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Space, Time, Shape, and Direction:
Creative Discourse in thBmaeus

CATHERINE OSBORNE

In this chapter, | explore the parallel between Himpe of
Timaeus' discourse in Plato's dialogue and the estafpthe
world that he describes. There is, plainly, an agyalbetween
Timaeus' act of describing a world in words and dieeniurge's
task of making a world of mattéfhis analogy implies a parallel
between language as a system of reproducing ideagoids,
and the world, which reproduces reality in parteuthings. It
becomes clear that authority lies not in the ritgllof a truth
already told, nor in the description of a worldealdy made, but
in the creation of a likeness in words of the edéiforms. The
Forms serve as paradigms both for the physicaldvaeated by
the demiurge, and for the world in discourse create Timaeus:
his discourse gains its validity not from faithfebs to the way
things appear, or the way particular things 'atyubbppened’,
but in virtue of its attempt to express in wordskaness of the

perfect and eternal reality.

! This parallel between universe and discourse $® aloted by P. Hadot,
'Physique et poesie dans [Emee de Platon',Revue de Theologie et de
Philosophic,115 (1983), 113—33; R- Brague, 'The Body of theegpe A New
Hypothesis on the Compositional Structure of Tinmgedonologue', in D. J.
O'Meara, ed.,Platonic Investigations(Washington, 1985), 58—83; and L.
Brisson, 'Le Discours comme univers et 1'univemiice discours: Platon et ses
interpretes neoplatoniciens', ihe Texte et ses representatiorstudes de
litterature ancienne, iii (Paris, 1987), 121—8.
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|. Tales from the Past

The Timaeusopens with a discussion between Socrates and his

friends about how to flesh out the descriptionta ideal republic
that Socrates had offered the previous day. Foattufes of this
opening discussion suggest a concern with the kinduthority
attributable to a spoken discourse. One is thessa the distance
in time between past and present; the second ignighasis on
the number of times that a narrative has been deiol the
intervening time; a third is the concern with whestithe discourse
tells of genuine historical facts, and what is theture of the
authority of poets and sophists who tell of thake;fourth is the
interest in the extent to which language can adelyraxpress a
particular level of reality.

Talk of Yesterday

At Republic 592a-b, Glaucon speaks of the ideal state just
described as 'the city we have just gone throughbthilding of,
the city that exists in words'. Throughout tRepublic,Socrates
speaks as if the participants in the dialogue wemgaged in
founding a real city, and as if its institutions reesstablished and
put to work there and then in the process of dbsugithem in
words. There is a remarkable absence of any digiimbetween
the reality and its portrait in wordsAt the start of thélimaeus,
jyci—igbz, by contrast, when Socrates and his camges recall
the description of the republic that they had habhedday before,
there is a self-conscious distance marked out biviee present
telling and that of which it told. This distance emes in the
repeated mention of what had taken place in thed, pasthe
references to the discussion of the previous®dayd in Critias'
interest in recounting events

2 Remarkable not least because Republic (R.)tself raises the issue of imi-
tation in art and literature, while Socrates withire dialogue is portrayed as
marking no significant distinction between portregad portrayed.

® Note the repeated references to 'yesterday' byrasinboth to today and to
long ago. The woraQts('yesterday') occurs twelve times in the first pages of
the dialogue: 1732bz, ci, 1937, 20bi, c6, 2562, 2634, 37, b4, c8, 67. See
Osborne, 'Topography in tAlémaeus', Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological
Society214 (1988), 104—14: 106 and 107.
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of distant history as an illustration of the realiof which the
Republichad spoken.

Retelling the Tales

This attention to tales from past history is matthg an interest
in the telling and retelling of those tales, whrelises the question
of the authority of the speaker and his accesshéoevents of
which he tells. In the first place, Socrates taifshis city by
recapitulating an earlier telling, thereby puttinmg at several
removes from the reality of which the original dission was an
account: His retelling of theRepublicis a report in spoken words
(spoken, of course, in the dramatic fiction, writtes we read them
in the pages of th&imaeus)as was thd&epublicitself. Again and
again, in the opening dialogue, we are reminded Huxrates is
recapitulating not the thing but the spoken wotdis.starts with a
reference to 'the words spoken by me yesterddgstead of
reminding us how the ideal state functions, Sosraéealls what
he said about how it functioned. The discourse is recalied
reported speech throughout, and thirteen allusemes made, by
Socrates or his interlocutor, to the fact that tWerds were
spokenr® What stands between the present audience anealigyr
described is a sequence of spoken accounts. Iretaking of the
discourse of thdRepublic,Socrates has himself put an additional
layer of representation between the present acanhthe ideal it
portrayed, a layer absent in the city founded @Rbpublic;and

4 'Yesterday's conversation' described at the sfaifte Timaeus (Ti.need not
be R. itself. A. E. Taylor(A Commentary on Plato's 'Timae®xford, 1928))
assumes that it is, inferring that the original wensation (recounted iR. as
having happened 'yesterday') took place two dayerdeli., and that the
unnamed audience IR. is the group of people present the previous dayiin
Socrates refers to 'words spoken by himself, i7diR#lying that the report
had been a monologue. R. Socrates is sole narrator, but he does report the
contributions of others. In any cadd, puts us at more than one remove from
the original conversation reportedin

5|7ci—2. Translations are my own throughout.

® Terms that explicitly refer to verbal discoursehé words spoken by me’,
i7ci—2; 'spoken’, i?C4; 'we said', i?d2; 'we sdi835; 'It was said', i8bi, b8; it
was said', i8cs; 'the things that were said', i8a%;you say', i8d6; 'we said',
i8d8, 1931; 'the things that were spoken’, 193%avwss said', 19bi. Other
terms also imply the same distance between dewmxrigind reslity, e.g. 'we
recalled’, i8ci.
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that may explain why he finds the description kfed and
unreal, and hopes that it can be made more Vivid.

Critias' tale of Atlantis has, however, had a langadition of
being told and retold. Whereas Socrates' story fwam the day
before yesterday, this one is from ancient timdswas, it
emerges, once told by Solon, who narrated it in dlags of
Critias' great-grandfather Dropides to the youngiti&y,
grandfather of the present Critias, who later, asoidd man,
repeated it to the lo-year-old boy Critias, wha@w recalling it

in his manhood or old ageGenerations have passed since this

tale was originally devised, and again attentiofomused on the
distance between the present discourse and thigyPethlat the
tale describes, not least by the device of multigythe number of
previous tellings. In this case, the last recordadration began
'yvesterday' (20c6, 2637) and was recapitulatedreatgr length
and in more detail earlier 'this mornirg'.

Perhaps even more significant is the stress onulzgg. We
are never allowed to forget that each telling of thle was in
words: however far we go back, access to thesertaat events
of the past was always through discourse. The Graek said to
be too young to have direct experience of the digpast, and to
have developed too late to have written recordgredis the

"igh. Thus, although it emerges that the recountihgarticular experience
will not make the lifeless account any more lifelikhe retelling of an earlier story,
being parallel to the making of images of particsilen the world, puts a tale 3t a
further remove from reality. Hence the recapitdatiof R. is disadvantaged
more than the original.

8 20dy—64, 2137—bhbi. Notehat the chronology, if accurate, would make it
impossible that the present Critias should be tmes Critias 3s was involved
with the Thirty Tyrants in 411 BC. J. K. DavieAthenian Propertied Families
600-300 BC(Oxford, 19y i), 325, suggests that Plato has tapsd five gener-
ations to three. If | am right that the force o€ thresent passage involvemx-
imizingthe number of tellings and the distance in timexfithe original telling, it
seems far more plausible that the present Crifiabe grandfather of thgrant,
portrayed here as an old man. See W. Welli@haracter, Plot and Thought in
Plato's 'Timaeus'—CritiagLeiden, igyy), app. A, 50-7.

® Both Critias and Socrates are strongly committethe claim that this tale
portrays real fact, that the history is true, 208835, d8, 2664-5. But notbat
this does not make the reality appear closer tatw®unt now being offered. On
the contrary, we are acutely aware of the distateh in time and in the
proliferation of intervening narrators.

10 26ay-b2, 03-5. In this respect, it is the mirrovaige of Socrates' discourse,
which was told at greater length yesterday andpiaiated more briefly today.
Critias is also due to tell the tale more fully agi theCritias.

