hesiod, that contrast exemplifies the dire neces-

sities of human life: Pandora teaches us to mistrust the world of

phenomena. Socrates too inspires reflection but, in contrast with

Pandora, he holds out the prospect of hidden truth. Like Pandora, he

sets us on a path towards deeper understanding by virtue of his

appearance and speech; but unlike her, he puts us back in touch

with the divine truths that we thought we had long lost.

EROTIC INTERTEXTUALITY

A text is not a text unless it hides from the first comer, from the first glance,

the law of its composition, and the rules of its game. A text remains, more-

over, forever imperceptible. Its law and its rules are not, however, harboured

in the inaccessibility of a secret; it is simply that they can never be booked, in

the present, into anything that could rigorously be called a perception.

(Derrida 1981, 63)

Hesiod’s influence on Plato is especially apparent in the Symposium.

Plato not only cites from the Theogony and refers to Hesiod in

cosmological and divine matters, but also praises him through the

words of Diotima (209cd):2

Everyone would rather have such children than human ones, and would

look up to Homer, Hesiod, and the other good poets with envy and

admiration for the offspring they have left behind—offspring, which, be-

cause they are immortal themselves, provide their parents with immortal

glory and remembrance.

Diotima commemorates Hesiod as a literary father, an admired

creator of immortal poetry. She singles out Hesiod (and Homer)

among the good poets (��ØÅ�a� ��f� IªÆŁ���) who are worshipped

like heroes. Like Hesiod’s demigods (���Ł��Ø at Works and Days 160)

who escape a nameless death in Hades (
�
ı�
�� at Works and Days

2 All translations from the Symposium are from Nehamas and Woodruff (1989).
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154), Homer and Hesiod gain immortal glory (IŁ�
Æ��
 Œº��) and

remembrance (�
��Å
).

It is in the context of Diotima’s discussion of eros and immortality

that she refers to the figure of the literary father as a model for

imitation. Homer and Hesiod were motivated by an erotic drive in

creating beautiful works of art but, as we shall see, their effect on the

reader (or listener) is also primarily erotic. Indeed, according to

Diotima, any process of giving birth, whether physical or mental,

depends on a bond between two parental figures. The lover of wis-

dom, beauty, and goodness, she says, becomes productive through

contact with a man whose soul incites and reflects the lover’s desires.

In being close to his source of inspiration the lover ‘remembers that

beauty, and in common with him he nurtures the newborn’ (209c).

That process is also apparent in the interaction between authors and

their readers; and in so far as authors are themselves readers of other

texts, it affects how we view the relationship between authors and

their literary sources. As a result of a prolonged familiarity with

other texts, the reader ‘conceives and gives birth to what he has been

carrying inside him for ages’ (209c). A text is therefore always a product

of more than one author. Diotima’s erotic approach to intertextuality

thus provides a lens through which we can investigate the Symposium’s

own literary ancestors. In this chapter, I would like to take my cue

from her and ask whether Socratic philosophical discourse too has

more than one parent. What kind of textual bonds beget the Platonic

dialogue? And how does Platonic philosophy respond to the possibility

of nurturing its ideas in common with poetry?

Diotima uses the language of love as she describes the effect of the

author on the reader: ‘Everyone would rather have such children

than human ones, and would look up to Homer, Hesiod, and the

other good poets with envy and admiration for the offspring they

have left behind’ (209d). In turning the reader into a viewer who

gazes (I���ºłÆ�) with envy and admiration at the poet, Diotima

effectively characterizes him as a lover (KæÆ����). As the lover con-

ceives and becomes an author in his own right, his infatuation with

the model might create its own problems. In the Phaedrus, for

example, Socrates alerts us to the manipulation of the passionate

lover who turns a beloved into a complete dependent (��
�Æ

I���º�ø
 �N� �e
 KæÆ���
: 239b). Alternatively, the lover himself
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might be paralyzed by the object of his desire, as happens to the

admirers of Charmides (Charmides 154c). Yet the reader of the

Symposium is not an all-powerful manipulator, nor is he simply

paralyzed by the great poets’ achievement, for he is also motivated

by a desire to emulate (ÇÅº�F
) them. Recalling Hesiod’s analysis of

the good Eris in Works and Days (esp. 23–4), Plato suggests that we

see the reader’s rivalry as an ambition to conceive better children.

Plato’s competitive relationship withHomer as a charismatic father

figure is obvious throughout his work. It is particularly pronounced

in the Republic, which culminates in the myth of Er as Plato’s attempt

to replace the famous Homeric description of the underworld (Odys-

sey Book 11). By contrast, Plato does not appear to explore his

relationship with Hesiod in that dialogue with a high degree of

intensity.3 The Symposium, however, does seem to me to do precisely

that. I am not primarily thinking here of passages, themes, or ideas

that Plato borrows from Hesiod, though these are obvious enough

and are discussed elsewhere in this volume.4 Rather, I argue that

Hesiod’s poetry is embroidered into the Symposium in a more subtle

way. In reading Plato’s Symposium with Hesiod we may hope to see

what, in the words of Derrida, ‘hides from the first glance’; and

perhaps discover some hidden threads that are important to the

Symposium’s unique textual fabric.

The way I propose to approach Plato’s reception of Hesiod, then, is

through the metaphor of giving birth in beauty. However, that

metaphor is unstable, for the bond of friendship (çØº�Æ) between

Plato and Hesiod cannot be entirely equal. In fact, Plato’s reception

of Hesiod betrays signs of tension between old and new ideas,

external and internal sources that participate in the shaping of the

Symposium. The question of what the Symposium can tell us about its

literary parents is certainly not answered merely by looking at how

Plato ‘uses’ Hesiod at the level of quotation and appropriation. But it

is not only a matter of harmonious symbiosis either. Rather, I suggest

that the Symposium allows us to see the mirror-play between the two

fathers, Plato and Hesiod, within the very fabric of the text. Herein, it

seems to me, lies the crux of their intertextual bond.

3 See, however, the contributions to this volume of Yamagata and Van Noorden,
Ch. 4 and 9 respectively.

4 Compare the discussion by Yamagata, this volume, Ch. 4.
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Birth and the origin of things are central issues in the Symposium.

From the very beginning, the dialogue presents the question of a

primary source as inherent not just to its ‘contents’, but to its very

form of writing. Who among the different narrators of the Sympo-

sium can be considered a reliable source? And what is the relation

between a historical event and accounts of that particular event?

These are questions that we are challenged to consider from the

outset. The problem of origins arises with particular clarity from

Socrates’ enigmatic relationship with his admirers, Aristodemus and

Apollodorus. It surfaces again in the attempt to identify who initiated

the discussion, and becomes relevant whenever individual speakers

discuss their respective sources. Thus, for example, Eryximachus calls

Phaedrus ‘the father of the logos’ (177d); and Socrates recalls Dioti-

ma’s teaching in order to establish her as the mother of his own erotic

knowledge (201d, 212b). In displaying a plurality of originators,

however, the Symposium does not seem particularly interested in

the rivalry between them over who owns what ideas. The dialogue

rather emphasizes the discursive contact that shapes its own textual

process. Thus, Socrates remarks ironically at the beginning of the

dialogue that it would be wonderful ‘if the foolish were filled with

wisdom simply by touching the wise’ (175d), thereby pre-empting

Diotima’s notion of erotic contact. Both Socrates at the beginning of

the dialogue and Diotima at its end capture the Symposium’s inner

structure of a community of authors whose creativity lies in the very

fact that they do not operate in isolation.

By showing us various ways in which different sources intersect

with their copies (e.g. Socrates and his followers, literary sources and

their epigones) Plato in the Symposium creates a textual fabric that

very largely depends on the transformation and absorption of multi-

ple texts. Readers of Republic Book 10 may well ask whether mimetic

art does not obstruct our access to true sources. Ought we not to

safeguard the distinction between an origin and a work of imitation?5

Yet in the Symposium, a work that displays its similarity to an

admired origin is not considered a mere copy of its appearance. On

the contrary, such a work, Diotima tells us, reflects a desire for a

5 See Republic 601c, where the imitator is said to know only the appearance of
things.
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source that is invaluable in the search for wisdom. Similarities be-

tween authors and their predecessors are therefore welcome: they

help us search for an essence that is born afresh each time a new

procreator joins the genealogy of texts. There is nothing whimsical or

superfluous about this process: the erotic force of human genealogy,

Diotima suggests, lies precisely in its capacity to preserve mortal

things beyond death (208ab):

And in that way everything mortal is preserved, not, like the divine, by

always being the same in every way, but because what is departing and aging

leaves behind something new, something such as it had been.

According to Diotima, even a radically new text is bound to its place

in the evolutionary chain of human creation, and in that sense

appears as a transformation of earlier texts, despite its originality.

THE EROTIC SUBJECT

The genealogical framework of Diotima’s theory reflects the overall

structure of the Symposium, as different speakers explore the geneal-

ogy of Eros. And it is specifically through an elaboration of this

theme that Plato resembles Hesiod most. At the most general level,

he inherits from Hesiod an interest in genealogy and the meaning it

engenders. In the Theogony, which is both a genealogy of the Greek

gods and a cosmological epic, Hesiod makes this request to the

Muses (Theogony 108–15):

Tell how in the first place gods and earth were born, and rivers and bound-

less sea seething with its swell, and the shining stars and the broad sky above,

and those who were born from them, the gods givers of good things; and

how they divided their wealth and distributed their honors, and also how

they first took possession of many-folded Olympus. These things tell me

from the beginning (K� IæåB�), Muses who have your mansions on Olympus,

and which one of them was born first (�æH��
).6

6 All translations of Hesiod are taken from Most (2006).
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At the beginning of his genealogical account, Hesiod does not so

much aim to see beyond all things, but rather to recover a picture of

the world as yet empty of things. And since he cannot avoid seeing

rivers, sea, stars, and sky, he turns to the Muses for help. Aided by

their divine knowledge, Hesiod attempts to reconstruct a lost picture

of absolute beginning (Iæå�) that is otherwise beyond our grasp. And

so we begin with four primordial beings: Chaos, Gaia, Tartarus, and

Eros. Other entities soon join them, but the four cosmic principles do

not disappear, nor do they lose their constitutive qualities. Thus,

although the world at large, the Olympian gods, and human beings

are not identical with the original four beings, they descend from

them, and inherit from them important qualities. In so far as they

never entirely shed that legacy, the four primordial beings come to be

our main source for inquiring into the meaning of the world.

For the purposes of the present chapter, the most significant of

Hesiod’s primordial forces is Eros. He is introduced last of the four,

and alone among them receives three full hexameter lines (Theogony

120–22):

And Eros, who is the most beautiful among the immortal gods, the limb-

melter—he overpowers the mind and the thoughtful counsel of all the gods

and of all human beings in their breasts.

Eros in many ways differs from the other primordial forces.7 Whereas

Chaos, Gaia, and Tartarus constitute space and matter, Eros is devoid

of their material and spatial dimensions. Moreover, his contribution

to the world is yet to come. To some extent that is also true of Gaia,

who is introduced as the ‘secure seat forever of all the immortals who

occupy the peak of snowy Olympus’ (Theogony 117–18). Yet only

Eros looks ahead to both gods and humans, and hence to the fully

formed world as it presents itself to Hesiod’s readers. That point,

I would argue, is in fact fundamental: Hesiod makes it quite clear that

if we wish to understand the nature of Eros we cannot stop at lines

120–23 of the Theogony, but need to familiarize ourselves with all the

cosmic processes through which he works his transformative power.

7 In what follows I develop a few of the themes that are central to my discussion of
Hesiod and Plato in Lev Kenaan (2008), Chs. 1 and 3.
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Among those processes two stand out for their significance in

defining the nature of Eros: the birth of Aphrodite and that of the

first woman, Pandora.8 It is these two figures above all others who

embody the power of Eros to ‘subdue’ the minds of gods (Aphrodite)

and humans (Pandora); and it is also Aphrodite and Pandora

who help to define the power of Eros in visual terms—and hence

introduce a theme that will be of crucial importance for Plato’s

engagement with Hesiod.

Hesiod first makes a connection between erotic attraction and

visual impact in his reference to the beauty of Eros. That beauty,

however, remains largely abstract, for Hesiod never gives a descrip-

tion of the god’s appearance: all he says about him is that he is ‘most

beautiful of the gods’ (Theogony 120). With the birth of Aphrodite,

visual impact becomes more obviously an aspect of the erotic,

though as yet Hesiod remains relatively restrained. He does call

Aphrodite a ‘beautiful goddess’ (Theogony 194) and her feet ‘slender’

(Theogony 195). Moreover, he describes her as ‘well-wreathed’, if we

allow line 196 to stand. However, it is with the advent of Pandora as

the first woman that visual impact truly comes to the fore.

Since the feminine, being under the divine influence of its beauti-

ful patron goddess Aphrodite, represents the visible world more

than the male does, femininity is, in fact, the prime representative

of the erotic phenomenon in the human world. And so the ultimate

stage of the process that began with the abstract force of Eros and

led to the emergence of the world of phenomena is marked in the

Theogony by the creation of the ultimate phenomenon, the first

woman.

Aphrodite is not directly responsible for Pandora’s creation in the

Theogony, though she does play a significant role in shaping her

beauty in the Works and Days.9 However, shared features suggest

that, on a semantic level at least, Pandora is a direct descendant of

Aphrodite.10 Indeed, she appears as the final link in the erotic devel-

opment of the cosmos, which started with the primordial erotic

8 See Vernant (1990).
9 Yet even in that version Pandora is, first and foremost, the result of a male

conceptualization.
10 This female line of descent is suggested by Bergren (1989).
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principle and continued with the divine Aphrodite.11 Pandora brings

the erotic genealogy to its culmination, not only in the sense that she

asserts the power of Eros in the human realm, but also in the sense

that with her the erotic is most fully associated with visual impact,

thus marking a crucial stage in the development of the phenomena.

Hesiod’s unique construct of an erotic genealogy deeply informs

the ways in which Eros is discussed in the course of the Symposium.

Plato too takes us from the divine principle of Eros in Phaedrus’

opening speech (178b) to its main human conduit and representative

in the closing speech by Alcibiades (namely Socrates). Along the way,

Diotima recapitulates the general movement of the dialogue from

primordial Eros to its human embodiment, charting a path from

the mythical son of Poros and Penia to the figure of the lover.

Diotima clearly points ahead to the human lover of wisdom when

she describes Eros as someone ‘between wisdom and ignorance’

(204a). More specifically, we recognize in her portrayal of Eros

some of Socrates’ typical features, such as his awareness that he

lacks knowledge, his love of wisdom, and his constant wavering

between ignorance and knowledge.

Indeed, it is widely recognized that the figures of Socrates and Eros

are symbolically tied together in the Symposium. Socrates is very

obviously behind Diotima’s mythic portrayal of Eros as a 	Æ��ø


(202d–203d),12 and the connection is further strengthened by Alci-

biades, who not only adopts the term 	ÆØ��
Ø�
 in addressing So-

crates, but depicts his physiognomy, personality, and philosophical

disposition in a manner that recalls crucial aspects of the figure of

Diotima’s Eros. Like Eros, Socrates is barefoot and loves wisdom and

beauty.13 Moreover, his vocation as a teacher of love is realized in his

(erotic) role as mediator between the human and the divine, the

ephemeral and the eternal. The resemblance between Socrates and

Eros is crucial for understanding the nature of the Symposium as a

11 On the relationship between Aphrodite and Pandora as disrupting the primal
harmony that reigns among men in Hesiod’s Theogony, see duBois (1992), esp. 102.
A. S. Brown (1977) shows how Pandora’s visual impact in Hesiod’s works manifests
an intentional resemblance to the figure of golden Aphrodite, as principally displayed
in Pandora’s golden diadem.

12 See Nehamas and Woodruff (1989), xxiii.
13 Symposium 203d.
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seductive text. More specifically, it goes to the heart of the relation-

ship between Plato’s Symposium and Hesiodic epic.

We have seen that Eros is key for understanding the emergence of

the world of phenomena in the Theogony. He initially appears as an

abstract primordial force, but with the maturation of the perceptible

world, erotic attraction comes to be increasingly realized through

beauty and visual impact (Aphrodite). This tendency culminates in

the appearance of Pandora as the ultimate erotic phenomenon. Now,

Plato never mentions Pandora in his dialogues, though he does

allude to her on several occasions.14 However, there is an intrinsic

connection between his writing and the Hesiodic myth of the first

woman; and much of the force of that connection depends on Plato’s

main literary persona, Socrates.

On the face of it, Socrates and Pandora may seem very different

figures indeed. How can the pursuer of truth and wisdom be related

to the archetypal figure of the femme fatale, the beautiful symptom of

a misogynist culture? Yet, we have already seen that both the Theog-

ony and the Symposium conceive of their protagonists as descendants

of Eros. In fact, the relationship between the first woman and the

Platonic ideal philosopher arguably goes beyond the Symposium. In

the Apology, for example, Plato presents Socrates as a divine gift. As

Socrates asks his judges and audience to recall what his presence

means for their city, he challenges them to consider whether he is

‘really the sort of person who would have been sent to this city as a

gift from God (	�	��ŁÆØ)’.15 Socrates suggests that he should be

viewed as a divine gift to a city that has forgotten its noble origins.

But what an odd gift he is, this annoying gadfly that harasses a large

and noble horse (Apology 30e).

The image of Socrates as a gadfly makes him into a nuisance who

harangues (�æ��Œ����
�
: 30e) a self-indulgent Athens. Although

Plato does not employ the Hesiodic term 	Hæ�
 in this context, his

formulation at 30d7, �c
 ��F Ł��F 	��Ø
, ‘god’s gift’, nevertheless

14 The Hesiodic myth is present in several Platonic dialogues. For example, I take
Philebus 59e and 61c to be direct allusions to Hesiod’s creation of Pandora in Works
and Days. Within the Symposium, the myth of Aristophanes takes up crucial elements
of the story. See Yamagata in this volume, Ch. 4.

15 Plato, Apology 31b, as translated by Tredennick in Hamilton and Cairns (1961).
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recalls the epithet of Pandora in Works and Days, 	Hæ�
 Ł�H
, ‘gift of

the gods’ (85). Both Hesiod’s Works and Days and Plato’s Apology

describe a divine gift that society would rather do without. For Plato,

condemnation of Socrates is indicative of society’s shortcomings. In

other words, Socrates as a gift is misunderstood and misused. His

hostile reception on the part of the Athenians is not unconnected to

an important ambiguity in Socrates’ character and behaviour: his

alleged care for the soul of his interlocutors often embarrasses them.

His goodness, that is, assumes the form of an annoyance. Socrates,

therefore, becomes a gift whose usefulness remains concealed from

the majority of Athenians. The city cannot understand that his

annoying behaviour is in fact the essence of his usefulness.

Returning to Hesiod, we see a number of connections with the

divine gift of Socrates in the Apology. Pandora too is an ambiguous

gift. In the Theogony, but especially in the Works and Days with its

more immediate interest in human affairs, she signifies a break from

a golden past, an ideal state in which men lived like gods. Pandora’s

gift inaugurates the present human condition, which is characterized

by scarcity of resources, disease, labour, and careful advance plan-

ning. This last point is important, for men’s new relationship with

the gods and their new position in the world also creates the need for

self-reflection. Like her Socratic successor, Pandora stimulates hu-

mankind to perceive its own being as distinct from the world and the

gods who embody it. Pandora’s enlightening force is to lead her

beholders to revise their past vision of the world and their place in it.

As I have already pointed out, the challenge that Pandora poses has

predominantly ethical implications in the Works and Days, with its

more immediate interest in the question of how we should lead our

lives. In the Theogony, it is more properly of an epistemological

nature. Her different roles within each text become clearer once we

consider at what point she appears in them. Pandora in the Works

and Days acts as a preamble to Hesiod’s ethical teachings. In the

Theogony, by contrast, she marks almost exactly the midway point of

the cosmological narrative.16 This is an interesting narrative choice,

and will turn out to be significant, though in order to appreciate its

16 See Zeitlin (1996), 73 and n. 35.
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significance we need to return to the opening section of the Theog-

ony’s cosmological narrative one more time.

We have seen that the initial state of Hesiod’s world is much

reduced: four primordial entities constitute a universe that is dark

and largely undifferentiated. As the cosmological narrative unfolds,

the world begins to look increasingly like the place we know, dotted

with rivers and mountains, the sea, a sky overhead, a sun and moon.

What Hesiod does not give us until very late is any clear outline of the

world as a whole;17 and even when he does attempt a more synthetic

description, he emphasizes the terrible and gloomy aspects of

the cosmos.18 Towards the end of the poem, and in anticipation of

the last stage of evolution, the basic building-blocks once again come

to the fore, this time in order to articulate an overall picture of the

world for which, as West remarks (1966, 363), ‘no single expression

yet existed’ (Theogony 736–9; cf. 807–10):

That is where the sources and limits of the dark earth are, and of murky

Tartarus, of the barren sea, and of the starry sky, of everything, one after

another, distressful, dank, things which even the gods hate.

While this picture arises from a description of the despicable under-

world, it is distinctive in the way it develops, seemingly for the first

time in the Theogony, a sense of cosmic unity. Yet a similar attempt to

grasp the world as a whole is already found earlier in the text, and

here I refer precisely to that moment when the first woman is

presented to the assembled gods and men.

In contrast to the physical world of the Theogony, Pandora has a

creator, and her creation has a purpose. She is, above all, the product

of Zeus’s thoughts, who is otherwise not directly responsible for

forming the universe. But being thus differentiated from the world,

Pandora is also related to it. In fact, she in many ways represents a

miniature version of the world: the creatures pictured on her diadem

populate earth and sea, and are themselves metonymic of these

cosmic realms (Theogony 581–4). Moreover, Pandora is physically

17 In contrast, for example, with Plato’s Timaeus, which derives the world’s overall
goodness from its pleasant appearance.

18 Cf. Plato, Timaeus 29a–c and 92c, where the emphasis is on the visual impact of
the world, which satisfies its beholder and maker.
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made of earth, and her head is appropriately wreathed in grass and

flowers (Theogony 571, 576). As well as being an offspring of Gaia,

the second primordial deity, we have already seen that Pandora has

strong connections with Eros, the fourth. Long before Hesiod builds

up the invisible structures of the world from its gloomy third ele-

ment, Tartarus (Theogony 713–819), he shows us a mirror image of

the visible world of appearances in a nutshell, an image that com-

bines the second element (Gaia) with the fourth (Eros). A creature of

both Earth and Eros, Pandora mediates between men and the world

in a uniquely challenging and seductive manner.

Seen as a miniature of the world, the philosophical core of Pandora

in the Theogony becomes readily apparent. Nowhere else does the

Theogony present the visible world to the reader in quite the same

way as an object of meditation and admiration. Only with the

appearance of the first woman is it possible for us to contem-

plate—and thereby see beyond—the phenomena. The episode there-

fore marks a crucial turning point in Hesiod’s cosmology. Although

the poem never outlines or even names the cosmos as a whole, the

lack of any unifying conception is, to some extent, compensated for

by the experience of gazing at Pandora whose depiction holds out the

possibility of grasping the world of appearances.

Pandora, then, is the first object to impress upon the human mind

the understanding that what it perceives is the world of phenomena.

We may recall in this context that she is introduced as a substitute for

fire (Theogony 570). Interpreters who are guided by notions of

feminine passion conceive of Pandora as a symbol of women’s un-

quenchable passion.19 Yet while fire does signify heat, its main asso-

ciation in the context of early Greek epic is with light.20 The

connection is particularly clear in the Pandora narrative of the

Theogony, where fire is introduced very much in visual terms.21

Moreover, the connection between fire and visual impact is entirely

19 Cf. Vernant (1980), 180. Vernant refers to Palladas of Alexandria, who, while
commenting on Pandora as a substitute for fire, suggests that, unlike fire which can
be quenched, the fire of women is inextinguishable.

20 In Homeric poetry, as Prier has shown (1989, 46–50), fire is associated with the
appearance of powerful objects or heroes.

21 Cf. Theogony 566, 569: �ıæe� �Åº��Œ���� ÆPª�, ‘the far-shining gleam of fire’.
Note also that Zeus ‘sees’ the fire at Theogony 569. The emphasis is slightly different in
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appropriate in this context, for one of the distinctive features of the

feminine image in early Greek culture is its radiance. Given that the

overall appearance of Hesiod’s universe as outlined at Theogony 713–

819 is murky and dark, the female form provides a moment of

illumination, a source of enlightenment. Pandora quite literally

pours forth streams of light that are derived from her finery and

divinely bestowed charm.22 And since her figure gives off light, the

gods and men nearby not only behold her, but also see the world by

her. Gazing at Pandora is erotic not just in the trivial sense that she is

sexually seductive, but also in the more profound, Platonic, sense

that she challenges us to enquire into the enigmatic nature of things.

The starting point for any such enquiry is the response that

Pandora elicits: her radiant appearance is, as the Theogony tells us

more than once, ‘a wonder to behold’ (ŁÆF�Æ N	�ŁÆØ).23 Pandora as a

source of wonder recalls the place assigned to wonder in Platonic

philosophy. ‘This sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher,’

Socrates explains to the young Theaetetus: ‘philosophy indeed has no

other origin.’24 In making the point, Socrates invokes the authority of

Hesiod: ‘and he was a good genealogist who made Iris the daughter

of Thaumas.’25 At one level, the reference to Hesiod merely reflects

Plato’s appreciation of Hesiodic cosmology, which reveals hidden

meanings through its family ties. Yet it also places the starting

point of philosophy squarely in the realm of visible phenomena.

The rainbow not only strikes the eye with its beauty, but calls for

an explanation as well. And even when an explanation is at hand, and

we understand how the rainbow is created, there remains a sense of

Works and Days, but Hesiod’s insistence on ‘hiding’ once again suggests that fire is
primarily thought of in visual terms.

22 See Prier (1989), 83, stating this in reference to the visible force of charis that is
recurrent in Homeric poetry: ‘The gods, in fact, are expert at surrounding the human
being with the necessary “grace” to induce sight-wonder.’ For examples in Homer see
Prier (1989), 83–4.

23 Theogony 575, 581; cf. 584, 598.
24 Plato, Theaetetus 155d, as translated by Cornford in Hamilton and Cairns

(1961). Aristotle famously took up the idea: Aristotle, Metaphysics 982b11–12.
25 Plato, Theaetetus 155d, referring most probably to Hesiod, Theogony 265–6.

Homer never mentions Iris’ parentage, although at Iliad 11.201 she refers to Zeus as
‘our father’.
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wonder at the appearance of a world whose mystery cannot ulti-

mately be reduced to our (human) understanding.26

The fact that Pandora shocks and dazzles is not, therefore, in itself

an indication of her destructiveness. Rather, her appearance also

sharpens our minds. That aspect of her existence is particularly

prominent in the Works and Days, where Pandora becomes an

object-lesson in Iron-Age thinking: we must develop insight into

the hidden nature of things or else suffer dire consequences. But

even in the Works and Days, with its fairly transparent moral mes-

sage, there is no sense that we could ever hope to solve the riddle that

Pandora represents. In that respect, Pandora and Socrates affect their

viewers in a fundamentally similar way: both the beautiful woman

and the ugly philosopher strike others with a sense of wonder that

they cannot fully overcome, because it is based on an unresolved

tension between exteriority and interiority, what is traditionally

called appearance and essence.

This brings me finally back to the Symposium. In the Symposium,

the connections between eros, wonder, and philosophical enquiry

become most fully apparent when Alcibiades contemplates his tea-

cher Socrates. As Alcibiades enters Agathon’s house he is at first

unaware of Socrates’ presence. He is drunk and wears a beautiful

wreath made of fresh flowers and ribbons with which, he announces,

he will crown the head of the most intelligent and best-looking man

(212e). He naturally turns to the handsome Agathon, the acclaimed

winner of the festival. But then he suddenly notices Socrates and cries

out (213bc):

Good lord, what’s going on here? It’s Socrates! You’ve trapped me again

(Kºº�åH
 Æs �� K
�ÆFŁÆ ŒÆ�Œ�Ø��)! You always do this to me—all of a

sudden you’ll turn up out of nowhere where I least expect you!

Caught by surprise, Alcibiades once again experiences the erotic

effect of Socrates and accuses him of playing the old game of hunting

26 Pandora’s splendour refers the spectator to another sēma, the stone established
by Zeus as a memorial in Delphi. This stone originally served as a substitute for baby
Zeus, when Kronos wanted to swallow him. Once vomited up from Kronos’ intes-
tines, it was granted the glorious appearance of a thauma by Zeus (Theogony 500). In
a similar way, Pandora’s illuminating power resides in her capacity to elucidate
meanings buried deep within cosmic beginnings.
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him.27 It is an old game, and Socrates is an old acquaintance. Yet

Alcibiades is still shocked when he sees him, so much so that he strips

Agathon’s head of the ribbons he has bestowed on him and places

them instead on Socrates, proclaiming his to be the most wonderful

of heads, ŁÆı�Æ��c Œ�çÆº� (213e).28 In so doing, he not only pro-

nounces Socrates to be the cleverest man on earth, but unexpectedly

declares him the most beautiful of men too, Œ�ººØ���� (212e).

Alcibiades’ response to the sight of Socrates is surprising. Far from

ignoring his ugly appearance, Alcibiades cheerfully declares Socrates

beautiful and assigns to him a strong erotic appeal. It is of course not

easy to take this judgement at face value, especially when we recall

that Alcibiades himself also describes this ‘most beautiful’ man as an

ugly and grotesque Silenus or Satyr (215b, 221d). How, we may ask,

is it possible that Socrates’ appearance stupefies his beholders in a

manner so similar to the effect of Pandora? For ugliness in itself has

no appeal, even if it belongs to a brilliant mind.29 Plato says as much

when he introduces the figure of Theaetetus, the bright and young,

but ugly, thinker. Theaetetus is described to Socrates by his teacher,

Theodorus, in the following manner (Theaetetus 143e–144a):30

Yes, Socrates, I have met with a youth of this city who certainly deserves

mention, and you will find it worthwhile to hear me describe him. If he were

handsome, I should be afraid to use strong terms, lest I should be suspected

of being in love with him. However, he is not handsome, but—forgive my

saying so—he resembles you in being snub-nosed and having prominent

eyes, though these features are less marked in him. So I can speak without

fear. I assure you that, among all the young men I have met with—and I have

had to do with a good many—I have never found such admirable gifts. The

combination of a rare quickness of intelligence with exceptional gentleness,

and of an incomparably virile spirit with both, is a thing that I should hardly

have believed could exist.

27 See the opening of the Protagoras (309a), where Socrates is described as hunting
after the beauty of Alcibiades. On the hunting metaphor in Plato, see Nussbaum
(1986), 92.

28 Alcibiades addresses Socrates as a wonderful man in 219c and refers to his
wonderful interiority in 217a.

29 On the history of Socrates’ portrait see Zanker (1995), 32–9.
30 The translation is by Macdonald in Hamilton and Cairns (1961).

172 Vered Lev Kenaan



Theaetetus is physically unattractive, though thanks to his intelli-

gence he does make a positive impression. His patron Theodorus

commends him to Socrates with great enthusiasm. He is aware that

his passionate description of the young man may suggest a merely

sexual interest, but he also knows that there is no real scope for

misunderstanding: nobody will suspect Theodorus of being physi-

cally attracted to the boy because he is so ugly. Now Theodorus goes

out of his way to point out how similar Theaetetus is to Socrates. Yet

the physical idiosyncrasies that they share do not make Theaetetus

another Socrates.31 So the question remains how Socrates’ ugliness

can be considered beautiful. What is the secret of his erotic charm in

the Symposium?

In order to understand better Socrates’ allure let us consider

briefly the manner in which he beholds others. In the Charmides,

Socrates expresses his interest in those young men distinguished

for their wisdom (��ç�Æ) or beauty (Œ�ºº��) or both (Charmides

153d). When Socrates catches a glimpse of Charmides he captures his

beauty by calling it ‘wonderful’ (ŁÆı�Æ����). The tantalizing effect of

his appearance turns Charmides’ beholders into lovers. Their desire,

Socrates explains, does not only mean that they see Charmides as a

beautiful sculpture (¼ªÆº�Æ):32 it also stupefies their mind as they

become smitten and confused by his appearance (154cd). Socrates’

response is no less erotic but differs from that of other spectators in

that he searches for the invisible essence of Charmides’ beauty.

Looking at Charmides involves for Socrates an urge to discover

what his beautiful body hides, his soul (łıå�: 154e).

With that in mind, let us look again at Socrates through the eyes of

Alcibiades. Alcibides’ gaze in the Symposium turns Socrates into a

Pandora figure, that is to say, somebody whose exterior challenges us

to search for a hidden interior. As he beholds Socrates, he undergoes

a visual experience similar to that of the men in Hesiod as they gaze

at Pandora (215b):

31 Ruby Blondell discusses the likeness between Socrates and Theaetetus in Blon-
dell (2002), 260–313.

32 For the objectification of Charmides as the beloved, see Steiner (1996), 91.
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Look at him! Isn’t he just like a statue of Silenus? You know the kind of

statue I mean; you’ll find them in any shop in town. It’s a Silenus sitting, his

flute or his pipes in his hands, and it’s hollow. It’s split down the middle, and

inside it’s full of tiny statues of the gods.

As human embodiments of Eros, Pandora and Socrates share a

similar structure: their form of selfhood rests on a thoroughgoing

tension between appearance and being. Both Pandora and Socrates

challenge their beholders to grapple with their enigmatic being and

to look for ‘truth’ behind their appearances. If beauty is the touch of

transcendence in the phenomenal, if it is a form of visibility that

carries within itself a promise of the invisible, then we might say that

Pandora and Socrates are each, in their own way, beautiful.

Of course there are also differences. Granted, the hidden interiors

of Pandora in Hesiod and of Socrates in Plato’s Symposium both

direct the beholder to go in search of an inner truth. However, in

Hesiod, both the circumstances and the outcome of that search are

unhappy: god-given beauty leads us towards the discovery of decep-

tion, human misery, and ugliness. In this respect, Plato liberates the

Hesiodic image of Pandora from its stigma, sublimating the anxiety

associated with her as an image of hiddenness and turning the

ultimate symbol of disillusionment and suspicion into an invitation

to engage in a passionate search for truth and beauty. To say that

Plato ‘reworks’ the Hesiodic image hardly does justice to what is at

issue here: rather, if what I have argued is right then Alcibiades’

portrayal of Socrates in the Symposium—and Socrates’ own oblique

relationship with Pandora in the Theogony and Works and Days—

should be seen as a prime example of erotic intertextuality of the

kind that Socrates himself develops only moments before, when

reporting the speech of Diotima.

CONCLUSION

I have argued that Plato in the Symposium, as well as quoting and

reworking Hesiodic passages and themes, develops a much more

ambitious model of intertextuality as erotic genealogy. Within this
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model of how authors and texts relate to one another, Hesiod plays a

crucial role, not least, as I hope to have shown, as a source of

inspiration for Plato’s portrayal of Socrates. Like so many others

before him, Plato must have marvelled at the Hesiodic Pandora;

but unlike most others, who could see in her little more than the

source and symbol of human disillusionment, Plato was able to turn

the marvel into a truly erotic event of philosophical inspiration,

resulting in the character of Socrates as portrayed in the Symposium.

The legacy of Pandora, however, extends beyond the creation of

the Socratic persona. Indeed, it becomes symptomatic of the Sympo-

sium’s very character as a text, for it is not only Socrates’ physical

appearance that points beyond itself. His utterances too are based on

a tension between concealment and disclosure (222a). As Alcibiades

tells us, one needs ‘to go beyond the surface’ in order to understand

Socrates’ words. Once more, we see Plato comment obliquely on the

character of his own writing: the Symposium, like Pandora and like

Socrates, is a phenomenon whose visible surfaces reflect a residue of

what remains hidden, calling upon the reader to engage in the end-

less pursuit of meaning.
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9

‘Hesiod’s races and your own’: Socrates’

‘Hesiodic’ project1

Helen Van Noorden

9.1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter approaches the question of Hesiod’s importance

for Plato by reassessing the use of ‘Hesiod’s races’ in the Republic.

Critical evaluations of the ways in which Platonic philosophia itself

‘invokes, confronts and absorbs poetic texts’ (Halliwell 2000, 95)

have often begun from the discussion of mimēsis in Republic

Book 10, in which Socrates2 seems to have nothing to say about

Hesiod that distinguishes him from Homer, ‘leader and teacher of

the tragedians’ (e.g. 595c1–3).3 By focusing on a different section

of Socrates’ dialogue with Glaucon and Adeimantus, however,

this chapter aims to show why it is insufficient merely to bracket

Hesiod with Homer in his importance for Plato’s construction of

‘philosophical’ discourse.4

1 I would like to recordmy thanks to Clare College, to the editors and to those who
responded to my thoughts on Plato and Hesiod before, during, or after the Durham
conference; in particular George Boys-Stones, Robert Fowler, Richard Hunter, Hugo
Koning, Alex Long, Malcolm Schofield, and David Sedley, for their illuminating
comments.

2 All references to ‘Socrates’ are to Plato’s ‘Socrates’.
3 Cf. e.g. Murray (1996), Burnyeat (1999).
4 For further discussion of this issue see Yamagata and Koning, this volume, Ch. 4

and 5 respectively.



Socrates in the Republic is set the challenge of proving the value of

justice, but without mentioning its material rewards, unlike Hesiod,

Homer, and other poets (363b ff.). Yet, as I shall argue in section

9.2, Hesiod’s poetry in particular is recalled when his narrative of

successive metallic ‘races/eras’ (ª
Å: Works and Days 106–201)

is appropriated for Socrates’ ‘noble lie’. The connection is acknowl-

edged in Republic Book 8, in the Muses’ enigmatic discourse on

the inevitable decline of Callipolis. Continuing their narrative

in political terms, Socrates’ analysis of the ‘faulty’ constitutions,

maligned by readers since Aristotle,5 has rarely been considered in

relation to Republic Book 3.6

Renewed attention to the framing and emphases of the two pas-

sages (section 9.3 below) reveals how echoes of ‘Hesiod’s races’,

particularly of the heroic and ‘iron’ genē, appropriate for the Republic

the urgency of the wider ethical exhortation in theWorks and Days. I

go on to argue (section 9.4) that Socrates redirects towards Glaucon

and Adeimantus the combination of explanation and warning, in

Hesiod’s silver race, by which personal choice is linked to just or

unjust societies. Further (section 9.5), such ‘readings’ of the Hesiodic

context in Republic Books 8–10 arguably appropriate Hesiod as a

forerunner to Socrates’ own multifaceted argument for justice.

In this, Socrates’ ‘Hesiodic’ pretensions may appear to resemble

those of the sophists, but, as section 9.6 emphasizes, the framing

use of inscrutable Muses to explain the initial decline from

Callipolis connects the Works and Days with the poetic voice in the

Theogony, interpreted as knowingly fallible. In conclusion, I suggest

that Plato’s use of the races in the Republic exploits Hesiod’s

conscious re-articulation of the way things are as a starting point

for the repetition and variation characterizing Socrates’ ‘philosophi-

cal’ redefinition of the route to virtue.

5 Cf. Politics 1316a1–b2; Annas (1981), 294 ff. judges Republic Books 8–9 ‘both
confusing and confused’.

6 One exception is Schofield (2009), 108–9. Solmsen (1962), 182 claims that
Republic Book 8 adds no new elements of meaning, and that the temporal presenta-
tion of Hesiod’s metallic myth ‘could not serve Plato’s purpose’.
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9.2. SOCRATES’ CASE FOR JUSTICE:

A ‘HESIODIC’ PROJECT?

The basic task that aligns Socrates in the Republic with the speaker of

Hesiod’s Works and Days is that of persuading certain individuals,

who are inclining towards injustice, to choose to be just. However

one reconstructs the situation behind the Works and Days (Most

2006, xliv–xlv), it is clear that the speaker (‘Hesiod’) is concerned

to warn his brother Perses away from ‘gift-eating’ kings who, if they

are not actively abusing their status, at least ‘do not know how much

more the half is than the whole’ (Works and Days 40). The discourse

on justice is applied also to the kings. Compare the danger that

motivates Socrates in the Republic: Glaucon and Adeimantus in

Republic Book 2 demand to know why they should not aim merely

for the appearance of justice, and practise injustice in secret (367c2).

In response to this challenge, Socrates proposes to work from the

larger image to the smaller, and embarks on the theoretical founda-

tion of a city (369a1) in order to see where justice and injustice come

to be in it. Having outlined the just city and its counterpart, the man

in whose soul every part does its own work (443b), he then has to

pause to defend controversial aspects of his vision (the common

possession of wives and children). Not until Republic Book 8 does

the framing project come back into view; Socrates explicitly aims to

identify and contrast the most just and the most unjust constitutions

to determine which corresponding individual would be happier

(544a6–7), in order to know whether to practice injustice or justice

(545b1–2).

As an argumentative strategy with which to urge a moral choice

for individuals, images of utopian and dystopian cities appear first in

the Works and Days (225–37 and 238–47) pointedly juxtaposed

(Works and Days 225–7, 232–4, and 238–42):7

Those who give straight judgments to foreigners

and fellow-citizens and do not turn aside from justice at all,

their city (��ºØ�) blooms and the people in it flower . . .

7 All translations of Hesiod are from Most (2006).
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For these the earth bears the means of life in abundance, and on the

mountains the oak tree bears acorns on its surface, and bees

in its center;

their woolly sheep are weighed down by their fleeces . . .
But to those who care only for evil outrageousness (o�æØ�)

and cruel deeds,

far-seeing Zeus, Cronus’ son, marks out justice [i.e. penalty].

Often even a whole city (��ºØ�) suffers because of an evil man

who sins and devises wicked deeds. Upon them,

Cronus’ son brings forth woe from the sky . . .

Within Hesiod’s poem, these images function as part of a cumulative

case for the good life (A. S. Brown 1998, 389–90). It is in the ‘myth of

the races’ that the contrast between justice and hybris begins, there-

after developed through allegory, personification, images of cities,

and then warnings addressed to kings. If Plato’s text can be shown to

prompt comparisons between Socrates’ project and this didactic

context in Hesiod, Socrates’ city–soul analogy emerges as, in part, a

radical transformation of Hesiod’s application of such a mixture of

images to his audiences. To establish the legitimacy of this view is the

final goal of the present chapter: in this section, it is argued that

within the Republic, the prompt to keep in mind the argumentative

course of Hesiod’s text is found in appropriations of ‘Hesiod’s races’.

