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T his lecture is about the strangest of Plato's 
dialogues, the Timaeus. I would like to focus 
our attention this ~ning on the famous eikos 
mythos, the "likely story," told by the character 
Timaeus. 

The likely story tells about the beginnings of the visi
ble, touchable world. Our story-teller, Timaeus, takes us 
through the process by which the world was generated 
from its most radical causes and principles. Whereas the 
Republic dramatizes the fo~nding of regimes both in city 
and in soul, the likely story shows the foun~ing of the 
cosmic regime, the government of the world. For 
Timaeus, the world's founding depends to a great ex
tent on the power of mathematics. Throughout the likely 
story, Timaeus draws the listener's attention to the arts 
of arithmetic, geometry, and especially the theory of ratio 
we find in the fifth book of Euclid's Elements. Timaeus' 
physicist is a mathematical physicist, and his bond with 
mathematics expresses his dream that the world be well
governed, that the cosmos no less than souls and cities 
display the virtues of stability, moderation, and wisdom. 
Timaeus at one point articulates the motto of such a 
physicist. It takes the form of a little jingle in Greek: pan 
de to agathon kalon, kai to kalon ouk ametron; "All the good 
is beautiful, and the beautiful is not measureless."1 The 
physicist for Timaeus represents all that is decent, healthy, 
and beautifully arranged, all that is conveyed by that rich 
Greek word kosmos. Throughout the likely story, goodness 
is associated with the beautiful structures of mathematics, 
and badness is associated with the ugliness of disorder. 
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I will try in this lecture to say what the world, our world, 
looks like through the eyes of Timaeus' motto about the 
good, the beautiful, and the measured. 

The Timaeus is the most artful and artificial of all the 
Platonic dialogues. There is really not anything in it that 
could be called conversation. And the dialogue as a whole, 
so plentiful in references to life and motion, seems 
somewhat lacking in vitality and spontaneity. The major 
characters-Timaeus, ·critias, and Hermocrates- meet 
Socrates according to a preestablished plan. Socrates 
appears in a most uncharacteristic way. He is dressed up, 
kekosmbnenos, as though he 'were going to some formal 
event. 2 Socrates expresses a desire for a war-movie in 
speech, then seems eager just to sit back and listen. The 
entire program is presented with extreme formality by 
Critias. 3 In fact, all the speeches to be given do constitute 
a formal event. That event is the feasting of Socrates, 
the dialogue's central dramatic image. 

The likely story of Timaeus fits well into this highly 
artful setting. Artfulness plays the central role in Timaeus' 
mythical physics. The very word kofmos suggests not only 
a world-order but ornamentation. Timaeus' story is com
posed of what Socrates calls· a prelude and a song. 4 The 
pair of terms also means preamble and law. The song of 
Timaeus, the nomos as Socrates calls it, embraces two 
forms of artfulness, that of music and ~hat of politics. 
Timaeus' speech will show us how artfully arranged the 
world of becoming is. His song sings the praises of the 
god Kosmos, who for Timaeus is the whole of all 
generated things. 

The Platonic dialogues are all imitations of live con
versations. They are living images, dramas. This is true 
even of the Timaeus, which seems at times quite lifeless 
and undramatic. Very often in the dialogues something 
in a speech or interchange is not so much spoken about 
as it is playfully enacted. In the likely story, it is easy 
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to see what is being enacted, or rather re-enacted. It is 
the birth of the world as we know and experience it. The 
likely story is mimetic in this precise sense: it "plays at" 
world-building. It imitates the noble, though often risky 
process by which the gods made a world-order. At the 
beginning of the Critias, the dialogue which immediately 
follows the Timaeus, Timaeus calls the cosmos "the god 
who was born once upon a time long ago and who was 
just now begotten by speeches."5 The likely story, in other 
words, imitates the artist-god or demiurge. It is recrea
tional. When god makes the world-soul, we are engaged 
in the various constructions. When the gods make us, 
we are involved in the work of putting ourselves together. 
The world with all its structure comes to light for 
Timaeus in a divine activity we ourselves take part in. 
Timaeus calls this activity of world-building in speech 
"thoughtful and measured play."6 Such play for Timaeus 
is identical with the activity of the mathematical physicist. 
To read the likely story profitably, we must therefore relax 
our preconceptions about the serious nature of physics. 
We must exert our imaginations and, I think, our sense 
of humor. 