Creative Discourse in th€imaeus
18
3

Egyptians do have written records which are thgiorbf the

narrative that Critias is to tell (2331-5, as-dB)eithercase the

tale is transmitted in words, whether spoken ottem; even the
Egyptians claim access to this period of history eta the written
temple records. As in Socrates' recapitulation hef previous
day's conversation, here again, in Critias' summéthjis ancient
tale, the references to verbal narration are padylirequent!

Thus if the problem with Socrates' account of Republicwas

that the retelling made the verbal portrait lessngdiate, that
problem is scarcely resolved in the long oral tiadiof Critias'

tale.

Poetry and the True Facts of History

Socrates expresses himself dissatisfied with hesupe of the
ideal state, comparing himself to someone who seese fine
creatures 'wrought by penworkbut lacking life and motionless;
or creatures that were alive but not seen in acfiofet he would
not prefer a description offered by a poet (or, Hoat matter, a
sophist): he says that, while poets are fine attatioin, at
representing things within their own experienced(igthe lifelike
representation of his ideal city is not that sdrtask. It involves
dealing with something beyond one's own familiabnpging,
and 'the imitative tribe' of poets would set abthe task in the
wrong way, presumably because imitation is not tight
approach if the subject is not available for imdaat*

" logos: 20di, dy, 2iay, cs, da, dy, ey, 2235, 2635, cs,68/,ey. The verb
legein: zodzge2, 2134, 35b$, dy, d8, 2235, a6, b2, b6, C4, cy, es, 23cy, 2401,
2573 %5 62, 63, 64, 2633, 35, b3, C4, c6, d3, d4, epeOverbs for speaking:
2iby, €8,z2zb%,23d2, d4, ds, 24ey, 2sdy, ei, es, 2631, ay, csRdferences to
writing: 2334, ay, C3, 63, 64, 2431, dy, ei. Temfi©iearing and listening: 2561,
62, b4, b6, ci, cy, 2yai. Thus we have, in sevespBanus pages, seventy-one
references to thearrativeas written, spoken, and heard.

2 rroyparttis elpyaafiLfvalobe. | translatepa<f>tj as ‘penwork’ because it can
mean either drawing or writing. It is worth notitige imagery of art, whether
literary or visual, and also the demiurgic termogp} (‘wrought').

13 19b6—y. Notice that here alone is there any refeeeto visual images.
Throughout the rest of the introduction the refeemnare to hearing, and to
verbal descriptions. Socrates does rm#ce Taylor (Commentary on Plato's
‘Timaeus'13), want to 'sea picture of a community like his ideal’; on the gamny
he wants to hear a description, 19C3.

1 what occurs outside the range of each persofvsnging, that is difficult
enough to imitate in practice, but even hardemtdate well in words' (igde).
'Imitation’ seems to be confined to the represantaif the particular.
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Thus, although Socrates compares his own desaniptfothe
ideal state to a kind of picture, what he actuakdguires to
supplement it appears to be not a picture of howgghare or
were, but a different kind of verbal contributioone based not
merely on prior experience of historical facts lout a general
skill in philosophy and politics®

Plato seems to be contrasting two kinds of authtivié dis-
course. One kind seeks to picture faithfully sormeghfrom the
past, offering a correct account of the way thimagsually hap-
pened. The other seeks to bring a living model beimg here and
now, an image of the ideal that is as immediatangsexperience to
which it might correspond. But Critias' tale of &ttis, though
offered as a contribution to Socrates' projectyree@ot to meet
the second kind of criterion for authority. It isothna new
contribution by experts in philosophy and politibsit it traces its
authority to the work of a poet. The list of hameatrators starts
with Solon: the first thing that Critias tells usthat the occasion
on which his grandfather told him the tale was féstival of the
Apatouria, in which the children competed in reutipoetry.
Many chose to recite the poems of Solon, which veenevelty at
the time, and it is in this context, where Solagufies as poet, not
as statesman, that Solon's telling of the taleestioned (21 be).
Indeed, grandfather Critias' view was that, hacbBalevoted his
energies entirely to poetry instead of treatingsita trivial pursuit,
and had he been able to put this story into varstead of being
diverted by political problems, he would have ootsh even
Homer and Hesiod (2ibi—d3). So it was Solon as pdsb first
narrated the tale. Given that Socrates had, onpage before,
expressed the view that poets were unsuited tgthsent task,
and that he needed instead a philosophically apaligcian such
as Timaeus, it can hardly be accidental that Gritramediately
responds by casting back to the work of a poet arateover, by
implying that the poet's expertise in politics, $ar from
improving the quality of the narrative, had disteatthe poet and
prevented him from making something of the tale.

What are we to make of this invocation of the atithimf a

15 See 20a6-bi. The task involves speaking, i7b96,2+8, 20bi-y. Socrates

specifies each time that he requires a verbal gegmm, a discourse oogos
(1QC3, 20b3, ci).
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poet? It seems possible, but unlikely, that Platasing Critias to
undermine the view initially expressed by Socrgi@d3-e2), that
poets were unsuited to the task and could onlyrgpthat which
was within their own experience; the alternativeerse more
promising, that Plato means us to see that Crittak® is
inadequate. Yet it is not immediately clear whatkes it
inadequaté® Socrates had dismissed the poets for speaking only
(or mainly) of that which is within their own expence, and it is
plain that Critias claims for his tale a correspamck with the way
that things really happened. It harks back to shingtthat was 'a
deed not merely told but really doriéDespite Socrates' apparent
enthusiasm, at 2662-2731, for the true history tdamtis, we are
left with the impression that it does not live uphis demands in
the way that Timaeus' tale tries to do, even tholighaeus, at
2gdz, aligns his own tale with the genre of myth from @i
Critias' historical narrative had been carefullystiiguished
(2664). However true Critias' account of historieaents may be,
it clearly will not thereby be a more accurate pottof the perfect
city, which, as we learnt in thiRepublic,may exist as a paradigm
in heaven or only as a description in words, bubsehsignificance
does not depend on locating an example in spacd¢irmedon earth
(R.592b4).

Levels of Discourse

Critias' summary of the tale of Atlantis delays th&oduction of

Timaeus' contribution, which was to have been tingt Df the

three friends' presentations. The effect of thigresion is to
contrast the narrative offered by Critias with thecourse about to
be offered by Timaeus. Whereas Critias' tale hah lthe result of
a long oral tradition, Timaeus' story is about ézaive its first

telling. Whereas Critias' concern was to rememberwords he
heard in his youth (26a-b), Timaeus, with the helpthe gods,

aims to communicate the contents of his own thaagHtis is not

a story that has been told before; it is to

% See C. Gill, 'The Genre of the Atlantis Stotassical Philology72 (1977),
287-304, esp. 287-91.~

7 tpyovToVvTO. . . 0V Xeyofjifvov ~ev, (1)S 8e TTpa\6evcos. . . ,2135.

18 'We must call on all the gods and goddesses amyithat everything we say
will be in accord with their intention and similarith ours too. Let that be our
prayer to the gods, but we must also invoke whatiisown, whereby
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be newly 'created’ for this occasion by the phibdsy, statesman,
and scientist Timaeus (27C%).

At the start of his speech, Timaeus claims thatstla¢us of an
account is related to the status of that to whiatefiers, or, as he
says, that which it interprets: 'We must make @umes distinction
concerning the image and concerning its patterthah words are
themselves akin to the things that they are int&tipg' (29b3~5).
The point concerns the status of his own accounaaount that
interprets a subject that has permanent being eae the same
permanence as the subject to which it correlatespifar as it is
possible for words to serve this role and to be umen to

correction’® Words that interpret the realm of becoming, as

Timaeus' words are to do, will have a degree ddlilitood; they
will be subject to revision like the subject-mattemwhich they are
correlated. The notion of likelihood, coupled hengith
incorrigibility, might be taken to suggest that thecount is only
probable and might be either false or true. In Tdo® tale,
however, it seems to be linked with the idea thatgtory is not a
candidate for truth, but an example or icon; it ilukslately
fabricates a new likeness that only partially resks reality. It is
'likely', then, in a rather special sense, in whilcl term conveys
the degree to which it is likened to, or exempféfi¢he original
rather than the probability regarding whether ightibe true or
false?*

Where in Plato's hierarchy does poetry, and thel kifi nar-

rative offered, fit? In th&®epublic,poetry had been condemned as

a mere copy of the particuldR. 5953—602c). Here, we find a
similar criticism of poets (skilled primarily in ¢hrepresentation
of experience) at i gd-e, but a further problerals envisaged, in
the retelling of a tale. A narrative may be a cbyyou may learn and

| may teach as well as possible in accordance mighown views on the subject in
question’ (27c6—d4).