It is of course important that it is precisely for the presentation of

justice in theWorks and Days that Hesiod is initially mentioned in the

Republic. Adeimantus adduces part of Hesiod’s presentation of the

just city (233–4) to show that it connects justice with material

prosperity (363a8 ff.). What is now required from Socrates is an

entirely different basis for advocating justice. The Works and Days

is first in focus, then, as an argument with which Socrates’ own

procedure is to be compared.

The context of this reference, however, means that in itself it will

not guide Plato’s readers back to Hesiod in particular. Adeimantus

cites his argument for justice only alongside something ‘similar’

(�ÆæÆ�º��ØÆ) in Homer (Odyssey 19.109 ff. on the good king, cited

at 363b5 ff.).8 If Homer’s poetry too can thus be classified as an

‘argument for justice’, the mere citation of Hesiod by Adeimantus

8 Cf. Erler (1987) on ancient responses to the ‘good king’ motif.
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does not in itself indicate that Plato, through Socrates, is about to

engage seriously with an argumentative method recognized as speci-

fically ‘Hesiodic’.9

True, Socrates himself cites from the Works and Days with ap-

proval (466b); he asserts, against Adeimantus, that a good guardian

will understand ‘that Hesiod was really wise in saying that the half is

worth more than the whole’ (Works and Days 40). Plato may well

expect his readers to recall that in the Works and Days, this advice

was addressed to rulers who were disregarding justice (Halliwell 1993

ad loc.). Given broader Greek traditions of gnomic wisdom, however,

claims for significant connections between the Republic and the

Works and Days must be based on echoes of Hesiod that distinguish

him from the ‘noisy throng of books by Musaeus and Orpheus’

(364e3 ff.) and from more recent predecessors for Plato’s thoughts

about civic justice, such as Solon10 or Aeschylus, or (to an extent) any

discussion of monarchy and justice after the Works and Days and

Theogony.11

One series of allusions to Hesiod does achieve this distinction—

Socrates’ references to Hesiod’s narrative of races (Works and Days

106–201). This particular representation of human history is not in

Homer, nor in what is extant of Solon, Aesop, or Aeschylus. In the

Works and Days, as an ‘alternative’ ("��æ�
 º�ª�
: Works and Days

106) to the narrative of Prometheus and Pandora, the speaker pre-

sents gold, silver, bronze, heroic, and iron genē as a chronological but

discontinuous sequence. In the Republic, the metallic genē reappear

as contemporaneous human races in Socrates’ notorious ‘noble lie’

for Callipolis (414b–415c), which states that the citizens were born

from the earth with gold, silver, and bronze or iron in their souls, and

should accordingly be kept in three distinct classes; the rulers of each

generation must guard the composition of each class, since an oracle

has stated that the city will be ruined if it has an iron or bronze

guardian. The relevance of this ‘noble lie’ of natural hierarchy to the

9 But cf. O’Connor (2007) on how the Republic fuses references to the Odyssey
with Hesiodic themes.

10 Cf. Irwin (2005a), 163: Solon’s focus on Works and Days 213–326 fashions ‘a
certain image of Hesiod’.

11 Cf. Theogony 89 ff.
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project of portraying Callipolis is forcefully signalled by the fact that

the metallic men of the myth are transferred directly into the poten-

tially ideally just community: ‘Let’s arm these earthborn men and

bring them forth, led by their rulers’ (415d5–6).12

In itself, however, Socrates’ initial combination of myths, billed

as ‘something Phoenician’ (414c4),13 does not yet proclaim his use

of Hesiod’s narrative (rather than oriental metallic sequences or

other archaic tri-functional schemes)14 as the basis for the sketch of

Callipolis. Its Hesiodic inspiration is indirectly acknowledged by

Republic 468e5–469a3, where Socrates derives a post-mortem title

for all outstanding ‘guardians’ in Callipolis from Hesiod’s statement

that the golden race after death became daimones, ‘guardians’

(ç�ºÆŒ��) of current mortals (Works and Days 122–3; cf. 252–3).15

At the time, however, this is perhaps more readily seen within tradi-

tions of debate about Hesiod’s daimones;16 its full significance for

the Republic (especially given the similarly synchronic reinterpreta-

tion of these lines at Cratylus 397e5–398b7) does not emerge until

Hesiod is still more explicitly credited with the metallic myth, as the

framing project recommences in Book 8.

Here, Socrates presents a warning from ‘the Muses’ that Callipo-

lis will decline through civil strife when the metallic classes mix.

According to the Muses, this will happen after the rulers, through

ignorance of the ‘geometric number’ which identifies the cycle of

human fertility, will engineer marriages in the citizen population at

the wrong time. Their descendants, born at unpropitious times,

will begin to neglect the Muses, and, as rulers, will fail to test �a

‘H�Ø�	�ı �� ŒÆd �a �Ææ’ ��E
 ª
Å (547a1: literally, ‘the races of

Hesiod, which are also those among you [citizens]’). The consequent

12 Ophir (1991), 75 notes the ‘impossible infusion of a myth told in the city with a
myth told about it’.

13 On this label, cf. Schofield (2006), 284.
14 Hence Hartman (1988), demonstrating the ‘Hesiodic roots’ of the classes in

Callipolis without reference beyond Republic Book 4, recalls the races myth only
through Vernant (1960) and Nagy (1979).

15 West (1978), 181–2 offers reasons why Plato’s memory of the text differs from
our MSS. On Hesiod and Plato’s ‘guardians’, cf. e.g. Solmsen (1962); Fago (1991),
230.

16 Cf. Heraclitus 22 B63 and 119 DK with Guthrie (1962–81), i. 483. On the
Dämonisierungstopos, present also in Laws Book 4, cf. Gatz (1967), 56–7.
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stasis (547a1–6) will result in a compromise between the money-

making, property-owning impulses of the iron / bronze types, and

the impulses of those ‘rich in their souls’ towards virtue (547b2 ff.).

Socrates takes over the account with his question at 547c6–7,

rephrasing the Muses’ description in political terms: ‘Then, isn’t

this constitution a sort of midpoint between aristocracy and oligar-

chy?’ Applying the city–soul analogy, he sketches out four ‘diseased’

constitutions—timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny—as

hypothetical stages in a continuous decline.

By emphasizing that the preservation of Callipolis depends on

‘testing’ the metallic races, the Muses reaffirm the centrality of the

‘noble lie’ in Socrates’ project to sketch the extremes of justice and

injustice. Plato’s reason for connecting the races back to Hesiod at

this juncture, however, is not immediately obvious. The next section

begins to address the question of what is gained by raising Hesiod’s

profile in Republic Book 8.

9.3. AN URGENT CHOICE

I shall first argue that Socrates’ account of constitutional decline

appropriates for the Republic the urgency of choosing justice that

underlies Hesiod’s address to Perses and the Kings. In view of So-

crates’ stated goal of identifying and comparing the extremes of

justice and injustice in cities and men, his detailed analysis of the

intermediate constitutions has been termed ‘needless complexity’

(Pappas 1995, 165). Leo Strauss, however, observed and briefly

puzzled over the fact that when Socrates rephrases the Muses’ ac-

count of decline in political terms, his sketch of constitutional

decline recalls Hesiod’s temporal sequence of gold, silver, bronze,

heroic, and iron races (Strauss 1964, 130–32).17 In retrospect, the

17 Compare too Socrates’ retrospective view of this sequence (‘excessive action in
one direction usually sets up a reaction in the opposite direction’, Republic 563e9–10)
with J. S. Clay (2003), Ch. 4 on Hesiod’s genē as consequences of divine trial and error
in creating the ideal human race.
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re-introduction of Hesiod’s name just beforehand does seem to

invite comparison (Callataÿ 2005, 186 n. 28).18

For Strauss, the main point of interest in such a parallel is that the

‘odd one out’ in each five-part series is the fourth stage, the heroes and

the democracy respectively, each of which apparently interrupts a

sequence of increasing degeneration. After the ‘sick body’ of oligarchy

(556e4), Socrates introduces democracy as ‘perhaps the most beautiful

of the constitutions’ (557c4) with its emphasis on freedom and plea-

sure. So in Hesiod, the generation of heroes is ‘more just and better’

(Works and Days 158: 	ØŒÆØ���æ�
 ŒÆd ¼æ�Ø�
) than their predecessors,

the hyper-aggressive men of bronze, and while the bronze race descend

to Hades and become ‘nameless’, some heroes, at least, obtain a care-

free afterlife on the Blessed Isles. The variety within this, the only non-

metallic race in Hesiod’s sequence (cf. Most 1997, 117–18 on their

different fates), also seems significant for Socrates’ vision of democracy

not as a coherent constitution but rather as a ‘supermarket of con-

stitutions’ (557d6: �Æ
����ºØ�
 . . . ��ºØ��ØH
). Strauss concluded

from this that democracy is the only constitution other than Callipolis

in which philosophers could survive undisturbed. Bringing in circum-

stantial evidence from other dialogues, he and his followers suggest

that the main point to draw from a parallel with Hesiod’s races

narrative is that Plato was not as anti-democratic as has been thought

(Strauss 1964, 131; Hanasz 1997–8).

As an analysis of Hesiod’s role in Republic Book 8, this purely

political conclusion is unsatisfactory for two reasons. First, apart

from the fact that we cannot detect anything reliable about Plato’s

own political views from the poetic allusions in his dialogues, such an

assessment of what Plato took from Hesiod does not illuminate the

particular pattern of references to Hesiod’s races in this dialogue. The

foregoing reference to ‘Hesiod’s races and those among you’ recalls the

present context, Socrates’ argument for Glaucon and Adeimantus,

which should guide interpretations of Socrates’ vignettes. Given

Socrates’ selective applications of ‘Hesiod’s races’ in his ‘noble lie’,

18 E.g. Hanasz (1997–8), 40 notes that in Socrates’ vision, oligarchy, in which rich
and poor communities coexist, collapses in mutual destruction, like Hesiod’s bronze
race.
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there is no reason to assume that the Muses’ expression sets up

nothing more and nothing less than one-to-one correspondences

between the sequences. Indeed, such an assumption obscures aspects

of Socrates’ presentation and their potential as clues to the use of

Hesiod’s narrative in the service of Socrates’ argument.

This can be seen from a second objection to Strauss, namely that

his emphasis is misleading. For a parallel with the heroic afterlife as

depicted by Hesiod can indeed be identified in Plato’s text, but it is

one that depends for the most part on a rather sinister irony,19

comparable to that with which Socrates will speak about the ‘happy

and blessed’ tyrant. In democracy, a criminal condemned to death or

exile walks around the city ‘like a hero’ (558a8: u���æ læø�)

although meant to be, like Hesiod’s heroes, dead or removed from

men (cf. Works and Days 167). Only ‘women and children’ judge

democracy the ‘finest and most beautiful’ of the constitutions, as

they would a multicoloured cloak (Republic 557c5–9). Its pleasure is

‘divine’ but temporary (558a1–2: Ł������Æ ŒÆd �	�EÆ . . . 	ØÆªøªc K

�fiH �ÆæÆı��ŒÆ). In Socrates’ description, far from conveying approval

of democracy, evocations of the heroic afterlife according to Hesiod

work to heighten the discomfort.

On closer examination, the discomfort is reinforced by other details

that recall, not the heroes, but Hesiod’s vision of the ‘iron’ future.

According toHesiod, the arrival of humanity’s final stagewill bemarked

by the birth of grey-haired babies; family harmony will be lost and its

traditional hierarchy disregarded (Works and Days 180–82, 185):

Z�f� 	’ Oº��Ø ŒÆd ��F�� ª
�� ��æ��ø
 I
Łæ��ø
,
�s�’ i
 ª�Ø
���
�Ø ��ºØ�Œæ��Æç�Ø ��ºŁø�Ø
.

�P	b �Æ�cæ �Æ�	���Ø
 ›���Ø�� �P	 �Ø �ÆE	�� . . .
ÆrłÆ 	b ªÅæ��Œ�
�Æ� I�Ø����ı�Ø ��ŒBÆ� . . .

But Zeus will destroy this race of speech-endowed human beings too,

when at their birth the hair on their temples will be quite gray.

Father will not be like-minded with sons, nor sons at all . . .
They will dishonour their aging parents at once . . .

19 Pace Hanasz (1997–8), 41: ‘His presentation is full of irony, sarcasm, and
grotesquerie but does not seem to be very hostile.’
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This finds an echo in Socrates’ image of the tyrant as parricide,

and ‘harsh nurse to old age’ (569b7–8: åÆº��e
 ªÅæ��æ�ç�
). Com-

pare too, however, the description of how, as democracy increases to

extremes of freedom, artificial attempts at ‘likeness’ indicate that the

hierarchy of old and young is suspended or reversed (Republic 8,

562e6–563a1 and 563a7–b3, trans. Grube and Reeve):

A father accustoms himself to behave like (‹��Ø�
) a child and fear his sons,

while the son behaves like a father, feeling neither shame nor fear in front of

his parents (���� ÆN�å�
��ŁÆØ ���� 	�	Ø
ÆØ ��f� ª�
Æ�), in order to be

free . . .And, in general, the young imitate their elders and compete with

them in word and deed, while the old stoop to the level of the young (�ƒ 	b

ªæ�
��� �ıªŒÆŁØ
��� ��E� 
�Ø�) and are full of play and pleasantry, imitat-

ing the young for fear of appearing disagreeable and authoritarian.

In so far as this description recalls or even rationalizes the ‘grey-

haired babies’ who announce the nadir in Hesiod’s vision, the pro-

portions of Socrates’ sequence call attention to the fact that

in Hesiod’s account, the vision of the ‘iron’ future receives

almost twice as much space as any of the past races. In the Works

and Days, this ratio functions as a rhetorical strategy, marking

the speaker’s response to the immediate threat of unjust behaviour

from Perses and the Kings.20 With this in mind, the shape

and content of Socrates’ sketch of decline makes sense as a

response to the analogous pressure from Glaucon and Adeimantus

in Republic Book 2. His extended descriptions of both tyranny and

democracy,21 partially intertwined,22 accelerate the sense of decline

by implying that democracy is to be viewed as part of the long final

deterioration.

The precise aim of such ‘colouring’ may be inferred from

closer analysis of Socrates’ account. Without claiming that ‘Hesiodic’

20 Indeed, Querbach (1985) argues that Hesiod added the iron race to a pre-
existing narrative of four races in order to emphasize the devastating effects of hybris.

21 Tyranny extends over fifteen Stephanus pages (565c–576b), and democracy over
thirteen (557a–565c); the preceding stages of decline from Callipolis number ca.
fifteen pages in total.

22 Having announced the topic of tyranny, Socrates elaborates on democracy
(562a10–11, 564a10–b1).
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overtones prevail overmore recent associations,23 it seems that recollec-

tion of a context inHesiod illuminates the function of at least one detail

in the current rhetorical project: the sudden appearance of the term

hybris in the democratic constitution functions as a ‘Hesiodic’ reminder

of the urgency of making an ethical choice. In Socrates’ vision of the

democratic soul, positive and negative qualities are starkly re-valued

and re-named (from Republic 8, 560d–561a, trans. Grube and Reeve):

Won’t they call reverence foolishness and moderation cowardice, abusing

them and casting them out beyond the frontiers . . . ? Having thus emptied

and purged these from the soul of the one they’ve possessed . . . they proceed
to return insolence (o�æØ
), anarchy, extravagance, and shamelessness from

exile . . .They praise the returning exiles and give them fine names, calling

insolence good breeding, anarchy freedom, extravagance magnificence, and

shamelessness courage.

Hybris stands out here, since the noun occurs in the Republic only at

400b2, 403a2, and in the description of the democratic constitution

(again at 572c7). Its repeated presence is all the more striking given

the context of inverted values, which recalls the redirection of praise

and blame in the era that Hesiod presents as the final stage of

humankind (Works and Days 190–92):

�P	 �Ø� �P�æŒ�ı å�æØ� �����ÆØ �P	b 	ØŒÆ��ı

�P	’ IªÆŁ�F, �Aºº�
 	b ŒÆŒH
 Þ�Œ�BæÆ ŒÆd o�æØ


I
æÆ �Ø����ı�Ø . . .

Nor will there be any grace for the man who keeps his oath,

nor for the just man

or the good one, but they will give more honor to the doer of evil

and the outrage man.

In the Works and Days, this is a key stage in Hesiod’s argument, for

the exhortation to justice is developed in parallel with an injunction

to avoid hybris. The word appeared first in Hesiod’s account of the

silver race (Works and Days 134: as adults, they could not keep

themselves from mutual hybris) and was a defining feature of

the bronze race (146: they cared only for acts of war and hybris).

23 Cf. e.g. Roscalla (2005), 398–413 on the ‘drone’ featuring in the worst three
constitutions.
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Following the account of how hybris supplants dikē in the worst era

of iron, these terms become the two poles of the present choice laid

before Perses and the Kings.24 Personifications ofHybris and Dikē are

envisaged as running a race (213 ff.), before details from the golden

and heroic races are resituated in the images of the just (	ØŒÆ��ı) city,

and aspects of the silver, bronze, and iron races are recalled by the

fortunes of ‘those who care only for evil outrageousness (o�æØ� ��

��Åº� ŒÆŒ�) and cruel deeds’ (238). In the context of the city–soul

analogy, therefore, hybris is arguably recalled as a ‘Hesiodic’ term

(Hanasz 1997–8, 44), whose effect is to draw attention to Socrates’

sketch of decline as, like the ‘myth of the races’ in the Works and

Days, a story that sets up a stark ethical choice for its audiences.

It is important to emphasize that Socrates’ use of the term hybris

works to stress the urgencyofmaking the right choice, notmerely a sense

of impending doom. In Hesiod, hybris is a feature of every post-golden

genos except the fourth, ‘more just and better’ race. It seems no accident

that immediately after re-introducing the term hybris, Socrates repeats

the possibility of halting one’s personal decline (561a), raised first at

560a. These ‘notes’ of despair and hope reinforce in Socrates’ portrait of

democracy the provocativemixture ofmotifs fromHesiod’s generations

of heroes and iron, described above. Socrates thereby harnesses for his

address to Glaucon and Adeimantus one implication of the sharp

contrast between the heroes and the iron generations in Hesiod’s five-

stage narrative: his listeners today have a choice to go down either path.

Moreover, Hesiod’s races are picked up arguably with an eye to the

social status of Socrates’ current audience. The opposition of hybris

to ‘good breeding’ (�P�ÆØ	�ı��Æ
: 560e5) not only supports argu-

ments that hybris was in classical Athens typically an activity of the

top classes and also a vice of the young,25 but in this context brings

the whole account closer to Glaucon and Adeimantus as youthful

elites in a ‘democratic’ reality. In the following section, I argue that

prompts in the Republic to recall Hesiod’s silver race are constructed

so as to suggest that Plato has ‘read’ the metallic narrative in Hesiod

with Socrates’ internal audience in view.

24 Cf. the structuralist analysis of Vernant (1960).
25 Fisher (1992), 1, 195. He finds its appearance here in the Republic reminiscent of

Alcibiades: see 457–8.
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9.4. TARGETING THE SECOND-BEST TYPES

The start of the sequence draws attention to Socrates’ interlocutors.

Adeimantus, before he has heard details of the timocratic character,

volunteers Glaucon as an example of it, citing his ‘love of victory’

(çØº�
ØŒ�Æ: Republic 548d8–9). Socrates only half agrees to this idea,

judging Glaucon more cultured than the timocrat (548e ff.)—a

correction which serves to clarify the limitations of the city–soul

analogy and to re-emphasize its status as a didactic model more

than a story about real constitutions.26 Yet Socrates’ subsequent

presentation implies that Adeimantus was rightly ready to see his

brother in the descending sequence of individuals in Book 8, in so far

as it is the tarnishing of souls such as their own that Socrates aims to

prevent.27 A closer look at the pattern of references to Hesiod’s races

in the Republic reveals Socrates’ particular anxiety about keeping in

check those powerful citizens who are not (yet) philosopher rulers. It

is then argued that verbal echoes tie this focus to the context of

Hesiod’s races as a complex exhortation to Perses and ‘crooked-

judging’ kings.

If the Muses’ reference to the metals at 547a is what first marks

Socrates’ sketch of decline from timocracy to tyranny as a sequel to

his earlier appropriations of Hesiod’s races, one image at the nadir of

Socrates’ sequence recalls his striking characterization of the silver

race in particular. The evolution of democracy’s popular champion

into a paranoid tyrant, figured also as a transformation into a wolf

(565e1, 566a4), picks up and expands Socrates’ greatest fear, confided

to Glaucon and Adeimantus at the end of Book 3, that the (silver)

auxiliaries, these ‘pedigree dogs’ (cf. 375d11 ff.), will become ‘like

wolves to their own flock’ (416a5–6). A ban on contact with mortal

‘gold or silver’ is needed (416d4–417a5), for if corrupted by mortal

possessions, the guardians would destroy the city from within: ‘fear-

26 Despite timocracy’s label as the ‘Cretan’ constitution, on which cf. Calabi
(2005); on the Laconizing thread in Plato, cf. Schofield (2006), 35 ff.

27 Cf. e.g. G. R. F. Ferrari (2003), 21. As he notes (35), it is within the Straussian
tradition of reading the Republic that one finds the fullest treatment of these inter-
locutors as characters. Cf. Craig (1994), passim.
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ing internal enemies more than external ones’ (417b2–4). Only the

capacity for corruption in silver characters explains the urgency of

the ‘noble lie’ that balances fraternity and hierarchy:28 the welfare

of the community is under threat unless Socrates reconciles spirited

‘guardians’ to their newly-defined status as ‘auxiliaries’ to golden

‘rulers’.29

The need to control the soldiers (Coby 2001) becomes more

explicit and is connected with Hesiod’s narrative in Republic Book

5, where post-mortem promotion to the golden race is suggested

among other incentives for auxiliaries to serve the city (Halliwell

1993, 188 ad loc.). Socrates shrewdly applies to the silver citizens who

die with distinction Hesiod’s last words on the golden race, that upon

their death ‘some become daimones . . . , guardians (ç�ºÆŒ�� 469a2)
of mortal men’. Plato’s readers may well recall the contrasting fate of

Hesiod’s silver men (Works and Days 127–42):30

Afterwards those who have their mansions on

Olympus made a second race, much worse, of silver,

like the golden one neither in body nor in mind.

A boy would be nurtured for a hundred years at the side of his

cherished mother (�Ææa �Å�æØ Œ�	
Bfi ) playing in his own house,

a great fool (�ªÆ 
��Ø��).

But when they reached adolescence and arrived at the full

measure of puberty,

they would live for a short time only, suffering pains

because of their acts of folly. For they could not restrain

themselves from wicked outrage against each other, nor were they

willing to honor

the immortals or to sacrifice upon the holy altars of the blessed ones,

as is established right for human beings in each community. Then

Zeus, Cronus’ son, concealed these [men] in anger, because they did

not give honors to the blessed gods who dwell on Olympus.

28 Schofield (2006), 286 emphasizes that love for the city (unlike the belief that its
interest coincides with one’s own) is not in the Republic presented as achievable by
rational argument.

29 Throughout the ‘noble lie’, a division between rulers and auxiliaries occurs, if at
all, only within larger syntactical and rhetorical suggestions of unity.

30 For the assumption that entire passages can be recalled through quotation, cf.
Halliwell (2000), 96 ff.
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But since the earth covered up this race too,

they are called blessed mortals under the earth—

in second place (	����æ�Ø),31 but all the same honor attends

upon these as well.

Since the importance of this narrative as a stage within Hesiod’s

argument has gone un-remarked, it is worth highlighting the fact

that this story combines two aspects often noted in discussions of

Socrates’ account of constitutional decline. The first is the sense of

targeted explanation. In Hesiod’s narrative, the silver race is the only

one before our own to decline and to suffer the wrath of Zeus

(Nelson 1998, 69). Arresting syntax—sentences linked by Iºº�

(130, 132, 142), Æs�� (127) or ÆP��æ (140)—supports other indica-

tions that this narrative, unlike that of the eternally prosperous and

youthful golden men,32 should catch the attention of Hesiod’s lazy

brother. As scholars note, �ªÆ 
��Ø�� (Works and Days 131) is

later twice applied to Perses (286, 633; and cf. 397),33 who needs to

hear how a foolish and weak individual becomes part of a lawless

society.34

At the same time, the fact that the silver people are created already

‘like the golden [race] neither in body nor in mind’ signals that,

despite the story’s framing as human history,35 its point in the

argumentative context of the Works and Days is ultimately not

explanation of decline but a cautionary tale. It is fitting to find a

grotesque echo of those long-lived silver children in the grey-haired

babies who will be a sign of doom for the speaker’s contemporaries

(Works and Days 180–81), since the fall of the silver men into hybris

31 Its unparalleled repetition (from the chronological sense at 127) may have
inspired Socrates’ hierarchical conception of the silver race.

32 If not already traditional (cf. Baldry 1952), the golden lives will sound familiar
(hence the smoother 	 116, 117, 118) because Works and Days 90–2 has already
prepared the ground for the idea of a lost paradise.

33 On the ‘education of Perses’, cf. Schmidt (1986), 31–40; J. S. Clay (1993); and
Calame (2004), 77.

34 The scholia to Works and Days 130–1 (citing Laws 3, 694c ff.) infer that the
hybris of the silver adults results from maternal solicitude in their upbringing.

35 It professes to show that/how [something] has come about (‰� . . . ª�ª�Æ�Ø at
Works and Days 108).
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operates as dramatic warning for Hesiod’s audiences, in so far as they

are in between, or with the potential for, both hybris and dikē.

Although never yet considered in relation to Hesiod’s silver

race, the generation gap in Socrates’ portrait of timocracy in Republic

Book 8 similarly both suggests and withholds explanation for de-

cline. Critics have been troubled by Socrates’ description of the

starting point of degeneration in terms that recall ‘the world as it

is’ (Annas 1981, 298), because this appears to weaken both his claim

to explain the genesis of constitutions36 and the validity of the city–

soul analogy.37 Socrates charts the demise, not of the individual

corresponding to Callipolis, but of the timocrat envisaged as

the son of a good father (�Æ�æe� IªÆŁ�F: 549c1–2) living in a

badly-governed city (�PŒ �s ��ºØ��ı��
fi Å: 549c2) in which men

who live quietly are considered of little account and their opposites

are praised. The father shuns positions of office and lawsuits (	�ŒÆ�),

and minds his own business even when this will put him at a

disadvantage (549c3–5). For this, he is chastised by his wife, who

feels ‘disadvantaged . . . among other women’ (549c8–d1); she and

the servants exhort the son to be more of a man than his father.

On one level, the son’s corruption by those around him is perfectly

in accord with Socrates’ observation, back in Book 6, that philoso-

phers cannot flourish as things are now, since sophists and others

tend to corrupt ‘the philosophical nature’ in promising young people

(491e–492a). Given the earlier reference to ‘Hesiod’s races’ in Repub-

lic Book 8, however, the intriguing prominence of the mother38 in

developing the timocrat’s appetitive and spirited parts (Łı���Ø	�:

550b3) arguably triggers comparisons also between Socrates’ account

of timocratic downfall and the most idiosyncratic part of Hesiod’s

races narrative: the silver children each �Ææa �Å�æØ Œ�	
Bfi (‘at the side

of his cherished mother’), and their subsequent fall into hybris.39

36 Cf. 544e1 with Vegetti (2005b), 147–51 and Coby (1993), 22–7. By contrast, the
‘noble lie’ of metallic races and divine creation removes the need for explanation or
argument for different human capacities.

37 However, Lear (1992), 207 notes that generational decline in the story supports
Plato’s philosophical point: only the just constitution is entirely stable, and hence
analogous between city and man.

38 On the syntax of 549d1–6, cf. Adam (1902), ad loc.
39 West (1978), 174 notes that (only) the silver race has no counterpart in legend.
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It may be that recalling ‘Hesiod’s races’ to begin a narrative of

decline into tyranny is itself sufficient to recall that in the Works and

Days the five-stage account, although addressed initially to Perses,

underlies a complex argument aimed also at those whose actions

have an impact on the community.40 Hesiod’s remarks for ‘gift-

eating’ kings (Works and Days 39, 264), ‘who think baneful thoughts

and bend judgements to one side by pronouncing them crookedly’

(261–2), converge with the exhortations to ‘foolish’ Perses first in

the images of just and unjust cities (to which the kings are sum-

moned to listen atWorks and Days 248). As was noted above (p. 187),

details from all the metallic races resurface in these passages for

which Hesiod was first cited in the Republic (363b ff.). Their expla-

natory/warning force in Hesiod’s argument, however, rests on the

link between individual and society, first apparent in the tragedy of

the silver race. It is ultimately due to this race that Hesiod can

emphasize personal choice as a decision of real consequence for the

communities of which his audiences form a part (Works and Days

240: ‘Often even a whole city suffers for an evil man . . . ’).
If Socrates’ appropriations of the races in the construction of his

ethical argument recall the corresponding part of Hesiod’s exhorta-

tion, they may also draw inspiration from its double target. The

timocrat-to-be, as the son of an aristocrat immune to society’s

perversion of values, recalls not just ‘the world as it is’ but, more

pointedly, the danger embodied by Socrates’ interlocutors Glaucon

and Adeimantus, whose cynical scenario of a supremely just man in

an unjust world prompted Socrates ironically to adapt contemporary

praise of them as ‘sons of Ariston’ (367e5–368a5). These brothers,

unlike Thrasymachus, are on Socrates’ side, yet, elite and talented as

they are, they present a threat to the community41 until convinced

that justice is worth practising for its own sake. In this respect, they

resemble those guardians at ‘one remove from the best’ who are critical

to the success of Callipolis. The use of these powerful individuals as

40 J. S. Clay (2003), 38–42 notes that the complex progress of Hesiod’s argument is
due to the need to persuade each audience that its self-interest lies in the joint
practice of justice.

41 According to Coby (1993), 35, Glaucon and Adeimantus are wondering
‘whether they should choose a life of tyrannic lawlessness’.
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an audience, then, perhaps reflects back on the role of Hesiod’s silver

race in highlighting for Perses and the Kings the communal significance

of a personal ethical choice.

9.5. ‘READING’ AND APPROPRIATION

By ‘reading’ connections between different parts of Hesiod’s multi-

faceted argument for justice, including the sections addressed to the

Kings, Socrates’ use of the races alerts us to his appropriations of

other ideas both small and large in theWorks and Days. For example,

the city–soul analogy suggests, against Adeimantus, that Hesiod too

is concerned not just to offer ‘instruction on how to live in society’

(G. R. F. Ferrari 2003, 79), but to some degree addresses the indivi-

dual qua individual. Having warned the kings that Zeus ‘is well aware

just what kind of justice this is which the city has within it’ (268–9),

Hesiod adds (Works and Days 265–6):

�x �’ ÆP�fiH ŒÆŒa ���å�Ø I
cæ ¼ººøfi ŒÆŒa ���åø
,

� 	b ŒÆŒc ��ıºc �fiH ��ıº���Æ
�Ø ŒÆŒ���Å.

A man contrives evil for himself when he contrives evil for

someone else,

and an evil plan is most evil for the planner.

That self-harm results from injustice to others is the central idea with

which Socrates answers the brothers’ challenge of proving the in-

trinsic value of justice.42

A second ‘Hesiodic’ moral picked out by Socrates’ city–soul ana-

logy is a reminder of the relationship between justice and humanity.

After addressing to an unnamed individual the story of Prometheus

and Pandora (42–105) and the ‘myth of the races’, Hesiod directs

towards ‘mindful’ kings an ainos (‘moral story’?) of a hawk exacting

42 It is tempting to suppose that the Republic provides early evidence for, or
even helps to create, the idea of the Works and Days as a poem about morality. Cf.
R. L. Hunter (2008) on Callimachus’ choice of Works and Days 265–6 apparently to
evoke the whole of the Works and Days, in the Aetia (fr. 2.5 Pfeiffer).
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physical ‘justice’ on a nightingale (202–12). Later, however, Hesiod

addresses to Perses what is apparently a belated ‘correction’ of the

ainos—humans are not truly human unless they behave with justice;

without Zeus’ law of justice, they would be ‘fish and wild beasts and

birds’ (276–80).43 In Plato, Socrates’ sequence of constitutions dis-

credits Thrasymachus’ ‘hawkish’ argument (Republic 338c3: justice is

‘the advantage of the stronger’),44 by presenting it as the logic of

the tyrant-wolf (569b1–2), the culmination of a slide into constitu-

tions that are not distinctively human (beginning with the ‘drones’

in oligarchy). This perspective, expanded in the presentation of the

tripartite soul and reworked again in the myth of Er, creatively fuses

the presentations of humanity in Hesiod’s races both with the ainos

and with the wider argument in Hesiod.45

It turns out, then, that, although forbidden to argue like Hesiod

and Homer, Socrates does use the races as a prompt to draw various

points out of Hesiod’s wider argument for Perses and the Kings. In so

far as ‘testing’ the metallic races is identical with preserving Callipolis

(as the Muses’ reference to �a �H�Ø�	�ı �� ŒÆd �a �Ææ’ ��E
 ª
Å
implies), ‘testing’ the potential applications of the races in their

Hesiodic contexts is an expression of Socrates’ parallel aim of pre-

serving the potential for just rule in Glaucon and Adeimantus. Re-

public Books 8–9, incorporating the languages of metals, social

functions, constitutions, and psychological characters, picks up sev-

eral possible connections between the images with which Socrates,

like Hesiod, argues for justice.

It may be objected, however, that such a view of Socrates’ ‘Hesio-

dic’ pretensions attributes to him precisely the kind of reconstruction

and appropriation of Hesiod’s didactic authority displayed by Pro-

tagoras and other sophists.46 In the Protagoras, the eponymous

sophist’s fusion of Hesiodic myths for didactic purposes (320d ff.)

43 For ways in which this ‘moral’ recontextualizes the ainos, cf. Mordine (2006),
with bibliography.

44 Cf. R. L. Hunter (2008), 158–9 on post-Platonic interpretations of the ainos and
Works and Days 274 ff.

45 For allusions to Hesiod’s argument about virtue in the myth of Er, cf. O’Connor
(2007), 76–7.

46 Cf. Koning and Graziosi, this volume, Ch. 5 and 6. The discussion of Simonides
in Republic Book 1 encourages comparison and contrast with the Protagoras.
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was countered by Socrates’ own appropriation of Hesiod’s Pro-

metheus for ‘forethought’ about his own life (361cd).47 In the

Republic, the framing of Socrates’ account in Book 8 more explicitly

calls attention to the epistemological self-consciousness that makes

Hesiod in particular a poet worth appropriating as well as correct-

ing.48 The key lies in Socrates’ use of Muses to begin the project of

explaining Callipolis’ decline.

9.6. THE MUSES OF HESIOD AND SOCRATES

I shall now argue that the Muses, by recalling the openings of the

Theogony and the Works and Days,49 connect Socrates’ discourse

with a voice identified as ‘Hesiodic’. Socrates appeals to the Muses

‘like Homer’ to declare ‘how civil war first broke out’ (Republic

545d8–e1); his recourse to divine authority promises to lend

his account an explanatory power usually beyond human reach

(McCabe 2000, 9). That promise is withdrawn, however, by his

emphasis on the overwhelmingly poetic, teasing manner of the

Muses’ reply (545e1–3, trans. Grube and Reeve):

çH��
 ÆP�a� �æÆªØŒH� ‰� �æe� �ÆE	Æ� ��A� �ÆØÇ���Æ� ŒÆd Kæ��åÅº���Æ�, ‰�

	c ���ı	Bfi º�ª���Æ�, �łÅº�º�ª�ı�
Æ� ºª�Ø
;

Shall we say that they speak to us in tragic tones, as if they were in earnest,

playing and jesting with us as if we were children?

Further, the Muses’ answer to the riddle of Callipolis’ downfall is that

humans cannot explain and so hold on to perfection, expressed in

mathematical terms whose notorious obscurity (Adam 1902, ad loc.)

reinforces the message. It is at this point that they recall ‘Hesiod’s

races’ and describe the initial decline (from 547a2–6, trans. Grube

and Reeve):

47 On this contest, see further Morgan (2000), 147–53 with bibliography.
48 On the ‘correction’ of Hesiod, see Fago (1991), 224.
49 ‘Muses’ begin each poem, as Boys-Stones notes at p. 31 of this volume.

‘Hesiod’s races and your own’ 195



The intermixing of iron with silver and bronze with gold . . .will engender
lack of likeness and unharmonious inequality, and these always breed war

and hostility wherever they arise. Civil war . . . is always and everywhere ‘of

this lineage’.

By citing from Glaucus’ declaration of ancestry in Iliad 6, Socrates’

Muses appropriate for Callipolis’ tragedy his famous exchange of

gold armour for bronze.50 In addition, however, their perspective

combines the metals with the language of intercourse and generation

familiar from the beginning of the Theogony,51 a context evoked also

by the reaction to, and characterizations of, the Muses’ speech.

Glaucon remarks: ‘We’ll declare that the Muses reply [to your prayer]

accurately.’ Socrates replies: ‘Necessarily, since they are Muses’

(547a7–8). Given their initial depiction, this is certainly a ‘wry com-

ment’ (Allen 2006, 266 ad loc.); these Muses are not Homer’s guar-

antors of truth. Rather, their pseudo-earnest voices, emphasizing

human fallibility, recall the words of Hesiod’s Muses in the Theogony

(26–8):

‘Field-dwelling shepherds, ignoble disgraces, mere bellies:

we know how to speak many false things similar to genuine ones,

but we know, when we wish, how to proclaim true things.’

The fact that an idea of useful ‘falsehoods like the truth’ (Republic

382d3–4), within a critique of Hesiod,52 earlier formed the seeds of

Socrates’ own ‘noble lie’ of metallic races strengthens the case for a

second allusion to Theogony 27 before the Muses’ reference to ‘Hes-

iod’s races and your own’.53

If Socrates’ Muses are here recalling and fusing Homeric and

Hesiodic poems, one effect is arguably to deflate Hesiod’s claims to

distinction. In the Works and Days, Hesiod confidently instructs

Perses about sailing, recalling the limits of his own sailing experience

50 O’Connor (2007), 79 notes that Socrates elsewhere refers to this, now prover-
bial as a poor bargain.

51 ›��F . . .�Øª
��� �Ø	Åæ�F IæªıæfiH . . . I
���Ø��Å� Kªª�
����ÆØ: 547a2–3 (Theo-
gony 56, 46); Kªª
Å�ÆØ: 547a4; ��Œ��Ø ��º���
: 547a5 (Theogony 45, 60); ‘�Æ��Å� ��Ø
ª�
�A� . . . �r
ÆØ ����Ø
’: 547a5–6. Compare the ‘Hesiodic’ Muses at Sophist 242c ff.

52 Belfiore (1985) argues that Plato interprets these lines so as to attack Hesiod’s
own poetic ability.

53 For this translation, cf. e.g. Grube and Reeve (1992) with LSJ s.v. �Ææ�.
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just to recall that he beat other poets at a competition in Aulis

because the Muses on Helicon granted him privileged knowledge

(Works and Days 646–62). By contrast, Socrates’ detailed depiction of

the Muses’ speech points out that the Muses of the Theogony were in

fact capriciously declaring their epistemological superiority to Hes-

iod even as they inspired him.54 Plato has Socrates ironically refigure

himself as ‘Hesiod’ through a consciousness of the limitations of

human understanding.55

At the same time, however, the combination of material from the

Works and Days with the language of the Theogony, in the Muses’

speech, in so far as it recalls the relation between the two, indicates

that for Socrates, ‘Hesiod’ is precisely not a figure who claims a once-

and-for-all understanding of the world. Indeed, as a ‘lineage’ of stasis

fusing the language of two Hesiodic poems, Republic 547a2–6 on the

decline of Callipolis recalls (and perhaps rivals) the Works and Days’

opening revision of the Theogony’s genealogy of Strife (Eris) (Works

and Days 11–12: ‘after all [¼æÆ], there was not just one genos of

Strifes, but on the earth there are two’).56 From Socrates’ perspective

in Republic Book 8, this line would be worth picking up for its

implication that Hesiod too is concerned to differentiate forms of

disunity. Its position directly after the proem, moreover, in which

Hesiod firmly demarcates his task from that of Zeus, suggests that

‘conscious revision’ will play an important role in the Works and

Days. Recalled in the Muses’ speech, ‘Hesiod’s races’ may be seen to

provide just such an emphasis, on several levels; the discontinuous

genē reflect not only the status of the story as a whole, as ‘alternative’

("��æ�
 at Works and Days 106)57 to the tale of Prometheus and

Pandora, but the fact that this account in turn is a variation of that

in the Theogony.58 Perhaps, then, in the Muses’ speech, Plato has

Socrates connect his reprise of the ‘myth of the races’ to the openings

54 Stoddard (2004), Ch. 3 surveys many interpretations of Theogony 26–8, and
argues that it is such a taunt.

55 Not for the first time in the Republic: cf. Van Noorden (forthcoming) on 450b as
a ‘Hesiodic’ (de)construction of Socrates’ authority.

56 J. S. Clay (2003), 33.
57 On the status of these presentations as self-consciously alternative see also

Haubold, this volume, Ch. 1.
58 On Hesiod’s multiple approaches to Pandora, see first Rowe (1983).
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of each Hesiodic poem in order to signal his use of this story in its

context as an emblem of Hesiod’s consciously plural, ever-revised

view of the cosmos.59

A final argument for drawing a positive significance from the

‘Hesiodic’ aspects of Socrates’ Muses is that the health of the soul’s

constitution depends on cultivating these Muses; they ascribe poli-

tical decay to the guardians’ becoming amousoteroi (546d5–7). A

description of fully-grown timocrats as those who have neglected

‘the true Muse—that of discussion and philosophy’ (548b8–c1)

makes clear in retrospect that the Muses of 546–7 are those of

philosophy, whose command of the ideal city has been sketched

out in Republic Books 5–7.60 This chapter has argued that their

evocation of Hesiod’s races suggests not so much a rejection of his

poetry as a new appropriation of it. Just as the ‘noble lie’ builds on a

recategorization of the top classes in Callipolis (p. 189 above), so now

in Book 8 Hesiod’s metallic races again appear as focal points for a

recategorization, this time of discourses (no longer purely ‘poetic’

and ‘political’) in Socrates’ definition of the route to aretē.