9 Note the reference to Timaeus' expertise in astrynand physics2733—4.
Cf. 196.

20 2Qb7-8. Note that here Timaeus appears to receghit there may be a
problem about describing eternal reality in wo@early, language cannot in fact
be wholly timeless and changeless to match the &orm

2 The conventional translation of the term as 'fikehptures this notion only if
we stress the connection with 'likeness'; it seitas'exemplary' might serve as a
better translation, since the world exemplifiesfitrens, and the story exemplifies
the ways things are, just to the extent that ivegras a moderately close
illustration of how the paradigm might be instatetth
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being a repetition of words originally spoken byrsmne else.

Poetic discourse does not simply capyngs, but seems also be
problematic in its tendency to reciteords; merely reciting or

repeating the words of another will not guaranteeduthority of

the spoken or written words.

Plato seems to be working with two, or perhapsehparallel
hierarchies. First, there is an ontological hiehgrof Forms and
copies and copies of copies, and, secondly, thera matching
hierarchy of discourse, in which the top rank isuwmed by the
discourse concerning unchanging reality, the seclavel by
discourse that relates to the world of becomingilevtine bottom
rung belongs to the recitation of the traditionarmatives of
poetry. Recitation emerges as a focus of the opewgntrast
between Critias and Timaeus, and this ties in wlitd implicit
claim that any discourse gains its credibility frmtm the correct
representation of particular things, but from itege in the
hierarchy of levels of discourse that matches tinological
hierarchy of its subjects. Reciting the words oéfop moves the
discourse to one further remove from the realitgttls the sole
source of authority.

We may also suggest, thirdly, that the ontologhiakrarchy is
matched by an epistemological hierarchy of truthr, Timaeus
appears to allude to the idea that, as being et@ming, so truth
is to belief i. 2QC2); the latter contrast seems to belong with
the terminology of the divided line in thRepublic (5iid-e).
Unlike the notion of truth employed in describingritias'
historical narrative as true, this is a sense ircwientities such as
the Forms partake of truth, and thereby conveyitglaand
reliability to the corresponding cognitive statedahere, also to
the matching realm of discourse. Discourse itseffnss to be a
candidate forreliability but not for truth, which is a feature
attributable to the permanent entities to whichatdé discourse
relates, or, by extension perhaps, to the cogngtaée associated
with them.

At the start of theCritias, after Timaeus has finished his
speech, Critias suggests that all language is @ tfppicture or
imitation of things?® 'The things we all say are bound to be an

221j ifj. T)aiv fj,ev yapsTJ kol aTreiKaaiavto. TtapaTTovTWvsffjiiav priOevra \pf(i>v
TTOVYyeveaQoLiThe simple view that a statement represents gdaher an existent
fact or a non-existent one) is challenged and eevis theSophist,
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imitation and indeed a picture', he sggiti. io7b5~7). Critias
sees that language appears to say things aboufati® in the
world, and that words can pick out or picture iteimghe world.

He thinks of this relationship between things andatvwe say
about them on the supposition that the things hee grimary

entities, available independently and directly asvere to our
experience, and the words can represent them asctare
represents a scene. The independent set of objeust be

available for discourse to portray, and serve smadard to which
we can appeal in judging the likeness it achie@gias suggests
that we judge the value of a verbal descriptionctyaas we

would a representation in the visual arts, by asegshe accuracy
of its likeness to the original. In these circumstas the task of
one who portrays the gods or nature is, he clagasjer than the
task of one who would portray human features, bgeathe

listener will have less competence, in the cas¢heblogy and
nature, to judge how good the likeness is, becauseare less
familiar with the way that the facts are, indepamtte of the

description we have to ass€€siti. loybs—63).

Clearly, Critias still, even after hearing Timaetese, assumes
that discourse, if it is to be worth having, mustuarately portray
historical events from experience. In emphasizing idea that
discourse is a picture of the particular things wdich it
corresponds in the world Critias is shown to diffierm Timaeus
on the criterion for the success of such discourse.Critias, the
discourse must be true to its particular facts. Fonaeus, an
account that describes things that have the statugarticular
things and events can never be reliable, and tinalt & historical
truth is irrelevant to its value. The discoursetthas 'likelihood',
that exemplifies what has permanent being but etiekel of the
particular, is the one worth aspiring to. Timaeton, thinks in
terms of creating an image, but not, as Critias lieadp an
imitation or portrait(mimesisor apeikasia, Criti. iojb”"—6)of
some particular items, but an icon

where the distinction between parts of speech esaBlocrates to show that a

statement may name a subject, and say somethingt @&bwith predicate terms

that do not name other entities. Neverthelessirtith of a statement still depends
upon whether the facts are independently as thersent describes them. See

alsoPoliticusaSsdg—28637 and G. E. L. Owen, 'Plato on the Urtizipie’, in E.
N. Lee, A. Mourelatos, and R. Rorty, edsxegesis and Argume(hssen, 1973),
349-61.
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(eikon) which presents a new vision of the world modelled o
the Form<? The criterion for worth of the discourse lies ioa
good match with an independently observed set ofiquéar
facts and things, but in its modelling of our woold the Forms. It
does not picture facts but moulds reality to a dikes that
exemplifies the Forms.

On Timaeus' account, then, the match between thdsaand
the world to which they correspond is not acciderdat it need
not derive from an attempt to picture that worlddiscourse. It
may derive from the fact that the things in the Maget their
relation to the Forms in just the same way as dis® gets its
relation to the Forms, or that the world is modkllen an
intelligible paradigm, and so is the world expressa our
language. Hence, it will be unsurprising that timelligible
paradigm instantiated in words will coincide widmd meticu-
lously describe, the intelligible paradigm instated in matter.
But it remains a possibility, on Timaeus' accouthtat the
description in words may help us to see the wosldaa intelli-
gible image, no less than that the world enable®yadge that
the discourse is valid. Things have no priority owerds as the
principal and authoritative example of intelligibieality; we do
not need to compare the words with some previokistyvn and
experienced things; indeed the discourse may dirgetd see the
world as matching up to the story, rather thanréverse.

Timaeus' account is manifold and lacking in perfeahsis-
tency, because it relates to changing things in wheld of
becoming (2QC5-6), but it is also exemplary oellkin its ability
to fashion a likeness or image of an eternal b&ing.would,
therefore, be irrelevant to look at the things teak the accu-
racy of the account; it would retain the same exXanypstatus
even supposing that there were no actual worleétoespond.

Discourse about the Forms is invariable and radiablit not in
the sense in which Critias claimed that his stogs vhistorical
and true, on the assumption that we could checlgdinst the
facts. For Timaeus, the reliability of discourséhet level of

23 29b3~c2; cf. 29d2, 92C7.

24 29p3-d3. What is at issue is tk@atusof the correlated subject-matter, as
permanent being, or likeness and becoming, not lenethereis an independent
reality for the discourse to be referring to.
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the Forms, in so far as it is possiblejerives from the consis-
tency and permanence of the Forms, their genuirth.tHe does
not imply that we could stand back from both and #e&e Forms
independently to assess the accuracy of the matghmore than
he suggests that we should assess the accuraclyeomatch
between his story of a world and the facts. Thabdity stems
not from the close match between one set of entdied a set of
corresponding descriptions, a match which is presuyneither
inevitable or irrelevant, but from the nature oé tuths that are
embodied, to an equal degree, in the facts andardiscourse. In
this sense, language is not really 'about’ somegthirailable as a
separate item in our experience. Since the crégibdf the
discourse depends on its exemplification of thenkgrdiscourse
about particulars could have the same degree diilihigy even
when there happened not to be an event or statffairs to
match. Then, the discourse would be 'likely', exkfyipg
reality, just as it is when there does happen toespond a
matching state of affairs.

There is, of course, a possibility that the worthétt Timaeus
describes might cease to exist. Timaeus says (38hat the
heavens and world-soul will remain in perpetuitypugh they
could, in theory, come to an end; while the modiadatures are
less permanent than the world-soul, 4ib-d. Evidentior
Timaeus the non-existence of the world would nterathe value
of his discourse, while it would alter the truthhwa of the
discourse in Critias' view, since for him it woube true if and
only if there is such a world in reality.