9 .7 . CONCLUSION

In the Republic, at least, the ‘myth of the races’ is not a free-floating

piece of poetic lore that just happens to come from Hesiod rather

than Homer,61 and Socrates’ repeated use of ‘Hesiod’s races’ does not

simply correct, or express sympathy with, Hesiod on particular

points. On one level, it picks up the races reinvented within the

Works and Days as a dichotomy between two communities. Socrates

exploits the iron and silver races in particular in reapplying the lesson

to Glaucon and Adeimantus. Beyond this, however, the multiple

appropriations of Hesiod’s sequence of decline point to Hesiod as a

59 For this view of Hesiod’s corpus, cf. J. S. Clay (2003).
60 See Republic 499d3–4, with Murray (2004), 374 ff. on Plato’s appropriation of

Muses for philosophy.
61 The final reference to Hesiod in the Republic (612b) does not distinguish him

from Homer, but Socrates is here recalling his interlocutors’ objection to Hesiod’s
argument.
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model for the repeated reconfiguration of ideas within an urgent

ethical argument.62 Through Socrates’ use of ‘Hesiodic’ Muses, re-

vealed to be those of philosophy, Plato signals his interest in rewriting

Hesiod’s multiple articulations of the ‘world as it is’, as epistemolo-

gical self-consciousness in the service of progress towards ethical

truth.63

Those who translate �a �H�Ø�	�ı �� ŒÆd �a �Ææ’ ��E
 ª
Å (Republic
547a1) as ‘Hesiod’s races and your own’, referring to Socrates-as-poet

and his knowing construction of the ‘noble lie’, are assuming that

Plato appropriates Hesiod on some level.64 In fact, in connecting

Hesiod’s metals with the self-conscious use of ‘myths’ and with

explorations of the boundary between divine, human, and animal

genē, the Republic paves the way for the Statesman’s more radical

experimentation with the ‘philosophical’ possibilities of Hesiod’s

narrative of the races.65 Perhaps, then, it is ultimately in highlighting

the ‘philosophical’ repetition and revision of material characterizing

the Platonic corpus as a whole66 that the genēmay truly be recalled in

Plato as ‘Hesiod’s races and your own’.

62 This view of the Works and Days perhaps resolves in some measure the debate
concerning the extent to which the Republic is genuinely ‘dialectical’ in its exhorta-
tion towards justice. Against Roochnik (2003), Rowe (2006), 9 emphasizes in the
Republic the serious claim that ‘justice pays’.

63 For Hesiod’s invitation to progress towards the truth see Haubold, this volume,
Ch. 1.

64 By contrast, Solmsen, who argues Plato’s limited use of Hesiod’s myth (cf. n. 6
above), translates ‘the races which you have distinguished in conformity with Hesiod’
(1962, 183).

65 Cf. El Murr and Rowe, this volume, Ch. 14 and 15 respectively; and Van
Noorden (forthcoming).

66 Cf. Morgan (2004), 369 f.: its repetition helps to ‘refocus attention on impor-
tant points’.
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Plato’s Hesiod and the will of Zeus:

Philosophical rhapsody in the Timaeus

and the Critias1

Andrea Capra

INTRODUCTION

The horrifying stories of divine struggles and killings, which feature

so prominently in Hesiod’s Theogony, are the very first target of

Plato’s notorious attack on poetry in the Republic.2 According to

Plato, such stories simply reflect Hesiod’s no less horrifying ignor-

ance about the nature of the gods. Later in the Republic, Plato’s focus

shifts to Homer’s gods and especially to his heroes, whose behaviour

1 I started thinking about the subject of this chapter after reading Cerri’s masterly
analysis of Republic 10 (Cerri 2000). However, Cerri’s essay devotes to the Timaeus–
Critias no more than three lines: Plato’s Republic 10 and Timaeus–Critias, he says, aim
‘alla esemplificazione di poemi politically correct, esemplificazione contenuta nello
stesso libro X (poema escatologico), nel Timeo (poema cosmogonico-cosmologico)
e nel Crizia (poema eroico)’ (34). I would like to thank Graziano Arrighetti, Rudolf
Carpanini, Pierluigi Donini, Johannes Haubold, Stefano Martinelli Tempesta, Aglae
Pizzone, and Maria Michela Sassi for their help and advice in preparing this chapter.
Thanks are due also to the participants in the Durham conference, and to all those
who took my course SILSIS at the University of Milan in 2006/7: it was helpful, and a
pleasure, to discuss the topic with them. Translations of the Timaeus and Critias in
this chapter are taken from Bury (1929), and translations of the Theaetetus from
H. N. Fowler (1921). For the Iliad I have used Butler (1898). All other translations are
my own.

2 Republic 377e ff. Cf. Laws 886b; Euthyphro 5e.



is bitterly censured—and indeed censored too.3 The poets’ represen-

tation of men, as opposed to gods and heroes, is on the agenda too,

but the subject is dropped for want of a satisfying definition of justice

(392a ff.), and is never resumed afterwards. Yet Plato’s dissatisfaction

with the treatment of post-heroic men in epic poetry, that is with

Hesiod’sWorks and Days, is no less explicit.4 Thus, the very fathers of

Greek mythology, to quote Herodotus (Histories 2.52), are censured

by Plato because of their misconception of the three main categories

relevant to epic poetry, namely gods, heroes, and men.

So far, so good, but how does Plato’s ban on mythology square

with his own myths? Ever since antiquity, readers of Plato have been

ready either to emphasize or play down this apparent contradiction.

Traditionally, scholars tend to explain away Plato’s contradictions

by resorting to the notion of an ‘evolution’ in Plato’s thought; and

by pointing out that he often changed his mind in the course of

his writing career. Yet such a reading can hardly apply in the case

of the Republic, since that dialogue itself famously ends with an

eschatological myth.5 As has been suggested, however,6 a possible

solution lies in the introductory words of the myth (614a):

I won’t tell you one of Alcinous’ (�ºŒ�
�ı) tales, but one of a strong man

(IºŒ���ı).

‘Alcinous’ tale(s)’ was of course the traditional title of Books 9–12 of

the Odyssey, and the pun �ºŒ�
�ı/IºŒ���ı marks a self-conscious

opposition between Homer’s myth and Plato’s own. Earlier in the

Republic, Socrates had sharply criticized Homer’s frightening por-

trayal of the underworld because it inevitably instils fear of the

afterlife and, ultimately, cowardice (386a ff.). Thus Plato’s myth has

been plausibly interpreted as a revised version of Homer’s under-

world scenes, specifically designed to inspire courage in death, pro-

vided one has led a pious and just life. Rather than a fully-fledged

3 Gods: 378d ff.; 379d ff.; 386a ff. Heroes: 386a–392a.
4 Hesiod is not able to praise justice for its intrinsic value (Republic 612a ff.). See

Solmsen (1962), 174 ff.
5 This contradiction was criticized already in the 3rd century BC by Epicurus’ pupil

Colotes. See Cerri (2000), 25.
6 See Segal (1978); Cerri (2000). Cf. Halliwell (1984) and Dalfen (2002).
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new ‘poem’, the new myth of the Republic can thus be construed as a

paradigm, a sample of a new kind of poetry (379a and passim).

It is in fact telling that Plato chooses to rework Homer’s portrayal

of the underworld, given its pivotal role in the Odyssey. It has been

argued convincingly that Odysseus’ katabasis forms the very centre of

his adventures, quite possibly staging Homer’s own implicit reflec-

tions on other poetic traditions.7 From a structural and metapoetic

point of view, then, the very core of Homer’s Odyssey provides Plato

with a starting point for a new form of poetry. Moreover, the notion

of katabasis seems to shape the whole of the Republic. Its very first

word is ŒÆ��Å
 (‘I descended’), and the katabatic motif, by way of

textual echoes, is later resumed in the Odyssean myth of the cave and

finally capped at the very end of the dialogue, where reference is

made to the philosopher’s ascending road.8 From the heart of the

Odyssey, then, to the heart of the Republic.

The reshaping of poetic tradition is a fairly common phenomenon

in Plato’s dialogues.9 What is peculiar to the Republic, however, is its

unmistakably Odyssean flavour, all the more notable in a dialogue so

openly critical of both Homer and Hesiod. So what about Hesiod?

Socrates himself reveals that he has modelled the ‘noble lie’ of the

three political classes on the Hesiodic myth of the five races of man

(546e), and occasional echoes from Hesiod’s poems can be found

elsewhere too,10 though they do not have the same structural impact

on the dialogue as the Odyssey.11 Yet my focus in this chapter is not

the Republic but the Timaeus and the Critias, two dialogues which are

openly, if ambiguously, introduced as a kind of sequel to the Repub-

lic. I shall start by arguing that they too can be seen to rewrite epic on

an ambitious scale. Secondly, I shall try to show why Plato’s ‘re-

formed’ versions of epic song are superior to traditional epic by

Plato’s own standards. Finally, I will of course discuss the major

role that Hesiod plays in this context.

7 See Most (1989) and (1992) with bibliography.
8 See Vegetti (1998b), with bibliography. The idea that Plato’s Republic is a kind of

philosophic Odyssey is popular in Straussian circles. See e.g. Howland (1993).
9 For a useful discussion, see Giuliano (2004), 240 ff., with extensive bibliography.
10 See e.g. Solmsen (1962).
11 But see Van Noorden, this volume.
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THE EPIC FRAME OF THE TIMAEUS

AND THE CRITIAS

‘One, two, three’: so runs the famous beginning of the Timaeus.

Three are the hosts of Socrates, namely Timaeus, Critias, and Her-

mocrates, who invite him to a banquet of speeches.12 Accordingly,

three should be the number of speeches delivered in honour of the

guest, to pay him back for his own previous speech, which—as

summarized by Socrates himself—closely recalls the more political

books of the Republic.13 Timaeus delivers the first one, which may be

described as a cosmo-theogony recounting the birth and nature of

the world, the gods, and mankind. A direct sequel to the Timaeus, the

Critias contains the beginning of Critias’ speech. Its ostensible subject

is the mythical war between Atlantis and ancient Athens, which

Critias readily identifies with Socrates’ ideal city (esp. 26cd). It is

important to note that according to Critias both cities were then

inhabited by children of the gods.14

The Critias appears to be unfinished and breaks off just as Zeus is

about to trigger the war, so we do not have a single word of the

speech originally assigned to Hermocrates. This is very strange, and

leaves room for much speculation as to why Plato did not bring the

Atlantis story to an end.15 Yet one can make a reasonable guess at

least as to the contents of the missing speech. In Thucydides, the

Syracusan general Hermocrates features as an implacable critic of

Athenian imperialism (4.58). Accordingly, his role in Plato’s unfin-

ished trilogy might have been to make an unfavourable comparison

between contemporary Athens and the virtuous city described in

Critias’ myth.16

It seems that Plato’s unfinished trilogy was conceived as a triptych

depicting three distinct eras, namely the creation of the gods and

12 See Timaeus 17a with Slaveva-Griffin (2005).
13 Timaeus 17c ff. For the ambiguous link between the Timaeus and the Republic,

see Vegetti (2000).
14 Timaeus 24d (�ÆØ	���Æ�Æ Ł�H
); Critias 113c ff.; cf. 120e.
15 See Nesselrath (2006), 34 ff., with bibliography.
16 See Brisson (1970), 404; D. Clay (1997); Naddaf (1994); Pradeau (2001);

Iannucci (2002), 8 ff.
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nature, the wars and death of the demigods or heroes, and the dismal

era of contemporary men. Such an arrangement is immediately

reminiscent of epic poetry, because Greek epic poems and entire

cycles are set in one of these three eras, according to a tripartite

structure that seems to have been a common feature of Greek

thought.17 As we have seen, even Plato chooses to arrange his attack

on poetry into three categories, namely gods, heroes, and men.

So much for epic content; but there is surely more to the ‘poetry’

of the Timaeus–Critias. For a long time the Timaeus was the only

Platonic work known in the West, a circumstance that still affects its

exceptionally rich reception. The Timaeus inspired such artists as

Lorenzo de’ Medici and Raphael, whose School of Athens depicts

the opening of the dialogue, with Socrates facing one-two-

three characters.18 Paul Shorey has even called the Timaeus a ‘hymn

of the universe’, while reminding us that in early 19th-century France

Plato was often imagined reciting the work at Cape Sounion (Shorey

1938, 104, 166). To be sure, such remarks are as impressionistic as

they are fascinating, and are usually made in passing.19 Contrast the

tradition of philosophical commentary whereby the Timaeus is re-

garded (inter alia) as Plato’s ‘physics’, or Plato’s ‘ethics’ in physical

disguise, or even as Plato’s philosophy tout court. (Cf. Sedley, p. 246

below.) More recently, however, Gregory Nagy has aptly remarked

that the Timaeus–Critias often reflects the vocabulary of rhapsodic

performance, and he collects a number of relevant passages (2002,

Ch. 2). In this chapter, I would like to add some further details to

Nagy’s very useful discussion.

According to Critias, the Atlantis story was recorded by the Egyp-

tian priests in their archives, then recounted to Solon, then to Critias

Senior, then to Critias Junior, and finally to Socrates (21a ff.). All in

all, we have four accounts of the same story in different settings. Let

us now take a closer look at this curious chain of stories.

17 See Haubold, Ch. 1 in this volume.
18 Lorenzo wrote a poem modelled on the Timaeus (Shorey 1938, 110 ff.). For

Raphael’s Plato, see Most (2001).
19 Hadot (1983), Laplace (1984), and D. Clay (2000) have some good remarks on

the poetic quality of the Timaeus–Critias.
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The first account, set in Egypt, is delivered in honour of Athena

and is arranged as a continuous exposition (��
�Æ . . . $�B� 	Ø�ºŁ�E
:
23d; Kç��B� . . . 	Ø�Ø��
: 24a). The language here corresponds neatly
to that of epic performance as described in the Hipparchus,

where on the occasion of the Panathenaea the rhapsodes perform

Homer’s poems by way of a continuous exposition (Kç��B� ÆP�a

	ØØ
ÆØ: 228b).20 Moreover, the rhapsodes obviously perform

Homer in honour of Athena, and I should add that in both the

Timaeus and Hipparchus such a performance is described as a liberal

display of wisdom (çŁ�
�� �P	���: Timaeus 23d; cf. �P	�
d . . . çŁ�
�E
:
Hipparchus 228c).

The second account is set in Athens, and is preceded by Solon’s

attempt to turn the story of Atlantis into poetry. Unfortunately, his

political activity prevented him from fulfilling his ambition. Had he

not left his poem unfinished, however, Solon ‘would have surpassed

in fame Hesiod, Homer and any other poet’ (21de).21 Such at least is

the claim of Critias Senior.

The third account is again set in Athens, during the festival called

the ‘Apaturia’, at a time when Critias Senior was an old man and

Critias Junior still a young boy. As was customary on this occasion,

Athenian boys competed with one another in a rhapsodic contest,

and many of them would sing Solon’s poems, which were new and

fashionable at the time.22

The fourth account is set on the day of the Panathenaea—that is,

on the very same occasion when Homer’s poems were performed. Far

from being coincidental, this circumstance is clearly alluded to by

Critias, when he presents Timaeus’ and his own speech as a sort of

hymnodic praise to be performed in honour of Athena on the day of

her festival (21a).23 Moreover, both Timaeus and Critias, and, by

implication, Hermocrates too, begin their speeches with a traditional

invocation to the gods and the Muses (Timaeus 27cd; Critias 108cd).

Last but not least, I should add that Timaeus’ speech is intriguingly

equipped with a proem preceding the speech itself. Note that the

20 Cf. Nagy (2002), 66.
21 Cf. Nagy (2002), 55–6.
22 Timaeus 21a, 26e. Cf. Nagy (2002), 54.
23 Cf. Nagy (2002), 53 ff.
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words �æ����Ø�
, 
����, and Kç��B� are used,24 once again echoing

the vocabulary of rhapsody and more generally of literary begin-

nings.25

All of this allows us to reach a twofold conclusion. First, all

Platonic accounts or ‘performances’ of the Atlantis story revolve

around rhapsody and epic poetry. Secondly, Timaeus’ speech is

given the very same epic features as the story of Atlantis. This last

point is important, but it is hardly surprising. The Timaeus and the

Critias share the same prologue and are clearly conceived as a whole,

‘the city of Athens standing as microcosm over against the universe as

macrocosm’.26

So far, I have tried to cast light on the way in which the Timaeus–

Critias is entangled with epic poetry. To some extent at least, the

speeches of Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates must be conceived as

epic performances, or as models for epic performances, not unlike

the final myth of the Republic. This conclusion can—and partly

will—be further developed in the course of my argument through a

closer examination of the Timaeus–Critias. Yet my main focus will

now shift to a different question: why should Solon’s poem—that is,

the Critias, and by implication the Timaeus as well—be superior to

the poems of Hesiod and Homer?

PLATO’S CLAIM TO POETIC EXCELLENCE

We are prepared for Solon’s alleged superiority to Hesiod and Homer

by a crucial remark made by an acquaintance of Critias Senior

(Timaeus 21c):

Solon was not only the wisest of men in all else, but in poetry also he was of

all poets the most liberal (Kº�ıŁ�æ��Æ��
—or ‘free’: Kº�ıŁ�æØ��Æ��
).

24 See Timaeus 29d (not discussed by Nagy).
25 Cf. e.g. Theogony 108 ff.
26 Hackforth (1944), 8. Cf. Welliver (1977), Naddaf (1997), Ayache (1997), Jo-

hansen (2004), 7 ff.

206 Andrea Capra



This remark is puzzling. Solon’s wisdom is not in question, but what

does it mean to say that he was of all poets the most ‘liberal’

(according to the manuscripts) or ‘free’ (according to the indirect

tradition)?27 I believe that an appropriate answer to this question can

be found in the famous digression at the centre of the Theaetetus,

where Socrates compares his ideal of the philosopher to its antitype,

the orator (172c ff.). The latter is short-sighted, pressed for time, and

always absorbed in trivial minutiae. By contrast, the wise philosopher

is always at his leisure, hovers in the sky, broadens his perspective to

include the universal, and from that somewhat metaphysical vantage

point can fully appreciate the pettiness of human affairs.28 Consider

the concluding remarks of one important section (175d–176a):

Such is the character of each of the two classes of men, Theodorus. On the

one hand, the man who has truly been brought up in freedom and leisure,

whom you call a philosopher. This one may without censure appear foolish

and good for nothing, when he is involved in menial services. For instance,

he does not know how to pack up his bedding, much less to put the proper

sweetening into a sauce or a fawning speech. On the other hand, the second

type of man can perform all such services smartly and quickly, but he does

not know how to wear his cloak properly (or: ‘strike a song to the right’:

I
Æ��ºº��ŁÆØ . . . K�Ø	�ØÆ/K�d 	��Ø�) in a free way (or: in a liberal way:

Kº�ıŁæø�/Kº�ıŁ�æ�ø�), still less to acquire the true harmony of speech and

hymn aright the praises of the true life of gods and blessed men.

Textual and exegetical problems make this intriguing passage a diffi-

cult one to understand.29 The whole passage is arguably dominated

by the imagery of the symposium and revolves around the opposi-

tion between footmen, that is the orators, and free symposiasts, that

is the philosophers. The former prepare the table-beds, serve at table,

and flatter their masters, whereas the latter—as was expected from

any civilized Greek attending a symposium—know how to play and

pass the song to their right, praising piously the gods and heroes.30

But even if this reading were incorrect, it is still remarkable, and

27 This detail is left unexplained in Welliver (1977) and David (1984).
28 For the metaphysical (and ‘metasocratic’) implications of the digression, see

Sedley (2004), 65 ff. (‘Broadening perspectives’!) See also Sassi (1986), 115.
29 See Campbell (1883), ad loc.
30 Cf. Xenophanes, fr. 1 West.
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sufficient for my present purposes, that the crowning touch of the

comparison is the image of the free (or, again, ‘liberal’) philosopher

singing the praises of gods and heroes at his leisure.31 As we shall see,

the philosopher who hymns gods and heroes corresponds neatly to

Plato’s Solon, who is equally wise and free (or liberal).

According to the Theaetetus, then, only the free/liberal philosopher

is able to hymn gods and heroes or ‘blessed men’, provided he has the

leisure to do so. With this in mind, we are now in a position to

appreciate fully an important remark by Socrates in the Timaeus. In

the prologue to that dialogue, he says that the praise of blessed

citizens is the province of men like Timaeus, Critias, Hermocrates,

and especially Solon.32 Only such men are equipped with the appro-

priate wisdom, whereas the sophists are too busy wandering from

client to client, while traditional poets were brought up with wrong

values and could not conceive anything beyond the petty interests of

their fellow citizens (19d). The sophists and the poets of the Timaeus,

then, are very much like the orators of the Theaetetus, too slavish to

weave an appropriate song about gods and heroes.

What I have argued last raises an obvious question: in what respect

is the philosopher’s song superior to that of the poets? Again, the

Theaetetus is a very good starting point. Unlike the orators and the

traditional poets, the philosopher has been brought up with the right

values (175d: note the use of �æçø and its cognates, as in the

Timaeus). Consequently, as we have already noted, he has a broader

perspective on the cosmos, and he is not at all impressed by the

seemingly vast estates of his fellow citizens, nor by their allegedly

extended genealogies (174e ff.). Thus, he addresses his song of praise

only to the gods and to truly blessed men—that is, the heroes.

Such a broader perspective, then, looks like a crucial requirement

for good, philosophical poetry. Now, according to the Timaeus Solon

has his eyes opened by the Egyptian priests. Their Atlantis story, so

grand and venerable, holds an explicit lesson for him: namely, that

the world of antiquity was a much vaster thing than we might suspect

(24e ff.) and, most of all, that Greek genealogies are just childish

stories, limited in scope and time (23b ff.; cf. 22c). As a result,

31 See e.g. Butti de Lima (2002), 33 ff.
32 Timaeus 19c–e. Cf. David (1984).
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Solon has acquired a far broader perspective on space and time, and

has thus become the ideal poet-philosopher. By now, he closely

resembles the pious symposiasts in the Theaetetus and the divine

artist who, in the Republic, paints his masterpiece with an eye to the

sublime world of the Forms (500e ff).33 Not surprisingly, he is fully

entitled to take part in the banquet of speeches of the Timaeus.

A second, more obvious requirement for good poetry is easily

provided by many passages in the Republic (e.g. 379a): the gods are

always good and blameless—something that is a crucial premise for

Plato’s attack on traditional poetry. Needless to say, the gods of

Hesiod and Homer are far from blameless, whereas Plato’s own

eschatological myth in the Republic, which is designed to reshape

Homer’s underworld, lays a special emphasis on the blameless

nature of god (esp. 617e). More generally, the Republic teaches that

poets must represent gods, heroes, and men in a correct, that is, in a

moral, way.

What Plato requires of good poetry, then, is a correct representa-

tion of gods, heroes, and men, as well as—much less obviously—a

broadening of the reader’s perspective. I shall be referring to these

requirements as the ‘moralizing rule’ and the ‘broadening rule’

respectively. With that in mind, we can now revisit the Timaeus–

Critias from a truly Platonic point of view. Are these works really

superior to traditional poetry? To tackle that question I turn to the

third section of my chapter, and, finally, to Hesiod.

PLATO’S HESIOD AND THE WILL OF ZEUS

Let me begin with a brief comparison between Timaeus’ speech and

Hesiod’s Theogony. There is little need to discuss Plato’s and Hesiod’s

very different handling of the ‘moralizing rule’: according to the

Republic, Hesiod’s violent gods are ‘the biggest of all lies’ (377e),

whereas Timaeus stresses that god is always blameless (e.g. 42d), his

33 Cf. 472d and 484c; and see Giuliano (2005), 95 ff., with bibliography.
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behaviour being invariably aimed at what is best (29a and passim).

Admittedly, the Demiurge hints that he could destroy Ouranos,

Kronos, and Zeus, if he wanted to; but of course he will not want

to destroy them, precisely because his will (boulēsis) is perfectly good

(41ab). Thus, the Demiurge distances himself from the horrifying

battles of Hesiod’s gods. As Mario Regali points out in this volume

(p. 261), the Demiurge himself etymologizes his name so as to make

him the cause (di’ emou) of all things (erga). Plato here alludes to the

proem of theWorks and Days, where Hesiod etymologizes Zeus (Dia)

as the cause (dia: the ‘through whom’) of human affairs. However,

Hesiod’s Zeus emphatically causes both good and bad things, whereas

the Demiurge brings about only good things. By the criterion of

the ‘moralizing rule’, Plato’s entirely ‘good’ Demiurge clearly outper-

forms Hesiod’s often ‘bad’ Zeus.

If we now turn to the ‘broadening rule’, it might initially seem as

though the Theogony does rather well in this category, given the

vastness of its perspective. After all, the Theogony is about the birth

of the mighty gods and their role throughout the world, from the

time of the primeval chaos up to the reign of Zeus: it would seem that

Hesiod encompasses the entirety of time, space, and divine power. In

fact, he himself appears to have been rather proud of the range of his

narrative. According to Jenny Strauss Clay (2003, 180–81, comment-

ing on Theogony 653–9), Hesiod ‘invites us to compare his poetry to

that of Homeric epic’, in order to show that his vision is ‘far more

universal and complete’. Hesiod’s Muses know past, present, and

future, and apparently there can be nothing vaster than that. Even

a cursory comparison with the Timaeus, however, cannot but prompt

second thoughts.

To begin with, both the Theogony and the Timaeus explore the

order of the cosmos as a whole, but according to the latter our world

is nothing but a sensible copy of an intelligible cosmos lying far

beyond (28a ff.). Secondly, in the Timaeus, time is just a device

designed to equip this copy with a physical imitation of real eternity

(37d ff.). Thirdly, even in our second-rank world the traditional gods

are just second-rank entities. Far from being the supreme beings of

Hesiod’s Theogony, the gods are not even immortal in their own

natures (41b), and they need directions from a superior, the
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Demiurge.34 A direct quotation, from Timaeus 40d–41a, may be in

order here:

Concerning the other divinities, to discover and declare their origin is too

great a task for us, and we must trust those who have declared it aforetime,

they being, as they affirmed, descendants of gods and knowing well, no

doubt, their own forefathers.35 It is, as I say, impossible to disbelieve the

children of gods, even though their statements lack either probable or

necessary demonstration; and inasmuch as they profess to speak of family

matters, we must follow custom and believe them. Therefore let the genera-

tion of these gods be stated by us, following their account, in this wise. Of Ge

and Ouranos were born the children Okeanos and Tethys; and of these,

Phorkys, Kronos, Rhea, and all that go with them; and of Kronos and Rhea

were born Zeus and Hera and all those who are, as we know, called their

brethren; and of these again, other descendants.

These few lines hastily summarize the content of entire poems such

as the Theogony.36 Plato glosses over the embarrassing struggles of the

traditional gods, and there is not the slightest hint that they could

ever aspire to rule the world. Subsequently, the traditional gods are

even lectured by a patronizing Demiurge, who turns out to be the

very model they are supposed to imitate.37 Among other things,

the Demiurge states that any cosmogony is incomplete if it fails

to account for the creation of mankind (41b ff.). Plato thus ‘corrects’

Hesiod in another important way, because anthropogony is precisely

the ‘strange omission’ of the Theogony, to quote Walter Burkert

(1999, 101).38 Compared to the Timaeus, Hesiod’s is really a small

world.

Let us now turn to the Atlantis story. Plato no doubt drew inspira-

tion from various sources, and in many ways the historians provided

34 The precise meaning of these directions has been debated since antiquity, with
readers wavering between literal and figurative interpretations. On the ancient
debate, see Berti (1997). For a sensible compromise, see e.g. Donini (1988), 37 ff.,
Partenie (1998), and Mesch (2002). Lloyd (1966, esp. 222 ff. and 282 ff.) and Pender
(2000, esp. 100 ff.) discuss the problem within a broader context.

35 Possibly a reference to Works and Days 299 (Hesiod’s dion genos).
36 Cf. Sedley in this vol., p. 247 with n. 3. See further Laws 886c and Epinomis 988c,

with Sassi (1997), 232.
37 See Timaeus 41a ff., 42e; Pender (2000), 105.
38 Cf. Classen (1962) and Haubold (2002). Contra, see J. S. Clay (2003), 95 ff.
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an important model. To begin with, it has been argued that Atlantis

and mythic Athens in fact stand for two distinct historical stages of

Athens itself.39 On this view, the Athens of the myth broadly stands

for old rural Athens, as it used to be until the first Persian war. This

innocent and no doubt idealized city undergoes a dramatic change

at the time of the second clash with the Persian empire, when,

according to Herodotus (7.143–4; cf. 8.41), Themistocles persuaded

his fellow citizens to abandon their homes and ‘become maritime’.

Moreover, Thucydides (1.143–5) tells us that Pericles fantasized

about Athens becoming a powerful island. As the ‘Old Oligarch’

remarks bitterly (2.14 ff.), Athens became in fact an aggressive and

somewhat insular empire. Plato’s Atlantic island, then, is nothing but

a disguised and fantastic version of Athenian imperialism, in which

the dream of Pericles—or perhaps Plato’s nightmare—comes true.40

Thus, the Atlantis story is actually a metaphorical civil war between

old rural Platonized Athens and its new maritime counterpart.

The Persian wars, as recounted and interpreted by the historians,

function as a model in a second, no less important way. The clash

between Athens and Atlantis, with the former playing the role of little

David defeating Goliath, clearly follows the pattern of the Persian

wars.41 Very much in the vein of Herodotus’ Histories, Plato’s mythic

Athenians are presented as the saviours of Greece against a huge

barbarian empire (Critias 109a). However, the war between Athens

and Atlantis features open divine interventions (120d ff.), and was

fought 9,000 years ago (Timaeus 23e), by two peoples referred to as

children of the gods. In other words, the war is set in the era of the

heroes, when mortals were stronger and had frequent exchanges with

the gods. By Greek literary standards, this is just what distinguishes

epic from historical or pseudo-historical narrative,42 and Aristotle

was apparently well aware that in this respect the Atlantis story was

39 See, most recently, Vidal-Naquet (2005), with bibliography. For Plato’s use of
historiographical catchwords, such as tekmērion, see Sassi (1986), 119.

40 See Pradeau (1997), 106.
41 See e.g. Dusanic (1982) and Morgan (1998).
42 See e.g. Gill (1977), 293 and—more generally—Hornblower (2001). The em-

phasis on names (see Critias 113ab) is probably a further hint at the poetic quality of
the text (see Aristotle, Poetics 1451a36–b23 with Tulli 1994, 99 ff.).

212 Andrea Capra



very much like the Iliad.43 This is, of course, in full accordance with

the epic frame of the Timaeus–Critias.44

Like the cosmology of the Timaeus, then, the Atlantis story is in

some ways a new kind of epic, to be read against the background of

traditional poetry, and especially of Hesiod and Homer, who are

explicitly—and unfavourably—compared to Solon. Unfortunately,

we have only a rapid summary of the war in the prologue of the

Timaeus, fromwhich we merely learn that Athens eventually defeated

the Atlantic Armada and that afterwards the sea swallowed up

both the island and the Athenian troops.45 More information is

provided by the Critias, which features a description of both Atlantis

and ancient Athens. After a long period of peace, the Atlantic people

succumb to greed and vice, thus provoking this reaction from Zeus

(121bc):

And Zeus, the god of gods, who reigns by law, inasmuch as he has the gift of

perceiving such things, marked how this righteous race was in evil plight,

and wanted (��ıºÅŁ���) to inflict punishment upon them, to the end that

when chastised they might strike a truer note. Wherefore he assembled

together all the gods into that abode which they honour most, standing as

it does at the centre of all the Universe, and beholding all things that partake

of generation, and when he had assembled them, he said . . .

The assembly of the gods is a quintessentially epic scene, but, un-

fortunately, it is just at this point that the Critias breaks off, so that

we do not hear the words of Zeus. No less epic in flavour is the motif

of the ‘will of Zeus’ (˜Øe� ��ıº�), clearly alluded to by the verb

��ıºÅŁ���, as Taylor noted.46 It is, of course, a divine assembly

summoned by Zeus that triggers the action of the Odyssey (see 1.19

ff.),47 and it is again the will of Zeus that marks the beginning of the

Iliad (1.1–5):

43 See Rowe (1998b), 142, discussing Strabo 2.3.6; 13.1.36.
44 For the merging of history and poetry in the Timaeus–Critias, see Arrighetti

(1991), Brisson (1992), 319 ff., and Nagy (2002), 67 ff. (an allusion to Herodotus’ and
Thucydides’ proems is palpable at Critias 107de and 121a).

45 This implicitly raises a problem of theodicy, which is aptly discussed in Broadie
(2001).

46 Taylor (1926), in his very short discussion of the Critias at the end of the chapter
devoted to the Timaeus. See also Nagy (2002), 66.

47 As is noted by D. Clay (1997), 52.
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Sing, o goddess, the anger of Achilles son of Peleus,

that brought countless ills upon the Achaeans.

Many a brave soul did it send hurrying down to Hades,

and many a hero did it yield a prey to dogs

and vultures, for so was the will of Zeus (˜Øe� . . . ��ıº�) fulfilled.

Intriguingly, the Critias breaks off exactly where a traditional epic

poem should begin. So, what exactly is the will of Zeus? Plato applies

to it the by now familiar ‘moralizing rule’, for in the Critias the will of

Zeus has an ethical slant, clearly echoing the good will of the De-

miurge in the Timaeus (41b).48 In the Iliad, however, the will of Zeus

has decidedly nasty implications and probably even conceals a larger

scope than the wrath of Achilles. Ever since antiquity, readers of

Homer have detected behind Iliad 1.5 the hint of a divine plan to

destroy the human race by means of war or natural catastrophe.49

This theme is familiar in both Greek and Near Eastern epic poetry

and has survived in a number of texts.50 Among these, I would like to

look for a moment at the concluding fragment of the Hesiodic

Catalogue of Women (204 MW).51 These poorly preserved lines

raise thorny problems of interpretation which I cannot discuss

here, so I will just explain what I take to be its general meaning.52

After a lengthy list of Helen’s suitors and her marriage to Menelaus

(41–95), the gods are ready to quarrel (eris), because Zeus is planning

‘astonishing things’ (95–8). Zeus, in fact, wants to do away with a

large part of mankind, with the prophasis—an ambiguous word

meaning either ‘excuse’ or ‘motivation’—of destroying the demigods

(98–100).53 From here on, the papyrus is badly damaged, but

it appears to mention the sons of the gods because it is they

who most obviously represent a situation of close contact between

48 It makes sense that Zeus should act in a similar way to the Demiurge, because
Zeus and the gods have to ‘imitate’ him (42e).

49 See e.g. the scholia to Iliad 1.5; R. Scodel (1982), 39 and 46 ff.; Mayer (1996),
with bibliography. Cf. Euripides, Orestes 1639–42; Electra 1282–3; Helen 36–41.

50 See e.g. Kirk (1972), 79.
51 The Catalogue’s authorship does not affect my argument. However, see e.g.

Dräger (1997) and Arrighetti (1998).
52 For alternative interpretations, see Cerutti (1998) and Hirschberger (2004),

407 ff.
53 On prophasis, see now J. S. Clay (2005), 29 ff. Platonic scholars usually quote

Thucydides 1.23.6: cf. Nesselrath (2006), 429.
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mortals and gods. This situation was first established in the proem of

the Catalogue, but must apparently come to an end in fragment 204

MW. As a consequence, the demigods must be removed, either

through death or a happy exile to the Blessed Islands.54 When the

fragmentary text resumes, we hear of heroes sent to Hades, in

language reminiscent of the Iliad (118–19). We also hear that the

mind of Zeus is inscrutable (116–17). The war marks the beginning

of a new era, with an arresting scene that recalls the so-called ‘nuclear

winter’ in post-atomic scenarios. The first ever autumn and winter—

or at any rate ‘a major disturbance in nature’ (R. Scodel 1982, 39)—

descend upon the earth, bringing further misery to the surviving

mortals (124 ff.). After a mysterious section devoted to the life-cycle

of snakes, the text is interrupted again, though it is probably nearing

its end at this point anyway. In fact, the catastrophe ‘brings the

curtain down on the age of the heroes’ (West 1985, 43), and puts

an end to the affairs between gods and mortal women, which is the

very subject of the Catalogue.

In the Timaeus, the Egyptian priests make fun of Solon because he

naively tells them the childish myths of Phoroneus, Niobe, Deuca-

lion, and Pyrrha, the survivors of the Greek Flood (22a ff.). Now,

Niobe was the first woman ever to be loved by Zeus (Acusilaus fr. 25

Fowler), and all of these stories featured prominently in the Catalo-

gue of Women.55 Moreover, our Hesiodic fragment is linked through

Helen to the genealogy of the Atlantids, mentioned earlier in the

Catalogue (see West 1985, 43). Thus, there is a strong likelihood that

in the Timaeus–Critias Plato refers back to Hesiod.56 It is all the more

intriguing, therefore, that the Critias should likewise mention the

prophasis of Zeus for the war (120d):

54 See Cerutti (1998), 166 ff. The poem thus comes full circle, in a way that is
echoed in Catullus 64 (see Pontani 2000). In the Works and Days, that is, after the
catastrophe, gods and humans no longer interact closely with one another (see e.g.
Arrighetti 1978).

55 See frr. 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 123, 234. The presence of this Niobe in the Catalogue is
conjectural but very likely. See West (1985), 76 and D’Alessio (2005), 202.

56 One cannot rule out the influence of other genealogies, but Hesiod’s were
among the most famous and appear to have been close to Attic traditions. For
genealogical literature, see West (1985), 3 ff. For the Catalogue’s connections with
Athens, West (1985), 168 ff. and Irwin (2005b). For Plato’s knowledge of the
Catalogue, cf. Symposium 219e, Laws 944d, 948b with Schwartz (1960), 580–81.
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Such was the magnitude and character of the power which existed in Atlantis

at that time; and this power the God set in array and brought against these

regions of ours on some such prophasis as the following, according to the

story.

A particularly brilliant instance of the ‘moralizing rule’ is at work

here. The prophasis of Zeus has of course become a just one, namely

the impiety of the Atlantic people, whose divine nature succumbs to

the mortal part of their soul. So Zeus does not remove the demigods

as in the Catalogue. Rather, they stifle their divine nature and are

punished for that reason. Moreover, Zeus wants to reform rather

than destroy them, as we have seen; and his thinking, far from being

inscrutable and causing quarrels among the other gods, as in Hesiod,

will be made clear to everyone in the divine assembly just before the

Critias breaks off. All this is part of a larger project to improve on

the old story pattern: as early as 109b, Critias states in the most

emphatic way that there can be no quarrelling (eris) among the gods

in this text.57

Let us now turn briefly to the ‘broadening rule’ in Critias and the

Catalogue of Women. Once again, Plato emerges as the clear front-

runner. For one thing, Deucalion’s Flood probably played a major

role in the Catalogue, which may explain Critias’ apparently casual

remark that it is merely the latest in a whole series of even vaster

catastrophes (112a). On this count alone, the chronological scope of

the Catalogue appears very narrow when compared to the Critias.

Moreover, the war between Athens and Atlantis took place no less

than 9,000 years ago, and the latter was an island larger than Asia and

Europe put together, lying beyond the pillars of Heracles and facing

a still larger landmass referred to as the ‘true continent’ (Timaeus

24e–25a; cf. Phaedo 109a ff.). More than a century before Plato,

Aeschylus had colourfully depicted the huge size of the Persian

army and the fabulous extent of the Persian empire. Even Thucydides

had tried painstakingly to demonstrate that after all the Peloponne-

sian War was greater and more important than the Trojan War.

However, given its fantastic size and remoteness in both space and

time, ‘the city that repulsed Atlantis is displayed as immemorially

57 Cf. Laws 715e–716b (and Nesselrath 2006, 431).
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senior to any historical version, and as unsupersedably archetypal.’58

The Trojan War—and for that matter the Persian wars and the

Peloponnesian conflict as well—are no match for the Atlantis story.

CONCLUSIONS

Plato reshapes Hesiodic patterns and motifs for a number of reasons

and in a number of ways, many of which would repay closer exam-

ination.59 By way of conclusion, I would like to emphasize just

three general points that have a bearing on the literary status of the

Timaeus–Critias.

First of all, the surprisingly emphatic claim to truth of Plato’s

Timaeus may well be ascribed to the influence of the Theogony,

where Hesiod famously makes an equally bold claim.60 After all,

Hesiod’s truth becomes ‘the biggest of lies’ in the Republic, and

Socrates expresses his satisfaction about the ‘true logos’ of Atlantis

as opposed to some ‘made up myth’. In so doing, he may be referring

to Hesiod’s opposition between his own true poetry and the ‘lies

resembling truth’ (Timaeus 26e–27b; Theogony 27),61 which are pre-

sumably meant as the hallmark of Homer or his like.62 As we have

seen, Plato’s claim to truth is based on his attempt to moralize and

broaden Hesiod’s cosmos.

Secondly, in both Hesiod and Plato, the will of Zeus brings about

the end of the heroic world by way of a disastrous war followed

by a natural catastrophe.63 Afterwards, the surviving mortals are

trapped in an impoverished world, as is made clear by Plato’s aston-

ishing comparison between the lush Attic countryside of yore and its

58 See Broadie (2001), 27–8, quoting Timaeus 34b10–c6 for seniority ¼ dignity.
59 See e.g. Pender and Sedley in this volume.
60 Compare Timaeus 21d, 26cd, and 26e with Theogony 28.
61 Both passages are followed by a cosmogonic propositio and share manifold

analogies.
62 Cf. Arrighetti (1998), xix ff., and Szlezák (1993), 234. For alternative views, see

Nagy (1996) and J. S. Clay (2003), 58 ff.
63 Cf. Timaeus 25d, possibly a Hesiodic echo (see Sassi 1986, 112 and cf. R. Scodel

1982, with bibliography).

Plato’s Hesiod and the will of Zeus 217



contemporary counterpart, arid and eroded like ‘the bones of an ill

body’ (Critias 111a ff.). All that is fully consonant with the spirit of

epic poetry, which constantly, if implicitly, compares the vastness of

the heroic world to a diminished and disappointing present.64

Finally, the Catalogue and the Theogony were stitched together by

way of divine marriages between gods and mortal women, so as to

form one continuous rhapsody embracing the gods, the demigods,

and the end of the heroic world. In the same vein, Plato stitches

together the Critias and the Timaeus, as Critias ‘receives’ the song-

speech from Timaeus, once again resorting to the vocabulary of

rhapsody, which of course literally means ‘stitching of songs’.65

Moreover, it cannot be accidental that he attributes the foundation

of Atlantis to the marriage between Poseidon and a heroine explicitly

referred to as a ‘mortal woman’ (Critias 113c). Thus, the Timaeus and

the Critias are one and two works at the same time: regardless of its

manifold implications,66 such a ‘rhapsodic’ arrangement is once

again modelled on Hesiod.

Plato’s literary agenda was no doubt an immensely complex and

ambitious one. However, one thing is clear: a careful observance of

the ‘moralizing’ and ‘broadening’ rules fully vindicates Plato’s claim

to poetic excellence and his later fame as a sublime writer—if not his

alarming ambition to replace all existing literature. After all, to quote

[Longinus] (On the Sublime 35.2–3), Plato ‘transcends the bound-

aries of the world surrounding us’ and ‘inspires an inextinguishable

passion for what is eternally vast and divine’.