It is clear that the four ways in which Timaeudét#& con-
trasted with the alternatives offered at the sththe Timaeusare
closely related. The distance in time between thents
described and the present telling of the tale assuimportance
because it enables us to appreciate the placenglitaye in the
repetition of tales from an authority in the palstshows that
retelling a tale in the words of a past speakenoaugive greater
authority to the words. This observation is thesdtio the fact
that the experience of historical facts and evemshe part of
the present speaker or his distant authority isratvant to the
value of the discourse as an expression of thednadriruth and

% See n. 20 above.
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being. It emerges instead that a discourse thahies or repeats a
story or a world already made will itself be atuatlier remove
from the genuine reality. Timaeus' story gainsciesdibility from
the fact that it is neither traditional, nor histal or descriptive of
the facts, but exemplary, 'likely’, an image of sbhning more
eternal.

II. The Story of One World

Clearly, Timaeus' verbal account of the world miself
belong to the realm of becoming, and, like the ddrbescribes,
it occupies a place in time and space, it has abieg and an
end, and it is the work of a craftsman, a craftsmfdiscourse
who aims to produce the best possible, given thédtions of
his circumstances and materials, with his eyes model that is
intelligible and true, just as the maker of the ldi@s said to do
(2836—bz). Timaeus' account of the cosmos occupipssition
in the Timaeus—Ciritiagroup analogous to the position occupied
by the physical world in relation to reality as hake?® Timaeus
himself, who creates the world in discourse, cleatnds in the
same relation to his 'best possible’ story (29sy)h@ demiurge
does to his 'best possible' world (3032-7; cf. 92@)5Like the
world created by the demiurge, Timaeus' story igum It is the
only story that Timaeus tells, and this is his oappearance in
Platonic dialogué’

In 31 a2—b3 Timaeus explores the reasons why thest be
only one cosmic systeffi, modelled on the perfect paradigm.
The reasoning ibasedon something like the Third Man argu-
ment:

% Timaeus' story is the main speechTinbut it is framed (ifili.-Criti.) by the
two versions of Critias' 'true history of AtlantisThis means that Timaeus'
creation is central and finite, framed by an ac¢dhat claims greater reliability
and truth; it is also focused outside itself as erenpreliminary to matters of
political practice, as argued in Osborne, "Topolgyaal07.

#7 Apart, that is, from the opening paragraph@iiti. (icai-by), where he
concludes his creation account.

% The word isouranos,which signifies a geocentric world including the
heavenly spheres, sun, moon, planets, fixed sta,so on. It is perhaps mis-
leading to translate the term as 'universe', simeemight suppose that there

could be one universe containing a number of systems of spheres. Timaeus'
point is that there can only be one world.
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Were we right to say that there was one cosmicesysbr would it be
more correct to speak of several or an infinite har@ One, if it is to be
created according to the paradigm. What encompasse®nceivable
creatures could never be one of two. For there evbalve to be another
creature, the one comprising those two, of whiabséhtwo would be
part, and then this world would more accuratelyshiel to be modelled
not so much on those two but on that one that epesses them. Hence,
in order that this world may be like the all-petfeceature in its solitude,
for this reason the maker made not two nor anitefinumber of worlds,
but this is the one and only unique cosmic systeat has or ever will
come into being. (3ia2-b3)

Timaeus' point is this: there can be only one pgrador a world,
for that paradigm is to be complete, encompassitgthe
possibilities that are intelligible. In the evehat there were two
models available, the complete model would be thvdich
comprised the two. In that event, clearly the hmstsible world
would have to be modelled on the more completedigna not
on one of the two subordinate models; and, since ame
describing the best work of a good creator, it doahly be a
representative of the more perfect of the availabbdelels.

Why should there not be more than one likeness single
paradigm? Supposing there is one perfect paradigm apsmic
system, would it not be better that the craftsmfuhe is good,
should produce as many copies as possible of tigdesmodel?
Timaeus' response is that the copy is to reseniblenodel in
being unique, as well as everything else. The madest be
unigue to be complete and perfect, and, if the capys to
resemble it as closely as possible, it had bettsemble it in this
respect tog®

Timaeus repeats the claim that the world is unique34b6:
'And he established one single and solitary un&espherical and
rotating, but capable by reason of its excellenickeeping itself
to itself and needing no other, and indeed beiraugh of a friend
and acquaintance of its own.' It seems clear froisthat solitude
is regarded as an excellence, and the need foraayngr plurality
a sign of weakness. This explains why

2 We might say that Timaeus ignores the distinctietween paradigms and
particulars: in the case of paradigms, it seemdestithat there could not be two
exactly alike, but in material worlds there miglet two numerically different but
exactly alike.

Creative Discourse in th€imaeus 193

Timaeus takes it that it is better that there stidog just one
unique world. Unigueness is one of the perfectiohthe perfect
paradigm.

Need Timaeus' account be unique in the same wayadls
makes two points on this issue. He observes thatstibject-
matter is plural and hence the descriptions willphgal (2QC4-
7). This does not mean that there will be more thaea account
of the same world, nor that there will be a humbleaccounts of
possible worlds. He means that the single cosmatse#f plural.
'‘Gods and the creation of the universe' are 'maimgs' (29C4),
and the description of them will evidently be, isense, a number
of descriptions, a number ofogoi. Given these plural
descriptions, there may be a problem of consistefRSc6):
ideally, we should seek an account that is fullyhex@nt
throughout; but that will not be possible when we dealing
with a plural and changing world. There is to belarality of
logoi, then, but only in the same way that our one univéss
plural. Both world and word have the same kind wijueness in
so far as they are the best possible image ofligitde reality.

Timaeus' second point is that we are to be satisfelong as
his descriptions are 'second to none in likelihd®dis account
does not claim to be accurate in virtue of a cqoaslence to the
way that things actually happened, but it is toubbeaten as an
example, most 'likely(zgc*—¥). As in the case of the world itself,
it is clear that another account of equal valuehhige possible,
but it would have no advantage over the present ibt@eo would
be merely exemplary, and no better as an exammda the
present account. Hence, there can be no advanmtageducing
two descriptions, just as there could be no adwgmntw the
demiurge in producing two worlds modelled with eglilkeness
to the eternal paradigm. Thus, Timaeus concludag tfiven the
exemplary story, there will be 'no need to look afuyther'
(zgd™).

The description of the world must resemble the wdoitl
describes not only in its uniqueness. Like its sabjit occupies a
position in time and space, and several featurggest that the
orderly arrangement of Timaeus' description matches

30 Byt it would be right to be tolerant so long as effer likely accounts that are
no worse than any other' (zgcy-S).
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orderly arrangement of the world itself. In botlses, the image
is constructed to be as complete and orderly aartbe, given
the material (matter for the world, words for thecdurse) out of
which each is created. In what follows, | shall sider the
resemblance between the account and the world stritbes
under three headings: time, shape, and matter.

Time

In the Timaeusthe world is described as if it had a beginning in
time. What has a beginning is the ordered structheg the
demiurge produces; in fact, both the world-soul #mel world-
body have a beginning in time, the former earhentthe latte?"
Three things have no beginning: one is the demilnigeself,
about whose age and origins we are told [ftle; second is the
paradigm to which the craftsman looks in modelliig world;
and the third is the material out of which he medgk likeness.
These permanent things are not the subject of tlouat,
however, and, as we shall see, there are reasonshefp cannot
properly be the subject of Timaeus' account.

Timaeus' account is concerned with what does halegin-
ning, and it is not surprising that the beginninghés tale is
concerned with the beginning of the universe. Titst fluestion is
to be about beginnings: 'As regards the whole usése- or world
or whatever other name it might appropriately reeglet us name
it that—we must first consider that subject whiclustnalways
arise at the beginning of everything, namely, whett always
was, and had no beginning of becoming, or whetheare into
being, having begun from some beginning' (28b2i%).the
temporal arrangement of Timaeus' discourse, tisé tfipic is the
temporal beginning of the worfidthe question whether the world
began precedes discussion of anything else, anda€lim
explicitly observes that such a

81 3010-3531. Timaeus remarks that his account falsorrespond, in its
temporal order, to the temporal order of the coratf the world itself.

%25ee n. 53 below, on the difficulty of speakindhi$ subject.

% The material basis of the world will be a latepitp not because it iem-
porally subsequent, but because gpatial structure of the account will place
the fundamental material in the central body of thecourse. See Sect. I,

'Space and Shape', below. Timaeus' talk chrmimehere refers to the temporal
beginning, not to any material stuff such as thdyeRresocratics had sought.

Creative Discourse in thEimaeus 195

question has to come first. Whether the world bs®an end is a
different, though related, issue which is raisedhi@ course of
Timaeus' treatment of time (380-396), where wenldghat time
and the universe are contemporaneous: they coroeeixis-
tence together and will perish together if theyigierat all.
Thus, the world cannot have an end 'in time'; iit§ would be
the end of time. But time is the temporal modektdrnity and
resembles eternity as closely as possible, spaiyfioy having
everlasting existence, though not, of course, itheléss being
of eternity.

Timaeus' discourse about the world also has a teshpo
structure, and deals with one thing after anotiiier;the world, it
starts with the beginning of time, which coincidegh the
beginning of the world. But what happens at the ehdis
story? Clearly it will not describe the end of timer the end of
the world, since no such end is envisafaalthough presumably
the possibility of discourse, like the possibili§ time, would
end at the end of the world. But Timaeus' discoda&s not reach
an end in th&imaeus.The dialogue ends before Timaeus ends
his speech (his final words form the opening of thext
dialogue); and his discourse is complete not bec#usees the
world to its end but because it sees the worltstodmpletion. His
discourse is complete because it has describefdltlentents of
the world (92C4~9), not because it has describedvithole of
time. In this sense, Timaeus' speech does not toare end at all
within the dialogue itself, just as the world wilbt come to an
end within time.

Two other features reinforce the idea that the tmalp
structure of the discourse matches the structuriéngdf itself.
One is the lack of available time for discussingrmity. At 38b
Timaeus observes that it is not the right momenthe present
time' to go into an accurate discussion of matterdo with
eternity® Doubtless, this is partly because the proper stibje
for today's discourse is the temporal model, netdternity to
which it aspires. But it is no accident that wedfurselves in

% The world is not wholly indestructible, but is structible by anyone
besides its maker (32C2-4). It is also agelesshahdubject to disease (3337-8).

% 'This would probably not be an appropriate momergo into precise details
on these matters at the present tifie' TunrapovTi).Cf. 38d6 where it would
take too much time to record the details of heavembtions.
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'the present’, a temporal situation in which priecisbout eternity
is not a suitable target.

The other feature is a problem about language. @ima
mentions a number of features of our language atiroetthat fail
in respect to eternity. Not only are we in the halbimisusing the
tensed verbs 'was', 'is', and 'will be' to refethe eternal, when
they should strictly be used only of what is subjecchange over
time3® We also sometimes use the tenseless 'is' in phithse
refer to past, present, and future changes andhiat wWoes not
exist®” These problems with our ordinary language indidhg
normal discourse is not well suited to dealing wiklhat is
timeless; and one possible explanation of thikas tiscourse, like
the world, is inherently temporal. It may strugdle capture
eternity, just as the world struggles to resembijle tternal
paradigm; but the best it will do is produce tha&gaage of
everlasting change, not a language that correatlyciibes the
timeless.

Space and Shape

Temporal considerations are not the only ones tdase in
Timaeus' discourse. In structuring his accountalee uses spatial
metaphors. These envisage the account as sometmahdas a
shape, and that moves forward or returns to itgilstapoint, just
as the heavens that it describes are circling ysiphl space.

Although the very beginning of Timaeus' discourgsald with
the question of the beginning of the world, thist&m is treated
as an overture, preliminary to the main meld8ythe main
discourse starts afresh zgd'j with an account of the demiurge
and his motives in ordering the world for the ba#tis is the first
in a series of new beginnings identifiable in

% 3763—3838. In fact, Timaeus objects only to thetmnd future tenses,
which suggests that he does not clearly distingb&tiveen the present tense 'is'
in 'was, is, and will be' and the untensed usés'ab which he refers in the next
part of the sentence.

37 3838—b3. The use of the veesti for what does not exist seems to be a
problem not about tenses but about being as such.

38 The musical metaphor is explicit, 29ds~6, andis;ourse, another feature
of the analogy between discourse and subject-maitere Timaeus will proceed
to deal with the harmonic intervals created inwleld-soul,
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Timaeus' story; the other two returns to the begimrare
explicitly described as such. At 483—b the intraghre of the
wandering cause requires that we go back to fimgva begin-
ning:

If one is to say how it [the universe] really catoebe on these princi-
ples, one must add to the mixture the essenceeofviindering cause as
well, how it is its nature to behave. So we musbgok again, and adopt
a different beginning that is applicable to thdsads again, and, just as
before, when we dealt with the earlier things, swnin connection with
these things we must begin from the beginning.

As in the earlier passage concerning the begin(idp),so here
again we meet the language of ‘'origin' or 'prireigarche)
prominently®® There, we sought an answer to the question of an
origin as such; in the second place, we sought dhigin in the
maker and father who is 'most properly the oriffitlere, we seek
an origin or source of matter in the wandering ealsnally, at
the third return to the starting-point (686—693)e whall be
reminded of the distinction between the two typdscause,
necessary and divine, which together serve agrheerial' out of
which the rest of the account is to be built (6936)each case, it
seems that we return to a starting-point to collemme of the
building-blocks for an account of the world. Timads building a
world out of the language of causes and explanstijust as the
demiurge built a world out of the materials thatveeas those
causes: 'now that, like builders, we have the dbfie kinds of
cause stacked ready as materials, out of which waee hto
construct the rest of our account, let us retuiaflygrto the start'
(6936—09). Timaeus speaks of 'going b&dk the beginning, and
of 'making our way' to the same point as we setfraumh to come
here?? The metaphors are of travel; the account is egedaas a
path through space that has both distance and tidiné?
Completing this route involves passing through #aene point
more than once, though possibly not

39 Kar dp%ds 4835;erepav dp\rjv48b2;air dp”-gs,48b3. (These phrasese
untranslatable because they are ambigious as bhetveesal principles and
temporal beginnings.) Cf. 48b7, 03, di, d3, d$,ez.KVpi(ardr'v,2963.pijreov,
48bi; fnave\d(jjp.ev6938.
TE eis ravrov Trop~vdw/tv odfv 8evpo dfiixofjie68310.4
Other examples of the motif of pathways &resic—d, 53C2,



198 Catherine Osborne

tracing precisely the same path on more than omasien®*
There seem to be three possible explanations abtite taken in
this descriptive journey. One is that we are trg@nd retracing a
circle which returns each time to the same poinit fBis would
involve covering the same route each time, ansl fitot clear that
Timaeus would suggest that we had taken ghmeroute in
investigating necessity and the divine, and in detmmy the
account with both causes in play. An alternativéht the route
forms a rectilinear shape (a triangle perhaps) iiciwva number
of different paths can be taken from the sameistgpoint and
eventually meet to complete the figure. The thimbgbility is
that what is envisaged is a number of circularterbitersecting
at a point but tracing a different path on a sph€hés model has
the advantage of accounting for the fact that we fburselves
back at the point of intersection and yet in eaa$ecsetting out to
trace a new path that will again return us to thigim. It also
corresponds in spatial structure to the arrangerokttie circles
of the Same and the Different out of which the dege
constructs the world-soul (s6b—d), which rotateoasr each
other in contrary directions and at varying speédsin, it seems
possible to find in Timaeus' account of the worldtraucture that
resembles the structure of the world it is to déscrTimaeus,
like his demiurge, bends his account round to farreeries of
circles.

The second return to the starting-point comes & #&ere
Timaeus introduces the work of necessity as a skpoimciple
alongside the work of reason with which he had kksiing up to
that point. At this point, Timaeus sets out a sdctime from his
starting-point; but, on this second trip, the dii@t of the voyage
is not so secure as the first had been. Timaeuotdescribe the
‘wandering cause’, and the danger of wandering fre@course
and getting into difficulties on the way is moreve. Timaeus
first hesitates before the task of designating véhaictly is the
underlying principle of all things, or, indeed,

* Some translations suggest that what is requiretais'we retrace our steps',
but in neither 48a-b nor 6ga-b does the Greek eitiylindicate that we cover the
same route again whether in reverse or in the sdineetion. All that is clear in
each case is that we start again from the saméngkgooint as we had passed
through before. We find ourselves in the same ptaoee tharonce. Cf. 6ic—d.
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how many such principles there are. That task tsone that can
be attempted at this point on the present routés ifficult to
indicate our opinions in the course of the presente of passage'
(48cz—dM).