64 See e.g. Griffith (1983) and Graziosi and Haubold (2005).
65 See Critias 106b, where the tell-tale expressions �e
 $�B� º�ª�
 and 	å��ÆØ are

used. As Nagy (2002) argues, 	å��ÆØ is used in Iliad 9.191 of the song being passed
from one rhapsode to the next. Cf. Aristophanes, Wasps 1222 ff.

66 At least since Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1920) (i: 590–2; ii: 255 ff.), the
relationship between the Timaeus and the Critias has been a much-debated issue.
The manuscript tradition has been studied by Jonkers (1989), and Prof. G. J. Boter is
going to publish the new OCT edition of the Timaeus, along with Slings’ Clitophon
and Critias. However, the study of the textual tradition does not allow any positive
conclusions (see Haslam 1976).
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Chaos corrected: Hesiod in Plato’s

creation myth

E. E. Pender

INTRODUCTION

Respect for Greek cultural tradition is evident in Plato’s dialogues.

But countering this is the writer’s keen competitive spirit, reinforced

by his confidence in the progressive achievements of philosophical

reasoning.1 Hesiod’s Theogony held a highly influential position in

Plato’s Athens as the most venerable of ancient, surviving, Greek

myths of creation. In composing his new account of the birth of the

universe, Plato selected the best of models to emulate and, crucially,

to contest. Although Plato’s Timaeus diverges markedly from the

Theogony, it reveals a deep engagement with it. Hesiod is named,

alongside Homer, in the prologue. In the cosmology Plato incorpo-

rates and adapts various narrative features of Hesiod’s myth, includ-

ing the use of personified primal figures, the dominant motif of

lineage, and various supporting polarities. Further, at key transitional

passages of Timaeus’ exposition, direct allusions are used to accent-

uate Plato’s response to Hesiod’s account. Through these abundant

allusions and parallels, the formative influence of the Theogony is

acknowledged and the Timaeus is situated within a specific genealogy

of creation stories. Plato’s myth is born from the Greek tradition. But

it must depart from it. For the radical innovations of teleology

1 Though cf. Boys-Stones in this volume.



demand that Timaeus correct its predecessors’ fundamental errors—

on the nature of the gods, the created universe, and the relationship

they share.

MAINTAINING TRADITION

The introductory discussions of Timaeus evince Plato’s complex

response to the Greek poetic tradition. In the opening conversation,

Socrates addresses the theme of the best city and its exploits, declares

his own inability to celebrate such a city, and hands over the task

to his friends. In these preliminary exchanges Socrates refers to the

limitations of poets (19d3–e2) and Critias asserts the potential super-

iority of Solon over Hesiod and Homer.2 These brief asides signal the

Athenian cultural context, but also point obliquely to Plato’s own

credentials as both story-teller and reformer. Plato challenges estab-

lished Greek thought but remains mindful of ancient authority,

especially in matters relating to the gods. The tension between tradi-

tion and innovation first appears when, in support of Socrates’

revolutionary proposals for the ideal city (17c1–19a6), his friends

offer as their worthy sequel an ancient tale. Moreover, Critias trans-

poses the ‘imaginary citizens’ of Socrates’ ideal state from ‘myth’ (K


��Łøfi : 26c8) to historical ‘truth’ (K�d �IºÅŁ�) as he claims them as

their own actual ancestors (�æ�ª�
�ı� ��H
: 26d3)—the Athenians

of long ago.

The prologue of Timaeus is dominated by a concern with the past,

with telling stories about the past, and with genealogies. Critias

explains how he heard the Atlantis story as a boy from his grand-

father (also named Critias) who was close to 90 years old (21b1).3

2 Timaeus 21d1–3 (Critias on Solon): ŒÆ�� ª� K�c
 	��Æ
 �h�� �H���	�� �h��
�O�Åæ�� �h�� ¼ºº�� �P	�d� ��ØÅ�c� �P	�ŒØ����æ�� Kª
��� ¼
 ���� ÆP��F. The text
of Timaeus used is that in Burnet (1899–1907), vol. iv; the translation is from
Cornford (1937).

3 Timaeus 21a7–b1: ’̄ ªg çæ��ø, �ÆºÆØe
 IŒÅŒ�g� º�ª�
 �P 
�ı I
	æ��. q
 �b

ªaæ 	c ���� ˚æØ��Æ�, ‰� �çÅ, �å�	e
 Kªªf� X	Å �H
 K
�
�Œ�
�Æ K�H
, Kªg 	 �fi Å
��ºØ��Æ 	�Œ�Å�.
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The grandfather had inherited the tale from his father, Dropides, who

had heard it from its original author: his ‘relative and close friend’

Solon (20e1–2).With the aged grandfather and great-grandfather

Plato stresses that Critias is the third generation of his family to

hear Solon’s tale.4 Further, the tale itself tells how even those former

Athenians who told their ‘most ancient’ stories (�a IæåÆØ��Æ�Æ: 22a5)

were not aware of a pre-history dating back still further. Critias tells

how Solon had travelled to Egypt and conversed at Sais with the

priests, the guardians of ancient knowledge (21e1–22a2). Solon had

recounted to the priests the ancient Greek legends of the first humans

and the survivors of the flood—Deucalion and Pyrrha—and had

traced the pedigree of their descendants (ª�
�Æº�ª�E
: 22b2). In

response, a ‘very old’ Egyptian priest had reproached him (22b4–

5): ‘Ah, Solon, Solon . . . you Greeks are always children (I�d �ÆE	��);

in Greece there is no such thing as an old man (ªæø
).’ The priest

sees the Greeks as lacking a ‘store of old belief based on long tradi-

tion’ (22b7–8) and criticizes Solon’s genealogies (ª�
�Æº�ªÅŁ
�Æ:

23b4) as ‘little better than nursery tales’. The problem, he explains,

is that interruptions in their literary tradition have left the Greeks

unaware of their true history. Indeed the Athenians do not realize

that they are in fact descended from the bravest race in the world

(23b6–c2). The priest goes on to relate the story of the first Athe-

nians, born 9,000 years earlier at the point when Athena ‘took over

the seed of your people from Earth and Hephaestus’.5

This emphasis on the transmission of knowledge down the gen-

erations is further reinforced by the circumstances of the retelling of

the Solon narrative. For Critias remembers how he heard it from his

grandfather as they were celebrating the festival of Apaturia. More-

over, he names the specific occasion—‘Children’s Day’ (21b1–5):

We were keeping the Apaturia; it was the Children’s Day. For us boys there

were the usual ceremonies: our fathers offered us prizes for reciting. Many

poems by different authors were repeated.

4 Timaeus 20e1–4: [%�ºø
] q
 �b
 �s
 �NŒ�E�� ŒÆd �ç�	æÆ ç�º�� ��E
 ˜æø��	�ı ��F
�æ������ı . . . �æe� 	b ˚æØ��Æ
 �e
 ����æ�
 �����
 �r��
, ‰� I���
Å��
�ı�
 Æs �æe�
��A� › ªæø
.

5 Timaeus 23e1–2: KŒ ˆB� �� ŒÆd �HçÆ����ı �e ��æ�Æ �ÆæÆºÆ��F�Æ ��H
.
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The Apaturia celebrated the ‘Brotherhoods’ (Phratriai) of Athenian

society, communities which claimed long descent from a common

male ancestor. Children’s Day was the time when Athenian children

were inscribed on the register of their clan and so introduced to their

Phratria. Critias remembers the ‘usual ceremonies’—the competi-

tions in reciting traditional poetry—by which the Athenians sought

to preserve their literary inheritance alongside their family lines.6

Since the Critias portrayed here is Plato’s own great-grandfather,

Plato is here preserving and paying respect to his own noble family

line, reaching back to Solon and beyond. In these various ways the

prologue of Timaeus brings into sharp focus the issues of family

tradition, genealogies, and the transmission of cultural knowledge

from the distant past to the present. The lineage motif therefore not

only sets the scene for a new account of the divine birth of the

universe but also indicates that Plato as author is keenly aware of

his own myth’s place in the Greek genealogy of creation stories.

The prologue’s concern with the preservation of traditional knowl-

edge further raises the question of authority in recounting matters

ancient and divine. When the Egyptian priest delivers the tale of

Atlantis, he refers to the founding of Athens as a divine creation, born

of Hephaestus through Athena. Despite this evidently mythological

reference, Socrates responds to Critias’ retelling of the story by

approving it as ‘no fiction, but genuine history’ (26e4–5): �c

�ºÆ�Ł
�Æ �FŁ�
 Iºº’ IºÅŁØ
e
 º�ª�
. The ultimate authority for

Critias’ story is the Egyptian priest. But when Timaeus in turn

delivers his account of events still older than these, who will be his

authority? Will Timaeus’ account of divine creation also be genuine

history? The challenge of revealing the divine beginnings of the whole

universe is implicit in Timaeus’ invocation of the gods at the opening

of his speech. Socrates bids him call on the gods ‘as custom requires’

(ŒÆ�a 
���
), and Timaeus replies (27c1–d1):

That, Socrates, is what all do, who have the least portion of wisdom:

always, at the outset of every undertaking, small or great, they call upon a

god. We who are now to discourse about the universe—how it came into

being (fi w ªª�
�
), or perhaps had no beginning of existence (Iª�
�)—must,

6 Plato’s use of the Apaturia as situational allusion is discussed in Pender (2007).
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if our senses be not altogether gone astray, invoke gods and goddesses with a

prayer (K�ØŒÆº�ı�
�ı� �hå��ŁÆØ) that our discourse throughout may be

above all pleasing to them and in consequence satisfactory to us. Let this

suffice, then, for our invocation of the gods.

In this traditional gesture, Timaeus calls on the gods to support his

discourse and re-enacts the familiar invocations of epic, including

Hesiod’s invocation to the Muses at Theogony 104–15. When addres-

sing the matter of authority regarding the birth of immortals, Hes-

iod’s stance is to claim that he received his account directly from the

Muses on Mount Helikon. But even with this very bold move, the

poet still feels it necessary to draw attention to the truth-status of the

account they deliver. Therefore in the prologue to Theogony he has

the Muses say to the poet as representative of human beings (26–8):7

��Ø�
�� ¼ªæÆıº�Ø, Œ�Œ’ Kºªå�Æ, ªÆ��æ�� �r�
,

Y	��
 ł��	�Æ ��ººa ºª�Ø
 K����Ø�Ø
 ›��EÆ,

Y	��
 	’, �s�’ KŁºø��
, IºÅŁÆ ªÅæ��Æ�ŁÆØ.

Shepherds that camp in the wild, disgraces, merest bellies:

we know to tell many lies that sound like truth,

but we know to sing reality, when we will.

The Muses make clear their contempt for mankind and stress the gulf

between their own knowledge and power and that of the poor

shepherds, subject to all the usual human limitations. As a result of

the Muses’ caprice (28) a question mark remains: will they wish to

tell the truth this time? Before his theogony proper begins, then,

Hesiod raises the vexed question of authority when recounting divine

origins.

Similarly, Plato flags early in his text the same question of author-

ity and truth in telling a creation story. For the issue of historical

truth is raised both in the prologue itself and in the very opening of

Timaeus’ cosmology. But Plato’s approach to the truth-status of his

discourse takes a different turn as he famously establishes that it is

merely a ‘likely story’.8 Two reasons are given. First, since the cosmos

7 The text of Theogony used is Solmsen (1970), with translation by West (1988).
8 Timaeus’ cosmology as ‘likely’ story: 29d2; 44d1; 48d2; 53d5; 55d5; 56a1; 56b4;

56d1; 68b7; 72d7; 90e8.
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itself is merely a likeness, the account of it cannot be as secure as an

account of the actual model and must therefore itself be merely likely

(29c2). But as the explanation continues, a more familiar reason also

emerges (29c4–d3):

If then, Socrates, in many respects concerning the many things—the gods

and the generation of the universe (Ł�H
 ŒÆd �B� ��F �Æ
�e� ª�
��ø�)—we

prove unable to render an account at all points entirely consistent with itself

and exact, you must not be surprised. If we can furnish accounts no less

likely than any other, we must be content, remembering that I who speak

and you my judges are only human (ç��Ø
 I
Łæø��
Å
 �å���
), and conse-

quently it is fitting that we should in these matters, accept the likely story

(�e
 �NŒ��Æ �FŁ�
), and look for nothing further.

Here the limitations of human knowledge and the gap between

human and divine become a further reason why the tale is merely

likely. This gap recalls the Muses’ taunts to the human shepherds, and

the same theme of human limitations sounds later at Timaeus 40d6–

e4.9 As he concludes his exposition on the creation of the planets,

Timaeus raises again the question of the truth-status of such ac-

counts of divine beings (40d6–7):

—�æd 	b �H
 ¼ººø
 	ÆØ��
ø
 �N��E
 ŒÆd ª
H
ÆØ �c
 ª
��Ø
 ��EÇ�
 j ŒÆŁ’

��A�.

As concerning the other divinities, to know and to declare their generation is

too high a task for us.

Whereas at 27c1–d1 Timaeus had recourse to an invocation of the

gods, here he adopts a different strategy for managing the subject of

divine generation (40d7–e4):

We must trust those who have declared it in former times: being, as they

said, descendants (KŒª�
�Ø�) of gods, they must, no doubt, have had certain

knowledge of their own ancestors (�æ�ª�
�ı�). We cannot, then, mistrust

the children of gods (Ł�H
 �ÆØ��
), though they speak without probable or

necessary proofs; when they profess to report their family history (�NŒ�EÆ),

we must follow established usage and accept what they say ($���
�ı�

9 This gap between divine and human knowledge is also stressed at 53d6–7, where
knowledge of the remote beginnings of matter is said to be only open to the gods
themselves or to those especially favoured by the gods.
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�fiH 
��øfi �Ø���ı��
). Let us, then, take on their word this account of the

generation (ª
��Ø�) of these gods.

At this point Plato introduces a direct allusion to the Theogony. The

myth-makers of former times who claimed divine descent are such

figures as Orpheus and Musaeus, but the particular theogony recalls

that of Hesiod’s poem. At Theogony 132–8, Earth and Heaven pro-

duce their first generation of divine children:

But then, bedded with Heaven, she [Earth] bore deep-swirling Oceanus . . .
and Rhea . . . and lovely Tethys. After them the youngest was born, crooked-

schemer Kronos most fearsome of children, who loathed his lusty father.

The second generation, born from Rhea and Kronos, is detailed later

at 453–8:

Rhea, surrendering to Kronos, bore resplendent children: Hestia, Demeter,

and gold-sandalled Hera, mighty Hades . . . and the booming Shaker of

Earth, and Zeus the resourceful, father of gods and men, under whose

thunder the broad earth is shaken.

The allusion to Hesiod is evident as Timaeus sets out the traditional

divine family (40e5–41a3):

As children of Earth and Heaven were born Okeanos and Tethys; and of

these Phorkys10 and Kronos and Rhea and all their company; and of Kronos

and Rhea, Zeus and Hera, and all their brothers and sisters whose names we

know; and of these yet other offspring.

The positioning of this Hesiodic allusion at 40e5–41a3 marks one of

the various transitions between Plato’s two modes of speaking about

the cosmos—the scientific and the mythological. From 38c3 to 40d5,

Timaeus has narrated the creation of the divine planets, culminating

with the earth at 40b8. He honours planet earth by personifying it as

‘our nurse’ (�æ�ç�
) and as ‘the first and eldest/most venerable

(�æ���ı���Å
) of the gods in heaven’, a personification consistent

with Hesiod’s theogony. The creation of earth completes Timaeus’

account of the generation of the planets (40d4–5): ‘here let our

account of the nature of the visible and generated gods come to an

end (�º��).’ In the next lines (40d6–e4), Timaeus recognizes that

10 At Theogony 237 Phorkys is the son of Pontos and Gaia.
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speaking about the generation of other gods is beyond him, which

necessitates his recourse to the Hesiodic theogony of Earth and

Heaven as parents of the traditional gods (40e5–41a3). From there

the narrative moves immediately into a new sequence as the De-

miurge instructs the lesser gods, his children,11 to arrange the birth of

humankind (41a5–d3). Thus Timaeus resumes the story of the

personified creator who was last notably evident at 37c6–d2, rejoi-

cing as a father at the birth of his offspring. The presentation of the

Demiurge as father recedes to make way for the scientific account of

the creation of the planets, but then is resumed at 41a5 once that

section is complete. Therefore Timaeus’ Hesiodic theogony at 40e5–

41a3 defers to poetic tradition in the matter of the birth of the Titans

and Olympians. But this is carefully placed after the creation of the

divine planets and so secondary to it, thus enabling Plato to accent-

uate his own rival account of the nature and status of earth. Further,

Timaeus’ use of the traditional mythology of Earth and Heaven as

parents of the gods also works to smoothe the internal transition

between the scientific account and the new mythological sequence of

the Demiurge as father of gods and men. Finally, the reference to

following established custom (�fiH 
��øfi : 40e3) provides a structural

parallel with the invocation to the gods at 27b9 (ŒÆ�a 
���
), under-

lining that in both cases Timaeus looks back to Greek tradition to

help overcome the difficulties of revealing divine origins. Thus Plato

shapes the Hesiodic allusion to fit his own exposition and indicates

that he is content to maintain and respect his predecessors’ accounts,

so long as they can be blended with his own.

A NEW STORY TO TELL

Despite the affinity between the Timaeus and traditional stories,

Plato’s account is new and aims to replace the moral chaos of

established creation myths. Plato must correct Hesiod’s Theogony

11 Timaeus 41a7:¨��d Ł�H
, z
 Kªg 	Å�Ø�ıæªe� �Æ��æ �� �æªø
. For the lesser gods
as children of the Demiurge, see also 42e6 and 69c4. For discussion of this passage, see
Regali’s contribution to this volume, Ch. 13.
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since it gives a distorted picture of the gods as engaged in wrong-

doing. He simply cannot accept stories of divine plotting, deception,

and acts of violence. Plato’s criticism of ancient myths at Laws

886c applies directly to the Theogony, and Hesiod is named explicitly

at Republic 377d4 as Plato explains why such tales of wrongdoing

are unacceptable. Indeed, Hesiod is singled out for specific

criticism with his story of Kronos’ castration of his father (377e)

and battles of Giants (378c). The actual distortion is then spelled out

at 379a7–b2: since god is definitively good (IªÆŁ��), stories of wrong-

doing do not offer a truthful account of the divine nature. As the

Republic passage continues (379bc) god is identified as the cause

(ÆY�Ø�
) not of all things but only of good, since his nature will not

allow him to cause evil or harm. The identification of the Demiurge

as the cause (ÆY�Ø�
) of the universe at Timaeus 28c2–30c112 recalls

and builds on the Republic passage. Here the cause of the universe is

explicitly identified as good and working with entirely virtuous

motive (29d7–e2):

¸ªø��
 	c 	Ø’ l
�Ø
Æ ÆN��Æ
 ª
��Ø
 ŒÆd �e �A
 ��	� › �ı
Ø��a� �ı
��Å��
.

IªÆŁe� q
, IªÆŁfiH 	b �P	�d� ��æd �P	�
e� �P	���� Kªª�ª
��ÆØ çŁ�
��.

Let us, then, state for what reason becoming and this universe were framed

by him who framed them. He was good; and in the good no jealousy in any

matter can ever arise.

The emphatic negatives and repetition of IªÆŁ�� stress the god’s

wholly virtuous nature, and at 29e4 this drive towards goodness is

identified as the Iæåc ŒıæØø���Å, ‘the supremely valid principle’, of

becoming and the whole cosmos. Unlike Hesiod’s Ouranos, Kronos,

and Zeus, Plato’s supreme god is not seeking to create a world order

that will allow him simply to gain and then hold on to power. This

god and those he creates are themselves good and their aim is to

create further goodness. Thus the dynastic strife and political power-

play of Hesiod’s myth must be firmly set aside.

12 Timaeus 28c2–5: ‘But again, that which becomes, we say, must necessarily
become by the agency of some cause (��’ ÆN���ı). The maker and father (��ØÅ�c

ŒÆd �Æ�æÆ) of this universe it is a hard task to find, and having found him it would be
impossible to declare him to all mankind.’
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In revealing a universe built on principles of goodness, Plato has a

new story to tell. But while this cosmology will be rational and

scientific, there is no sense that it is expected to be anything less

than entertaining. Indeed, the prologue is insistent on this point,

with repeated use of the metaphor of the proposed speeches as

friendly entertainment and feasting.13 Plato’s own myth must not

only correct the faults of the poets but also rival their impact. He

must remove the villains, the trickery, and the violence but retain the

interest of his audience. A major part of his approach is to incorpo-

rate from Hesiod’s Theogony a storyline based upon procreation and

lineage, and supported by narrative motifs of polarities and their

resolution. Thus, under Hesiodic influence, Plato presents the gen-

eration of the cosmos within the context and dynamics of a divine

family.

FATHERING AND MOTHERING THE UNIVERSE

Plato’s account challenges Hesiod’s creation myth by revealing radi-

cally different starting points at the birth of the cosmos, leading to

contrasting modes of development. But despite their differences,

Plato follows Hesiod in using primal figures to personify the creative

forces and events, and polarities to structure the tale. Let us begin

with Hesiod.

Primal figures in Theogony

After the invocation to the Muses at the close of proem (104–15),

Hesiod’s theogony proper begins at 116–22:

* H��Ø �b
 �æ��Ø��Æ (��� ª
��’· ÆP�aæ ���Ø�Æ
ˆÆE’ �Pæ����æ
��, ��
�ø
 "	�� I�çÆºb� ÆN�d

13 Timaeus 17a2–3: 	ÆØ�ı��
ø
, $��ØÆ��æø
 17b2–4: ��
Ø�Ł
�Æ�, ��
��Ø�,
I
�Æç���ØA
; 20c1: �
ØÆ; 27a2: ��
�ø
; 27b8: $���Æ�Ø
.
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IŁÆ
��ø
 �Q �å�ı�Ø Œ�æÅ 
Øç��
��� �Oº����ı,
[��æ�Ææ� �’ M�æ��
�Æ �ıåfiH åŁ�
e� �Pæı�	��Å�,]

M	’ � 0Eæ��, n� Œ�ººØ���� K
 IŁÆ
���Ø�Ø Ł��E�Ø,
ºı�Ø��º��, ��
�ø
 �� Ł�H
 ��
�ø
 �’ I
Łæ��ø


	��
Æ�ÆØ K
 ���Ł���Ø 
��
 ŒÆd K��çæ�
Æ ��ıº�
.

First came the Chasm [Chaos]; and then broad-breasted Earth, secure seat

for ever of all the immortals who occupy the peak of snowy Olympus; [and

misty Tartara in a remote recess of the broad-pathed earth]; and Eros, the

most handsome among the immortal gods, dissolver of flesh, who over-

comes the reason and purpose in the breasts of all gods and all men.

I follow the view that Tartara is here the interior of Earth,14 and that

there are therefore three primal figures: Chaos, Gaia (Earth), and

Eros.15 While Hesiod’s account of the actual beginnings does not give

much detail, there is nevertheless no indication that Gaia and Eros

are generated out of Chaos. Rather the three seem to have been

generated independently but with Chaos as the first to come into

existence. The Greek word ‘Chaos’ means ‘chasm’, its grammatical

gender is neuter, and different interpretations have been offered as to

its nature. The most secure point is that Chaos is a gap or ‘yawning

space’.16 At the very first moment of the universe, then, there is for

Hesiod one entity in existence—a gap—but this one does not on its

own generate the many beings that will follow. So there is no one/

many relationship here of the sort that is found in the various Mile-

sian philosophers, where the whole universe arises out of a single

entity as ‘starting point’ (Iæå�).17 Chaos does, however, initiate its

own family-line by producing from itself two offspring: Erebos and

Night. Erebos (darkness) is grammatically neuter but notionally

male. Night is female, and the two children join in the first sexual

14 Whether ‘misty Tartara’ is one of the primal entities has been debated since
antiquity. See J. S. Clay (2003), 15–16.

15 The summary of Hesiod’s lines at Symposium 178b3–9 supports this view. But
see also Kenaan, this volume, Ch. 8.

16 Looking forward to lines 736–45 and 807–14, West (1966) and others interpret
it as dark and gloomy. Stokes, following the implication of line 742–3, posits that ‘a
further attribute that may with probability be applied . . . is internal motion’ (1963,
21). But aside from the buffeting storm winds in line 742 there is no other suggestion
that Chaos denotes disorder.

17 See Stokes (1962) and (1963).
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union of many in the story and produce their opposites Aither and

Day (Theogony 123–5). The sexual union and reproduction of Chaos’

children is made possible by the prior existence of Eros who, notably,

gives birth to no line of his own. Vernant considers the place of Eros

in Hesiod’s trio of primary entities and observes (1990, 466):

Eros makes explicit . . . that which is implicitly contained in the confused

unity of the ancestor . . . he makes manifest the duality, the multiplicity,

included in the unity.

On this reading, the force of Eros is active at the first stage of

existence, exerting his influence over others and making reproduc-

tion possible.18 Both Chaos and Gaia reproduce from within them-

selves, and thus in each case a multiplicity comes forth from an

original unity. Looked at from the point of view of the later universe,

there are two primal parents who each produce independently from

within themselves. The polarities of one/many and male/female are

at work in the first stages of the gods’ birth, but that of male/female

will become more dominant in the story of Gaia and Ouranos.

Of Hesiod’s primal beings, it is Gaia who is by far the most prolific

and the chief generator of the many beings to come. Under the force

of Eros, Gaia reproduces her male partner (126–8, with West’s

translation, adapted):

ˆÆEÆ 	 ��Ø �æH��
 �b
 Kª��
Æ�� r��
 $øı�Bfi

ˇPæÆ
e
 I���æ��
Ł’, ¥ 
Æ �Ø
 ��æd �A�Æ
 Kæª�Ø,

Zçæ’ �YÅ �ÆŒ�æ���Ø Ł��E� "	�� I�çÆºb� ÆN��.

Gaia bore first of all one equal to herself, starry Ouranos, so that he should

cover her all about to be a secure seat for ever for the blessed gods.

Although Gaiawill continue to reproduce by parthenogenesis and with

other partners, Ouranos is Gaia’s most important partner, and this

marriage of ‘Earth’ and ‘Heaven’ stands at the head of the dominant

genealogy that will lead to the birth of Olympian Zeus. Themarriage of

Gaia and Ouranos is one of ‘incessant copulation’ driven by ‘a sort of

raw desire, a blind and ongoing cosmic compulsion’ (Vernant 1990,

466), which in time produces the ‘holy family’ (ƒ�æe
 �
��: 21 and 105;

18 For Hesiodic Eros see also Kenaan’s contribution to this volume, Ch. 8.
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see also 43–6). The respective roles ofmale and female are in some sense

balanced in this procreation but, as J. S. Clay has shown, there is a

pattern in the story whereby it is the female principle that constantly

promotes change. In the context of the succession myth of the Theog-

ony, Gaia and Ouranos are set in conflict with each other due to

Ouranos’ desire to block the birth of their children. The male prefers

continued sexual access and no generational change, while the female

wishes to secure birth and consequent future generations. Comment-

ing on the castration story, Kronos’ later swallowing of his children, and

Zeus’ swallowing of his wife, Metis, J. S. Clay notes the repeated power

struggle between male and female (2003, 17–18):

Gaia will always be on the side of birth and of the younger against the older

generation . . . Left to itself, procreation would continue, infinitely multi-

plying and proliferating without brakes. Countering this force for constant

change, however, is the male principle, first embodied in Uranus . . . In fact,

the history of the gods as a whole can be viewed as an account of the various

attempts on the part of the supreme male god to control and block the

female procreative drive in order to bring about a stable cosmic regime.

This male/female conflict in the succession story is resolved by the

victory of Zeus, and the continued regulation of the female principle

through various marital arrangements. Zeus’ dynastic marriages help

to strengthen his powerbase and earn him the honorific title of

‘father of gods and men’ (e.g. Theogony 47 and 457).19 As father of

all, the single patriarch therefore provides stability and order. Bearing

in mind these male efforts at containment and regulation of the

prolific female, let us return to the creation myth of Timaeus to

compare the primal figures presented there.

Primal figures in Timaeus

Plato’s cosmology starts with the eternal beings already present.

While for Hesiod the cosmos begins with the coming into existence

of the three primal figures, for Plato the cosmos is created by

specific interactions between pre-existing, ungenerated beings.

19 See also Theogony 468, 542.
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Plato’s narrative presents a complicated array of eternal entities.

Following the order of the narrative and including the grammatical

gender (m/f/n) of their names, the full cast-list of Plato’s primal

figures is:

1. the eternal model for the universe, also identified as the ‘Form of

Living Creature’ (n);

2. the Demiurge, the male creator who works as a craftsman (m);

3. Reason (m);

4. Necessity (f);

5. the Wandering Cause (f);

6. the Receptacle of Becoming (f);

7. disorderly Proto-Matter variously described, e.g. plural ‘powers’

(f); and

8. Space (f).

Much critical effort has gone into trying to interpret the

precise nature of each of these entities. My reading focuses on

‘who does what’ in Plato’s creation story. To understand the func-

tions and roles of the primal figures, it helps to consider both

their place within the order of the cosmology story and their inter-

relationships.

The narrative structure of Timaeus is complex. Plato takes different

approaches to explaining the cosmos and beginning with a Prelude at

27c1–29d6 accordingly divides his main exposition into three distinct

parts: Part I (29d7–47e2) sets out the work of the Demiurge in

creating the components of the universe that are to be everlasting;

Part II (47e3–69a5) presents the irrational factors that Demiurge/

Reason has to contend with—factors subsumed under the title of

‘Necessity’; and Part III (69a6–92c3) tells how Reason and Necessity

co-operate to create the human body in all its detail.20 The most

difficult transition in the account is that between Part I and Part II, as

Timaeus switches from narrating the work of the rational Demiurge

to explaining the effects of irrational Necessity. This transition occurs

at 47e3 where Timaeus is explicit about his new theme (47e3–48a2):

20 Cornford’s commentary follows the internal structure of Plato’s account (1937,
xv–xviii).
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Now our foregoing discourse, save for a few matters, has set forth the works

wrought by the craftsmanship of Reason (�a 	Øa 
�F 	�	Å�Ø�ıæªÅ�
Æ); but

we must now set beside them the things that come about of Necessity (�a 	Ø’

I
�ªŒÅ� ªØª
���
Æ). For the generation of this universe was a mixed

result of the combination of Necessity and Reason (K� I
�ªŒÅ� �� ŒÆd 
�F

�ı�����ø�).

Moreover, he explains that the switch from Reason to Necessity is so

marked that it will require a whole new beginning (48a7–b3):

So we must return upon our steps thus, and, taking, in its turn, a second

principle ($�æÆ
 Iæå�
) concerned in the origin of these same things, start

once more upon our present theme from the beginning (I�’ IæåB�), as we

did upon the theme of our earlier discourse.

The significance of this new start is further underlined by a second

divine invocation,21 to match that of the Prelude (27c1–d1). Thus

parallel invocations launch the accounts of Parts I and II. The Form

as eternal model is introduced at the start of Part I (28a7, 30c5–8 and

37c8), followed closely by the Demiurge (28c3, 29a3). In the transi-

tion to Part II, the content of Part I is summarized as ‘the craftsman-

ship of Reason’ (47e4). Therefore before Part II gets underway, Plato

has identified three eternal entities: the Form, the Demiurge, and

Reason. The other five primal figures are then introduced in Part II.

Indeed, they arrive in quick succession at its opening. Necessity is

mentioned first at 47e5, and the Wandering Cause a mere seven lines

later, at 48a7. The Receptacle makes its first appearance at 49a6, soon

followed by Space at 52a8 and by the disorderly Proto-Matter at

52e2, which is anticipated at 49e.

The careful placing of the primal figures reinforces their distinct

roles and relationships in the creation narrative. The perfect Form of

Living Creature is the unchanging model for the universe. As the

original prototype, the Form plays the first fundamental role.

Through the striking phrase ‘the craftsmanship of Reason’ (47e4),

the Demiurge and Reason are given the same function of creating

21 Timaeus 48d4–e1: ‘So now once again at the outset of our discourse let us call
upon a protecting deity to grant us safe passage through a strange and unfamiliar
exposition to the conclusion that probability dictates; and so let us begin once
more.’
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and organizing the universe. As the leading actor in creation, then,

the Demiurge as craftsman-father is the second fundamental entity.

Plato’s vision of creation is the imposition of rational and orderly

structure onto what is disorderly, to bring into being defined objects.

Therefore, disorder precedes the cosmos and the Demiurge’s work

consists of fashioning a rational and orderly physical universe within

and out of pre-existing entities that are non-rational and exist at

random. In Part II, five figures together constitute this primeval

disorder, namely: Necessity, the Wandering Cause, the Receptacle,

Proto-Matter, and Space. ‘Necessity’ serves as a name for the random

disorder facing the Demiurge, indicating the inevitability of its in-

fluence on creation. The ‘Wandering Cause’ is the specific cause of

disorderly motion, standing in contrast to the cause of orderly mo-

tion, the Demiurge himself. The Wandering Cause is responsible

for the disorderly motion of the Proto-Matter which is situated

within the Receptacle of Becoming. Finally, the Receptacle itself is

alternatively referred to as Space. From the point of view of essential

narrative functions, these five together share the task of presenting

the non-rational pre-cosmic existents that the Demiurge must work

upon to create the physical universe. This distinct function is best

represented, for me, by the figure of the Receptacle, on account of her

central supporting role in Part II of the story. As the personification

of the whole phenomenon of pre-cosmic disorder, then, the Recep-

tacle is the third fundamental eternal figure. Therefore Form, De-

miurge, and Receptacle can be identified as the three eternal entities

fundamental to the creation story.22 The Form is present in both

Parts I and II.23 The Demiurge is dominant in Parts I and III, but he

is not named in Part II, where the main protagonist becomes the

Receptacle.24 Thus the male lead makes way for the female.

22 AndrewMason rightly pointed out (at a discussion during a seminar held at the
Institute of Classical Studies in London in Autumn 2007) that the five primal figures
of Part II can be further differentiated, since the Receptacle and Space are passive,
while Necessity, the Wandering Cause, and disorderly Proto-Matter are active.

23 The motif of form and copy is resumed in the final conclusion at 92c7.
24 Where reference is needed to the creative divinity in Part II, the simple term ‘the

god’ is used, e.g. 53b6, 55c5, and 56c5. The Demiurge reappears at 68e2, in the formal
conclusion to Part II, where he is directly named (› 	Å�Ø�ıæª��).
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How, then, do Form, Demiurge, and Receptacle compare with

Hesiod’s primal figures? The first answer is that there is no direct

or easy correspondence. I do not wish to claim that Hesiod’s primal

three of Chaos, Gaia, and Eros can be matched or specifically identi-

fied with this triad in Timaeus. Plato has his own, more complex, tale

to tell and begins his account from very different starting points.

Nevertheless, I venture to suggest that Hesiod is resonating in this

and other triadic groupings in Timaeus.

Early in Part II, Timaeus looks back to the classification of the

universe established in the Prelude (27d5–28a4) and says that two

elements were distinguished—model and copy—which now require

the addition of a third (48e2–49a4):

Our new starting point (Iæå�) in describing the universe must, however, be

a fuller classification than we made before. We then distinguished two

things; but now a third must be pointed out. For our earlier discourse the

two were sufficient: one postulated as model (�ÆæÆ	��ª�Æ��� �r	��), intel-

ligible and always unchangingly real; second, a copy (���Å�Æ) of this model,

which becomes and is visible. A third we did not then distinguish, thinking

that the two would suffice; but now, it seems, the argument compels us to

attempt to bring to light and describe a form difficult and obscure (åÆº��e


ŒÆd I�ı	æ�
).

But in the Prelude model and copy were joined by a third—a cause

(28a4–5) soon to be identified as maker, father, and Demiurge (28c3–

29a3). What therefore happens here in Part II is that the Demiurge is

excluded and replaced by a different third element, alongside model

and copy—a third element of a new and quite different nature.

Heralded as ‘difficult and obscure’, Timaeus now introduces, with

something of a flourish, the Receptacle (49a4–6):

What nature must we, then, conceive it to possess and what part does it

play? This, more than anything else: that it is the Receptacle—as it were, the

nurse—of all Becoming (���Å� �r
ÆØ ª�
��ø� ���	�åc
 ÆP�c
 �x�


�ØŁ�
Å
).

In addition to the rhetorical question, the delayed revelation, and the

simile of the ‘nurse’, also notable at 48e2–49a4 is the reference back to

the dialogue’s striking opening—¯x�, 	��, �æ�E� (‘One, two, three’:

17a1)—as the (new) triadic structure of the universe is identified.

Chaos corrected 235



As Timaeus continues to grapple with his demanding theme of the

Receptacle (49a6–50c6; see e.g. 50c6: �æ���
 �Ø
a 	��çæÆ���
 ŒÆd

ŁÆı�Æ���
),25 he returns to his central point by using another triad

(50c7–d2):

Be that as it may, for the present we must conceive three things: that which

becomes; that in which it becomes; and the model in whose likeness that

which becomes is born.

After further difficult exposition on the Receptacle (50d4–51e6; see

e.g. 51b1: I��æ��Æ�� �fi Å . . . ŒÆd 	ı�Æºø���Æ��
),26 he then turns to a

new formulation to summarize what he has been saying. Again there

are three elements, this time Form, copy, and Space (51e6–52b1):

This being so, we must agree that there is, first, the unchanging Form,

ungenerated and indestructible . . . Second is that which bears the same

name and is like that Form; is sensible; is brought into existence; is perpe-

tually in motion . . .Third is Space, which is everlasting (I��), not admitting

destruction; providing a situation ("	æÆ
) for all things that come into

being.

Timaeus then settles on a summative classification of the universal

order as consisting of Being, Space, and Becoming—again with an

emphasis on the number three (52d2–4):

Let this, then, be given as the tale summed (K
 Œ�çÆºÆ�øfi ) according to my

judgement: that there are Being, Space, Becoming (Z
 �� ŒÆd å�æÆ
 ŒÆd

ª
��Ø
)—three distinct things—even before the Heaven (�PæÆ
�
) came

into being.

So, in the Prelude to the cosmology there is a single triadic classification

(model, copy, and cause: 27d5–28b2) which is used throughout Part I

for the Demiurge’s work of creation. This grouping is thenmodified in

Part II so that the Receptacle/Space is used alongsidemodel and copy in

four further triadic classifications, thus replacing the cause. The sub-

stitution in the triadic arrangements of the Receptacle/Space for the

cause/Demiurge is due to the exposition shifting its focus away from

25 The processes of the Receptacle are described as happening ‘in a strange manner
that is hard to express’.

26 The Receptacle is said to share in the intelligible ‘in some very puzzling way . . .
and very hard to apprehend’.
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the actions of the rational cause and onto the effects of non-rational

‘Necessity’. Thus whereas the intelligible Form and the intelligent

Demiurge are appropriate subjects in the Prelude and Part I, the non-

rational Receptacle and her disorderly associates, all feminine in gram-

matical gender, must be left aside until the appropriate new beginning

of Part II. Because of the divided structure of the myth, Demiurge and

Receptacle do not appear together.

Within Timaeus as a whole, there are four constituents of the

universal order: Form, copy, Demiurge/cause, and Receptacle/

Space. So why then does Plato set up and keep revising a triadic

structure? In these shifting schemata for the cosmic and pre-cosmic

order, Plato seems to be making it difficult to fix on a final way of

speaking about the primal entities. Indeed Timaeus seems to be tying

himself in knots with his revisions. But throughout the cosmology

there is an insistence on the number three. Perhaps the answer is that

Plato, with the Theogony as his archetypal model, wants to utilize the

triad as a successful narrative and explanatory motif, while recogniz-

ing that any single triadic group would simply prove insufficient to

the needs of his own complex discourse. In short, Plato recognizes

the power of the number three in telling a good creation story.

Further, a triadic structure in which a male principle in Part I is

replaced by, and so balanced against, a female principle in Part II

allows him to revisit, in an original way, the male/female polarity so

dominant in Hesiod’s myth. Plato thus returns to the theme of the

primal family but in place of Hesiod’s dynastic strife creates a new

and harmonious vision of how the cosmos is fathered and mothered.

The cosmic family

Despite presenting a creation process quite unlike that of Hesiod’s

‘holy family’, Plato follows the Theogony in making lineage the

dominant motif in his cosmology. Indeed the image of the divine

family, re-invented in surprising ways, plays an important part in

Plato’s story of the birth of the universe.

In Part I of the Timaeus, the sole agent of creation is the Demiurge,

who is male. As well as being the craftsman of the universe, he is also
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simultaneously its father.27 The personification of the Demiurge as a

father is most pronounced when we hear of his emotional reaction to

the birth of his child (37c6–d1):

When the father who had begotten it (› ª�

��Æ� �Æ��æ) saw it set in motion

and alive, a shrine brought into being for the everlasting gods, he rejoiced

and, being well pleased (Mª��ŁÅ �� ŒÆd �PçæÆ
Ł���) he took thought to make

it yet more like its pattern (�e �Ææ�	�Øª�Æ).

The Demiurge is also the father of the lesser gods.28 It is notable that

there is no mother of the universe in Part I of the myth, where the

perfect, rational creatures are formed. But this situation changes with

the introduction in Part II of the mysterious trio of Necessity (f),

the Wandering Cause (f), and the Receptacle (f). These three non-

rational but nevertheless eternal females are brought into view at the

pivotal section of 47e–49a which introduces Part II and the creation

of the physical universe.

When the Receptacle is first introduced, she is described in the

arresting simile �x�
 �ØŁ�
Å
 (‘as it were a nurse’: 49a6). A little later

she is described explicitly as the ‘mother’ (�Å�æÆ) of the sensible

world (51a4–6):

For this reason, then, the mother and Receptacle (�Å�æÆ ŒÆd ���	�å�
) of

what has come to be visible and otherwise sensible must not be called earth

or air or fire or water.

Moreover, in between these passages a more extended simile of a

family is used to explain the triad of ‘that which becomes’, ‘that in

which it becomes’, and the model (50d2–4):

Indeed we may fittingly compare the Recipient to a mother (�Å�æ�), the

model to a father (�Æ�æ�), and the nature that arises between them to their

offspring (KŒª�
øfi ).