Instead, a return to the beginning is in order avel must
embark on a new voyage from our original startigap which
will in due course enable us to attempt the taskleffning and
describing the number and nature of the basic elesfizand of
discovering why the so-called four elements haeestatus not of
letters but of something at least as complex akldgs if not
more so'° The new voyage requires a guardian deity to btisg
safe to port, just as we had to call upon the giidbe very start
of the whole undertaking (zyc-d): 'So now at thartsiof our
discourse we shall call upon god as our guardiam fthe strange
and unfamiliar narrative to give us safe passagdaasas the
doctrine of likely things, and we shall begin orazgin to speak”
What is clear here is that the discourse concertliegvandering
cause passes through peculiarly difficult waterse @anger is that
we should wander off the route and fail to reach #xemplary
result we seek. It is tempting to connect this withmaeus'
concern to find a 'safe’ way of using languagedait*?

The exposition of the work of reason has also hedlifficul-
ties. They concerned the way that we match theespakcount to
the logical sequence of creation in the work ofsoga Strictly
speaking, the soul is prior to the body, and Tinsaaacount

45 Given that Timaeus says at 480-d that he canndemmke the task of
declaring thearcheat this point, we may suppose that the attemptettude
the nature of the receptacle in 493 ff. is not mearbe the fulfilment of that
task, but rather the new route that will bring osthe vantage-point from
which to undertake the task.

46 480—c. The word for 'elemer{stoicheion)is also the word for ‘letter’, the
basic element out of which words are made. He@pR$ making explicit an
analogy latent in the Greek language itself betwaeaguage and the material
world: both are constructed out of a series of mmrdess complex parts.
Hence, it is not implausible to suppose fhiabs a whole is using this analogy to
sa}/ something about the nature of discourse.

7 48d4~€i. The image, according to R. D. Archer-Hifitie 'Timaeus' of
Plato, ed. with intro. and notes (London, 1888), 169hat bf sailors embarking
on a voyage and calling on a protecting deity eoteem safe to their destination.

8 See further Sect. Il, 'Matter', below.
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ought to have dealt with the creation of the saust fin time in
order to reflect its priority in the demiurge's &tien. Timaeus'
account aims to reproduce the work of the demiubge fails at
this point (34010-3531).

Timaeus' account fails to reproduce the work ofdamiurge in
its logical order because the way we speak is tipdwith our
involvement with what is contingefit.Discourse, as we actually
use it, correlates in the hierarchy not with thiéoreal order of the
demiurge and his Forms but with the contingent orole the
material world. We might say that our usage of leage does not
fully allow the systematic representation of therkvof reason,
since it already imports the unsystematic pringifihe wandering
cause that underlies the world we know.

In this respect, Timaeus cannot bring his accoonmuatch
accurately the sequence of reason. But, in othspeds, the
account does match the physical structure of thedwim space if
not in chronological order. Most obvious is the tfabhat the
discussion of the receptacle occurs roughly in thieldle of
Timaeus' account, after the second of the three Imeginnings.
There is, of course, a sense in which the receptacthe matrix
that underlies the entire material world, and, leef@as no special
spatial location at any one point in that world.tha, itis the
spatial location of all the rest. That is also triresome sense, of
the role of the receptacle within Timaeus' own aecdpsince he
needs the concept of the receptacle to explain nieire of
necessity and the material aspects of causatiah,iarthis sense,
the receptacle is fundamental to the whole accdBut.there is
also a sense in which the unformed receptacle daes a proper
place in the scheme of things. It is, of course,bigoous,
occupying the dividing-line between being and beicgmn or
indeed between what is and what is not. It is adtkind of
thing'?® in addition to Forms and particulars. As such,
appropriately occupies a middle locatiit.is

49 dAAd TTwsr)fjLtis troXv (j.frixovTEsTovnpoaTVxovTos re xai fixrj ravrr/ irrj Kai
\f-yofiLfV, 3302—S3.

0 Tpirov y€i>0s,4864, 5238.

51 See J. DerridaiChora, in Poikilia: Etudes offertes ajf.-P. VernafParis,
1987), 265—96; L. Brissorl,,.e Meme et l'autre dans la structure ontologique d
'‘Timee' de Platan(Paris, 1974), 178-220. The receptacle also ocsupie
important place in the paradigm-copy relation. SEée N. Lee, 'On the
Metaphysics of the Image in Plat@Bnaeus', Monis0 (1966), 341-68.

it

Creative Discourse in th€imaeus 201

apparent that the more rational causal principies, demiurge
himself, the paradigmatic Forms, the circles of therld-soul,

and the rational souls of humankind, all have tlhmdation at the
outer edges of the material world or indeed outitidewhile the

least rational causal furniture properly belongshat centre. The
receptacle is difficult to conceive precisely besmalt is that
which is wholly without quality or form. As such, belongs at
the very bottom of the pile, furthest from the rees of Form and
reason. The bottom in our spherical world is thetiee hence the
receptacle appropriately occupies the central plac&@imaeus’

account.

Matter

Discourse proves inadequate for expressing thedbgequence of
the works of reason. Arguably, there is a similapbtem in
describing the demiurge himséffBut most acute of all is the
difficulty of speaking of the nurse of becominge theceptacle
that underlies matter. Timaeus makes a number aibgies for
his attempt at putting the receptacle into wordgl@a—b. He
indicates a problem about our normal use of languacdhich
turns out to be inaccurate. We tend to supposetitieathings we
meet every day, fire and water and the like, anegththat we
can pick out with words and speak of as 'this' atidt'.
Technically, this is incorrect, according to Timagbecause the
language of 'this' and 'that' implies that the otgeicked out are
things with some identity and permanence: thingd #re, not
qualities that merelypecomeln fact, fire and water and the like
are passing phases; they are qualities characigtize basic stuff
that is the only thing that can accurately be iathd by the
words 'this' or 'that":

%2 See Osborne, 'Topography’, 108, and D. Sedlejedlagy and Myth in the
Phaedo',in J. Cleary and D. Shartin, ed¥roceedings of the Boston Area
Colloguium in Ancient Philosoph$, (1991), 359-83. Timaeus objects to calling
one region 'up' and another 'down' in the sphetioalerse, 620—636.

% Two problems are indicated concerning the demiuoge is that it is hard to
find him, and the other is that, if you did findhiit would be impossible to tell
all people what you had found, 2803-5. The diffigubf 'telling' may lie in the
inadequacy of language for the job or in the diffig of understanding something
hard to conceive. The reference to 'all peoplegsats the latter difficulty.
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So, given that these things never appear the daowecould anyone be
certain of one of them thatig this and not something else, and not regret
it? It could not be. But our safest course by feren we are dealing with
these things, is to speak in the following way: whee see something
changing over time, such as fire, we should alwalkit something ‘in
this condition’, and not 'this' fire, each timedamot 'this' water but
always 'what is in this condition'. Among the othbings that we
generally pick out in language by using the terims''and 'that’, thinking
that we are signifying some thing, we should na&adpof any as if it had
some permanence. (4907-62)

There is, then, a difficulty about applying langaagprrectly to
the world of becoming where the things we havepwak about
are transitory qualities predicated of some morsicbaubject’
But this problem about the changing nature of adinthings,
which will not allow them to qualify for the desigtion 'this’,
differs from the difficulty that we have in findingvords to
describe what does lie beneath and qualify fordasignation
'this'. Here, we can find no other term, besideis''or 'that’, to
indicate the receptacle, because in itself it isolyhlacking in
qualities (506-513). To apply any description taviduld be to
speak of it in one of its qualified forms.

In the end, Timaeus offers three ways of speakfripeorecep-
tacle with some accuracy in language. The firdtyismetaphor,
using four analogies: the modelling material (5@4the basis
used for perfumes (5065), the mother's role in adpction
(50d2-3, 5134-5), and the 'nurse' (szds). Secorysuggests
some ways of describing it which are 'not falsamely, to deny
that it has the character of any of the elementstadeclare that it
is invisible, formless, receptive of everythingatlit participates
in what is intelligible, though in a puzzling wawnd is
extremely difficult to grasp (sia-b). Thus, we aamrectly say a
number of things about what the receptaclaaslike. Thirdly,
we can talk about the receptacle by describing haw charac-
terized as fire, water, and so on (sib2-6).

5 The fact that language has a problem with chandiings does not pre-
clude the idea that it has difficulty expressingatvis eternal and unchanging
(see n. 20 above). The difficulty pointed out hisr@ot a general one rejecting
all our attempts to indicate items, but rather tise of 'this' for things that do
not deserve such an identity. Clearly, our ordin@mnns pick out qualities that
things temporarily have, and can be used to sagreperly in certain circum-
stances.
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Of these various difficulties concerning the cotreescription
of the receptacle, one involves an inaccuracy dinary language
when it speaks of fire and water as 'this' and''tiBt the other
difficulties arise from the difficulty of graspingr expressing
what can strictly only be pointed out as 'this' axah never be
described as possessing any character of its aws.plain that
the lack of words to describe the receptacle isetatred with the
lack of qualities to be described in the receptade can use
words to describe how something is qualified when gualified,
but we cannot describe what is totally lacking e gualities to
which our words relate.

The problems over describing the receptacle retefovhat we
had already observed in dealing with the demiumpgkthe eternal
forms. Timaeus' discourse, describing the worldcupies the
same rank, in the hierarchy of verbal images, &s doe world that
he describes, in the hierarchy of images in thesjgay realm.
Timaeus creates a world out of words, and the wdralge to
serve as the building-blocks, corresponding tohhiéding-blocks
out of which the demiurge constructs his world.

In the case of the world, we might identify theIdirig-blocks
in two ways. Firstly, there is the set of caused #ire mentioned
as building-materials at 693. For the world, wedé&g a creator,
(2) the eternal paradigm on which the work of reasomodelled,
and (3) the wandering cause that imports neceSsiut,
secondly, there are the elements, the geometricapes that
characterize the basic stuff that the demiurge tsesnstruct his
more elaborate world. These geometrical shapeadarenatter 3t
its most basic; theyre already,as we were so clearly told in
learning of the receptaclgualities that come into being in the
underlying receptacle. But they are what we acyuddlal with in
the world, and they are what the demiurge usesutting order
into the world.

I11. Words that Make Sense

When Timaeus creates his world in discourse, insadear that
he does not approach the task with language thataby

5 Alternatively, we may take the set of (i) Form) (opy, and (3) Space, listed
at 516—528.
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unformed. The words that he uses already carry sasseciated
meaning, and that is why it is impossible to erth@m to serve
any task we like. They serve Timaeus' task justhaselements
serve the demiurge's task, as things that havetaicecharacter
and are moulded to perform certain kinds of taskw®rds can
serve as the material out of which Timaeus formsoald that
matches the world of becomiiyBut we need not suppose that
language ever appears in a state that would canespiith the
elusive receptacle. We cannot find language insk&te any more
than we can find matter in that state. Or perhapscan, since
Timaeus suggests that the alphabet provides anognathe
alphabet for matter is not fire and water but sdrmgt more
fundamental, apparently what we are to call thers®auof
becoming®’ In language, the alphabet appears to be the bottom
rung, out of which all else is made, in which etbiyg takes its
expression, and which by itself has no meaning.

Timeaus inherits the alphabet already created. tRerpara-
digm, on which to model his account of the world, lboks else-
where. Like the demiurge he does not createnihilo, and he
does not create his own blueprint. Despite the reshtwith
Critias' second-hand tales, it is not originalihat is prized in
Timaeus' account. Neither Timaeus nor his demiwxggects to
be praised for inventing something new. What hasaEus done
that is worth while? Like the demiurge, he has giexpression
to the perfection of the eternal model by produ@ngmage of it,
as like to the original as possible, moulded oua ofiaterial that is,
in some respects, unequal to the task. Timaeustdsv@annot
accurately describe the demiurge himself, or tieenetl Forms, or
the receptacle, because the words are ideallydstitelescribing
the level of reality that comes between the Fornd ahe
receptacle. Like the copy in the world of becomihgp, discourse
combines matter and form.

% Compare the theory of Socrates' dream inTheaetetu§20id—2020), that
the elements of language (and of things likewise® a@nexplicable and
unknowable, and can only be named.

5" See above, n. 47. At 48b—c, Timaeus says thaene tb suppose that the so-
called elements are th&toicheia,the letters, when in fact they are not even as
fundamental as syllables, presumably in fact ngHess complex than words.
Clearly, the receptacle must be most basic, sougtrhave the status of letters
unless there is some even more basic materialngfuiege. In the material world
the triangles (S3C~54b) may be at the level ofabjéis.
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We may safely assume that Timaeus does not havevémt
his alphabet but inherits it ready-made, as theidegya inherited
the receptacle for his world. But does Timaeus troos his
discourse out of words that already come endoweld mieaning,
or do they acquire their meaning in the contexthaf discourse
into which he builds them? To answer this questi@uggest that
we should look at the analogy with the work of tleaniurge. Does
the demiurge impose the geometrical structure ottemto make
the receptacle come in the form of fire, water, #mel other basic
qualities? Does he first encounter the receptaate its
formlessness, or does he find it already osciltptiretween the
qualities it is capable of receiving, and chooses¢hfeatures as
they suit his purpose for the good? These two opti@are
analogous to the two options regarding Timaeus'alisse. Either
he is responsible for giving the meaning to hisglsage, or his
role is to organize words that already carry som&emial for
meaning.

When we look closely at the text, it becomes chkbat Plato
has no doubt about the material that the demium@ge tb work
with: he does not find it totally formless. On thentrary, the
threefold structure of reality pre-exists the tagkhe demiurge;
there already exist form and space and the becomhiagis the
combination of the two: 'Let this be the upshomhof account in
sum, three things in threefold form, being and spand
becoming, even before the heavens came into bé&2g). It is
not the demiurge who devises the perfect geométficens out
of which the world is to be constructed. Mattereahly displays
those forms, even in its chaotic pre-cosmic statbjle the
demiurge's task is to transform that potentialdood order into
the good order that it is to show in the best bpaksible worlds:

And the nurse of becoming, being moistened an fired and receiving
forms of earth and air and undergoing all the a other passions tha
upon these, appears in all kinds of aspects .dsSo when the four
are shaken by the receptacle, which provkind of agitating
instrument as it is itself shaken, the things thieleast alike are sep-
arated off from each other, and those that arethegmost alike collec
in the same place. Hence, these things regioioccupied differen
space even before the universe came to of the.gonstructed o
(52d-53a)
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Thus, the demiurge comes to a chaos that alreasphlagis the
qualities of earth, air, fire, water, and any oth#érat are to be
identified as basic characters displayed by theptcle, and he
finds those elements already sorted into the regumfspace by
their own automatic mechanical processes. Constigidhese
elements, and arranging them with heavy ones atd¢mére and
light ones at the edges, are not among the demsautgeks. Those
are characteristics that he finds already thers.tli$k is to give
rational order and measure to the arrangement @it Wb finds
there:

Before that, all these things lacked proportionnoeasure. When the
attempt was made to set the universe in ordet, dirall fire and water
and earth and air, which bore certain marks ofrtbein but which were
in the sort of state that anything is in when ini in touch with the
divine, were then for the first time structured wforms and numbers.
That god constructed them to be as beautiful amfegteas is possible
when they had not been so before—this must be dbis lof our account
in all circumstances for ever. (533—b)

Plato is claiming that a universe organized by cleamand by the
mechanical functions of the elements, would s#llebdisordered
universe. Order and rationality, he suggests, @reduced when
an intelligent craftsman constructs a world foruapgose, a world
designed to be beautiful, perfect, and directeavib@t is good.
While the material elements might automatically g@gate in
different regions and produce something with a dande of
structure, that would not be a cosmos, and it waeldainly not
be the best possible world.

But there is an analogous point about language,thadis-
course that Timaeus has to offer. The availabdityvords out of
which he might construct his discourse will notjtself, account
for the value of the discourse that he does pradiibe words
Timaeus chooses to use may pre-exist his accouhhave some
kind of potential meaning. They may bear some i@lato each
other, independently of his use of them in his aotoof the
world. But randomly or mechanically ordered wordswd not
supply a satisfactory account of the world, any endhan
randomly or mechanically structured matter makes an
intelligently structured world.

Timaeus' account is the best possible, becausdaf e does
with the words of which he makes it. He structuaad
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orders his materials to produce the account beategeto his
purpose. His purpose is to display the value ofwvtioeld that he
describes and to honour the work of the demiurgaother
account would not do that job, unless it were posdl by a
craftsman, like Timaeus, capable of discerning pleefect par-
adigm and offering the best account that can bdewed in lan-
guage. Thus, words serve as Timaeus' materialtheutalue of
the account lies not in the language itself, nothia meaning of
individual words, but in the structured whole thsithis 'likely’'
story, and of which he alone is the craftsrman.