In Part I of the cosmology the Demiurge is the primal father, but

here, following the idea of family likeness, the father of the cosmos is

the Form. The Form as father cannot interact directly with the

27 Demiurge as father of universe: 28c3, 32c1, 34a7, 34b9, 37a2, 37d4, 38b6, 38c4,
38e5, 39d7, and 68e4.

28 Timaeus 41a7, 42e6 and 69c4.
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mother, since it cannot act at all, and so in the story overall a dynamic

cause is needed, which becomes in the figure of the Demiurge an

alternative father. The Form as father cannot engage sexually with the

mother and nurse of the universe, but can the Demiurge?

Zedda, in his illuminating treatment (2003), has argued that

he can and does. The relevant passages are (a) 47e5–48a5 and (b)

56c3–7, the first of which occurs at the very opening of Part II:

(a) For the generation of this universe was a mixed result (����Øª�
Å) of
the combination of Necessity and Reason (I
�ªŒÅ� �� ŒÆd 
�F). Reason
overruled Necessity by persuading her to guide the greatest part of the
things that become towards what is best (
�F 	b I
�ªŒÅ� ¼æå�
��� �fiH ���Ł�Ø

ÆP�c
 �H
 ªØª
��
ø
 �a �º�E��Æ K�d �e �º�Ø���
 ¼ª�Ø
); in that way and on
that principle this universe was fashioned in the beginning by the victory of
reasonable persuasion over Necessity (	Ø’ I
�ªŒÅ� ���ø�
Å� ��e ��ØŁ�F�
��çæ�
��).
(b) And with regard to their numbers, their motions, and their powers in

general, we must suppose that the god (�e
 Ł��
) adjusted them in due
proportion, when he had brought them in every detail to the most exact
perfection permitted by Necessity willingly complying with persuasion
(‹�fi Å��æ � �B� I
�ªŒÅ� $Œ�F�Æ ��Ø�Ł�E�� �� ç��Ø� ���EŒ�
).29

Zedda’s idea that the persuasion in both of these passages is to be

understood as erotic is intriguing. This interpretation would present

Reason/the god as sweet-talking and seducing non-rational Necessity

into co-operating with him as he seeks to bring order. Since what is

being ordered is the disorderly Proto-Matter moving within the

Receptacle, the figures of Necessity and the Receptacle are being

blurred. If we add in the Receptacle’s role as ‘mother’ and ‘nurse of

Becoming’, it is tempting to see this as an erotic persuasion that

precedes the (metaphorical) birth of the physical cosmos, as Zedda

claims (2003, 152–3):

My claim here is that Plato is deliberately using sexual reproduction as a

paradigm for the interaction of the Demiurge and the Receptacle . . .The
Demiurge and Necessity, through the act of persuasion, enter into a volun-

tary partnership. This partnership is a concept of fundamental importance,

29 Cornford’s translation masks the fact that the compliance of Necessity is with
the ‘god’ who must be understood here as the Demiurge, although he is not named as
such.
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implying, on the one hand, that Necessity is willing to co-operate . . .On the

other hand, it is clear that the Demiurge cannot, or will not, generate on

his own any of the visible instantiations of the universal order he has

devised . . . It is only as a combined effort by both rational and non-rational

principles that recognizable objects can be built in the Receptacle.

Zedda rightly sees that Reason/the Demiurge cannot simply subor-

dinate Necessity but has to work with it and that the result is a

compromise. His conclusion is attractive (2003, 155–6):

By having two such disparate entities work in partnership, the Demiurge can

truly claim that the universe as generated is all-encompassing. Even more

importantly, the maker can claim to have constructed a universe based on

principles of true harmonia. The universe generated by the Demiurge and

Necessity embodies all that exists, both rational and non-rational, into one

single relationship: çØº�Æ.

One drawback, however, with this interpretation is that eros is not

formally introduced in the dialogue until 91a1–2, as the gods con-

struct sexual intercourse at the point where women are differentiated

from men (Ł��d �e
 �B� �ı
�ı��Æ� �æø�Æ K��Œ��
Æ
��).30 That said, it

is still the case that sexual intemperance (Içæ�	��ØÆ IŒ�ºÆ��Æ) fea-

tures in the account before the formal creation of eros, since it is

presented at 86d3 as a disease of the soul (albeit with no explicit use

of ‘eros’ vocabulary). Given that eros is problematic,31 one can see

why Plato would not wish to introduce it overtly into his account of

Demiurgic creation, but the procreative imagery nevertheless does

seem to raise, albeit implicitly, the possibility of sexual attraction.

With the images of the Demiurge and Form as father and Recep-

tacle as mother, the male/female relationship of Timaeus parallels

the many liaisons of Hesiod’s Theogony. While Hesiod’s Gaia as

planet earth has her own place in Plato’s account of cosmogony,

it is worth noting how she is also resonating in the female

Receptacle out of which the material universe emerges.32 Both

30 I am grateful to Sarah Broadie for raising this point.
31 As Diotima’s speech in the Symposium makes clear, eros as lack is at odds with

divine perfection.
32 Sedley in this volume (Ch. 12) shows how Hesiod’s Chaos anticipates Plato’s

Receptacle: both preceded the world but, once ordered, remain within it; and the
Receptacle, like Chaos’ family, ‘represents the world’s capacity for variation over
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primal figures are mothers defined by their role as ‘recipient’ of

matter—the Receptacle as ‘all-receiving’ (�Æ
	�å�: 51a7) echoes

the ever-receptive Gaia (e.g. 	�Æ��: Theogony 184; and K	�Æ�� at

479). The two are further connected when Timaeus refers to both

planet earth and the Receptacle as ‘nurses’: �æ�ç�� is used of earth at

40b8; �ØŁ�
Å is used of the Receptacle at 49a6 and 52d5; and at 88d6

the Receptacle is both �æ�ç�� and �ØŁ�
Å of the universe. Like Gaia,

the Receptacle seems to personify the ‘female procreative drive’

discussed by J. S. Clay, for she too is ‘infinitely multiplying’ as the

nurse of ceaseless Becoming (I��: 51a1, 52e5). Further, one may note

that as Hesiod’s Gaia is twice described as "	�� I�çÆºb� ÆN�� (‘safe

seat for ever’: 117 and 128), so Plato’s Receptacle/Space is said to

provide an eternal �	æÆ (‘seat’: 52a8–b1) for becoming, since her

space is ‘everlasting’ (I��). Thus Plato follows Hesiod’s personifica-

tion of a primal mother who offers security and stability within her

own sphere. Following this parallel, the Timaeus can be read as

refashioning both Gaia and her partner. For, while Hesiod’s Gaia

and Ouranos set a template for power struggle and gender conflict

amongst the gods, Plato’s Demiurge (m) and Receptacle/Necessity

(f) create a picture of greater harmony and co-operation at the birth

of the universe. The process is not only more orderly and rational but

also gentler—with persuasion instead of force and plotting. While

the children of Ouranos are explicitly ‘hated’ by their father (155)

who wants to stifle future generations, the Demiurge is joyful at the

birth of his child (37c7). While Ouranos is ‘jealous’ of the strength,

form, and stature of Briareus, Kottos, and Gyges (619), the De-

miurge emphatically has no jealousy (29e1–2): ‘He was good; and

in the good no jealousy in any matter can ever arise.’ The

crucial difference, then, is that the Demiurge seeks to promote

goodness and so creates harmony and order, even with his irrational

female partner.

space and time’ (p. 253). Reading the Receptacle as echoing both Gaia and Chaos
does not seem to me problematic, since this sort of fluidity seems a familiar part of
Plato’s technique in creating allusions (see Pender 2007).
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THE TELEOLOGICAL ROLE OF THE MUSES

Plato’s allusions to the Theogony in the Timaeus signal his respect for

Greek literary and cultural tradition but also his distance from it. A

final significant example of this double-edged technique is the phi-

losopher’s inspired re-working of Hesiod’s Muses.

The Muses pervade the Theogony. Their name sounds the august

opening (��ı��ø
 � EºØŒø
Ø�	ø
 Iæå���Ł’ I��	�Ø
: ‘From the Muses

of Helicon, let us begin our singing’), they are a constant presence in

the main text, and their sweet song closes the poem (965–6 and

1021–2). From line 25 onwards the Muses are repeatedly identified

as Zeus’ daughters (‘Olympian Muses, daughters of Zeus, the aegis-

bearer’),33 and their closeness is apparent as they ‘delight’ him (37,

51) with their lovely sound. Born of Zeus and Mnemosyne, the story

of their birth is told at 53–67, and then retold at 915–17, and the nine

girls are named individually at 77–9.34 Throughout, the poet attri-

butes his song to the Muses themselves,35 and thus obeys the god-

desses’ injunction that he sing of them ‘first, last and always’ (34).

Throughout the poem the gods in general are said to be ‘givers of

good things’ (e.g. 46: 	ø�Bæ�� K�ø
),36 but they also bestow evils, as

with Pandora (570: ŒÆŒ�
; 585: ŒÆºe
 ŒÆŒ�
) and the Fates who send

‘both good and ill’ (906). The Muses, in contrast, stand as the

epitome of heaven-sent goodness: their gifts are noted approvingly

(e.g. 93: ƒ�æc 	��Ø� 102: 	HæÆ Ł��ø
), and their song offers ‘oblivion

of ills and respite from cares’ (55), soothing the troubles of all (98–

103). Their song is delightful because they ‘sing in unison’ (39: çø
Bfi

›�Åæ�F�ÆØ), and are ‘united in purpose’ (60: ›��çæ�
Æ�). In contrast

to the uproar of the mighty succession battles, the Muses symbolize

the concord, peace, and friendship of Zeus’ new order. Thus the

Muses, and therefore the poem itself, celebrate Zeus’ civilizing influ-

ence over primitive strife.37

33 For the Muses as Zeus’ daughters, see also 29, 36, 40, 52, 71, 104, 917, 966, 1022.
34 Discussed by Regali, this volume, Ch. 13.
35 Hesiod’s song belongs to the Muses: Theogony 1, 22–4, 29, 33, 36–52, 75, 104–5,

114–15, 965–8, and 1021–2; cf. Haubold in this volume, Ch. 1.
36 For the blessings given by the gods, see also 111 and 664.
37 At Theogony 74 Zeus ‘set in order’ (	Ø�Æ��
) his constitution.
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The narrative motif of the progressive achievement of order from

disorder is replayed in Plato’s story of the Demiurge and his harmo-

nious cosmos.38 Indeed, Plato seems to create an ironic allusion to

the victory of Zeus by re-working the theme of bonds (	�����). Zeus,

following the example of his father Ouranos, is much given to

imprisoning his enemies.39 But the bonds of the Demiurge are part

of his craftsmanship, since the binding of two separate entities to

create a unity is a constant image of divine creation in Timaeus.40

Further, the bonds of the Demiurge, achieved through geometrical

proportion, unify the universe and bestow upon it an emotional

concord (32b8–c4):

ŒÆd 	Øa �ÆF�Æ . . . �e ��F Œ����ı �H�Æ Kª�

�ŁÅ 	Ø’ I
Æº�ª�Æ� ›��º�ªB�Æ
,
çØº�Æ
 �� ��å�
 KŒ ����ø
, u��� �N� �ÆP�e
 Æ��fiH �ı
�ºŁe
 ¼ºı��
 ��� ��ı

¼ºº�ı �ºc
 ��e ��F �ı
	��Æ
��� ª�
�ŁÆØ.

For these reasons . . . the body of the universe was brought into being,

coming into concord by means of proportion, and from these it acquired

Amity, so that coming into unity with itself it became indissoluble by any

other save him who bound it together.

The triumph of the Demiurge’s harmonious and unified creation is

hymned in the final conclusion of the work (92c7–9)41 and is also

celebrated earlier at the close of Part I. In this structurally significant

38 Vocabulary of ordering characterizes the Demiurgic arrangement of the uni-
verse. See e.g. 	ØÆ���Æ� (42e5), 	Ø��Æ�Ø
 (53b8), 	ØÆ��ÆŒ�ÆØ (75e1); I��Œ�ø�, �N�
���Ø
 . . . KŒ �B� I�Æ��Æ� (30a5); I��Œ�ø� (43b1 and 69b3); ¼�ÆŒ��
 (46e5); and
�æ���Æ��
 (69c5).

39 Bonds and imprisonment in Theogony: 157; 501–2; 515; 521–2; 527–8; 616; 618;
651–3; 658–60; 669; 717–18; 729–33 and 868.

40 Timaeus 31b8–c4: ‘But two things alone cannot be satisfactorily united without
a third; for there must be some bond (	����
) between them drawing them together.
And of all bonds the best is that which makes itself and the terms it connects a unity
in the fullest sense; and it is of the nature of a continued geometrical proportion
(I
Æº�ª�Æ) to effect this most perfectly.’ Bonds and binding in Timaeus: 32b1, b7, c4;
36a7; 37a4; 41a8–b6; 43a2–3, a5, d6–7; 44d5; 45a7; 45b4; 69e4; 70e3; 73c3; 74b5, d7;
81d6–7.

41 In the closing lines the universe is hymned as ‘a perceptible god, supreme in
greatness and excellence, in beauty and perfection, this Heaven, single in its kind
and one’.
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passage, as the ‘works of Reason’ are completed, Plato reveals a new,

teleological role for the Muses.

At 44d–46c, Timaeus sets out the structure of the human body, its

limbs and organs. After explaining the eyes and vision, Timaeus

identifies them as ‘accessory causes’, used by the creator to achieve

‘the best result’ (46c7–d1). In the Timaeus, the gods give only good

things to man and, motivated purely by goodness, take care to design

a universe where each element has its own and proper purpose. So we

learn that the purpose of sight is to allow humans to observe the

planets, to invent number, time, and natural science, and so discover

philosophy, the greatest ‘gift from heaven’ (47b1–2: 	øæÅŁb
 KŒ

Ł�H
). Timaeus explains that the god gave us vision so that we

might observe the revolutions of the planets and so set in order the

‘wandering motions’ within ourselves (47c2–4). The final lines of this

section (47c4–e2) turn to sound, which is likewise identified as ‘a gift

from the gods’ (�Ææa Ł�H
 	�	øæB�ŁÆØ: 47c5–6). Although the topic

of sound is appropriate alongside vision, this short account cannot

match that of vision, which is far longer and more developed (45b2–

47c4).42 I suggest that Plato adds this brief discussion of sound in

order to create a striking conclusion to Part I through the appearance

of the divine Muses.

Sound and hearing, like vision, are designed for the same divine

purpose. For philosophy is promoted not only by speech but also by

the gift of harmonious music (47c7–d1: 	�Ł
). Thus the Muses enter

the Timaeus (47d2–7):

� 	b ±æ��
�Æ, �ıªª�
�E� �å�ı�Æ ç�æa� �ÆE� K
 ��E
 �B� łıåB� ��æØ�	�Ø�, �fiH

���a 
�F �æ��åæø�
øfi ����ÆØ� �PŒ Kç’ �	�
c
 ¼º�ª�
 ŒÆŁ���æ 
F
 �r
ÆØ

	�Œ�E åæ��Ø���, Iºº’ K�d �c
 ª�ª�
ıEÆ
 K
 ��E
 I
�æ�����
 łıåB� ��æ��	�
 �N�

ŒÆ�ÆŒ���Å�Ø
 ŒÆd �ı�çø
�Æ
 $Æı�Bfi ����Æå�� ��e ��ı�H
 		��ÆØ.

And harmony, whose motions are akin to the revolutions of the soul within

us, has been given by the Muses to him whose commerce with them is

guided by intelligence, not for the sake of irrational pleasure (which is now

thought to be its utility), but as an ally against the inward discord that has

42 The account of sound takes up c.12 lines, whereas that of vision takes up
c.82 lines.
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come into the revolution of the soul, to bring it into order and consonance

with itself.

Therefore, the true gift of the Muses—as part of the divine strategy

for guiding human beings—is to help the soul become orderly and

harmonious. As Sedley has shown, Timaeus sets out how mortals can

‘become like gods’ by attaining inner harmony.43 Thus the Muses for

Plato play a teleological role in leading the human soul towards

divine harmony and reason. Plato here pays respect to Hesiod but

gives new significance to the poet’s insights. At Theogony 26, through

the gift of the Muses, shepherds may hope to be transformed from

‘mere bellies’ into poets. But for Plato, in a similar but more radical

transformation, the gifts of the Muses are one of the many aspects of

creation which offer human beings the chance to transcend entirely

their physical limitations and thus become divine.

Setting aside the primitive family strife of the Theogony, Plato tells

a new tale of first beginnings. Here the principle of goodness is

eternally present, the triumph of order and reason is assured by

design, and human beings have the means to become like gods.

Plato’s Muses thus symbolize a cosmos that is perfectly harmonious

from the moment of its birth.

43 Sedley (1997), 328: ‘What emerges from the Timaeus is that the human soul’s
capacity to pattern itself after a divine mind is far from accidental, but directly reflects
the soul’s own nature and origins and the teleological structure of the world as a
whole.’

Chaos corrected 245



12

Hesiod’s Theogony and Plato’s Timaeus

David Sedley

Plato’s Timaeus could compete for the title of the single most seminal

philosophical text to emerge from the whole of antiquity. That is

surprising, because the Timaeus is Plato’s dialogue on physics, a sub-

discipline of philosophy which he appears to rank as intellectually

inferior to others he practises. But the dialogue is unique in Plato’s

corpus in synthesizing a systematic world-view out of the disparate

ideas that can be extracted from his other writings—in particular his

psychology, his ethics, and his metaphysics. It thus came to serve as,

in a way, the great manifesto of Platonism, which itself became in

turn the most influential and prestigious philosophy that the ancient

world produced.

And yet the Timaeus, for all its seminal influence, is also a uniquely

difficult text to read and decode. It is written in a high-flown prose

which shares many of the conventions of poetry, and it constantly

shifts its generic register between creation myth, scientific treatise,

hymn, dialectical argument, and aetiological fable. From its publica-

tion in the mid 4th century BC to the present day its meaning has

been unflaggingly disputed, starting with radical disagreements

among Plato’s own pupils. To make headway with its decipherment

is therefore a major desideratum for our understanding of ancient

philosophy as a whole.

Hesiod’s Theogony is among the earliest surviving Greek poems,

datable perhaps to around 700 BC. Its narrative is in large measure the



history of two divine families,1 whose successive generations and

their interactions can be taken to add up to a religious aetiology of

how the world came to be as it now is. For all that it shares with the

creation myths of neighbouring cultures, it acquired the status of the

paradigmatic Greek creation myth. Hesiod’s prestige was high by

Plato’s day, and there is abundant evidence (open to inspection

throughout this volume) that he was close to the centre of Plato’s

cultural universe. However, Plato’s most obvious and well-recog-

nized interest is in Hesiod’s other major poem, the Works and

Days.2 It is mainly when we turn to his Timaeus that the Theogony

comes into focus. Although Hesiod is never directly referred to

there,3 he is an undoubted presence in the background.

My aim in this chapter is programmatic—to urge that we, classi-

cists and historians of philosophy, spend more time discussing these

two texts side by side. Our understanding of both cosmogonies will

inevitably be enhanced when we take full account of their shared

agenda, their shared problematic, and their shared theological modes

1 For an understanding of the Chaos family, I have benefited a great deal from the
introduction of Most (2006).

2 See further the contributions to this volume by Ford and El Murr, Chs. 7 and 14
respectively.

3 Hesiod’s Theogony is, however, clearly in the frame at 40d6–41a3, where Ti-
maeus, having described the creation of the main cosmic players, bows to the poets’
authority regarding the genealogy of the lesser gods, the Olympians included:

‘To speak of the other divinities and to know about their birth is too great a task for
us, but we must believe those who have spoken of them before us. They were, on their
own say-so, descendants of the gods, and presumably had clear knowledge of their
own forebears. This fact makes it impossible to disbelieve the children of gods, even
though they speak without likely and necessary proofs. On the ground that they claim
to be reporting family matters, we should follow custom and believe them.’

What ensues is an outline synthesis of Hesiodic and Orphic theogony in five genera-
tions: Earth and Heaven; Okeanos and Tethys; Phorcys, Kronos, Rhea, etc.; Zeus,
Hera, and the rest of their generation; and finally the offspring of these last. Although
the attribution of divine descent to the poetic authorities strictly applies to Orpheus
and Musaeus rather than to Hesiod, it can hardly be doubted that all are to some
extent in view. The remark of nearly all commentators that the above words are
‘ironic’ should be resisted: Timaeus is, unlike Socrates, no ironist. His point is simply
to make it clear that on the one hand he is not taking the radical step of excluding the
traditional deities from his pantheon, but that on the other he has nothing to say
about their genealogy beyond what can be read in the poets, since there is no
Timaean-style argument from ‘likelihood’ available.
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of representing cosmological truths. For example, there seems little

chance of understanding Plato’s representation of the world as an

assemblage of created deities if we do not keep the Hesiodic model of

the world as a divine family constantly in mind. And equally, we are

unlikely to get an adequate conceptual grip on that Hesiodic model

itself if we do not cast our minds forward to what was to become of it

when fully reworked and articulated by Plato.

Did the world have a beginning, and will it one day come to an

end? Most ancient thinkers maintained that it had both a beginning

and an end, while Aristotle held that it had neither. According to one

tradition,4 this pleasing symmetry between beginning and end had

been rejected by just two authorities, Hesiod and Plato, both of

whom held that the world on the one hand had had a beginning

but on the other hand would last for ever.

Hesiod’s poem is all about the successive births of the immortal

beings such as Heaven and Earth that constitute the world. So read at

face value he is indeed committed to the asymmetric thesis of a

created but immortal world. (In theory, Earth and Heaven could

decouple and go their separate ways, but I do not for a moment

think that the possibility of such a divorce is contemplated.) Plato’s

Timaeus, again taken at face value, is equally clear on the point. The

world was created by an intelligent god, whose superiority as a

creative artist guarantees that none but he would even be capable

of destroying it, while his goodness guarantees that he will never in

fact choose to do so. Ergo his creation will last for ever.

The asymmetry between beginning and end thus declared by Plato

provoked outrage and controversy from the start. Aristotle thought

he could show that it offended against the laws of modal logic,

although his attempt to show how resulted in one of the most

perplexing chapters he ever wrote (On the Heavens 1.12). Meanwhile

many of Plato’s more loyal pupils set out to show that their master’s

text, if properly scrutinized and deciphered, does not actually pro-

pound the asymmetric thesis after all, and that according to his

subtext the world, which will indeed last for ever, was never created

but has always existed. His apparent talk of divine creation of the

4 See e.g. Philo, On the Eternity of the World 13–17. Sometimes, e.g. Philoponus,
On the Eternity of the World 212.20–22 Rabe, Hesiod is joined with other ‘theolo-
gians’, such as Orpheus.
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world, according to this lobby, is in reality no more than his way of

indicating the world’s dependence, since eternity, on a superior,

intelligent cause. Their interpretation and variants on it continue

to find innumerable champions to the present day.

The battle that rages around this question has come to focus

largely on the incoherences that would allegedly follow from a literal

reading of the creation described in the Timaeus. Plato, it is argued,

intended us to notice those incoherences and to infer that his cos-

mogonic story could not be taken literally as a diachronic narrative.5

Here is one example. According to the literal reading of Plato’s text,

the world must have come to be, because it is perceptible, and all

perceptible things are generated (28b7–c2). How did it come to be,

then? Being a good product, it must have come to be as the deliberate

act of a good creator, who imposed order on what had hitherto been

material disorder. Later on in the dialoguewe learn that that pre-cosmic

disorder had consisted of chaotic motions in a universal substrate

which Plato calls the ‘receptacle’. This substrate, the receptacle, seems

to combine the properties of what we would call matter and space.6

The threat of incoherence in Plato’s narrative presents itself when

we notice that the pre-cosmic disorder is itself described as having

been perceptible (e.g. 30a3, 52e1). If so, by the same argument, that

pre-cosmic disorder must itself at some time have come into being.7

But out of what? Plato would no more than any other ancient thinker

allow generation out of literally nothing;8 but, equally, the disorder

cannot have been generated out of previous order, since the good

creator could never have allowed that to happen. It seems then that

no coherent account can be given of the pre-cosmic disorder, if it is

understood as a temporal phase in a sequential narrative.

5 That the thesis there is in fact that the world had a beginning I argue in Sedley
(2007), 98–107. For the ancient debate, see Baltes (1976–8); for modern arguments
against literalism, see e.g. Baltes (1996), Dillon (1997).

6 I agree with Algra (1995), Ch. 3, that neither aspect can be eliminated in favour
of the other.

7 It would not be sufficient to respond that each discrete phase of the pre-cosmic
disorder came into being from a prior phase. The premise that ‘perceptible’ entails
‘generated’ has to apply to wholes as well as their parts, or the argument at 28b4–c2
for the world’s having had a beginning would fail.

8 The one reported exception is Xeniades, said to have held that everything comes
into being out of nothing (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 7.53).
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This is a good moment to turn to Hesiod. Which of the gods was

born first, he asks (Theogony 115). His answer is: Chaos. This noun

does not mean ‘chaos’ in our sense. Its more literal meaning is a

gaping space, not unlike the word ‘chasm’ with which it is cognate.9

Nevertheless, from an early date Hesiod’s interpreters also seem also

to have associated it with cheisthai, ‘to flow’,10 thus inaugurating a

long semantic chain at the other end of which lies our modern use of

the word ‘chaos’ for disordered flux.

Hesiod’s Chaos is a god, despite being grammatically neuter, a

grammatical privilege which in Hesiod’s huge pantheon it shares

with no one except its own offspring Erebos.11 Being a god, Chaos

certainly has not perished, and must therefore still be a presence in

the world. Nor is it, like the Titans and other gods who lost the

subsequent power struggles, one of the deities now imprisoned in

Tartarus and therefore no longer in evidence or causally active in

the world. What and where is it today, then? A natural guess is that,

like Plato’s receptacle, this mysteriously neuter power survives as

the substrate on which subsequent deities such as heaven and earth

have come to impose their own structure. If Plato’s substrate com-

bines the features of space and matter, the same might well be said

of Hesiod’s Chaos, especially if we suppose that its ‘flowing’ con-

notations were felt from the start and were therefore an antecedent

of what, in Plato’s narrative, reappears as the disorderly flux of pre-

cosmic matter. Just as Hesiodic Chaos both preceded the world and

remains present today but with order superimposed on it, so too

Plato’s receptacle has progressed from disorder in the pre-cosmic flux

to a fully ordered structure today.

A couple of decades after Plato’s death, a schoolboy in Samos

named Epicurus, when presented with Hesiod’s line ‘The very first

to come to be was Chaos’ (116), asked his teacher in that case what

Chaos had come to be from. The teacher replied evasively that

this was a question for the so-called philosophers;12 and so began

9 Cf. Theogony 700, 814, and å���Æ at 740, with Pender p. 229 above.
10 Cf. already Pherecydes 7 B1a DK.
11 Cf. Pender, p. 229. �̋�Œ�� �� +��	�� �� at Theogony 229, kindly pointed out to

me by Stavros Kouloumentas, are a partial parallel, but differ in that they get their
neuter gender from their ordinary lexical usage, rather than as proper names.

12 Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors 10.18–19.
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Epicurus’ distinguished career in philosophy. Now young Epicurus’

question was indeed a good one, and he himself, then or at any rate

later, will have favoured the view that whatever fundamental state of

things causally preceded our world had existed from the infinite

past.13 But Hesiod’s poem is a ‘theogony’, literally an account of

the ‘birth’ or ‘coming to be’ of the gods, and in accordance with his

dominant genealogical model of the world’s history he is quite

explicit that even Chaos initially came to be.

If, as I have suggested, we take Plato’s receptacle to fill the tradi-

tional role that Hesiod’s Chaos had originally occupied, we can work

out that, in the absence of any counter-indication by Plato, the

default assumption was that the disorderly state of matter which

preceded the world’s creation had itself somehow at some prior

time come into being. To recognize this as the default assumption

inherited from the existing theogonic tradition is not, of course,

to solve the problem of why or how in Plato’s eyes the pre-cosmic

flux came into being, let alone to answer the question what

can possibly have preceded it. But it is a way of shifting the question

with which we have to confront Plato’s text. It may be—and the

Hesiodic comparison supports the assumption—that Plato was not

in the least bothered by his own argument’s implication that the

disorderly state of matter which preceded the world must have had

its own temporal beginning. No doubt it did, because as he says

experience confirms that everything perceptible has a temporal be-

ginning, much as in Hesiod every component of the cosmos, the first

included, had a birth. If Plato is prudent enough to halt the expla-

natory regress at this point, rather than embark on identifying a

potentially unending chain of temporally prior explanatory princi-

ples, that is entirely in keeping with the methodological prospectus of

the Timaeus (29c4–d3), where the limits of human understanding

about the physical world, and the consequent impossibility of elim-

inating all incoherence from our conjectural reconstruction of its

origin, are carefully spelled out. So the Hesiodic comparison offers

us, not a resolution of the tensions within Plato’s account, but rather

13 Cf. the Epicurean criticism of the Timaeus on just these grounds at Cicero, On
the Nature of the Gods 1.21.
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their relocation to a more distant past, from where they can pose a

much less immediate threat to the coherence of Plato’s narrative.

Such a relocation is not a way of simply shutting one’s eyes to the

problem. The vast majority of successful historical explanations

follow the same pattern, tracing a present explanandum back to

some suitably primary state of affairs. The likelihood that the origi-

nating state of affairs itself is not one we have the resources to explain

by a further journey backwards in time—if, for example, we can trace

our own language back as far as, but no further than, a posited origin

called Proto-Indo-European—does not undermine the success of

our explanation. On the contrary, it encourages the assumption

that, but for the remoteness of the events in question, we would

be able to repeat that success by uncovering a yet earlier stage in the

process. Very few successful historical explanations of anything aspire

to go all the way back to the Big Bang, and even fewer to anything

beyond it.

If, then, Plato assumes that the pre-cosmic disorder, like Hesiodic

Chaos, must have had some origin, but does not aspire to discover

what it is, he is to be commended for his prudence.

In this way, a perspective which takes due account of Hesiod offers

both a potential gain for the internal intelligibility of Plato’s cosmog-

ony, and a cue for us to refocus our own discussions of it.

Let me return now to the intimate link between the twin functions

of Hesiod’s Chaos, as both space and fluid matter. The impression

that it has this dual role is strengthened when we look at its progeny

(123–5). Chaos reproduced asexually, giving birth to Erebos

(roughly, darkness) and Night. These two siblings then copulated,

giving birth to Aither—the bright upper atmosphere—and Day.14

Thus by its third generation the entirely inbred Chaos family com-

prised personifications of (a) space, (b) darkness and night, and (c)

brightness and day. It seems reasonable to suggest that the family

in this way provides the world both with its spatio-temporal dimen-

sionality, and with its capacity for change. Chaos itself corresponds to

14 As I have mentioned, Erebos is, apart from Chaos, the only other grammatically
neuter deity in Hesiod, but since it goes on to mate with Night in an explicitly sexual
partnership it seems that this descendant of Chaos developed sexual differentiation
which had been originally lacking.
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the world’s full spatial extent, onto which its individual structures

have been subsequently superimposed. In addition, night and day

jointly represent its temporal extension and variability. Darkness

and brightness, for their part, accompany night and day as their

respective siblings, being as it were the essential constituents of

night and day, and thus the very stuff of the passage of time.

Much of the above anticipates in one way or another the role of the

Platonic receptacle. In Plato’s eyes it is precisely because the change-

less Forms had to be imitated in this fluid substrate that our world

is, unlike the Forms themselves, inherently subject to change. The

creator has done everything possible to limit its liability to change,

both by imposing the greatest possible regularity, and by protecting

his creation from eventual dissolution. Nevertheless, it is the sub-

strate that, much like Hesiod’s Chaos family, represents the world’s

capacity for variation over space and time.

Is that a bad thing? Is the world a worse place for its unavoidable

inherence in space and in changeable matter? In one sense yes,

because according to Plato’s metaphysics change is inferior to stabi-

lity, and copy to original. But there is a very old tradition, probably

traceable back to Aristotle,15 of attributing to Plato the further view

that matter is the direct cause of the world’s imperfections, in the

stronger sense that matter has to some extent successfully resisted the

creator’s imposition on it of rational order. In assessing the pros and

cons of such an interpretation, it will pay once again to compare

Hesiod.

We have so far taken the genealogy of the Chaos family down to its

third generation, but there is more of that third generation, followed

by a fourth generation, still to add to our list. Night, now reverting

to the older family tradition of asexual reproduction, went on to

become the mother of the following deities (211–32): hateful Doom,

black Fate, Death, Blame, painful Woe, the Lots (Moirai), those

pitiless punishers the Fates, Nemesis the bane of mortals, Deceit,

terrible Old Age, and hard-hearted Strife. And through Strife she

in turn became the grandmother of painful Toil, Forgetfulness,

Hunger, tearful Griefs, Murders, Battles, Slaughters, Homicides,

15 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 988a14–17.

Hesiod’s Theogony and Plato’s Timaeus 253



Discords, Lies, Disputes, Lawlessness, and Ruin (Atē). True, she also

had a few less harmful-sounding offspring, namely Sleep, the tribe of

Dreams, the Hesperides, and Friendship—and likewise her grandson

Oath. But since even Oath is presented as the source of harm—for

falsely sworn oaths are the greatest source of misery to mankind

(231–2)—we need hardly doubt that taken as a whole the list repre-

sents the actual and potential forms of misery.16

At all events, there is no doubt that every one of the numerous

negative qualities and forces whose personifications are included in

Hesiod’s divine genealogy is a descendant of Chaos, while none

belongs to the other main lineage, the descendants of Earth and

Heaven, an entirely separate line which never breeds with the

Chaos descendants. If then, as I earlier suggested, Chaos has a role

analogous to that of the receptacle in the Timaeus, are we to see this

Hesiodic antecedent as favouring the traditional identification of

matter as the source of evil in Plato’s world as well?

We might set out to pursue the question by asking why Hesiodic

Chaos should turn out to have such disagreeable descendants.

Leaving aside for the moment Chaos’ great-grandchildren, its grand-

children—the offspring of Night—are roughly speaking those threa-

tening things that structure and ultimately terminate the passage of a

life, such as fate, old age, requital, and death. We might thus far take

the picture of existence portrayed in this aetiological part of the

genealogy to be one that associates evil with the inevitable passage

of time. And that focus on transience fits comfortably enough both

with the idea of Chaos as what underlies change, and with the

intermediary role which the genealogy assigns to Chaos’ daughter

Night, the primeval representative of time.

As for Chaos’ great-grandchildren, the offspring of its grand-

daughter Strife, these can be summed up as the actual or potential

sources of conflict, the things which blight lives by exposing

and exploiting oppositions latent in them. As Heraclitus was to

recognize, Night and her daughter Day in Hesiod already represent

the polarization of opposites, which is why he criticized Hesiod for

16 With the possible exception of the anomalously included Hesperides, whose
genealogy as daughters of Night I assume to be a remnant of a different and probably
non-aetiological tradition.
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treating Night and Day as a discrete pair, rather than as the unity

they in fact are.17

Chaos, then, appears to be the source of evil in Hesiod’s universe

because, as the substrate of change, it underlies both temporality and

conflict. So when we turn back to Plato, it would be natural enough

to see this Hesiodic background as lending support to the familiar

interpretation according to which he too views the world’s material

substrate as its source of evil. But before endorsing such a parallelism

we should pause for reflection. If Hesiod were indeed to make the

most primeval of all deities, Chaos, a causally active presence in

the world today, with disruptive effects, that need surprise no one

(although I shall in fact argue below for a modification to that way of

putting it). But Plato’s material substrate, unlike Hesiod’s Chaos, is

not any kind of deity. The task of our intelligent creators was,

according to Plato, to ‘persuade’ this inherently featureless material

stuff to do their work, in other words to channel it into the smooth

functioning of the beneficial structures that they devised. If matter

had sometimes proved successfully resistant to divine persuasion, as

the interpretation holds, the lowliest and most passive thing in the

universe would be successfully resisting the best and most active one,

god—a concession scarcely reconcilable with Plato’s theology. I can-

not believe that this is a coherent way to read Plato.18 Plato may

accept that matter is inherently a source of disorder, acknowledging

as much by his nickname for it, the ‘wandering cause’ (48a7). But he

also makes it very clear that this was its character before the divine

creator imposed order on it, and he nowhere concedes that in the

created world matter ever succeeds in defying the divine will.19

The emerging impression of disparity between the two writers

should encourage us to return for a more careful look at Hesiod’s

17 Heraclitus 22 B57 DK.
18 In Sedley (2007), esp. 113–27, I have argued that the text of the Timaeus does

not support such a reading. Cf. also Lennox (1985).
19 To pick just one example, the assumption that matter is to some extent

recalcitrant has taken such a strong hold that 56c5–6 has regularly been mistranslated
‘to the extent that the nature of necessity yielded under willing persuasion’, implying
that matter (¼ necessity) did not fully yield. The Greek, ‹�fi Å��æ . . . ���EŒ�
, however,
means merely ‘in whatever way the nature of necessity yielded . . . ’ See further Sedley
(2007), 119 n. 57.
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aetiology of evil. This, on closer inspection, is a two-stage one. The

actual entry of evil into the human realm belongs, not to the theog-

ony proper, represented by the lineage of Chaos, but to a distinct and

later episode (570–616), the creation of woman. This act of creative

disruption was Zeus’s revenge, expressing his anger at Prometheus’

bestowal upon men of the stolen gift of fire. The nature of the

troubles inflicted on men by the newly arrived women is set out

only sketchily in the Theogony (590–612): you can’t live with them,

because they are parasites; nor can you live without them, however,

since to do so condemns you to a childless old age. Hesiod’s readers

were familiar with the longer version famously set out in the Works

and Days (53–105), recounting the heterogeneous jarful of troubles

that Pandora opened and released into a previously blissful world.

The contrast with that alternative version, which made woman above

all the conduit of evils, brings into relief the distinctive emphasis that

marks Hesiod’s theogonic account: here women are not the mere

conduit, but the very embodiment, of an unhappy human life.

Compare now Timaeus’ counterpart to this, his own explanation

of the arrival of evil in the world. The world’s completeness required

maximum likeness to its model, the genus Animal. This in turn

required that it should contain all the animal kinds included in

that genus (39e3–40a2). Since animals require souls, there had to

be souls capable of becoming sufficiently degenerate to be appro-

priately reincarnated in species below the level of man. And the first

stage of degeneration from man is woman, followed by lower and

ever lower species (42b2–d2). Hence the creation of women very

directly represents the planned (cf. 42d3–4) intrusion of moral bad-

ness into the world: in an important sense, women are its primary

locus.

The close parallelism between Hesiod and Plato now begins to

reassert itself. In both writers it is with the addition of women to the

scala naturae that the degeneration sets in and unhappiness unmis-

takably enters the world. No doubt this parallelism should not be

pushed too far, since the two authors’ conceptions of unhappiness

differ considerably. But Plato’s story is, if nothing else, very naturally

read as his reinterpretation of the Hesiodic aetiological myth, mod-

ified in the light of his own moral psychology. Many scholars will

insist that in any case Plato’s own narrative demands a non-literal
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reinterpretation on the part of the reader, and that he cannot ser-

iously think that there was a time at which men already existed but

women did not.20 However, the two narratives, the Hesiodic and the

Platonic, are precisely comparable in that regard. Each demands a

choice between literal and non-literal readings of its chronology. And

each, regardless of the reading chosen, retains a strong aetiological

message regarding the sources of unhappiness.

What, then, are we to make of Hesiod’s double aetiology of evil?

On the one hand, the numerous kinds of evil are divinities, immortal

offspring of the inbred Chaos family. On the other hand, evils

originated from the inclusion of women in the human race. Forming

as they do a single narrative, these are not two alternative aetiologies.

Rather, we must take it, the proliferation of the Chaos family ac-

counts for the multiplicity of kinds of evil, understood generically,

whereas the advent of woman represents the first actual infliction of

evils upon humanity. I suggested earlier that the successive genera-

tions of the Chaos family stand initially for temporal and spatial

dimensionality, and thereafter for the specific kinds of instability

(including mortality) and conflict between opposites that can take

a hold in such an environment. We can now add that what was there

being accounted for was no more than the world’s potentiality to

contain evils of these many kinds. The actual advent of the evils

required in addition a specific genetic cause, the creation of woman.

Should we not say very much the same about Plato? The actual

arrival of evil is the result of the planned degeneration of souls and

the (necessary) creation of degenerate species for them to animate.

Prior to that immediate cause, the potentiality for evil was already in

place, thanks to the very fact of the world’s creation with spatio–

temporal dimensions. For it was by generating imitations of the

Forms in the inherently changeable receptacle that the Demiurge

made the world available as a locus of both good and evil; and the

planned degeneration of species that ensued at a later cosmogonic

stage depended on that inherent mutability.

If I am right, it is only in a very attenuated sense that matter is, for

Plato, the source of evil. As in the Theogony, so too in the Timaeus,

20 Cf. Baltes (1996), 85.
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the world’s substrate endows it merely with the formal capacity to

contain evils. The substrate does not itself enforce the actualization

of that capacity, an actualization which instead is divinely engineered

only at an explanatorily posterior zoogonic stage. The substrate,

matter, does not itself resist the divine creator, but complies with

(is ‘persuaded by’) him in every phase of the cosmogonic process.

And when evil is realized, it descends from a divine cause, rather than

representing that divine cause’s failure.

What has started to emerge here is a remarkably deep isomorph-

ism between the Hesiodic and Platonic theogonies. There was no

prior reason to insist that they must map so closely onto each other.

But in the event, the policy of pushing the isomorphism as far as it

will go has turned out to provide new perspectives on both Hesiod’s

and Plato’s aetiology of evil.

My aim in this chapter has been to advertise how future discus-

sions of the Hesiodic and Timaean cosmogonies are likely to be

informed and enriched if we address the same questions to both in

parallel. These two authors’ shared agenda and assumptions, along

no doubt with significant differences that in the last analysis separate

their projects, promise to make the joint study of their cosmogonic

myths much more than the sum of its parts.21

21 The chapter by E. E. Pender (Ch. 11) in this volume is an outstanding example
of what I have in mind. I also take the opportunity to thank the organizers of the
Kyoto–Cambridge Symposium held at Cambridge in September 2006, for which this
chapter was originally written, and members of the audience—especially Stavros
Kouloumentas—for pressing me on various issues, both at the time and in subse-
quent discussion.
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13

Hesiod in the Timaeus: The Demiurge

addresses the gods

Mario Regali

INTRODUCTION

There are many ways in which Plato engages with the works of earlier

poets, from fleeting allusions to the exegesis of extended portions of

text, such as the passage from Simonides discussed in the Protagoras.

Plato discusses at length the theory of poetry (e.g. Books 2 and 7 of

the Laws),1 and even when he does not make explicit connections

between his own works and those of earlier poets he often incorpo-

rates scenes, motifs, and broader themes drawn from the literary

tradition.2 Thus, the first word of the Republic, ŒÆ��Å
 (‘I went

down’), famously evokes the underworld scenes of the Odyssey;3

while the contest between Callicles and Socrates in the Gorgias

takes as its model Euripides’ Antiope.4 The literary tradition clearly

pervades Plato’s works in various and often complex ways, despite

the fact that he rejects it outright in Republic Books 3 and 10. Plato’s

reception of Hesiod too oscillates between appropriation and rejec-

tion: in Books 2–3 of the Republic, he criticizes the Theogony’s account

of Ouranos, Kronos, and Zeus as violent and false (377e6–378b7); yet

shortly after he borrows the Myth of Ages from Hesiod’s Works and

1 Cf. Giuliano (2005).
2 Cf. Nightingale (1995).
3 As Capra notes: above, p. 202, with Vegetti (1998b).
4 Cf. Tulli (2007).



Days to fashion the so-called ‘noble lie’, which Socrates introduces as

useful for the polis and acceptable to the guardians (414b7–415d5).

The Timaeus and the Critias in particular are good examples of

how Plato engages with Hesiod. The Timaeus, like Hesiod’s Theog-

ony, charts the birth of the gods and the formation of the cosmos; and

in Critias Plato recalls the heroes and their downfall rather as Hesiod

does in the Catalogue of Women. We might speculate that the Her-

mocrates would have focused on Athens at the time of Plato rather as

Hesiod’s Works and Days focuses on Hesiod’s own world.5 Specula-

tion aside, the overall narrative plan of Timaeus and Critias certainly

looks Hesiodic. Within this larger context, my aim here is to look at

one pivotal passage in which Plato establishes a particularly close

connection with Hesiod: the moment when the Demiurge addresses

the assembled gods in the Timaeus. The exceptional importance

of this passage was already appreciated in antiquity. Iamblichus

wrote an entire book about it,6 and Proclus describes it as ‘inspired,

pure, dignified, impressive, and charming, full of beauty, and at

the same time concise and elaborate’ (K
Ł�ı�ØÆ��ØŒ�� . . . ŒÆŁÆæ��
�� ŒÆd ���
��, ŒÆ�Æ�ºÅŒ�ØŒ��, ŒÆd åÆæ��ø
 I
�������, Œ�ºº�ı� ��

�º�æÅ� ŒÆd ��
����� –�Æ ŒÆd I�ÅŒæØ�ø�
��).7 Proclus’ enthusiasm

seems entirely appropriate, for Plato clearly fashioned the speech

with exceptional care and attention.8 Here, if anywhere, we are at

the heart of what the Timaeus has to say about the role of the gods in

the universe at large. The passage can thus offer a particularly

rewarding route into thinking about Plato’s relationship with Hesiod.

5 Cf. Capra above, p. 203.
6 See Proclus (On the Timaeus i. 308.19–20 Diehl) and Olympiodorus (On the

First Alcibiades 2.4–5Westerink), both of whommention it. According to Proclus, the
book was called ‘The oration of Zeus in the Timaeus’ (—�æd �B� K
 �Ø�Æ�øfi ��F ˜Øe�
	Å�Åª�æ�Æ�). See also Clement of Alexandria Stromata 5.102.5 and Origen Against
Celsus 6.10. Cf. Dörrie and Baltes (1993), 166, n. 4.

7 Proclus On the Timaeus iii. 199.29–200.3 Diehl.
8 Cornford (1937), 368 points out the careful rhythmic shape of the opening

phrase. The rhythm of ¨��d Ł�H
, z
 Kªg 	Å�Ø�ıæªe� �Æ��æ �� �æªø
 has parallels
both in prose (cf. Demosthenes, On the Crown 1.1) and in lyric (Alcman fr. 58 PMG
¼ 147 Calame). The following phrase has the same type of rhythmic structure. West
(1982), 146 postulates a hymn tradition associated with Delphi based on the cretic
and paeonian rhythms which Plato employs.
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THE NAME OF THE DEMIURGE

After recounting the making of the visible gods (Timaeus 38c3–

40d5), and brushing up against traditional theogonic accounts very

much in the mould of Hesiod (40d6–41a6), Timaeus introduces the

Demiurge addressing the gathered gods (41a6–8):

¨��d Ł�H
, z
 Kªg 	Å�Ø�ıæªe� �Æ��æ �� �æªø
, 	Ø’ K��F ª�
���
Æ ¼ºı�Æ K��F

ª� �c KŁº�
���.

Gods, children of gods, who are my works, and whose creator [‘demiurge’]

and father I am, my creations cannot be dissolved unless I wish to dissolve

them.

Referring to himself as ‘father’, the Demiurge immediately recalls the

Zeus of epic, father of gods and men; though the picture is compli-

cated by the language of creation which is never applied to the Zeus of

epic.9 In the phrase that follows, the Demiurge claims that those

beings that are born ‘through’ him cannot be dissolved unless he so

wishes: 	Ø’ K��F ª�
���
Æ ¼ºı�Æ. Careful readers of the passage are

likely to notice an echo between the words �æªø
 	Ø’ ���ı and the

designation 	Å�Ø�ıæª��. Indeed, the words can be read as an etymo-

logizing gloss on the noun 	Å�Ø�ıæª��: the Demiurge is somebody

throughwhom the works (�æªÆ), which here coincide with the creation

of the cosmos, are realized. To be sure, 	Ø’ K��F does not sound exactly

like 	Å�Ø�ı-, and by the standards of modern etymology has nothing

to do with it. But that is hardly the issue: in the Cratylus, Socrates

explains that it is possible to add, subtract, or interchange individual

letters in search of an etymology (394a1–c8).10 The (pseudo-)ety-

mology of 	Å�Ø�ıæª�� that is implied here is of a piece with the many

etymologies that Socrates suggests in the course of the Cratylus.11

9 For the phrase ��ØÅ�c
 ŒÆd �Æ�æÆ which Timaeus uses to refer to the Demiurge
at Timaeus 28c3, cf. F. Ferrari (2006).

10 Sedley (2003), 80–82 rightly draws attention to Socrates’ comparison between
the smith who reproduces the same metal form from one occasion to the next and the
lawgiver who imposes different names upon the same idea (Cratylus 389d4–390a2).

11 Plato is interested in etymologies not just in the Cratylus: in the Phaedrus, for
example, we see a marked interest in the word o�æØ� (238a1–5), and in the etymol-
ogies of �Æ
�ØŒ� and �Nø
Ø��ØŒ� (244b6–d5). Cf. Sedley (2003), 33–4. The study of
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Nor does it seem out of place in the context of the Timaeus, with its

pronounced interest in language and the ‘correctness’ of names. In the

introduction to the dialogue, Timaeus reflects on the appropriateness

of the nouns �PæÆ
�� and Œ����� (28b2–3),12 recalling Aeschylus and

his reflections on the names of Zeus at Agamemnon 160–62. A similar

interest emerges when the genus of perceptible entities is said to be

homonymous with the species of intelligible ones (52a5). Without

establishing etymologies in a narrow sense, Timaeus also reflects on

the meaning of the words ÆY�ŁÅ�Ø� (43c5–7), ��æÆ (45b4–6), Ł�æ��


(62a2–5), and KªŒçÆº�
 (73c6–d2).13

Etymological speculation was common in Greek literature at all

periods, but in so far as it concerned the names and epithets of the

gods it was above all associated with the work of Hesiod. The reasons

are not difficult to see. The Theogony is not only the most famous

Greek text about the gods but is also unusually explicit in its search

for the true meaning of divine names. Thus, in the proem of the

Theogony, Hesiod lists the Muses as follows (77–9):

˚º�Ø� �’¯P�æ�Å �� ¨�º�Ø� �� ��º���
Å ��

��æłØå�æÅ �’ ’̄ æÆ�� �� —�º��
Ø� �’ ˇPæÆ
�Å ��

˚ÆººØ��Å Ł’· � 	b �æ�ç�æ�����Å K��d
 ±�Æ�ø
.

Clio and Euterpe and Thalia and Melpomene

and Terpsichore and Erato and Polymnia and Ourania

and Kalliope, who is foremost among them all.

Each of these names transparently describes its bearer and illustrates

what individual Muses contribute to the art of song. By the time they

are introduced, their names have already acquired resonance, for

Hesiod has just described the power and areas of competence of

the Muses in precisely the terms that make up their names. Thus,

the name Clio recalls Œº���ı�Ø
 at 67, that of Euterpe �æ��ı�Ø at lines

37 and 51, while Thaleia takes up K
 ŁÆº�fi Å� at 65. Melpomene echoes

etymology helps to advance the cause of logos, though for Heitsch (1993, 92) recourse
to etymology indicates a weakness in the argument.

12 Taylor (1928), 65–6 sees �PæÆ
�� as traditional, whereas he regards Œ����� as an
innovation which he attributes to Pythagoras, following Aetius (2.1.1) and others.
Compare, however, A. Finkelberg (1998), 108–9.

13 See also Sedley (1998), 141 on Timaeus 90c5–6 (�P	ÆØ��
�Æ/	Æ��ø
).
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�º��
�ÆØ (66), Terpsichore reminds us of several passages that de-

scribe the dancing of the Muses (4, 7, 63), as well as their ability to

please, �æ��ı�Ø (37¼ 51). For Erato see KæÆ��
 (65) and KæÆ��� (70);

for Polymnia, ��
���ÆØ� (70). Ourania recalls line 71, �PæÆ
fiH

K��Æ�Øº���Ø; while Calliope, finally, echoes line 68: O�d ŒÆºBfi .14 As

has been pointed out, there is far more at issue here than mere

wordplay: Hesiod carefully frames the list of divine names so that it

comes to capture the essence of the Muses’ nature and activities.15

The names of the Muses do not feature in Homer and may be

Hesiod’s own contribution to divine nomenclature. Yet he was also

interested in the meaning of more traditional divine names. For

example, he explains the name Aphrodite in his account of the

goddess’s birth (188–95):16 Kronos castrates his father Ouranos and

throws his genitalia into the sea, and Aphrodite is born from the

foam that forms as a result. Perhaps because the etymological con-

nection is less immediately obvious than in the case of the Muses,

Hesiod this time spells it out for us (195–8):

�c
 	’ �çæ�	��Å


Içæ�ª�
Æ �� Ł�a
 ŒÆd Kı��çÆ
�
 ˚ıŁæ�ØÆ


ŒØŒº��Œ�ı�Ø Ł��� �� ŒÆd I
æ��, �o
�Œ’ K
 IçæfiH

ŁæçŁÅ· I�aæ ˚ıŁæ�ØÆ
, ‹�Ø �æ��Œıæ�� ˚ıŁ�æ�Ø�·

The gods and men call her Aphrodite,

the goddess born of foam and Cythereia of the lovely wreath,

because she was born in foam.

And they call her Cythereia because she came ashore in Cythera.

Hesiod was of course famous for his knowledge of the gods, and his

reputation seems to have been based at least in part on his ability to

14 Cf. Friedländer (1931).
15 Leclerc (1993), 293–6 discusses the order of the Muses and suggests that they are

listed in four pairs, with Terpsichore on her own in the middle. The first pair would
then represent song itself, the second its effects, the third its setting, and the fourth its
form.

16 The birth of Aphrodite has affinities with that of Pegasus (Theogony 280–86).
Like Aphrodite, Pegasus springs from a wound (280–81); immediately after his birth,
his name is explained by way of an etymology (282–3); he then joins the other gods
(284–5) and acquires his place in the divine order (285–6). Cf. Walcot (1958), 9, and
Arrighetti (1998), 331, who discusses the narrative function of Aphrodite’s four
names.
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derive their true nature from their names and epithets by way of

etymological speculation. We can observe a similar tendency to

etymologize divine names in the Homeric Hymns,17 but it was

above all Hesiod who became associated with this practice. Plato

himself certainly saw him as an expert in divine names and their

‘true’ meanings, as we can gather, for example, from the Cratylus.18

THE SPEECH OF THE DEMIURGE AND THE

WORKS AND DAYS PROEM

With his etymological play on 	Å�Ø�ıæª��, Plato takes up a tradition

of divine etymologies that his readers would very probably have

associated with Hesiod. Indeed, as well as adopting a Hesiodic

technique, Plato alludes to a specific Hesiodic model. In the proem

to the Works and Days, Hesiod describes the power of Zeus in the

following manner (1–10):

��F�ÆØ —Ø�æ�ÅŁ�
 I�Ø	Bfi �Ø Œº���ı�ÆØ,

	�F��, ˜�’ K

���� �ç��æ�
 �Æ�æ’ ��
���ı�ÆØ.

‹
 �� 	Øa �æ���d ¼
	æ�� ›�H� ¼çÆ��� �� çÆ��� ��,

ÞÅ��� �’ ¼ææÅ��� �� ˜Øe� ��ª�º�Ø� �ŒÅ�Ø.

ÞÆ �b
 ªaæ �æØ��Ø, ÞÆ 	b �æØ��
�Æ åÆº���Ø,

Þ�EÆ 	’ Iæ�ÇÅº�
 �Ø
�Ł�Ø ŒÆd ¼	Åº�
 I��Ø,

Þ�EÆ 	 �’ NŁ�
�Ø �Œ�ºØe
 ŒÆd Iª�
�æÆ Œ�æç�Ø

Z�f� �łØ�æ���Å�, n� ��æ�Æ�Æ 	��Æ�Æ 
Æ��Ø.
ŒºFŁØ N	g
 I�ø
 ��, 	�Œfi Å 	’ YŁı
� Ł�Ø��Æ�

��
Å· Kªg 	 Œ� —æ�fi Å K���ı�Æ �ıŁÅ�Æ��Å
.

Muses of Pieria who give glory through song,

come, tell of Zeus your father and chant his praise—

through whom mortal men are famous or un-famed,

17 E.g. Hymns 6.5: Aphrodite/Içæ��; 19.47: Pan/��
���; 26.1, 10: $æ��æ����,
�æ���� (cf. Bromios); 27.5–6: the epithet N�åÆØæÆ implying both ‘rejoicing in arrows’
(åÆ�æø) and ‘spreading arrows’ (åø); 28.9: Pallas/����Æ�’ O�f
 ¼Œ�
�Æ (i.e. Pallas/
��ººø).

18 For Hesiod’s expertise in the correctness of names more generally see Koning in
this volume, Ch. 5.
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sung or unsung alike, as great Zeus wills.

For easily he makes strong, and easily he brings the strong

man low;

easily he diminishes the conspicuous and raises the obscure,

and easily he straightens the crooked and deflates the proud,

Zeus who thunders aloft and has his dwelling most high.

Attend you with eye and ear, and make judgments straight

with righteousness.

And I shall tell true things to Perses.

Having asked the Muses to sing about Zeus, Hesiod proceeds to

describe the nature of that god in a protracted relative clause, as is

usual in hexameter hymns. Less usual is the fact that the phrase ‹
 ��

	Ø� offers a transparent etymological explanation for the name Zeus,

which Hesiod has just mentioned in the preceding line, in the same

metrical position and in the most relevant grammatical form, viz. the

accusative ˜�(Æ).19 Etymological play on 	Ø� and ˜Ø��/˜Ø�/˜�Æ may

already be present in the phrase ˜Øe� ��ª�º�ı 	Øa ��ıº��, which is

rare in epic but does occur in prominent position in the Odyssey and

the Theogony.20 Yet only in theWorks and Days does it appear to take

on a decisive function. In the proem to this work, Hesiod describes

the power that Zeus wields over mortals, especially with regard to

justice as a dominant theme in the poem. Zeus is the god who

ultimately enforces respect for justice, and the etymology of his

name thus illustrates his central role within the overall conception

of the work, and indeed in the world it depicts: whether we take it as

instrumental or causal, the word 	Ø� encapsulates the essence of Zeus

19 Norden (1913), 259 n. 1 appears to have been among the first to appreciate this.
His suggestion of wordplay is further developed by Deichgräber (1951–2), 19–28,
Snell (1954), 111–12, and Verdenius (1962), 116–17, who discusses the epexegetic ��
at line 3. West (1978), 138–9 remains noncommittal, but most scholars now accept
that the passage amounts to etymological speculation: cf. Pfeiffer (1968), 4–5; Fehling
(1969), 262; Arrighetti (1987), 23; J. S. Clay (2003), 76. See also Stanford (1981), 127–
40, suggesting (at 132) that it creates an ‘atmosphere of solemnity’.

20 Odyssey 8.82, rounding off the first song of Demodocus; and Theogony 465,
where the phrase describes the impending overthrow of Kronos at the hands of his
son. The phrase is also attested in the vulgate text of Works and Days 122. For 	Ø�
referring to the actions of a god from Homer onward see Kühner and Gerth (1898–
1904), i. 483–4, and Fraenkel (1950), ii. 333–4. This use of 	Ø� seems ultimately to
have inspired the etymology for the name Zeus proposed in the Works and Days.

Hesiod in the Timaeus 265



(˜�Æ) as arbiter of human destiny.21 When Hesiod asks Zeus to

straighten the judgments with justice (Works and Days 9–10) he

adds a second striking pun (YŁı
� . . . ��
Å): Zeus is naturally, and

appropriately, the god of justice.

When Plato’s Demiurge glosses his own name in the Timaeus, he

has a powerful model in the proem of theWorks and Days. Plato was

certainly familiar with Hesiod’s etymology of the name Zeus as

developed in the Works and Days (Cratylus 396a7–b3):

�P ªaæ ���Ø
 ��E
 ŒÆd ��E� ¼ºº�Ø� �A�Ø
 ‹��Ø� K��d
 ÆY�Ø�� �Aºº�
 ��F ÇB
 j ›

¼æåø
 �� ŒÆd �Æ�Øº�f� �H
 ��
�ø
. �ı��Æ�
�Ø �s
 OæŁH� O
���Ç��ŁÆØ �y��� ›

Ł�e� �r
ÆØ, 	Ø’ n
 ÇB
 I�d �A�Ø ��E� ÇH�Ø
 ���æå�Ø· 	Ø��ºÅ��ÆØ 	b 	�åÆ, u���æ

ºªø, £
 k
 �e Z
��Æ, �fiH “˜Ød” ŒÆd �fiH “ZÅ
�”.

For there is nobody who is more the author of life to us and to all than the

ruler and king of all. So we are right in calling him ‘Zena’ and ‘Dia’, which are

one name despite being divided in two, meaning the god through whom all

creatures always have life.

A little before the ‘swarm’ of wisdom,22 Socrates has moved from

Tantalus to the name of his father Zeus, introducing it as a paradigm

of appropriate correspondence between the nature of a word and that

which it signifies (395e5–396a2: çÆ�
��ÆØ 	b ŒÆd �fiH �Æ�æd ÆP��F

º�ª��
øfi �fiH ˜Ød �ÆªŒ�ºø� �e Z
��Æ Œ�E�ŁÆØ). That correspondence,

however, is difficult to grasp (���Ø 	b �P Þfi �	Ø�
 ŒÆ�Æ
�B�ÆØ), for the

name Zeus is formed on the basis of two roots, each of which con-

tributes towards explaining the nature of the god (Cratylus 396a2–7):

I��å
H� ª�æ K��Ø
 �x�
 º�ª�� �e ��F ˜Øe� Z
��Æ, 	Ø�º�
��� 	b ÆP�e 	ØåBfi �ƒ �b


�fiH $�æøfi �æ�Ø, �ƒ 	b �fiH $�æøfi åæ���ŁÆ—�ƒ �b
 ªaæ “ZB
Æ”, �ƒ 	b “˜�Æ”
ŒÆº�F�Ø
—�ı
�ØŁ��
Æ 	’ �N� £
 	Åº�E �c
 ç��Ø
 ��F Ł��F, n 	c �æ���Œ�Ø


çÆ�b
 O
��Æ�Ø �¥øfi �� �r
ÆØ I��æª�Ç��ŁÆØ.

For the name of Zeus is really like a sentence, which is divided into two

parts, for some call him ‘Zena’, and use the one half, and others who use the

other half call him ‘Dia’; the two together signify the nature of the god, and

the business of a name, as we were saying, is to do that.

21 Cf. Arrighetti (1998), 380–82. For a different approach see West (1978), 141–2.
22 See Cratylus 397a3–421d6. For the order of the ‘swarm’, which tends towards

encyclopaedic completeness, see Gaiser (1974), 54–9. Baxter (1992), 88–94 sees in it
the chaos of mere opinion (	��Æ).
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Socrates considers the two roots of the noun Zeus in the accusative

and dative, ˜�Æ/˜Ø� and ZB
Æ/ZÅ
�. These are the cases where they are
both equally possible, and Socrates interprets the competing forms as

indicating that it is on account of Zeus that living beings can live: 	Ø’ n


ÇB
 I�d �A�Ø ��E� ÇH�Ø
 ���æå�Ø (396a2–b2). This etymology of the

name Zeus (˜�Æ� 	Ø’ ‹
) evidently recalls that of theWorks and Days;

and perhaps it also points ahead to the Timaeus, for the Demiurge too

gives life and permanence to all things.23

Returning to the Timaeus, then, we may ask whether the discourse

of the Demiurge has affinities with the Works and Days beyond the

etymology discussed thus far. Let us take a closer look at the opening

of his speech (41a8–b6):

¨��d Ł�H
, z
 Kªg 	Å�Ø�ıæªe� �Æ��æ �� �æªø
, 	Ø’ K��F ª�
���
Æ ¼ºı�Æ K��F

ª� �c KŁº�
���. �e �b
 �s
 	c 	�Łb
 �A
 ºı��
, �� ª� �c
 ŒÆºH� ±æ���Łb
 ŒÆd

�å�
 �s º��Ø
 KŁº�Ø
 ŒÆŒ�F· 	Ø’ L ŒÆd K�����æ ª�ª
Å�Ł�, IŁ�
Æ��Ø �b
 �PŒ

K��b �P	’ ¼ºı��Ø �e ����Æ
, �h�Ø �b
 	c ºıŁ����Ł ª� �P	b ������Ł� ŁÆ
���ı

���æÆ�, �B� K�B� ��ıº���ø� ���Ç�
�� ��Ø 	����F ŒÆd ŒıæØø�æ�ı ºÆå�
���

KŒ��
ø
 �x� ‹�’ Kª�ª
��Ł� �ı
�	�E�Ł�.

Gods, children of gods, who are my works, and whose creator and father I

am, my creations cannot be dissolved unless I wish to dissolve them. All that

is bound can be undone, but only an evil being would wish to undo that

which is harmonious and happy. Therefore, and because you are born

creatures, you are not altogether immortal and indissoluble, but you shall

certainly not be dissolved, nor be liable to the fate of death, having my will as

a greater and mightier bond than those with which you were bound at the

time of your birth.

What is immediately striking here is the emphasis on the opposing

pair ¼ºı�Æ–ºı��
 (insoluble–soluble). The Demiurge is ultimately

responsible for both categories of beings, those that can be dissolved

and those that cannot; but he is above all associated with things that

are permanent—or rather things that he cannot want to dissolve

because of who he is. This carefully qualified and intellectually com-

plex statement once again appears to hark back to the opening of the

23 Already Proclus applied the etymology of the Cratylus to the Timaeus (On the
Cratylus 48.1–12 Pasquali), because he saw in it a conception of Zeus as �Æ�æØŒe

ÆY�Ø�
. On the relationship which Proclus establishes between the Cratylus and the
Timaeus on the issue of names see Romano (1987), 128–36.
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Works and Days. The third and fourth lines of the Works and Days

oppose ¼çÆ��Ø to çÆ���, and ÞÅ��� to ¼ææÅ��Ø, as categories of being

that Zeus can create at will. Hesiod constructs a chiastic sequence

around the two positive members of the pairs, çÆ��� and ÞÅ���,24 and

perhaps there is an echo of this structure when Plato’s Demiurge

points out that the gods are mortal because they are born, and that

their death is only suspended by his continuing good will: compare

‘you are not altogether immortal and indissoluble’ (Timaeus 41b2–3)

and ‘you shall certainly not be dissolved, nor be liable to the fate of

death’ (41b4–5): in Plato too, the underlying pattern is A–B–B0–A0.
To be sure, such affinities in structure and diction need not mean

very much. After all, what we are dealing with here are fairly standard

rhetorical tropes. Yet, in the present context the parallels do seem

significant: whereas the Works and Days oscillates between the

fame and obscurity which Zeus metes out among human beings,

the Timaeus in a similar manner puts the Demiurge in charge of the

cosmos and especially the gods.

Moving on in the speech, the Demiurge next explains the role of

the gods, which he sees primarily in their attributing mortality to

living beings. In such beings, mortality has to be interwoven with

immortality, the latter a ‘divine thing’ (Ł�E�
 º�ª���
�
) that guides

those who are willing to adhere to justice and respect the gods (�H


I�d 	�Œfi Å ŒÆd ��E
 KŁ�º�
�ø
 "���ŁÆØ: 41c6–d3). The appearance of

dikē (justice) in this context points once again to theWorks and Days

as a privileged point of reference. We need only think of the invita-

tion to respect justice which Hesiod repeatedly extends to his ‘foolish’

brother Perses (27–39, 213–18, 274–5);25 or of dikē personified, as

she is violently dragged from the unjust city at Works and Days 220–

24.26 The violence of that scene suggests that justice could and should

in fact be present among human beings, as illustrated at length in

the vignette of the good city (225–37).27 Hesiod returns to the theme

of justice in his last address to the ‘gift-devouring kings’: Justice

24 For the passage as an example of ‘polare Ausdrucksweise’ see Fehling (1969),
275.

25 Cf. J. S. Clay (1993).
26 Brisson (1992: 240, n. 236) recalls Phaedrus 248a1–5: the soul that follows the

gods most closely ascends to the heavenly sphere.
27 Cf. Erler (1987).
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personified now acts as a bond between the human and divine

spheres, sitting by the throne of Zeus and revealing to him the

thoughts of humankind (256–62). In a similar manner, dikē in the

speech of the Demiurge unites the worlds of gods and humans.

Indeed, the divine aspects of all living beings manifest themselves

precisely in their respect for justice, which, rather like the Hesiodic

deity, takes pride of place among the anonymous mass of (other)

gods.28

Those gods have the task of imitating the Demiurge: just as he

manifests his power by creating them, so the gods manifest theirs by

generating living beings. Their second task is to look after their

creatures: having brought them into existence (I��æª�Ç��Ł� ÇfiHÆ

ŒÆd ª�

A��) they must nurture them (�æ�ç�
 �� 	Ø	�
��� ÆP��
���),

see to it that they grow, and receive them after they have perished

(çŁ�
�
�Æ ��ºØ
 	å��Ł�) (Timaeus 41d2–3). The way in which Plato

describes the gods’ task once again shows interesting parallels with

the role of Zeus in the proem of the Works and Days. Zeus too is in

charge of growth and decay (6), though unlike the gods of the

Timaeus he acts with sovereign power. Again we encounter a mixture

of similarity and difference which invites the reader to compare

Plato’s creation narrative with the opening lines of the Works and

Days. At one level, the phrase ‘nurture them and receive them again

in death’ (ÆP��
��� ŒÆd çŁ�
�
�Æ ��ºØ
 	å��Ł�) surely puts us in

mind of the Hesiodic ‘for easily he makes strong, and easily he brings

the strong man low’ (Þ�EÆ 	’ Iæ�ÇÅº�
 �Ø
�Ł�Ø ŒÆd ¼	Åº�
 I��Ø) at

Works and Days 6; but once acknowledged, the echo precisely em-

phasizes a crucial difference between the two texts, which is that the

gods of the Timaeus merely administer an order that a superior

power has imposed on them,29 whereas the purpose of Zeus’s actions

remains opaque.

28 In the Critias, the guardians of ancient Athens lead Attica and Greece on the
basis of justice (112e2–6). By contrast, Atlantis is punished by the gods for its unjust
acquisitiveness (�º��
���Æ ¼	ØŒ��: 121b6–7). Cf. Nesselrath (2006), 240–41 and
430–42.

29 This aspect of the gods’ task recalls the Politicus: in the myth of the earthborn,
the earth takes back the bodies of dead human beings and brings them back to life
at the moment when the movement of the cosmos is reversed (271b5–c2). Cf.
H. R. Scodel (1987), 79–80. In a sense, the earth in the Politicus carries out the task
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We have seen that readers of Timaeus 41a7–d3 are invited to bear

in mind the proem of the Works and Days ; and that those readers

who do take up the invitation are drawn into a complex intertextual

relationship.30 Much of that relationship turns on a comparison

between Zeus and the Demiurge specifically as the patrons of an

ordered world; and hence also as author figures that render possible

any meaningful attempt to describe such a world. In the Works and

Days, Zeus guarantees justice among human beings and thus ulti-

mately the possibility of teaching Perses ‘true things’ (10). Although

Hesiod distinguishes between Zeus’ task of upholding justice and his

own teachings in the last two lines of the proem, the two are in fact

inextricably linked. As Hesiod himself points out later in the text,

human beings, unlike animals, have justice and cannot simply eat

one another (276–80). It follows that they must respect one another,

work the land, and read their Hesiod. In so far as Zeus makes justice

possible he also makes the Works and Days possible. In the Timaeus,

the Demiurge assigns himself a similar role as author of the text. At a

fairly basic level, he makes the gods and sees to it that they complete

the creation of the cosmos. He is responsible for the cosmos as a

whole, and because he acts and speaks in a rational way, Timaeus is in

a position to give a plausible account of it.31

There is of course a wider context to all of this within the work of

Plato. In Book 2 of the Republic, Plato modifies the portrayal of the

gods found in the literary tradition, including the violent myth of

succession as told in the Theogony (377e6–378b7). The resulting

picture is compatible with that of the Demiurge in the Timaeus:

god is ‘truly good’ (IªÆŁe� �fiH Z
�Ø) and cannot be the source of

that the Demiurge assigns the gods in the Timaeus. For the chronological relationship
between the Politicus and the Timaeus see Brandwood (1990), 249–52.

30 The echoes that I have discussed suggest a model of reception as ‘arte allusiva’:
Pasquali (1968). See also Conte (1985), 5–14, in the context of Latin literature.

31 The order which the Demiurge establishes in the cosmos at large is fundamental
also to the story of Atlantis in the Critias: only in the world as the Demiurge
conceived it can ancient Athens defeat Atlantis, which flourishes on the basis of
injustice. The men of ancient Athens adhere to justice because the Demiurge sowed
and inaugurated the divine element that guides those who follow justice (41c7–d1).
Cf. Johansen (2004), 9. So it is ultimately by divine design that Atlantis is defeated in
the Critias (121b7–c5). Cf. Brisson (1992), 10 and Nesselrath (2006), 442–50.
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evil (379b1–c7). Socrates also rejects the possibility that the gods take

different shapes, for god is perfect and cannot therefore undergo

change. Already here in the Republic we find many of the ideas that

are later formulated by the Demiurge in the Timaeus: god has no

defects when judged by the criteria of beauty and excellence (Œ�ºº��

and Iæ���), and he does not change shape because he is most

beautiful (Œ�ººØ����) and altogether perfect (¼æØ����): 381b12–c8.

In a sense we might say that the practice of the Timaeus is in

accordance with the theory as formulated by Socrates in the Republic.

That theory, we recall, was developed very much in contrast with the

portrayal of the gods in the Theogony. When it is put into practice,

Plato uses the Works and Days as an alternative point of departure.

Zeus as he appears in the proem to the Works and Days is seen in

the context of the present world, where the violent conflicts of the

Theogony have been settled and Zeus watches over human beings as

they are ‘now’.32 Plato takes up the idea of a superior being in his

description of the Demiurge, who unlike the gods comes to possess

only positive qualities: he acts in accordance with his nous, is ‘good’

and lacks jealousy. He is ‘best’ and always adheres to what is most

excellent (Œ�ººØ���
: 29e1–30a7). Just as the actions of Zeus in the

human sphere are determined by what is just, those of the Demiurge

in the Timaeus are determined by what is Œ�ººØ���
 and according to

Iæ���. Yet the Demiurge, unlike the Hesiodic Zeus, does not need to

acquire these qualities over the course of time: he has them already

near the beginning of the world. In a sense, what we see here is Plato

backdating and generalizing some of the characteristics of Zeus in the

Works and Days: his central role in the world of human beings, as

encapsulated by the etymology ˜�Æ/	Ø’ ‹
, and his adherence to

higher principles such as justice. In Hesiod, these qualities are the

outcome of a long history of strife and cosmic upheaval, a history

that Plato criticizes in the Republic. In criticizing the gods of the

Theogony, Plato effectively blots out their history, as Xenophanes had

already done when he complained that they did not behave properly

(i.e. by human standards).33 In the Timaeus, Plato gives this strategy

32 Cf. Graziosi and Haubold (2005), 35–43.
33 Xenophanes 21 B11 DK, esp. line 2: ‹��Æ �Ææ’ I
Łæ���Ø�Ø
 O
��	�Æ ŒÆd ł�ª��

K���
.
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a more positive point: once we have done away with the Theogony,

the much less offensive Zeus of the Works and Days can become a

fruitful point of departure for thinking about divine activity near the

beginning of the cosmos.

And another shift becomes possible, a shift in voice and perspec-

tive. As has often been pointed out, theWorks and Days proem comes

close in form and tone to being a hymn:34 Hesiod asks the Muses to

celebrate their father Zeus and follows his request with a long list of

his attributes, a characteristic feature of Greek hymns (1–8).35 In

Book 10 of the Republic Socrates admits only praise poetry to the new

polis: hymns for the gods and encomia for virtuous men (607a3–4).

Not by coincidence, the discourses of Timaeus and Critias in Plato’s

Timaeus show clear characteristics of the hymn and the encomium.

Socrates sets the tone by declaring himself unable to compose an

appropriate encomium of the ideal city (19c8–d2) and by asking

Timaeus and Critias to help him out. In reply, Critias takes up

Socrates’ language: he knows of the greatest deed that Athens has

accomplished, and to tell of it would be a fitting way to show his

gratitude to Socrates. Moreover, the occasion being the festival of

Athena, it seems doubly appropriate to compose an encomium in the

manner of a hymn (20e3–21a2). Once again we note the correspon-

dences between the theory of the Republic and the practice of the

Timaeus.

Within this larger context, the proem of the Works and Days

becomes a natural point of departure for what is in many ways the

hymnic core of a hymn-like text. The speech of the Demiurge is of

course not technically a hymn, but rather like the proem of theWorks

and Days it shows close affinities with that form: like a hymn it

defines the nature and sphere of the gods, though unlike most

hymns it looks at the gods as a collective body. There are other

differences too: Greek hymns are sung with hindsight by human

beings or by the Muses on their behalf, whereas the Demiurge of

Timaeus describes his own actions and prescribes those of the gods.

34 Lenz (1980), 214–17 reviews the formal similarities as well as differences
between the proem and hymns.

35 Cf. Arrighetti (1998), 380. For the honours (�Ø�Æ�) of the gods in the Homeric
Hymns see J. S. Clay (1989).
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There are some famous precedents in the literary tradition, notably

in the Theogony and the Homeric Hymns.36 As we have seen, the

Demiurge outlines the role of the gods and their relationship with

living beings. That is broadly what Zeus does in the Odyssey, and

what the Muses do in the Theogony, except that the Demiurge speaks

from the vantage-point of an altogether superior being. This in a

sense is the divine counterpart to the ideal Platonic hymn in the

Republic, the ultimate source and model for all human hymns

to come. As happens on a much more modest scale in the Works

and Days, the traditional hymn form is recast and put to new and

better use.37

That process is all the more revealing as Timaeus has just declined

to account for the gods in the traditional way in a passage immedi-

ately preceding the speech of the Demiurge. His ostensible reason is

that such an account would be too difficult to give (40d6–7). We

must therefore, he says, believe those who have described the origin

of the gods (ª
��Ø�) in the past because as children of the gods they

knew their ancestors (40d7–8).38 The account of the gods’ children

cannot be rejected even though it lacks rigorous and plausible proof

(40d9–e2). But it can be superseded, and that, surely, is the implica-

tion of the speech of the Demiurge which follows immediately after:

for here we have an account of the gods that comes not from their

sons but from their creator and father. Like any father, the Demiurge

knows where his children came from, but more importantly, a father

can instruct his children as to their role and nature. That is what the

36 See Theogony 22–35, where the Muses explain their power and expertise to an
audience of mortals; and Homeric Hymn 3 (To Apollo) 131–2 where Apollo does the
same before an audience of gods. At Odyssey 1.32–43, Zeus explains the relationship
between gods and humans to the assembled gods. We may also think more generally
of the speeches that Zeus delivers in the assemblies of the Iliad, e.g. 8.5–27.

37 Cf. Dalfen (1974), 287–304.
38 In view of Plato’s concept of inspiration (K
Ł�ı�ØÆ����) as developed in the Ion,

the Phaedrus, and the Laws, the statement need not be taken as ironic: cf. Solmsen
(1942), 117; Giuliano (1997), 156. Giuliano identifies a parallel in Aristotle, Meta-
physics 1074a38–b14, which suggests that Timaeus is being quite serious. According to
Aristotle, traditional accounts contain a kernel of truth: the divine nature of the first
substances. Once that kernel is cleansed of mythical accretions, it has a place in
philosophical enquiry. Timaeus’ self-professed trust in the poets recalls that of
Socrates in the Philebus (16c7–8) and the Phaedrus (274c1–3).
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Demiurge does in his speech (��Ł���: 41b7). Mutatis mutandis, the

same shift in emphasis from origins to ends (�ºÅ) characterizes

the Timaeus as a whole: although Timaeus does not claim to offer

more than a plausible myth (�NŒg� �FŁ��),39 he does give an account

of the cosmos that explains not merely how the world came to be but

also why it had to be the way it is.

CONCLUSION

The discourse of the Demiurge enables Plato to comment on, and

guide our reception of, the Timaeus at a crucial moment in the text.

Readers of the Timaeus are encouraged to place the Demiurge at the

centre of the world, transferring to him the role of father of the gods

that had traditionally been reserved for Zeus. In the Theogony, Zeus

asserts his power over the gods, while in the Works and Days

he asserts his power over the world of humans with the help of justice

(	�ŒÅ). In the Timaeus, the Demiurge forms the physical universe,

just as he shapes the world of human beings in the Critias. At the

crucial moment in the Timaeus where he clarifies his relationship

with the gods—and the gods’ relationship with living beings—Plato

invites us to conjure up the figure of Zeus in the Works and Days

proem.

The fact that Plato uses theWorks and Days as a jumping-off point

for his own reflections on the ruling god does not conflict with his

ambition to supplant the literature of the past at every level, includ-

ing that of language which is properly the domain of poetry. Yet Plato

does not simply attempt to supersede Hesiod: rather, he offers us the

figure of Zeus in the Works and Days as a model and foil for the

Demiurge precisely because his readers recognized in Hesiod a

knowledge of the gods that, however inchoate and partial, pointed

towards the deeper understanding to which they aspired. Those

readers who did make the connection were invited to embark on

an intellectual journey from the Works and Days to the Timaeus, a

39 Burnyeat (2005), 143–65.
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journey that led them from outward appearances in the human

world (famous vs obscure) to the very substance of the universe

(permanent vs temporary); and from a ruling god who they hoped

was going to uphold justice to one who painstakingly explains that he

can only want what is good.
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Hesiod, Plato, and the Golden Age:

Hesiodic motifs

in the myth of the Politicus1

Dimitri El Murr

INTRODUCTION

In his 1962 paper, ‘Hesiodic Motifs in Plato’, Friedrich Solmsen

noted:

There are certain threads of continuity between Hesiod and Plato, and it

may be more profitable by tracing them to study the changes in the pattern

of ethical thought than to record the instances in which Plato quotes a line of

Hesiod’s poetry or endorses a minor item of his thought.2

Solmsen is surely right in claiming, first, that Hesiod’s presence in the

Platonic dialogues far exceeds the few passages where Plato quotes or

alludes to some piece of Hesiodic poetry, some of which must have

been loci classici in his time. Solmsen is surely no less right in

claiming, secondly, that it is the ethical, or didactic, purpose of the

1 For very interesting discussions during the conference on Plato and Hesiod,
I wish to thank the organizers, also editors of this volume, George Boys-Stones and
Johannes Haubold, as well as the participants. I am also grateful to the two anon-
ymous referees for helpful bibliographical suggestions. My greatest debt goes to Paul
Demont, who, commenting upon a previous draft of this paper, has made invaluable
suggestions for improving it, and to Denis O’Brien, who has painstakingly read my
tiresome prose and provided, as he always does, indispensable criticisms.

2 Solmsen (1962), 179.



Hesiodic poems, especially of the Works and Days, that is of crucial

interest to Plato. Both points are illustrated by the ‘noble lie’ of

Republic Book 3, a classic example of the way Plato invests a Hesiodic

motif with a brand-new meaning.3 The Hesiodic Myth of Ages,

which underlies the noble lie, also crops up not infrequently else-

where. The Hesiodic background to the noble lie of the Republic has

already been widely explored, but not the influence of Hesiod on the

Platonic myth of the Age of Kronos in the Politicus, which has so far

been surprisingly neglected. My aim, however, is not only to explore

Hesiod’s presence in the Politicus myth. My more specific aim will

be to investigate how Plato inherited what was already by his time

a traditional story, about life in the reign of Kronos (K�d ˚æ�
�ı

����), which Roman writers were later to call the Golden Age (aur-

eum saeculum).

The myth of the Politicus is admittedly one of Plato’s more com-

plex fictional stories; not surprisingly therefore it has given rise to

numerous debates and controversies. Giving a full account of every

textual and philosophical problem raised by the myth is obviously

beyond the scope of this chapter. I do however hope to show that one

of the crucial issues of the myth is directly connected to the inter-

pretation of its Hesiodic background, and I shall therefore start by

spelling out in more detail the issue in question and explain how

Hesiod is involved in the controversy.

Determining the precise nature of the Age of Kronos and Plato’s

attitude to it in the myth of the Politicus is still a vexed question which

has given rise to alternative accounts. On one traditional interpreta-

tion, which goes back at least to Proclus, the myth displays two

opposite cosmic phases, each corresponding to a different era in

human history.4 During the age of Kronos, the world is under

god’s control and moves in one direction. The human herd is being

looked after and every aspect of human life is taken care of. There is

no need to work, since everything required for human sustenance

springs spontaneously from the earth; men too arise directly from

the soil, but they do so as old men. As the years pass by, their

appearance is increasingly youthful, until the time comes for them

3 On which see Van Noorden in this volume, Ch. 9.
4 See Dillon (1995).
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to disappear and to return to the earth from which they had arisen.