Thus, Timaeus' discourse describes the world, butbrcause
of any inherent or stable connection of the worgghemselves
with the paradigm that they will come to expresdis account.
Plainly the words do already carry some meaning,ichvh
influences his choice of words, just as the dengiusglects his
materials according to whatever character eacheptesBut what
they express, the likeness to which they are maljldgll be
determined not so much by the character that ttzely before he
came to use them, but by the use to which he phamtin the
image he creates. They do not have a stable ckamcmeaning
of their own, any more than the elements to whieh demiurge
comes to embark upon his creation have a stablectes. That
much we learnt in discovering that the receptabk underlies
matter is the only stable and subsistent thingJemthie characters
that enable us to describe the so-called elementuah and such'
are properties that are acquired.

We are reminded of the contrast drawn between Tirsiaale
and that which Critias had offered. Timaeus see&kgive an
account that best describes the way the world wdrlis he does
not suppose that there is one correct 'formuld’ lkamust recite.
It is, rather, to be no less 'likely' than any otte

%8 The value of the work does not seem to derive fitsnauthor, however. We
infer from the goodness of our world that theraisintelligent author behind it;
but that does not mean that we value it for ithaytnor do we need to appeal to
its author to appreciate its value. It is Critidny, contrast, who is inclined to
appeal to the authority of the original teller a§ ltale as the source of its value
and truth (20d7~2ia3, 2sdy-e5). Timaeus' accoungdsd not because it is
Timaeus' account but because it is a good one.

% The uniqueness of Timaeus' account is like thathef world, in that one
good model of a perfect paradigm is sufficient, amd not be improved by
multiplication, though it may not be the only actzge formula.
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Timaeus, like the demiurge, was to fashion somethiaw and

fine out of a material that could be moulded, witlore or less
responsiveness, to illustrate reality. Critias, bgntrast, had
supposed that there wascarrect set of words, if we could get
back far enough in time and remember accuratelywbeds of

one who knew the distant past. Given the correcintda, we

should be telling the truth. Critias seems to ppgaise that the
words permanently stand for facts and things in whelds, so

that to tell the truth we must simply repeat thghtiset of words
that pictures a set of events that really happeioed

IV. Natural Science and the Successful Story

My conclusions so far have been about languagesie@l and
the way in which Timaeus claims to use languageasot pic-
torial imitation of the particular reality of thessible world but as
a world with meaning of its own, structured to niatke world of
the senses. But Plato's dialogue does not simplgenaapoint
about language. It also comments on the statuatofa science.

It might be supposed that, in tiémaeus,Plato allows, per-
haps for the first time, that there might be soraki® in empirical
knowledge and the study of nature, just as inltheshe was to
bring political science down to the realities ofperience. But a
closer appreciation of the context in thanaeus—Critiaggroup
will show that this is far from what we should ctrte. Perhaps
it is true that Plato is allowing some importancette kind of
natural science that Timaeus has to offer; but wbat of science
is that? Timaeus does not suggest that we shouhdfitigt to the
natural world, and seek to match our account totwha find
there. On the contrary, he clearly rejects Critiasicern with
'truth' and correspondence with historical eventd aarticular
facts. There is another kind of reality to whichmBieus attempts
to make his account conform, and that is the tofth paradigm
in the world of being, the Forms. This reality redlépendent of
the scientist, just as Critias envisaged that histsf of history
were independent of the observer, but it is noteasible to
observation more directly in the particulars of therld than it is
in the discourse of science. Neither can be
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used to check the accuracy of the other. Indeedditcourse of a
good scientist will seek to model the tale direaily a paradigm
of good order and truth. It will match the world leécoming only
because it has the same status, as an image irswotdle the

world of particulars is an image in matter. Thecdisrse will

enable us to see the world for what it is, the lodsdll possible
worlds, just as much as the world can enable wpfeciate the
truth of the discourse. Neither is prior nor monedt as an image
of what is true.

If this position is considered in the light of tFemiliar debate
between a realist or an instrumentalist accounttrath and
success in a scientific theory, we find that P#tpbsition is
neither that of the realist, for whom independertiailable facts
of the particular world are named and describetha scientific
account, nor that of the instrumentalist, for whtite theoretical
account is a convenient fiction and correspondsntthing
independent of the observer's most successful aktln the
world.®® For Timaeus, the validity of the 'scientific' acoo is not
observer-related, nor is it a theoretical constihett refuses to
engage with reality. But the reality to which itnforms is not the
material world, nor is it a reality available toetlscientist more
directly, as an independently measurable standardhich he
might compare his account. It is exemplified in discourse, and
in discourse generally, as well, and as immediately it is
embodied in the material world.

Timaeus' scientific account does not seek the afottuth that
consists in correspondence with real events. Thptdcisely why
Plato must deny that it is 'true’ in the sense @rittas’ tale about
the past was claiming to be 'true’. Timaeus' dism®uis
exemplary or 'likely', because it models the créat®rld on a
permanent world of real beirfg.

% See G. E. R. Lloyd, 'Saving the Appearanc€#ssical Quarterly,NS 28
(1978), 202—22; repr. in Lloydvlethods and Problems in Greek Scie(t€ambridge,
1991), 248—77.

%1 See G. E. R. Lloyd, 'Plato on Mathematics and MatiMyth andScience’,
Humanities-International Christian University Puddition 4 B (Mitaka, Tokyo),
18(1983), 11-30; repr. in Lloydsdethods,333-51: 342-51, for a more detailed
analysis ofTi.'s reservations about the truth that can be achiemedatural
science. Nevertheless, Lloyd still implies thatt®leegards the 'likely' status of
natural science as a failure in this respect, rathan, as | am suggesting, its
virtue.
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If this is so, the contrast between the 'poetiapproach of
Critias' ancient history and the scientific appioadf Timaeus'
story is essential to understanding what Plat@g/\of science is.
So far from turning from theory to empirical invigsition in his
old age, Plato reaffirms an attitude found in tRepublic: a
description has validity, not in virtue of its faftlness to
empirical aspects of our familiar world, but intve of its aspi-
ration to an idedi? Such a theory comes close to truth just in so far
as, in speaking of the world of becoming, it telfidhow it must be
if it perfectly, or as nearly as possible, instategs the ideal,
whereas the poet and the historian will be disBatisunless they
modify, or indeed construct, the theoretical moaielthe basis of
the way that they find the imperfect things of thisrld appear to
be.

It does not follow thaall discourse bears a direct relation to the
realm of being. Perhaps there are two ways of niglkiOne of
those, Critias' way, describes or pictures theghiof experience,
offering a further picture of an image, and expéctbe judged, as
Critias expects to be judged, on the accuracysofesemblance to
the particular model that we can see independefitig. other is
Timaeus' way, which offers a likeness of the ideald aims to
judge the value of its account not by referencth&éactual world
that is itself an imperfect image, but by refererioean ideal
paradigm that it seeks to exemplify.

It seems clear that the kind of studies require¢hsdil in the
philosopher an understanding of reliable scientificdels has not
changed fundamentally from that envisaged inRle@ublic.The
Timaeuscomments, by means of an illustration from natural
science, on the reason why an acceptable accotiné adeal state
in action will not be one that looks for a hist@iicealization of it
in practice. On the contrary, if we wish to fleslit the ideal city
we shall not need to realize a historical examplewill be
sufficient to build a city in words, just as Timaeu

62 Cf. R. 52yd—530c on the common mistake of paying attentiithe stars
when doing theoretical astronomy. | am not sugggsthat Plato holds that
material and particular things have no value ordyass. PlainlyTi. argues that
an understanding of the goodness of the createdrdsdan essential part of
science correctly done. The point is rather thatdtientific account is correct not
in its accurate portrait of particulars but in utsderstanding of the paradigm that
explains them.
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constructs in systematic discourse a sort of tvartketo match the
product made by the demiurge.

% | am grateful to Christopher Gill, M. M. McCabeychan anonymous reader
for Oxford University Press, for helpful comments an earlier draft; to Oswald
Hanfling, my colleagues at Swansea, and the audieat the Swansea
Philosophical Society for attacking a number of lariies and problems; and to
Luc Brisson for sending me copies of some of hislighed workon theTimaeus.