The next age is controlled by Zeus. The world now rotates in the

opposite direction, left more or less to its own devices. Human beings

now have to take care of themselves: men and women give birth to

childrenwho growold, as we do now. They have towork for their food

and to protect themselves from other animals. When Kronos lets the

rudder of his ship go, the age of Zeus follows, and the world suffers

great catastrophes. Everything within the world—human beings,

animals, plants—all follow this reversal of cosmic direction.

This account, however widely accepted it may still be, proves on

reflection to be deeply problematic. Were it to be correct, then Plato’s

message would appear to be that the world is either controlled by

god, or is as it is now,5 with everything happening in a way contrary

to that in which it would happen in a divinely ruled universe. Not

only would this be blatantly at odds with the standard Platonic

teleology, it would also contradict what we are told explicitly in

both the Timaeus and the Laws.

To escape from this conundrum, some scholars, including Chris-

topher Rowe in this volume, have sought to adopt a wholly different

interpretation.6 The age of Kronos, so they claim, cannot properly be

read as both cosmologically and biologically opposed to our age, the

age of Zeus. Plato’s attitude to the primitive simplicity of the Age of

Kronos is not sceptical, let alone hostile. The Golden Age of Kronos is

an age of rational control which, so Plato implies, ought to be

imitated by the human herd living under the reign of Zeus. On this

interpretation, the account Plato gives of life under Kronos (K�d

˚æ�
�ı ����) in the Politicus would be parallel to the one given in

Laws Book 4. The problematic phenomena of biological reversal and

catastrophes, traditionally placed in the age of Kronos, would then be

confined to an intermediate cosmological phase where god has left

the steering of the world. Taken in this way, the Age of Kronos turns

out to be Plato’s Hesiodic dream: a world totally governed by divinity

and reason, where human beings grow up as we do now (albeit they

5 For the difficult question of how to interpret the Stranger’s frequent use of 
F
,
see below, pp. 294–5.

6 For Rowe see also his (1995a), 11–13 and (2002). Other scholars taking this
position include Brisson (2000) and Carone (2004).
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are born from the earth), do no work, suffer no pain, and even, so

one may hope and expect, lead a life devoted to philosophy.

However, compelling as this reading may seem when presented so

succinctly, the traditional two-phase interpretation is able, or so

I shall argue, to do better justice to Plato’s use of the Hesiodic

Myth of Ages, and indeed to his appropriation of the traditional

story of the Age of Kronos from sources other than Hesiod. For, as I

hope to make clear, Plato does not inherit the motifs of the Golden

Race and of the Life under Kronos only from Hesiod: the Golden Age

had been a source of constant elaboration and parody in Plato’s

immediate past, at the end of the 5th century. Plato, far from taking

for granted Hesiod’s account of the Golden Race, is consciously

depicting an ambiguous picture of life under Kronos, following in

that respect a stock motif of Old Comedy. Perfectly good sense can be

made of Plato’s use, in the myth of the Politicus, of several specifically

Hesiodic motifs (the Golden Race of Men, or Hesiod’s worst night-

mare: the grey-haired babies of the Iron Race) as well as more

traditional motifs (life under Kronos), provided the role played by

the two alternative cosmological phases of the world is accounted for

within the dialogue as a whole. The art of statesmanship, which the

Politicus aims at defining, is possible neither in a world governed by

divinity nor in a godless world. The role played by the myth in the

dialogue is to guard against both misconceptions.

PLATONIC COMMENTS ON THE HESIODIC

GOLDEN RACE

Although the Theogony forms the background to several passages in

the dialogues,7 Plato’s interest in Hesiodic poetry is primarily direc-

7 The Theogony is quoted only once in the dialogues (at Symposium 178b). In the
Cratylus (396a–c), Socrates draws on Hesiodic genealogy (�c
 �H�Ø�	�ı ª�
�Æº�ª�Æ
)
to show up the difference between the instability of the names given to humans,
where correctness depends on mere luck or poetic hindsight, and divine names which
tell us something true of the unchanging and eternal nature of the gods in relation to
the cosmos. On that topic, see Sedley (2003), 87. See also Timaeus 40d–41a.
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ted towards Hesiod’s didactic poem, the Works and Days, which he

quotes more than a dozen times.8 More often than not, Hesiod is

quoted or referred to in support of a thesis that Plato dismisses.9

Although Plato would surely not say that Hesiod is ‘the best of all

poets and the first of the tragedians’,10 he, no less than Homer,

represents one of the bastions of traditional Greek education. As

the Republic makes clear, Plato’s view is that Hesiod portrays the

gods as immoral and unstable beings,11 imposing, as he does so,

ethical paradigms which inevitably risk corrupting the youth. More-

over, Hesiod’s praise of justice and the just life, as Adeimantus points

out (Republic 363ab), is based on the advantages brought by a good

reputation and not at all on the intrinsic value of justice. Hesiod has

therefore the same ambivalent status as Homer:12 his poems will

always remain a great source of pleasure to old and learned ears,

but they cannot properly be included in a virtuous education.13

Outside this criticism in the Republic, very few passages of the

Works and Days give rise to full-scale treatment on Plato’s part. One

notable exception is his quotation of three verses of the Works and

Days, crucial to my present topic, in so far as they give us some idea

of the nature of a Hesiodic 	Æ��ø
.

As Socrates points out, the people of the Golden Race, when they

have run their life on earth, become 	Æ���
��. The Hesiodic lines to

which he refers, as recorded in our manuscripts, run as follows

(Works and Days 121–3 with Most’s translation):

8 Cf. Most, Ch. 3 above. More significantly, there is evidence, in the dialogues and
elsewhere, of a genuine Socratic interest in the Works and Days. See the debate
overWorks and Days 311 referred to in Charmides 163b and Xenophon,Memorabilia
1.2.56–7, and discussed by Graziosi in this volume, Ch. 6.

9 Cf. Lysis 215cd, where Works and Days 25–6 will prove incapable of explaining
what the philon really is; or Republic 363ab, where verses 232–4 are invoked by
Adeimantus to account for the argument that justice is profitable for the good
reputation it brings in the eyes of the gods.

10 Republic 607a: ��ØÅ�ØŒ��Æ��� ŒÆd �æH��� �H
 �æÆªøfi 	���ØH
.
11 See the Kronos/Zeus episode in Theogony 453–507, and its criticism in Republic

377e–378a.
12 Hence the rather frequent occurrence of Hesiod’s name in a classic sequence

where it is usually associated with that of Homer and other poets. See Apology 41a;
Republic 377d; Symposium 209d.

13 On the poetic charm of Homer and Hesiod against whose spell elderly people
are immunized by their old age, see Laws 658de.
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ÆP�aæ K��d 	c ��F�� ª
�� ŒÆ�a ªÆEÆ Œ�ºıł�,

��d �b
 	Æ���
� �N�Ø ˜Øe� ��ª�º�ı 	Øa ��ıº��,

K�Łº��, K�ØåŁ�
Ø�Ø, ç�ºÆŒ�� Ł
Å�H
 I
Łæ��ø
 . . .

But since the earth covered up this race, by the plans of great Zeus they are

fine spirits upon the earth, guardians of mortal human beings . . .

All three verses are quoted, with notable variants, at Cratylus

397e–398a (with Most’s translations appropriately modified):

`P�aæ K��Ø	c ��F�� ª
�� ŒÆ�a ��Eæ’ KŒ�ºıł�
,

�ƒ �b
 	Æ���
�� ±ª
�d ���åŁ�
Ø�Ø ŒÆº�
�ÆØ,

K�Łº��, Iº���ŒÆŒ�Ø, ç�ºÆŒ�� Ł
Å�H
 I
Łæ��ø
.

But since fate covered up this race, they are called fine, holy spirits, beneath

the earth, defenders against evil, and guardians of mortal human beings.

The last two verses are quoted with two apparently minor differences

in Republic 5 (469a):

�ƒ �b
 	Æ���
�� ±ª
�d K�ØåŁ�
Ø�Ø ��ºŁ�ı�Ø
,

K�Łº��, Iº���ŒÆŒ�Ø, ç�ºÆŒ�� ��æ��ø
 I
Łæ��ø
.

They are become fine spirits upon the earth, defenders against evil, and

guardians of speech-endowed human beings.

The divergences between Plato’s two quotations and Hesiod’s text as

recorded in the direct tradition are no doubt simply the result of

Plato quoting from memory. The Platonic version, as Martin West

has shown,14 is unlikely to be authentic. Even so, a faulty memory

does not, I suspect, explain convincingly the different choice of verb

in the quotation in the Cratylus and in the Republic, neither of

which repeats the text found in the manuscripts. In Republic 5,

where Socrates is justifying the kind of honours due to soldiers

who lose their lives in battle, there is no doubt that the verb

��ºŁ�ı�Ø
 (‘are, become’) suits his purpose better than the variant

found in the Cratylus (ŒÆº�
�ÆØ: ‘are called’). Conversely, Socrates,

in the Cratylus, is concerned with decoding the ancient wisdom

supposedly encapsulated in the word 	Æ��ø
 (supposedly derived

from the verb 	�ø, to know) and with the relationship between the

14 West (1978), 181–3, note ad loc. Plato’s reading has been defended by some
scholars: see, e.g., W. Ferrari (1939).
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	Æ���
�� and the Hesiodic Golden Race. In this context, it is the very

name 	Æ��ø
 which is at stake. Hence the reading ŒÆº�
�ÆØ. It seems

to me that this discrepancy shows clearly enough how Plato may on

occasion adapt his Hesiodic quotations to the specific context and

purpose of his argument.

But there is more. In both quotations, again provided we adopt

West’s reading of the text, Plato avoided the stock Hesiodic phrase

˜Øe� ��ª�º�ı 	Øa ��ıº�� (‘by the plans of great Zeus’).15 Is this a

trivial lapse of memory? Here too I would venture to suggest that the

change of text is deliberate. Significantly, Socrates comments in the

Cratylus (398bc, trans. Reeve):

So Hesiod and many other poets speak well when they say that, when a good

man dies (�Ø� IªÆŁ��), he has a great destiny and a great honor and becomes

a ‘daemon’, which is a name given to him because it accords with wisdom

(ŒÆ�a �c
 �B� çæ�
���ø� K�ø
ı��Æ
). And I myself assert, indeed, that every

good man, whether alive or dead, is daemonic, and is correctly called a

‘daemon’ (ŒÆd OæŁH� 	Æ���
Æ ŒÆº�E�ŁÆØ).

Similarly, in the Republic, after having described the type of funerals

and posthumous honours that are due to those who died in battle,

Plato has Socrates say this (Republic 469b, trans. Grube/Reeve):

And we’ll follow the same rites for anyone whom we judge to have

lived an outstandingly good life, whether he died of old age or in some

other way.

As both passages clearly demonstrate, the value attached to the

	Æ���
�� is strictly dependent upon their intrinsic virtue. Obviously,

Plato deliberately avoided any reference to the will of Zeus because it

had nothing to do with his specific purpose in either passage. What

matters to Plato, when the attribution of the name 	Æ��ø
 is at stake,

is not the mere decision of a god, but the rationale that lies behind

that decision.

So it is too with the very description of the Golden Race. Bronze

and Iron Races were so called by Hesiod because they made use of

these metals (Works and Days 150–51). But was the same true of the

15 Cf. Theogony 465, 572, 653, 730.
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word ‘golden’? Could this word too have been used literally? Hesiod

gives no explanation of the precise sense in which the first race was

‘golden’. To the best of my knowledge, Plato is the first to pose the

question and to explain that ‘golden’ should not be taken literally to

mean ‘made of gold’, but rather as meaning ‘noble’ (IªÆŁ�
 �� ŒÆd

ŒÆº�
: Cratylus 398a). The Cratylus and the Republic passages may

therefore serve to alert us to the crucial issue at stake in the Age of

Kronos as depicted in the Politicus. It is true that Plato never, in the

Politicus, uses the language of a ‘golden’ race; nevertheless it seems

fair to ask whether the nurslings of Kronos lead a life devoted to

virtue and knowledge. More generally: is the Age of Kronos in the

Politicus meant to illustrate an age of moral perfection as opposed

to one of moral and political decline? Before pursuing that issue,

we need to engage in a more detailed examination of the life under

the reign of Kronos in pre-Platonic texts.

THE GOLDEN AGE AND ITS CARICATURE

IN OLD COMEDY

Let us start with Hesiod’s account of the life of the Golden Race

(Works and Days 109–19, with Most’s translation):

(æ����
 �b
 �æ��Ø��Æ ª
�� ��æ��ø
 I
Łæ��ø


IŁ�
Æ��Ø ���Å�Æ
 �Oº���ØÆ 	��Æ�’ �å�
���.
�Q �b
 K�d ˚æ�
�ı q�Æ
, ‹�’ �PæÆ
fiH K��Æ��º�ı�
·

u��� Ł��d 	’ �Çø�
 IŒÅ	Æ Łı�e
 �å�
���


��çØ
 ¼��æ �� ��
ø
 ŒÆd OØÇ���, �P	 �Ø 	�Øºe


ªBæÆ� K�B
, ÆN�d 	b ��	Æ� ŒÆd å�EæÆ� ›��E�Ø

�æ��
�’ K
 ŁÆº�fi Å�Ø, ŒÆŒH
 �Œ���Ł�
 ±��
�ø
·

Ł
Bfi �Œ�
 	’ u�Ł’ o�
øfi 	�	�Å�
�Ø· K�Łºa 	b ��
�Æ

��E�Ø
 �Å
· ŒÆæ�e
 	’ �ç�æ� Ç��	øæ�� ¼æ�ıæÆ

ÆP�����Å ��ºº�
 �� ŒÆd ¼çŁ�
�
· �Q 	’ KŁ�ºÅ��d

l�ıå�Ø �æª’ K
��
�� �f
 K�Łº�E�Ø
 ��º���Ø
.

Golden was the race of speech-endowed human beings which the immortals,

who have their mansions on Olympus, made first of all. They lived at the

time of Cronus, when he was king in the sky; just like gods they spent their
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lives, with a spirit free from care, entirely apart from toil and distress.

Worthless old age did not oppress them, but they were always the same in

their feet and hands, and delighted in festivities, lacking in all evils; and they

died as if overpowered by sleep. They had all good things: the grain-giving

field bore crops of its own accord, much and unstinting, and they them-

selves, willing and mild-mannered, shared out the fruits of their labors

together with many good things.

As this passage makes clear, the men of the Golden Race live a blissful

life: they do not have to work for a living since all good things spring

automatically from the earth. Not only are they free from toil, but

they know neither grief nor sorrow: they live at peace, in close

companionship with the gods, and appear to spend their time feast-

ing. Age does not wither them. When, for no obvious reason—unlike

the other races, who perish as a consequence of their own inadequacy

or folly—they disappear from the face of the earth, they continue to

live eternally as guardian daimones.16 From all this, we may infer that

the men of the Golden Race led a simple and pastoral life, free from

the burdens of life in the city and from the complexities of social

organization that go with it.

Hesiod did not invent the idea of a lost age of happiness. That idea

goes back a very long way indeed,17 and was very probably already a

well-established motif by the time Hesiod was writing.18 But two

features of this passage are specifically Hesiodic: the association of

such a time with the epithet ‘golden’, and its inclusion in a series of

increasingly degenerate ‘ages’. Hesiod is also the first writer known to

us to give a detailed explanation of how, in the Golden Age, fruits of

the earth were produced spontaneously and with no human toil, in

sufficient quantity to fulfil every man’s need. Most, if not all, of the

authors who later took over this myth are heavily indebted for such

16 I will not consider the vexed question of the relationship between this account
of the Golden Race and the reference to a quasi-Golden Age in a fragment of the
Catalogue of Women (fr. 1 MW), when gods and men were dining and sitting in
council together. See also Theogony 535–6: ŒÆd ªaæ ‹�’ KŒæ�
�
�� Ł��d Ł
Å��� �’
¼
Łæø��Ø j �ÅŒ�
fi Å.

17 Cf. Baldry (1952). On the possible oriental sources of Hesiod, see West (1978),
172–7 and West (1997), 312–24.

18 See Baldry (1952), 84–6 and the useful analysis of Dillon (1992), 23–7.
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ideas to the Works and Days. There is no need here to investigate in

detail how all the salient features of the Hesiodic Golden Race were

handled by post-Hesiodic authors.19 But one detail is crucial for my

thesis: the bios automatos (the idea that the necessities of life were

spontaneously provided by nature)—a theme which attracted the

attention first of the poets of Old Comedy, and then of Plato.

The relevant passages from Old Comedy are known to us only as

fragments of plays and are recorded, for the most part, by Athenaeus

in his Deipnosophistae. In Book 6 (267e–270a), the philosopher

Democritus of Nicomedia tells us that there was a time when people

had no slaves. To illustrate the point, he quotes in succession passages

from Cratinus’ Pluti, Crates’Wild Animals, Telecleides’ Amphyctions,

and Pherecrates’Miners. The passages he adduces do not specifically

mention slaves, but they do depict various circumstances in which

things happen ‘of their own accord’, without human toil.

This is particularly clear in the extracts from Cratinus.20 Although

we do not know much about the plot, it has been argued that the

chorus of this play was made up of Titans who lived during the rule

of Kronos and called themselves ‘the wealthy ones’ (ploutoi).21 When

they turn up in contemporary Athens it is to put on trial those who

are now the wealthy ones in Athens. They have apparently come to

see whether the distribution of wealth under the democratic consti-

tution conforms to their standards. Especially significant for our

purposes is the use of the adjective automata in fr. 172 KA, and the

comic exaggeration of the idea in fr. 176 KA. Under the reign of

Kronos, food was so plentiful that people could play at dice with

loaves of bread and use barley-cakes to calculate the stakes. A similar

comic fantasy may be found in two fragments of Crates’ Wild Ani-

mals.22 Here too play is made of the idea of a time, but lying now in

the future, when there will be a revival of the bios automatos: tables,

saucepans, and food will lay on meals of their own accord; the

19 For an exhaustive account of such details, see Gatz (1967).
20 These are: fr. 172 KA: ÆP���Æ�Æ ��E�Ø Ł�e� I
��Ø �IªÆŁ�; and fr. 176 KA: �x� 	c

�Æ�Øº�f� ˚æ�
�� q
 �e �ÆºÆØ�
 j ‹�� ��E� ¼æ��Ø� M��æÆª�ºØÇ�
, �AÇÆØ 	’ K
 �ÆE�Ø
�ÆºÆ���æÆØ� j `NªØ
ÆEÆØ ŒÆ����ºÅ
�� 	æı����E� ��º�Ø� �� Œ��H�ÆØ.

21 Cf. Baldry (1953), 52.
22 Crates fr. 17.6–7 KA: ���Ø�’ Iº��Æ���� �PŁø� l��Ø ��æ�ı j ÆP���Æ���, › ���ªª��

�� ŒÆd �a ��
	ÆºÆ. See also fr. 16.4–10 KA.
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oil-bottle, sponges, and sandals will automatically come forward and

perform their specific tasks. In the same vein, an unnamed character

in the Amphyctions of Telecleides, who could very well be Kronos

himself, describes a past life of bliss where ‘earth brought neither fear

nor illness and the necessities of life were provided for sponta-

neously’.23 Other specific features of the Golden Age, such as

peace and the absence of illness and sorrow, are present in the rest

of the fragment, and so too is their comic exaggeration, with the

specific motifs of furniture obeying orders and food preparing and

presenting itself to be eaten.

Much more could be said about the bios automatos in Old Co-

medy. A thorough examination would require reading many

more fragments, including surviving verses from the Miners of

Pherecrates, the Sirens of Nicophon, the Thurio-Persians of Meta-

genes, and the Golden Race of Eupolis. But the only point needed

for my argument is that in all these fragments, and nowhere else in

5th-century literature, the Age of Kronos is depicted as a land of

fantastic abundance, with the fantasy of spontaneous blessings show-

ered on the Hesiodic Golden Race taken to absurd extremes.24

Comical and ludicrous as they are, these parodies of the Hesiodic

Golden Age also serve a serious critical purpose. The plays to which

the fragments belong all seem to have been performed within a fairly

short period of time, some twenty years between 435 and 415 BC. The

frequent use made of this theme is no doubt a sign that successive

comic poets were aiming at upstaging their predecessors. But there is

more to this phenomenon than just intertextuality. As has been

argued convincingly, the Hesiodic motif of the bios automatos al-

lowed comic poets to caricature and thus to criticize Pericles’

thalassocratic regime in the war with Sparta.25 Unlike the tragic

poets, who favour the Olympian gods and the traditional heroes of

the Homeric past,26 the poets of Old Comedy not only focus on

present-day Athens, but look with favour on the Kronian deities as

opposed to their Olympian counterparts. The Kronian gods belong

23 Telecleides fr. 1.3 KA: � ªB 	’ �ç�æ’ �P 	�� �P	b 
���ı�, Iºº’ ÆP���Æ�’ q
 �a
	�
�Æ.

24 For a careful and suggestive study of these fragments, see Ruffell (2000).
25 See Ceccarelli (1996).
26 On this, see Carrière (1979), 90.
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to a Golden Age identified as a land of Cockaigne, by comparison

with which present-day Athens appears to be caught in the turmoil of

Hesiod’s Iron Race. For the comic poets, dreaming of a happier

existence elsewhere is no longer a mere refuge from present ills: it

functions as a satire on present times. The myth of the Kronian Age

can hardly have been considered a serious historical thesis by them,

and their frequent use of it may well show that the myth had moved

from a simple ‘utopia of escape’ to a more complex ‘utopia of

reconstruction’.27 No longer a mythic evocation of a lost paradise,

the Age of Kronos has entered the realm of serious speculation about

the conditions of an improved society.28

The satirical use of the myth in the concluding decades of the 5th

century is essential for a clear appraisal of its use in a dialogue whose

dramatic date falls just at that time. To explain Plato’s use of the

myth, it is too simplistic to appeal merely to Hesiodic elements of the

Kronian age. Once we appreciate the satirical background attaching

to the Hesiodic myth in the late 5th century, we recognize that there

is no need at all to suppose that Plato shares Hesiod’s unreservedly

positive perspective when describing the nurslings of Kronos. Such a

presupposition is adopted, with varying degrees of explicitness, by

most of those who uphold the interpretation of the Politicus myth in

which there are three distinct zoogonical stages.29 By means of such

an interpretation, they hope to insulate the Age of Kronos from its

entanglement with features of the Hesiodic myth that would appear

to be at odds with a life of unadulterated bliss. Once we take into

27 I repeat Mumford’s familiar terminology. See Mumford (1959) and Dillon
(1992), 21–2.

28 On the different types of ‘automatist’ utopias involved in the fragments of Old
Comedy, see Ruffell (2000).

29 See Rowe (2002), 169: ‘Vielleicht ist das alles ja nur ein Teil der paidiá, mit der
die Geschichte gewürzt ist. Doch in diesem Fall scheint sie denn doch etwas zu viel an
Spielerei zu bieten: die halbe Weltgeschichte wirkt nun absurd—und da das Zeitalter
des Kronos als besser hingestellt wird als das Zeitalter des Zeus, ist es eindeutig unsere
Hälfte, von der ein solches Bild gezeichnet wird.’ Carone (2004), 95 argues that the
three-stage ‘interpretation of the direction of ageing in the era of Cronus in the myth
would in turn match its legendary background’, i.e. would allow us to locate the grey-
haired new-borns of Hesiod’s Iron Race in the intermediate phase which, one might
add, would in turn allow us to find in the myth a proper Golden Age, parallel to
Hesiod’s Age of the Golden Race.
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account the satirical background, we no longer need to extract from

the myth two distinct ages, one drawing on the Hesiodic Golden Age,

the other including features taken from the Iron Age. Such seemingly

disparate features are no longer incompatible.

No less erroneous is the claim that the god Kronos is portrayed by

Plato as a god of beneficent intelligence. Kronos, as has been convin-

cingly argued, is a deeply ambiguous figure throughout Plato’s writ-

ings, and extant accounts of his reign are far from invariably

favourable.30 It is true enough that Kronos, in the Cratylus (396bc),

is an emblem of rationality and divine intelligence. But in the Gorgias

(523b–e), he is presented in quite a different light, as passing judge-

ments that are arbitrary and superficial.31 The disparity excludes any

simple appeal to the presence of Kronos as decisive for Plato’s con-

ception of his rule in the Politicus.32

By contrast, the arguments in favour of the traditional two-stage

view of the myth seem to me to be overwhelming. Plato took up

and continued the attitude to the Age of Kronos with which his

readers would have been familiar through Old Comedy.33 Just as

Old Comedy had recourse to the topsy-turvy world of the Kronian

age as a means of social and political critique, so Plato’s Age of

Kronos in the myth of the Politicus is clearly intended as an era

where everything is back-to-front. Instead of dismissing such a read-

ing on the grounds of its supposed incompatibility with the teleology

30 On this, see Vidal-Naquet (1981) and Tulli (1990).
31 The versatility and double-sidedness of Kronos goes back at least to Homer and

Hesiod. In the Theogony, as in Homer, Kronos is regularly described as ‘crooked of
counsel’ (IªŒıº����Å�: see Theogony 18, 137, 168, 473, 495; Iliad 2.205; Odyssey
21.415) and presented in an entirely negative light: his characteristics are parricide,
infanticide, even cannibalism, and a complete absence of moral standards. Elsewhere,
Kronos, the king par excellence, whom Hesiod calls ‘the first king of the gods’ (Ł�H

�æ���æ�� �Æ�º���: Theogony 486), is associated exclusively with a life of bliss and
happiness. The ambiguity is to be seen in various cults and rites (the Kronia)
surrounding the god. See Versnel (1987).

32 It is only because he takes no account of such diversity that Brisson (2000), 182–
3 is led to make much of the figure of Kronos in Laws 4 in support of his three-stage
interpretation of the myth of the Politicus.

33 The myth is not the only passage in the Politicus where Plato takes up motifs
that are found in Old Comedy. The paradigm of weaving as a whole (Politicus 279a–
283b) has to be read conjointly with its comic counterpart in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata.
See Lane (1998), 164–71 and El Murr (2002), 61–6.
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displayed in the Timaeus or the Golden Age of the Laws, our study of

the Hesiodic elements that Plato chose to combine in the Politicus’

Age of Kronos should aim to make sense of them within the myth

and the dialogue as a whole.

MAKING SENSE OF HESIOD: THE AGE OF

KRONOS IN THE MYTH OF THE POLITICUS

This is how the visitor from Elea depicts the life of the nursling of

Kronos in the Politicus (271c–272b, trans. Rowe, slightly modified):

As for what you asked, about everything’s springing up of its own accord for

human beings (��æd ��F ��
�Æ ÆP���Æ�Æ ª�ª
��ŁÆØ ��E� I
Łæ���Ø�), it

belongs least to the period that now obtains; it too belonged to the one

before. For then the god began to rule and take care of the rotation itself as a

whole, and as for the regions, in their turn, it was just the same, each and

every part of the world-order having been divided up by gods ruling over

them. As for living things, divine spirits had divided them between them-

selves, like herdsmen, by kind and by herd, each by himself providing

independently for all the needs of those he tended, so that none of them

was savage, nor did they eat each other, and there was no war or internal

dissent at all; and as for all the other things that belong as consequences to

such an arrangement, there would be tens of thousands of them to report.

But to return to what we have been told about a human life without toil, the

origin of the report is something like this (�e 	’ �s
 �H
 I
Łæ��ø
 º�åŁb


ÆP������ı �æØ ���ı 	Øa �e ��Ø�
	� �YæÅ�ÆØ). A god tended them, taking

charge of them himself, just as now human beings (ŒÆŁ���æ 
F
 ¼
Łæø��Ø),

themselves living creatures, but different and more divine, pasture other

kinds of living creatures more lowly than themselves (¼ººÆ ª
Å çÆıº���æÆ

Æ��H
 
�����ı�Ø); and given his attention, they had no political constitu-

tions, nor acquired wives and children, for all of them came back to life from

the earth, remembering nothing of the past. While they lacked things of this

sort, they had an abundance of fruits from trees and many other plants,

which grew not through cultivation but because the earth sent them up of its

own accord (��ºØ��EÆ� �� �PŒ q�Æ
 �P	b Œ����Ø� ªı
ÆØŒH
 ŒÆd �Æ�	ø
· KŒ ªB�

ªaæ I
��Ø��Œ�
�� ��
���, �P	b
 ���
Å�
�Ø �H
 �æ��Ł�
· Iººa �a �b
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��ØÆF�Æ I�B
 ��
�Æ, ŒÆæ��f� 	b IçŁ�
�ı� �rå�
 I�� �� 	
	æø
 ŒÆd ��ººB�

oºÅ� ¼ººÅ�, �På ��e ª�øæª�Æ� çı��
�ı�, Iºº’ ÆP�����Å� I
Æ	Ø	���Å� �B�

ªB�). For the most part they would feed outdoors, naked and without

bedding; for the blend of the seasons was without painful extremes, and

they had soft beds from abundant grass that sprang from the earth.

As should now be clear, the similarities between the Hesiodic

and the Platonic accounts of the Age of Kronos are obvious and

numerous. Spontaneous growth from the earth, absence of agricul-

ture, freedom from the need to work, no pain, no war, no political

organization are all features common to both accounts. There is,

furthermore, no doubt that for Plato, as for other authors before

him, it is the bios automatos that constitutes the essential feature

of the Hesiodic Golden Age. So much is clear from the repetition of

the phrase in the Politicus passage just quoted (��æd ��F ��
�Æ

ÆP���Æ�Æ ª�ª
��ŁÆØ ��E� I
Łæ���Ø� at 271d1; �e . . . �H
 I
Łæ��ø

º�åŁb
 ÆP������ı �æØ ���ı at 271e4) as a way of describing the

Golden Age as a whole.

At the same time, there is a striking difference in tone and scope

between Hesiod’s and Plato’s accounts of the Kronian age. Where

Hesiod is merely listing the essential aspects of such a life, Plato’s

account is explanatory. He is not merely following Hesiod, he is also

out to explain how the life under Kronos should be understood. In

this connection, Plato introduces distinctive features that have no

counterpart in Hesiod’s text.

First, and unlike the Golden Race of Hesiod, Plato’s nurslings of

Kronos do not live ‘like the gods’ (u��� Ł���: Works and Days 112),

but like animals herded by the gods. There is therefore the same

difference between the divine and the human as there is between a

human herdsman and his animal flock. Secondly, the ‘automatic’

aspect of life does not concern plants and trees alone, nor the

production of food in general; it concerns people too, who are

born from the earth. In Hesiod, it is the gods who make the succes-

sive races of men (���Å�Æ
: Works and Days 110), whereas in Plato,

men arise spontaneously from the earth. Just as the human flock

seems closer to animals than to the gods, so too the generation of
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men, in the Platonic Golden Age, has more to do with the growing of

plants than with any divine creation. Thirdly, and most importantly,

people do not merely spring from the earth but are born fully grown

and grey-haired, and grow backwards to infancy, until they disappear

once again into the earth. As has long been recognized,34 this is surely

another reference to Hesiod andmore precisely to the fate of our own

iron race, which will be destroyed ‘when the time comes for men

to be born grey-haired’ (�s�’ i
 ª�Ø
���
�Ø ��ºØ�Œæ��Æç�Ø ��ºŁø�Ø
:

Works and Days 181).

The two idyllic pictures, although similar, are not identical. Hes-

iod’s bios automatos is merely life in close association with the gods,

where all good things spring from the earth, and where men can

spend their time feasting, and are forever young (Works and Days

113–14). In Plato, men (who still do not suffer from thirst and

hunger, nor from pain or war) do not live with the gods but are

cared for by them. Everything, including the human race itself,

springs automatically from the earth and, if men are spared the

trials of old age, it is only because, though increasing in years, they

are always becoming younger. By taking the ‘automatic’ aspect of

life to its extreme so as to account for the birth of men, and by

adding a significant feature taken from the Hesiodic Iron Race (the

grey-haired new-born men) to his Age of Kronos, Plato’s picture

of mankind under Kronos is ambivalent. He has not drawn it exclu-

sively from Hesiod’s Golden Age, nor has he drawn it exclusively

from its Iron counterpart.

So does Plato provide us with any indication as to how we should

consider this surprising Age of Kronos? At the end of his portrait of

the nurslings of Kronos, the visitor from Elea asks Young Socrates

(Politicus 272b–d, trans. Rowe):

Visitor : Would you be able and willing to judge which of the two [lives] is

the more fortunate?

Young Socrates: Not at all.

Visitor : Then do you want me to make some sort of decision for you?

Young Socrates: Absolutely.

34 Cf. Adam (1891), 445.
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Visitor : Well then, if, with so much leisure (��ººB� �å�ºB�) available to

them, and so much opportunity to get together in conversation (	Øa º�ªø


	�
Æ�ŁÆØ �ıªª�ª
��ŁÆØ) not only with human beings but also with animals—

if the nurslings of Kronos used all these advantages to do philosophy, talking

both with animals and with each other, and enquiring from all sorts of

creatures whether any one of them had some capacity of its own that enabled

it to see better in some way than the rest with respect to the gathering of

wisdom, the judgement is easy, that those who lived then were far, far more

fortunate than those who live now. But if they spent their time gorging

themselves with food and drink and exchanging stories with each other and

with the animals of the sort that even now are told about them, this too, if I

may reveal how it seems to me, at least, is a matter that is easily judged. But

however that may be, let us leave it to one side, until such time as someone

appears who is qualified to inform us in which of these two ways the desires

of men of that time were directed in relation to the different varieties of

knowledge and the need for talk.

In this passage there is a clear opposition between alternative

visions of the Golden Age. The first is undoubtedly Platonic, an age

devoted to intelligence and philosophy, where men and animals talk

with each other and enquire about philosophical truth.35 The second,

I venture to suggest, is Hesiodic, a time when people spend their

lives feasting, gorging themselves with food and drink. In the passage

quoted, the Stranger pointedly shies away from deciding whether

the age just depicted is a truly philosophical one or an absurd land of

Cockaigne. But are we to take him at his word? Does he really leave

the choice open? I suspect not. Had his implication been that the Age

of Kronos was an authentically philosophical Golden Age, in

the sense that Socrates gives to the epithet ‘golden’ in the Cratylus,

I hardly think he would have refrained from telling us so, clearly and

explicitly. Given that the happiness of the nurslings of Kronos is

strictly dependent upon their practice of philosophy, I suspect that

35 Talking with animals is an aspect of the Golden Age that is absent from Hesiod’s
account, but which may have its roots in Empedocles (see DK 31 B130) or in Orphic
vegetarian circles. This aspect of the Golden Age is also found in later accounts: see,
e.g. Babrius, Aesopian Mythiambics prologue 1–13 (esp. 5–8: K�d �B� 	b åæı�B� ŒÆd �a
º�Ø�a �H
 Çfi�ø
 j çø
c
 �
ÆæŁæ�
 �rå� ŒÆd º�ª�ı�fi X	�Ø j �¥�ı� ��æ ���E� �ıŁ���
 �æe�
Iºº�º�ı�, j Iª�æÆd 	b ����ø
 q�Æ
 K
 ��ÆØ� oºÆØ�).
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the question raised by the Stranger is merely rhetorical. The Age of

Kronos does not allow of the ‘leisure’ (�å�º�) intrinsic to philosophy

which Socrates described earlier on, in the Theaetetus (172c–177b).36

Even if, as happens all too often, Plato appears to leave the point in

abeyance, the Stranger’s implication that the Golden Age is not

conducive to the philosophic life is all of a piece with the way he

draws on heterogeneous features of the Hesiodic account, adding

details taken from a very different moment in the story of the

human race.

What sense can then be made of so extraordinary an interpretation

of the Hesiodic text? In the Politicus, the two eras of the world are

opposed as regards cosmology, zoogony, ethics, and politics. In the

Age of Kronos, the world is led in its course by the god; in the

Age of Zeus, the world is ‘self-governing’ (ÆP��Œæ��øæ: 274a5).

Under Kronos, men are born ‘put together in the earth from

different elements’ (K
 ªBfi 	Ø’ $�æø
 �ı
Ø���
�ø
: 274a3–4) and

grow from apparent old age to apparent youth; under Zeus, they

are born ‘from one another’ (K� Iºº�ºø
: 271a4), must ‘bear, give

birth, and rear . . . themselves by themselves’ (Œı�E
 �� ŒÆd ª�

A
 ŒÆd

�æç�Ø
 . . . ÆP��E� 	Ø’ Æ��H
: 274a6–7) and grow up as we do, passing

from youth to old age. Under Kronos, god takes care of every aspect

of human life;37 under Zeus, men are deprived of divine guidance

and have to fend for themselves (	Ø’ $Æı�H
 �� �	�Ø ��
 �� 	ØÆªøªc


ŒÆd �c
 K�Ø�º�ØÆ
 ÆP��f� Æ��H
 �å�Ø
: 274d4–5). Finally and most

importantly, under Kronos politics is not an issue at all, since cities

and constitutions are not needed and do not exist; under Zeus,

whether or not there were cities, the Stranger makes no mention of

them. There is certainly a desperate need for statesmanship, but such

an art, however indispensable, would seem to be a most ungrateful

task, given that the world and its inhabitants cannot but fall gradually

into chaos.

The whole myth is predicated on the opposition between the life

under Kronos and that under Zeus, but what exactly are we to

make of it? What is the underlying philosophical message that

36 See Demont (1990), 303–10.
37 Cf. the definition of herding at Politicus 268ab.
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Plato would have his readers draw from the detailed opposition

between the two ages? By contrasting two eras, Plato is contrasting

two antithetical states of the universe and of the human condition.

Neither allows for the art of statesmanship but not, I shall argue,

for the same reason.

What would the world be like if an omnipotent and beneficent

divine being was in charge of every aspect of human life? Certainly

the world as a whole would be good, as the Stranger repeatedly claims

it is (e.g. 273bc). Even so, human beings would be but pale shadows

of themselves. They would certainly share common features with the

men of the Hesiodic Golden Race, but would they be recognizably

human at all? Their happiness would be comparable to that of an

animal herd. This is why Plato manipulates Hesiod as he does. The

Age of Kronos is an ambivalent age: it is good, in so far as god has

made it to be so; but it is equally true that, under the reign of the

divine shepherd, humans are ‘virtuous’, but with no mention made

of the need for them to act rationally in order to be so. Therefore

such people can hardly be said to be happy in any way that would be

recognizably Platonic.38

What of the Age of Zeus? This age raises the converse question.

What if the world were deprived of divine control and men left to

their own devices? In a world where god is absent, humans would

have to govern themselves with no help from the divine. Such a state,

the Stranger claims, will inevitably bring them to the verge of chaos.

So much the myth tells us and so much everyone, two-stagers and

three-stagers alike, agrees on. Disagreement turns on the specific

problem raised by the repeated use the Stranger makes of the adverb


F
 in his account of the Age of Zeus, so referring it to our present

time.39 What is the relation between the mythical ‘now’ of the

cosmological phases and our supposed human historical time within

the cycle? Is Plato, contrary to what he states explicitly in the Timaeus

38 There is a useful analysis in Nightingale (1996), 76–91, even though her overall
interpretation of the opposition between the two eras does not, I think, quite catch
Plato’s meaning.

39 See 269a3, a5, 270b7, d4, 271d2, e6, 272b2-3, c5, c7, 273b6, 274d7, e10. I leave
aside passages where 
F
 is used to refer to the dramatic present of the discussion.
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and the Laws, saying no more than that our age is not and cannot be

political? I think not.

The Politicus’ account of our age (the age of Zeus) coheres well

enough with the Timaeus and the Laws, provided we understand that

such an age is not political in Plato’s own, heavily determined, sense

of that word. Our present state is indeed the world the Stranger and

Young Socrates live in. It is perhaps the world we live in too, a world

which corresponds to the sort of humanism Protagoras would have

defended.40 In such a world, a true Platonic art of statesmanship is as

impossible as it would be in the preceding age of Kronos, but not for

the same reason. I have argued elsewhere that the entire division

that unifies the Politicus as a whole is not at all a classification of

existing constitutions and political organizations. These are all, in

so far as they belong to our own age of Zeus, not ��ºØ�ØŒ��� but

��Æ�ØÆ��ØŒ��� (303c). What the rest of the division defines is the art

of statesmanship as it should be, not as it is actually practised and

considered in existing cities.41 The art of statesmanship, so I would

maintain, the true art of shepherding the human flock, as Plato likes

to call it, has features in common both with the Age of Kronos and

with the Age of Zeus, but would be equally impossible in either of

them. The Age of Kronos, as I think everyone will agree, has no need

of politics. The Age of Zeus, I venture to assert, has great need of

politics, but politics, in the Age of Zeus, is impossible.

So radical an opposition may be thought far-fetched. Yet the

alternative, three-phased, account of the myth fails to do justice to

what I consider a very important point indeed. Is this interpretation

of the myth compatible with the accounts given in the Timaeus and

the Laws? Whatever the answer to that question, there remains a

significant discrepancy. The myth of the Politicus relates a cyclical

history, the indefinite repetition of identical phases in the history of

the world.42 The Timaeus and the Laws make no reference to such

40 Hence the echoes between the Age of Zeus and the Protagoras Myth. See Miller
(1980), 50–52.

41 See El Murr (2005).
42 Only once is this stated explicitly (274d) but the use of the adverb ��ºØ
 (�e
 	b

	c Œ����
 ��ºØ
 I
��æ�ç�
 �ƒ�Ææ�
Å �� ŒÆd ���çı��� K�ØŁı��Æ: 272e) has surely to
be taken as an allusion to the eternal cyclical alternation, as does the use of I��
(273c5).
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cyclical history at all. This need not mean that Plato was confused or

that he contradicted himself, but simply that there is no point in

trying desperately to make teleology coincide with what seems to be

an intrinsically anti-teleological device. Even though Plato depicted

an indefinite alternation of cosmic cycles, the two worlds within the

myth may well be intended as no more than two contradictory

aspects of one and the same world, our world. Such an idea fits in

happily with the end of the dialogue where the specific task of the

statesman is at last defined.43 The king has to weave into one solid

fabric moderation and courage, two opposite tendencies of the

human soul. Moderation draws us to peacefulness but also to what

might now be called angelism, two features of the Age of Kronos.

Courage may lead us to impetuosity but also to war, as it risks doing

in the Age of Zeus. By reconciling these opposite tendencies, the

true art of statesmanship will no longer be caught in the web of a

cyclical myth.

There is another passage in Plato where the Age of Kronos again

appears free of its Hesiodic overtones. In the fourth book of the Laws,

life ‘in the time of Kronos’ is seemingly at odds with my interpreta-

tion of the Age of Kronos in the Politicus. The myth is the same, but

this age is now unambiguously depicted as a time of bliss (�ÆŒ�æØÆ

Çø�) where ‘all things spring up of themselves and in profusion’

(¼çŁ�
� �� ŒÆd ÆP���Æ�Æ ��
�’ �rå�
: 713c). Why is this a time of

bliss for the human race in the Laws? The Athenian speaker argues

that, because men are incapable of governing themselves without

divine guidance, Kronos appointed daimones to rule over the cities of

men and to ensure justice and good legislation. The difference is

crucial. In the myth of the Politicus, so I argued, the polis was

significantly absent from the Age of Kronos, as also from the Age

of Zeus—so much so that the Age of Kronos as a whole was repre-

sented as non-political. In the Laws, by contrast, the Age of Kronos is

essentially political and serves to illustrate a key Platonic principle

(713e–714a, trans. Bury):

And even today this tale has a truth to tell, namely, that wherever a state has

a mortal, and no god, for ruler, there the people have no rest from ills and

43 Cf. Politicus 305e–311c.

296 Dimitri El Murr



toils; and it seems that we ought by every means to imitate the life of the age

of Kronos, as it is called, and order both our homes and our states in

obedience to the immortal element within us, giving to reason’s ordering

the name of ‘law’.

Again, these words enshrine a typical Platonic adaptation of ‘what is

usually called the life under Kronos’ (K�d ��F ˚æ�
�ı º�ª���
�� ����).

If the Age of Kronos is interpreted as the rule of the element of nous

within us, there is certainly nothing to cavil at. But is it so in the

Politicus? My claim is that it is not. At this point, one may indeed feel

the temptation to read into the Politicus myth three phases rather

than two, and in so doing to argue that the Age of Kronos in the

Politicus is similar to the one depicted in the Laws. But even were one

to yield to that temptation, there would still be no purpose for poleis,

or for any other political organization in the Age of Kronos in the

Politicus. From that point of view, the two passages remain irretrie-

vably different. In the Laws, the Age of Kronos is introduced so as to

explain what a truly political regime is, namely a constitution ruled

by the power of intelligence. In the Politicus, nothing is said of the use

of human nous, and we cannot be certain that the nurslings of

Kronos lived a happy life by Platonic standards.
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On grey-haired babies: Plato, Hesiod,

and visions of the past (and future)

Christopher Rowe

The immediate and particular subject of the present chapter is an

aspect of the cosmic myth of Plato’s Politicus; the larger subject is

Plato’s relationship to Hesiod. It is beyond doubt that Plato knows

Hesiod’s texts well, and that he frequently appropriates from them—

as indeed he does from others, not least in the context that concerns

me in this chapter—for his own writerly purposes. But how, exactly,

does he use his Hesiod,1 and for what purposes? The question arises

with special urgency in the case of the Politicus myth; or at any rate,

1 The following discussion may well turn out to have consequences for an under-
standing of Plato’s relationship to other authors and texts, but in a chapter of a
volume devoted specifically to Plato and Hesiod it seems reasonable enough to leave
others to one side. One of the many sources of the present chapter was a dispute in
2000 between Denis O’Brien and myself, orchestrated by Suzanne Stern-Gillet, which
turned out to centre on the influence of Empedocles on the myth. Empedocles’
presence is plainly guaranteed, not just through the very idea of a cosmic cycle, but
more directly by Politicus 269e–270a, where the speaker offers his own explanation of
the two opposed movements of the heavenly bodies, rejecting inter alia the possibility
that they might be caused by ‘two gods, whichever they might be (�Ø
), thinking
opposite thoughts’ (270a). But, equally plainly, it will be a separate question how
closely Plato’s own cosmic cycle imitates Empedocles’. In particular, is Plato’s com-
posed of balancing periods of ‘forwards’ and ‘backwards’ motion, or is backwards
motion rather an anomalous state (as I myself suppose)? (If we do take the latter
option, that will hardly suffice to rule out other Empedoclean connections, especially
in relation to zoo- or anthropogony, but, again, such connections are beyond my
brief in the present context.) For a nicely balanced approach to the issues here, see
Viano (1994).



so it does on the commonest and simplest—or apparently sim-

plest2—interpretation of the story as it is told. To put the problem

succinctly: a feature that in Hesiod’s account of the races of man3

belongs not just to the present and distinctly unsatisfactory iron race,

but even to the further decay of that race, appears in the Politicus

myth—on the commonest type of interpretation of that myth—to

belong rather to a time that is by and large marked as preferable to

this age of ours. This is the ‘age of Kronos’, which precedes and will

follow the present age, the ‘age of Zeus’. Admittedly, the visitor from

Elea who tells the story does not say outright that the Kronian era

was/will be preferable; he rather says that it would have been/will

be providing that a certain condition is fulfilled.4 However, it is the

time when the world is ruled directly by divine providence, and

2 Only ‘apparently simplest’, I propose, because the interpretation in question in
fact leaves the story with a number of puzzling turns—on one of which the present
paper will focus. The supporters of this interpretation—who represent the vast
majority of those who have written about the myth apart from Lovejoy and Boas
(1935), Brisson (2000), and Rowe (1995a, 2002)—will most probably claim that it is
the most ‘natural’ reading, one that goes most with the grain of the story; more
natural, at any rate, than the rival interpretation I shall offer, because it involves the
reader’s having to supply rather less by way of filling out the Eleatic Stranger’s sketch.
This rather depends, in my view, on how carefully one reads the story: no one has yet,
to my knowledge, provided a step-by-step justification of the standard interpretation,
of the kind offered in Rowe (1995a) for the rival interpretation. But in any case, as
I have suggested in Rowe (1995a), (2002), and elsewhere, the problems that affect the
standard interpretation should be more than enough to make us question why it has
proved so popular. (For the standard, two-stage interpretation of the myth see e.g.
McCabe 1997, 2000; Horn 2002; El Murr in this volume, Ch. 14. The Rowe version of
a two-stage interpretation significantly differs from that in Brisson 2000; Lovejoy and
Boas 1935 contains little by way of detailed commentary.)

3 Works and Days 106–201. For commentary see especially Rosenmeyer (1957) and
West (1978).

4 Namely, that the people of that era used/will use the opportunities open to them
to do philosophy, and to make better progress than ‘the rest’ (presumably their
counterparts in the present era) in the gathering together of wisdom: 272bc. (These
opportunities include especially having the time to ‘get together in conversation not
only with human beings but also with animals’: 272b9–c1. The idea of conversations
with the animals looks, and is, odd: why would the visitor want to suggest—if he
represents a broadly Socratic/Platonic point of view, as he otherwise seems to do—
that animals have any philosophical insight to share with humans? Or is there a
covert allusion here to the kind of talking with animals that the Socrates of the
Phaedrus proposes as a condition of the philosophical life: talking to the animal(s)
in us?)
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indeed it is this that constitutes the chief reason for its introduction,

because the myth is intended precisely, or primarily, to illustrate the

difference between divine and providential5 rule and the kind of rule

that human governors—statesmen—exercise.

Here is the point at issue. There was a period in world history,6

according to the story, when (Politicus 270d–271a):

. . . the age7 of each and every creature, whatever it was, stopped increasing,

and everything that was mortal ceased moving in the direction of looking

older, but changing back in the opposite direction grew as it were younger,

more tender; the white/grey8 hairs of older men became black, while in turn

the cheeks of those who had their beards became smooth again, returning

each to his past bloom, and the bodies of those in their puberty, becoming

smoother and smaller each day and night, went back to the form of new-

born children, becoming like them both in mind and in body; and from then

on they proceeded to waste away until they simply disappeared altogether.

As for those who died a violent death at that time, the body of the dead

person underwent the same effects and quickly dissolved to nothing in a

few days.

But now the visitor from Elea goes on to link this scenario with

ancient accounts of people being born from the earth, which con-

stituted one strand of what, according to his original suggestion at

269b, the myth—in its guise as a report of what actually happened—

would turn out to explain (Politicus 271bc):9

5 ‘Providential’, that is, to the extent that all human needs are taken care of by
divine agency—except for those that ultimately determine the real quality of human
life (as measured by its degree of rationality). See Politicus 268c, 274e–275c.

6 And will be again (and again), since the story is of a recurring cycle; usually,
however, like the teller of the story (the man from Elea), I shall refer to the cycle in the
past tense—which will primarily pick out the parts of the cycle as instantiated in the
times immediately preceding the present ‘age of Zeus’.

7 Or—for reasons that will emerge—as I supply in my published translations of
the dialogue (which I shall for the most part follow, while sometimes diverging from
them, and without warning), ‘the visible age . . . ’

8 I.e. º�ıŒ��: see n. 13 below.
9 The other strands were (1) a story about the temporary reversal of the move-

ments of the heavenly bodies, as a portent relating to the quarrel between Atreus and
Thyestes (268e–269a); (2) the story about the time when Kronos was king (269a7–8:
in the Hesiodic account, at Works and Days 111–20, associated with a golden race:
following West (1978), I leave out of account the further reference to Kronos in the
‘alternative version’ in what he prints asWorks and Days 173a–e); and (3) ‘the report
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I think we must reflect on what is implied by what we have said. It follows on

the passage of old men to childhood that from the dead, lying in the earth,

men should be put together again there and come back to life, following the

direction of the reversal, with coming-into-being turning round with it to

the opposite direction, and since they would according to this argument

necessarily come into existence as earth-born, would thus acquire the name

and have the report told about them10—all those of them, that is, whom god

did not take off to another destiny.

Given that some of those who are reborn will have died in old age and

with grey hair, there will have been some who were actually born—

from the earth—already grey-haired; indeed, given that getting old is

a normal part of human development, from our perspective,11 one

that occurs unless something goes wrong, it will be quite the normal

and natural thing for ‘new’ humans, in the era in question, to be born

with grey hair.

This, I propose (and my chapter depends on the proposal), is

Plato’s take on the Hesiodic idea of babies being born already grey-

haired—that Zeus will destroy the iron race too, ‘when they come to

be born with grey hairs on their temples’ (Works and Days 181).

Given that the general connection with the Hesiodic story of the races

is already established, from the beginning, with the reference to the

‘age of Kronos’,12 Plato’s earth-born grey-hairs will themselves be in

direct line of descent from Hesiod’s iron-age babies13—for they are

babies themselves, despite being ‘old men’: this is the point of Plato’s

having the storyteller specify that ‘everything that was mortal ceased

that earlier men were born from the earth and were not reproduced from one
another’ (269b2–3).

10 That is, by people who lived at the beginning of our era, bordering on the time
when things happened backwards (i.e. backwards from our point of view): 271a7–b3.

11 Which is the relevant perspective, for the moment, in so far as what is being
described is a reversal just from our point of view. The dead people who are coming
back to life will be people who aged in the ordinary way before being buried (and so
lived in the previous era, since dying in the new one is a matter of disappearing into
thin air; no burial for them).

12 See n. 9 above.
13 Plato uses º�ıŒ��, whereas Hesiod has ��ºØ�� (��ºØ�Œæ��Æç�Ø): ��ºØ��, accord-

ing to LSJ, is ‘rare in Att. Prose’, though in fact Plato does use it (as it happens, of
Parmenides: Parmenides 127b). But here in the Politicus he needs º�ıŒ�� in any case to
contrast with �ºÆ� (‘white hairs became black’: cf. e.g. Lysis 217d, where �ºÆ�
becomes substituted for �Æ
Ł�� for the sake of the same opposition).
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moving in the direction of looking older (K�d �e ª�æÆ���æ�
 N	�E
), and

instead changing back in the opposite direction grew as it were (�x�
)

younger, more tender’. Time still moved forward then, so that what

we now call younger-looking they called older. Certainly, time itself—

history—is not reversed, as we can deduce from what happened to

‘those who died a violent death at that time’: they didn’t get to live

once more the lives they had before they were killed, but instead

simply came back briefly to life in order to die in the way people at

that time all died (by vanishing).14 So although the earth-born

would, for us, have been ‘old’, from the point of view of the Kronians

themselves they are babies, and their old age will be our babyhood.

Ergo: there was (and will be again)15 a time, in the history of the

universe as described by the Stranger, when babies were born ‘with

grey hairs on their temples’. There are important differences, to be

sure, between the Stranger’s version of the idea and Hesiod’s: in

Hesiod,16 in particular, there is no reversal, only the implication of

a quick end to an already unhappy era—in so far as these babies will

have a very short life, whereas in Plato’s version they will have a long

one. But this connects with another, and more crucial difference:

things that just happen, for no particular reason, in the Hesiodic

version tend in the Platonic one to have rather particular, and openly

stated, reasons for happening. As so often, Plato improves on (or at

any rate changes) what he appropriates—here ‘explaining’ how it

came about that people were once born ‘old’.17

By now the problem should be plain enough. Given the standard

interpretation, one of the very features that Hesiod uses to mark the

catastrophic end to our era will be used, in Plato’s version, as a central

feature of the age of Kronos. Indeed, the situation will be even

stranger than this, for the image of the grey-haired new-born is

part of a description, in Hesiod, of an age that is in other respects

14 I take it that they can’t be reborn like the others, from the earth, for the simple
reason that they were never in the earth (they died at or during the reversal, when
there was no time to bury them—or else, in the cataclysm, people had other
priorities). This is one of several places in the myth where seriousness is combined
with what may be described, at the least, as a degree of playfulness.

15 I.e. because Plato’s story is one of a recurring cycle of ages/races.
16 As McCabe, for one (2000, Ch.5), points out.
17 For larger-scale ‘improvements’ on things appropriated, see below.

302 Christopher Rowe



the mirror-image of the golden, Kronian age: thus the very first thing

Hesiod tells us about the life of the iron men is that it was/is/will be a

life of toil and trouble (Works and Days 176–8. True, 179 tells us there

will be good things mixed with the bad, but these good things are to

say the least somewhat underdetermined). Now of course, on the

standard interpretation, the age of grey-haired babies in the Politicus

myth is actually identical with the age of Kronos and physical ease,

the description of which explicitly begins in 271c (at the Young

Socrates’ prompting); and the fact that people’s basic needs were

provided for without their having to lift a finger would not necessa-

rily be a good thing, in strict Platonic terms; in itself, it would be no

better than its opposite.18 That indeed is one implication of the

raising of the question: what exactly did the Kronians do with all

that leisure the god afforded them?19 In a way, then, a merging of

Hesiodic golden and Hesiodic iron might itself be making a sound

Platonic point. And at this stage one might even be tempted to argue

that the very motif of grey-haired babies has by this point lost all its

horror: why not imagine a past (and a future) when young was old

already, and when things were better, not because it was paradise in

material terms, but because material abundance—living in ‘para-

dise’—gave more opportunity for a better life?20

However—once all this is granted21—there is one crucial respect

in which the divine dispensation will evidently have contributed to a

decrease rather than an increase in human capacity for fulfilment.

18 Cf. El Murr, p. 294; and further n. 21 below.
19 See p. 299 above.
20 That is, in terms of greater leisure, and perhaps in the absence of the conditions

for the growth of greed, lust, and so on (is that what permitted those ‘conversations
with the animals’, in the sense suggested in n. 4 above?).

21 Here I acknowledge a major debt to McCabe (1997) and (2000) which have
belatedly brought me to see, in a way I had not seen before, that Plato’s attitude
towards the era of Kronos not only is, but must be, thoroughly ambivalent: that is, in
so far as stories about Kronian times stress that it was a time of abundance, which is
how the Stranger himself eventually introduces it (271c8–d1). ‘Must be’, because,
according to the point of view continually associated with Plato’s Socrates and in any
case ubiquitous in the dialogues, abundance of material provision tells us nothing
about the quality of the lives that enjoy it. In short, even if there was ever a time when
everything ‘sprang up of its own accord for human beings’ (271c8–d1 again), and
even if we may dream of such a world, the gods/god cannot himself determine how
well or badly we will live.
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Kronians (that is, again, on the standard interpretation: I stress that I

am identifying a problem with that, not with the myth itself, as

I propose it should properly be understood)22 will grow or develop

in the direction of a state that, whether it is described from their

perspective as old age, or from ours as childhood, will nevertheless be

one that is unavoidably associated with play rather than with ser-

iousness—as the Stranger reminds us even as he ushers in his story:

‘In that case pay complete attention to my story, as children do; you

certainly haven’t left childish games behind23 for more than a few

years’ (268e). What is more, the description of the reversal of ageing,

in 270d–271a (cited above), may reasonably be said to lay particular

emphasis on the Kronians’ movement from adulthood to childhood;

at any rate, it cannot be said to downplay it (‘ . . . younger, more

tender . . . the cheeks of those who had their beards became smooth

again . . . and . . . those in their puberty . . .went back to the form of

new-born children, becoming like them both in mind [i.e., presum-

ably, childish, irrational] and in body’). In other words, in the era of

Kronos, human life tends towards a condition in which philosophy is

not only difficult but actually impossible. What does that say about

divine providence?

My own response to this question is to suppose that either (a)

Plato has nodded (by making Kronian life importantly, indeed cru-

cially, worse), or else (b) the standard type of interpretation is wrong.

But the difficulty with solution (a) is that it tends to make the feature

in question—let us call it ‘F’24—into no more than an unintended

22 See further below, and especially Appendix B to this chapter, for an outline of
the ‘standard’ interpretation, matched against my own.

23 More literally, ‘you haven’t escaped . . . ’ (KŒç��ª�Ø
), underlining that child-
ishness is something positively not to be wished for. McCabe (2000, 150, n. 46)
acknowledges the point (‘[the Stranger] wants to remind us that age and philosophy
go together, but youth with the telling of stories’), but—I claim—without seeing its
full implications for the story. Or does she claim that ‘ageing in reverse’ (ibid., n. 34)
will also reverse the effects of youth and age? This hardly seems likely. Age is itself a
prominent theme in the Hesiodic account: apart from those grey-haired iron babies,
the golden race is forever spared old age, while the silver race has a hundred-year
childhood and a short and stupid maturity (the stupidity deriving from all that time
in the nursery?).

24 That is (to recap), that Kronians—on the interpretation I am criticizing—
become progressively less capable of doing the one thing on which their happiness
depends.
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consequence of the way Plato chose to construct the story; and in so

far as F appears to work against one of the central aspects needed by

the story in order to fulfil its central purpose (i.e., again, to illustrate

the difference between divine and human government—or herds-

manship: at this point in the argument herding humans has not been

separated off from herding other animals), it is hard to see how Plato

could have failed to notice what he was doing, or to imagine how,

when he did notice it, that in itself would not have been a sufficient

reason for his not putting together the story in such a way that it

involved F. To clarify: Kronians, it seems, will—in the most impor-

tant respect of all—actually be worse off than we are. (At least many

of us do get less childlike, whereas all the Kronians who survive long

enough will become more so.) And yet ultimately ‘the god’25 is

supposed to have to intervene to save us from ourselves, and stop

things descending into complete chaos (273de). Of course, divine

government will already be beneficial, just to that extent. But since

the occasion of his intervention is our ultimate failure to save

ourselves, that is, from within our own resources, it would be more

than a little odd if a result of that intervention was to reduce the very

resources the lack of which made it necessary. The Kronians too

needed philosophy, if they were to be happy, no less than we need

it. Divine rule by itself may not be enough to make us happy, but it

should not have the effect of making us less capable of being so.

Indeed, I venture that, from a Platonic point of view, the idea of

humans being born grey-haired, in the version in which he has the

Stranger develop it, is every bit as nightmarish as it was, in Hesiod’s

original version, for Hesiod. Part of the nightmare will be that the

newly born, though grey-haired, will lack the experience of ordinary

grey-hairs; for they have no past. So they lose out twice over: not only

do they grow into—what we call—children, but their ‘old age’ (as we

might be tempted to call it, from the perspective of our era) is robbed

of its advantages.

25 The Stranger never clearly commits himself to identifying the divine steersman
with Kronos; the very name ‘Kronos’ probably belongs to the stories people tell (just
as the present age is what people call the age ‘of Zeus’: 272b2). It is an important
aspect of the Platonic story that there is only one (chief) god around: see n. 1 above.
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But if that is so, (b) is evidently the only option available to us:

what I have called the ‘standard’ type of interpretation must be

mistaken.26 The time when people are born already grey-haired, in

the Stranger’s story, cannot be the age of Kronos. And I suggest that

the very motif is chosen as an early signal of that very point. When

grey-hairs emerge from the earth, it is the time of reversal, but it is

not the Kronian time: the age of Kronos, pace El Murr in this volume,

but as I have argued elsewhere, is a third time or period, preceding

that of my grey-haired babies (or ‘babies’). I shall not repeat the case

for this interpretation here.27 Instead, I mean to exploit it.

That exploitation begins with the observation that a three-stage

interpretation of the myth of the Politicus, which will give us three

rather than two races of human beings, will allow a much closer

comparison with the Hesiodic story. Indeed, it is part of my thesis in

the present chapter that Plato’s appropriation from Hesiod in this

context extends considerably beyond the borrowing of an isolated

motif. The Politicus myth is, in small part, Plato’s own myth of the

races—his own take on the human past (and future), which serves

simultaneously to recall and improve upon Hesiod. To ‘improve’,

specifically—to repeat a point introduced earlier—because Plato’s

version has a rationale behind it, in a way that Hesiod’s does not,

being for the most part an account of what happened after what

(‘next there came another race . . . ’). Yet at the same time many of the

basic elements out of which Plato constructs his rationale are them-

selves—also—Hesiodic: the age of Kronos, the silliness of childhood,

and so on.28 The one central theme that is not Hesiodic (apart from

26 It is not that Plato in principle could not have turned a Hesiodic motif upside
down, or back to front; just that—I claim—he isn’t in fact doing that. Grey-haired
new-borns in Plato too are a bad thing.

27 See especially Rowe (2002). For an outline (but no more) of how the inter-
pretation will work, see Appendix B to this chapter.

28 271c2: ‘all those of them [sc. the people who lived in the time of the reversed
cosmos], that is, whom god did not take off to another destiny’ itself plainly recalls
Works and Days 167–73, where some of the heroic race escape death and are
transported by Zeus to the ends of the earth/the isles of the blest. But once again,
there is a rationale (presumably) to be supplied in the Platonic context which is
signally missing in the Hesiodic: just why did some escape, when for all we are told
they were just the same as the rest? Given Plato’s known approval of philosophical
lives, perhaps his escapees were those who succeeded in achieving such a life, against
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that of the cosmic cycle itself,29 and its ultimate causes), the idea of

the earth-born, will be my next topic for discussion.

At least in a certain context, and at least by implication, the

Athenians (whom I take to be Plato’s first intended audience, as

they are typically the immediate butt of his critiques) liked to think

of themselves as autochthonous: born, that is, from the splendidly

fertile soil of Attica, and so splendidly equipped by the very fact of

being Athenian.30 The context in question is, of course, that of the

citizens’ own self-image, most obviously and explicitly exemplified in

the annual funeral oration.31 However, the image of the earth-born

that will be connected with this context (and so, for example, for the

audience of the oration) will hardly be that of old people returning

from the grave. Rather, the image will be of potent warriors, in the

prime of their lives—or else of actual babies,32 who grow into adult-

hood in the way we suppose to be normal. This seems to be how

all the odds. (Even when he has retired to his ‘observation-post’, god still looks after
his own.) The short lives/extended deaths of ‘those who died a violent death at that
time’ (270e10–272a2) might also—just possibly—be seen as a caricature of the career
of the disastrous Hesiodic bronze race. However I should not want the wildness of
this latter speculation to obscure the more fundamental proposal, that Plato is not
just borrowing from, or even appropriating, Hesiod: he is setting out to better him,
by providing a philosophically-founded version of a tale that would otherwise be
suited to mere children. (Plato may appear to write off his own stories in just the
same way, as in the Politicus itself: 268e again. But things are more complicated: as
Books 2 and 3 of the Republic show, he—or his Socrates—hardly thinks even children
deserve what mere poets give them.) For the central element in Plato’s ‘explanation’
of the cosmic cycle, see 272e5–6 (the ‘allotted and innate desire’ of the physical
cosmos), with 269d9–e1 (it ‘has its share of body’). See below.

29 Pace those who think such an idea implied by Works and Days 175: see West
(1978), ad loc.

30 The inference actually goes the other way (exceptionally good, because Athe-
nian; therefore good because born in/from Attica). The ‘accounts of the earth-born’,
the Stranger says (271b2–3), ‘are nowadays wrongly disbelieved by many people’: this
is a typical Platonic double-take. ‘People who call themselves sensible disbelieve such
tales, when in fact they are true’; but the correction of course only holds good from
within the framework of the myth. Cf. e.g. Phaedrus 229c–230a (on which see Rowe
1986, ad loc.).

31 See Plato’s parody of the genre in theMenexenus; especially at 237b–238b. Here
parody and original will be scarcely distinguishable, to the extent that any tale of
racial superiority (the superiority of a given city and its inhabitants) tends to identify
that pretended superiority with excellence of location.

32 Which it might be, in the Menexenus, is left nicely unspecified.
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Critias, in the Timaeus, pictures the birth of those primitive Athe-

nians who once defeated Atlantis: they are literally sown in the soil,

by Hephaestus (Timaeus 23e).33

And this alternative vision of the earth-born is—so I claim—also

present in the Politicus myth, alongside the nightmarish one. The

Stranger’s first topic, as he starts talking specifically about the Kro-

nian era (the time when ‘the god began to rule and take care of the

rotation itself [sc. of the heavenly bodies]’: 271d3–4), is what he

expects his interlocutor, the young Socrates, to associate with that

time: ‘everything’s springing up of its own accord for human beings’

(271cd). Next, he spells out some of the consequences of divine

‘herdsmanship’: there were no political constitutions, nor was there

any getting of wives and children, ‘for all of [the people of that time]

came back to life from the earth, remembering nothing of the past’

(272a).34 At first sight, it seems reasonable to presume35 that the

reference is to those grey-haired infants (or ‘infants’) again, who

themselves ‘came back to life’ (271b7: the same term, I
Æ�Ø��Œ��ŁÆØ,

was used of them, and less than a Stephanus page earlier). But as we

read on, I believe that this becomes a rather less reasonable presump-

tion. First, we have the Stranger’s judgement on the quality of life

enjoyed by the Kronians—and here, by contrast with the earlier

passage, there is no mention of growing childishness, only talk

about the opportunities and choices then available. Then we reach

the whole crux of the story (272de):

We must now state the point of our rousing our story into action . . .When

the time of all these things had been completed and the hour for change had

33 Athena founded the city, having ‘received from Earth and Hephaestus the
seed from which your people were to come’ (tr. Zeyl: given Athena’s permanent
virginity, Hephaestus must spill his seed upon the fertile earth).

34 While they lacked all that, the Stranger goes on, they had ‘an abundance of fruits
from trees and many other plants, not growing through cultivation but because the
earth sent them up of their own accord . . . ’ (272a3–5). The description as a whole is
strongly reminiscent of the original city, or ‘city’, of Republic 2, 369a–372d (what
Glaucon, but not Socrates, calls the ‘city of pigs’—because the inhabitants live on
acorns: ‘fruits from trees’?); the question whether people living like that could be
happy, which the Stranger will immediately raise, is equally fundamental in the
Republic context, and would, I think, by implication be answered in the same way
as in the Politicus. (‘Yes, they would be happy if they did philosophy.’)

35 As upholders of the ‘standard’ interpretation of the myth will (presumably)
presume.
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come, and in particular all the earth-born race had been used up, each soul

having rendered its sum of births, falling to the earth as seed as many times as

had been laid down for each, at that point the steersman of the universe,

after letting go, as it were, of the bar of the steering-oars, retired to his

observation-post, and as for the world-order, its allotted and innate desire

turned it back again in the opposite direction.36

The crucial words here are the ones in italics: ‘each soul having

rendered its sum of births, falling to the earth as seed . . . ’ If we go

back to 271, and the description of the birth of those grey-haired

babies, we find what is surely a quite different notion: ‘It follows on

the passage of old men to childhood that from the dead, lying in the

earth, men should be put together again there and come back to life,

following the direction of the reversal . . . ’ (271b4–7). Now it is

evidently not impossible to read these two descriptions as being of

the same event, since so many interpreters—all those who have

adopted the ‘standard’ interpretation—will actually have done so,

whether implicitly or explicitly.37 The earlier passage (i.e. 271), we

might suppose, to defend the standard account, gives a physical and

mechanical description of the event (bodily parts being put back

together), while the later one puts it into the larger Platonic context

(living bodies include souls, and souls have histories . . . ). But this
seems to me highly implausible. In 271, for all we are told, people

come back to life just because of the reversal of the cosmos ; that is, the

cause is itself purely mechanical—or at least, that is the impression

the Stranger gives, and does nothing to correct. Objection: why isn’t

that exactly what he does in 272 (i.e. point out that there was more to

it than that)? Response: the idea of a sowing of souls is fundamentally

different from that of a reassembly of body parts. Souls will of course

36 This, then, is the great reversal: caused by the ‘innate desire’ of the cosmos
(272e6), which takes it immediately in the reverse direction to that imparted to it by
the god. But after a relatively short period (short, that is, in cosmic terms, though still
from our point of view an age), the cosmos began to ‘remember so far as it could the
teaching of its craftsman and father’ (273b2–3)—so, according to the interpretation
I have proposed, reversing direction once more. Thus reason—this time, the cosmos’
own—reasserts itself, in the same way that the arts and sciences (including, by
implication, statesmanship), constructed by us as ‘gifts of the gods’, make up for
the absence of Kronian, divinely caused, abundance. See Appendix B to this chapter.

37 Thus the ‘putting together’ in the earth might require a Hephaestus—the
‘father’ in the Timaeus–Critias; but his fatherhood seems there to have more to do
with his semen than his craftsmanship, and souls ‘falling to earth as seed’ seem
equally capable of doing without a craftsman (unless as father).
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have to fall back into the reassembled bodies if those bodies are to be

revived. But this is hard to reconcile with the idea of their ‘falling to

[into] earth as seeds’, which looks rather more like what Critias said

happened in primitive Athens with Hephaestus’ seed (which then

grew up in the ‘right’ direction, i.e. to adulthood).

This juxtaposition—if it can be called that38—of two different

ideas of the earth-born is, I propose, quite deliberate; indeed, it

represents one of the main functions of the myth.39 The actual

story of autochthony, as told by the Athenians themselves (as well

as others) to themselves, is linked, in the Stranger’s story, to a time of

horror and chaos (271ab):

The earth-born race said to have existed once was this one, the one that

existed [during the period of reversal], turning back again from the earth; it

was remembered by our first ancestors, who bordered on the previous

period as it ended, living in the succeeding time, and grew up at the

beginning of the present one . . .

So the reversal explains the origins of that story, as the Stranger said it

would (269b2–5). But if so, Athenian autochthony is nothing to be

proud of; rather the reverse, since it means that the Athenians are

descended from ancestors who were no better than silly children,

indeed who were silly children, from the perspective of the present.40

So much for the idea, parodied in the Menexenus, that Attica herself

guarantees the quality of her inhabitants, by being the womb from

which their ancestors were born. For that scenario, or for the closest

to it that real conditions (!) will allow, one needs to go much further

back: to the time preceding the time when things went into reverse—

or, in the parallel story of the Timaeus–Critias, to the period when

Athens defeated Atlantis, before itself being destroyed by another

kind of cataclysm (earthquake and floods).41 But even this other,

38 One of the two ideas, after all, is clearly advertised—as the explanation of talk
about ‘earth-born’ people; the other comes in merely as one among many aspects of a
work-free age (new people born without even the need for copulation).

39 See Appendix A to this chapter.
40 That is, they were children from that perspective (not from their own); they

were silly in any case.
41 True, in the latter case present-day Athenians will turn out to be the ultimate

descendants of the better kind of earth-born. But Critias’ story has its own mechan-
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different kind of autochthony brings no solutions with it. Quality,

and quality of life, have still to be worked for.

Question: why does Plato not mark the difference between the two

sorts of autochthony more clearly?42 My reply to this question is

twofold. First, I believe that Plato does in fact clearly distinguish

between the age of reversal and the age of Kronos. The Stranger and

(Young) Socrates do the job together. Immediately after the passage

last cited, Socrates asks when the time of Kronos’ power was ‘in those

turnings (�æ��ÆE�) or these? Because clearly the reversal in the move-

ments of the heavenly bodies must take place in either.’ By this, I take

him to mean: ‘Did Kronos rule in the period you’ve just described [=

‘these turnings’: the period of grey-haired babies] or the one before [=

‘those turnings’]?’—on the basis, as he more or less says, that there

must have been two reversals, one taking things43 backwards, the

other taking them back again in their usual direction.44 To this, the

Stranger replies: if you mean the time when things sprang up of their

own accord, ‘it belongs least to the movement that now obtains’

(272d1–2): that is, I suppose, ‘least’ to the ‘movement’ (ç�æ�) obtain-

ing since the god retired from the ‘steering-oar’ of the universe, where

the ‘movement’ in question is constituted by ‘these turnings’—‘in’

which the second reversal took place—plus the time following them.

This may well not be the most straightforward reading of the Greek of

the passage taken just by itself, but I believe that it is workable enough

once we fully understand the overall argument of the myth.45

ism for separating present-day Athenians from the wisdom and valour of their
ancestors.

42 The question was actually put at the Durham conference behind this volume;
I now offer a more considered response.

43 Specifically: the heavenly bodies.
44 The whole myth, we should remember, is introduced by a story (that of Atreus

and Thyestes) involving a temporary reversal—a portent: 268e.
45 See Appendix A to this chapter. In 2000, Denis O’Brien (see n. 1 above) claimed

that the passage just discussed was enough by itself to undermine completely the
three-stage interpretation I then proposed and continue to propose. I persist in
maintaining that O’Brien’s position underestimates the difficulties posed by the
Greek of the passage (and particularly of young Socrates’ intervention) for the two-
stage interpretation itself, as it certainly underestimates the difficulties that interpreta-
tion faces from the detail of other parts of the myth. (The present chapter, of course,
starts from some of those difficulties, and argues that they fall away if the three-stage
interpretation is adopted.) What is still missing, from the proponents of the two-
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Yet to make such a concession is in effect already to invite the same

question again: if that is what Plato had in mind, why does he not put

it more clearly? Here is the second, and rather more speculative, part

of my answer: that he is positively inviting his readers to misinterpret

the story— just as those who believe in the myth of autochthony in

fact misinterpret the story they tell themselves. ‘We were born Athe-

nians, and that’s enough, because the Attic soil is so good . . .Once

upon a time (so Plato allows their story to develop), it was even an

earthly paradise, an era truly governed by Kronos; and we are des-

cended from that time.’ But there in the text, beside that version, is

another one, which tells these Athenians that they are and always

were separated from paradise,46 and that their future depends on the

extent to which they can recreate some kind of resemblance to divine

governance from within their own resources. That is what separates

us, and mythically saved us, from a state of chaos and nightmare

induced by innate (and unreasoning) desire in which everything was

and will again go into reverse, or as we might prefer to put it, be

turned upside down.47

APPENDIX A

The shape48 of the Stranger’s exposition of the myth in 268e–274e:

1. The story of the reversal of the movement of the heavenly bodies.

2. Reports of a ‘rule of Kronos’.

3. Reports of earth-births.

stage reading, is a complete, step-by-step account of the way their reading deals with
each of the many details of a very complex myth: that is, a rival to the kind of account
I offer in Rowe (1995a) and its successors (including my 1999).

46 As, again, they are separated from that better Athens that defeated Atlantis. On
why—for Plato—the real Athens’ defeat of Persia is no real parallel to that feat, see
Rowe (2007b).

47 For other instances of this kind of phenomenon, in which Plato appears to buy
in to ordinary assumptions even while in the process of undermining them, see Rowe
(2007a).

48 Slanted, inevitably, in the direction of a three-stage interpretation of the myth as
a whole.
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4. In fact, it is the reality underlying 1 that underlies 2 and 3.

5. Description, and explanation, of the reversal; the upheavals it

caused (and will cause again).

6. One such consequence of the reversal: people grow ‘younger’, etc.;

people are reborn from the earth—giving the explanation of 3.

7. What about 2? When did the ‘Kronian’ age occur? Before this

one. Description of that time.

8. Were people happier then? It depends . . .
9. In any case, at the end of this—Kronian—age, god retired,

leaving the world to its own devices, with disastrous conse-

quences, though after a while it—the world—started remem-

bering what it had previously been taught, and moved back to

its proper and accustomed course.49 Eventually, however,

things begin to break down again, and god has to intervene

once more . . .
10. The world after the second reversal, i.e. after the period of back-

ward rotation: the present age; the present; the development of

different kinds of expertise (including, by implication, the art of

statesmanship).

49 This, crucially, is my reading of 273a4–b3: ‘After this, when sufficient time had
elapsed, [the cosmos] began to cease from noise and confusion and attained calm
from its tremors, and set itself in order, into the accustomed course that belongs to it,
taking charge of and mastering both the things within it and itself, because it
remembered, so far as it could, the teaching of its craftsman and father.’ ‘Its proper
and accustomed course’ is East to West, i.e. in the same direction as the god impelled
it in the ‘age of Kronos’; this is its ‘proper’ course because it is the one on which
reason takes it, whether divine reason or its own, and it is its ‘accustomed’ course
because the period of reversal is an aberration, even if it lasts for ‘many tens of
thousands of revolutions’ (270a7): long enough for people to move from ‘old age’ to
‘babyhood’ (and ultimate disappearance), but short enough, in relation to the total
length of the cosmic cycle, for it to be treated, on occasion, just as a small—and
purely temporary—aspect of god’s ‘letting go’ of things (thus at 273c4–d1; contrast
especially 270a, where the focus is on the reversal itself, and the cause of the reversal).
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APPENDIX B

Two interpretations of the myth in outline. Here the ‘standard’ type

of interpretation50 is contrasted with my own (separated in each case,

where appropriate, by ‘//’):

268e4–269c3: the three ‘sources’ of the myth.

269c4–d2: alternation of opposite movements // existence of op-

posite movements as cause of the three types of phenomena referred

to in the stories.

269d2–270b2: the necessity of circular movement (269d2–e4);

the cause of the alternation of opposite movements (269e5–270b2)

// why reversal is necessary (whole passage).

270b3– 271c2: turbulence during the changeover from one move-

ment to the other (270b3–d1); beginning of movement fromWest to

East: a zoogony opposite to ours (270d1–271a1); the birth of men

from the earth (271a2–c2) // description of the events following the

catastrophe (that occurrence of the catastrophe) which caused the

stories with which the Stranger began; including reversal of cosmos,

i.e. a period of West-to-East movement, plus rebirth of the dead from

the ground (whole passage).

271c3–7: the question asked by Young Socrates (‘So [he says] we

have the reversal of the heavenly bodies and the earth-born; where

does the third story, about the age of Kronos, come in?’).

271c8–d2: reply—the reign of Kronos occupies the period of

movement from West to East // Kronos’ reign was the era prior to

the period of movement, West to East, just described, and prior

to the reversals with which that period began and ended (so it was

a period, like ours, of East-to-West movement).

271d3–272d4: further description of the age of Kronos (271d3–

272b3); presence (or absence) of philosophy in the reign of Kronos

(272b3–d4) // description of the age of Kronos (271d3–272b3); pre-

sence (or absence) of philosophy in the reign of Kronos (272b3–d4).

50 As based (now at several removes) on an original handout of Denis O’Brien’s:
see n. 1 above. I hope and expect the discussion that this handout helped to launch
will continue.
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272d5–273b2: the end of movement from West to East (272d5–

273a1); turbulence separating movement from West to East from

movement East to West (our own period); the world starts to adapt

itself to movement from East to West (273a4–b2) // the age of Kronos

ends (275d5–273a1), followed by the/a period of reversal (273e5–6,

273a1–6), followed by the restoration of East-to-West movement

(273a4–b2).

273b2–d4: movement from East to West is a degradation // the age

of Zeus, which begins well but gradually goes to the bad.

273d4–e4: the end of movement from East to West and the begin-

ning of contrary movement (from West to East) // the god resumes

control, and the age of Kronos begins again—without any contrary

movement, because the heavenly bodies were still moving from East

to West (which is also the direction of divinely-caused movement).

273a4: the tale of a single ‘cycle’ is thus completed.

273e5–274e4: relevance of the tale to the discussion of political

theory (273e5–6); origins of human society at the beginning of the

period of movement from East to West (our own period) (273e6–

274a1); births in our world: and therefore a zoogony the opposite

of that related at 270d1–271a1 (274a2–b1); the human condition

in our world (274b1–d6); conclusion (274d6–e4) // the story

picked up from the second reversal, i.e. at the end of the period of

West-to-East movement, which is the part relevant to showing the

nature of the king (273e5–6); we have to learn—like the cosmos itself

(274d6–7)—how to do everything for ourselves, in the absence of

gods to do it for us (we even have to procreate for ourselves, though

this is less relevant to the argument: see 274a2–b1, b1–2): and that

(the story leaves us where we are now, in the 5th century BC) is

what we need to use to put our account of the king and statesman

right . . . (274e1–4).

Summary

—On the standard interpretation, there are two movements, two

zoogonies // [whereas]

—On my interpretation the myth describes three periods of move-

ment, three modes of procreation/coming to life of human beings:
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one, sexual, belonging to our era, that of Zeus. But in the age of

Kronos, there was no sexual coupling, because ‘everyone was reborn

from the earth’ (272a1)—I take it, like plants, their souls being ‘sown’

as seeds for an appointed number of times (272d6–e3; for the whole

set of ideas, see esp. Phaedrus 248cd). These new/old humans (who

however remember nothing of their previous lives: 272a2) emerge as

babies and grow in the normal direction, i.e. so as to appear as well as

to become older, from our perspective (just as the cosmos itself is

presently travelling in the normal direction, i.e. East to West—and as

the plants evidently also grow in the usual directions, and get bigger,

not smaller). However, there is also a third mode by which human

beings come into being, or rather into life: in the transitional period,

that of the reversal of the cosmos, the dead lying in their graves/in

the ground come back to life, and appear, from our perspective, to

grow younger.51

51 I do not suggest that my own account of the structure of the myth is even now
complete and satisfactory: in particular, as was shown in the course on an excellent
discussion at the 2009 May Week Seminar, on the Politicus, in Cambridge, I need a
more persuasive explanation of 274e10–275a1 and 273e6–7—which happen to be two
of the strongest prima facie pieces of evidence for the ‘standard’ three-stage reading of
the myth. But my account overall is at least in better shape than my opponents’, which
is sketchy, and unsupported by the kind of detailed analysis that Plato’s text seems to
me always to demand—and nowhere more than in the present case.
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comédie grecque, suivi d’un choix de fragments. Paris.

Casertano, G. (2000) (ed.), La struttura del dialogo platonico. Naples.
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