There are many obstacles the reader confronts as he 
reads the likely story. The story is very long and very 
technical. Furthermore, it cannot help but strike us as 
whimsical and ridiculous, a sort of prank. This is the 
story, you remember, that Timaeus places in the region 
of trust, pistis. 7 Yet what could be more unbelievable, 
more unworthy of our trust, than some of the explana
tions we get from Timaeus? Take, for example, the story 
of the liver. Timaeus describes the liver as a sort of movie
screen for i:he soul. And the pancreas is said to be the 
liver's wiper.8 Is there anything less unbelievable, I 
wonder, in the apparently more scientific parts of the 
story? True, there is bound to be some sense behind such 
unbelievable accounts. But even while we see a certain 
sense to what Timaeus says, it is impossible not to say 
to ourselves "Hahl A likely story." Whatever region ihe 
likely story occupies, that region cannot be identified 
simply with trust. 

But th~re is anothe7 difficulty with the likely story .. 
The story is apparen~y incoherent. It is not one seamless 
narrative but is composed of three stories. Timaeus makes 
two radically different beginnings. And in his third story, 
he makes no effort to show how the two beginnings are 
related. This problem is the greatest occasion on which 
the story seems to be incoherent. 

Timaeus himself warns Socrates and us about this 
pr?blem the ~rst ti~e he uses the phrase "likely story." 
It is worthwhile quoting the whole passage in which the 
phrase first appears: 

Don't wonder, Socrates, if we are not able to pay you 
back with speeches about the birth of gods and of the 
All, that are not in every way in agreement with 
themselves and altogether precise. But you must esteem 
the speeches we provide as likenesses inferior to none. 
You must remember that I who speak and you my judges 
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have human nature. So, in order to receive the li!(ely 
story about these things, it is fitting not to search beyond 
this. 9 

The physics of Timaeus will be a likely story for two 
reasons. The first is that the world is not a being in its 
own right but an appearance, a moving and unstable 
likeness of an intelligible, stable model. Proper speech 
about the world must therefore take the form of imagery. 
Secondly, the story-teller and his listeners are human, 
not divine. They must know their place and not search 
beyond the likely story. This passage ends what Socrates 
refers to as Timaeus' prelude. Socrates' response to the 
prelude is extremely interesting. He tells Timaeus to "per
form the song;' a command which can also mean "ex
ecute the law."10 

Now there are many strange things about the passage 
I quoted. It is very important, first of all, because it is 
addressed explicitly to Socrates. But the most important 
feature of what Timaeus says is that he articulates the 
limitations of the upcoming myth. Socrates is being 
asked, as a human being, to take the likely story about 
the cosmos as merely a likeness, not as the truth. That 
is, the likely story begins with an apology and a caution. 

But why apologize for a likeness? Myths after all are 
likenesses. No one needs to be reminded of this fact. And 
Socrates, although he tells many stories, never feels the 
need to apologize for any of them. Indeed, we sometimes 
feel that a Socratic mythos has the power of showing us 
wha~ dialectical logos cannot explain to us. At the end 
of the Gorgias, just before the concluding myth, Soc;rates 
says to Callicles, "You may think it is only a myth, but 
I take it to be a true account."11 I take what Socrates tells 
Callicles here to be true of all the Socratic myths. These 
myths are images without apology because, as likenesses, 
they aim at and in a certain sense contain truth. 
Likenesses in this sense do not function as boundaries. 
They are rather springboards for our perception of in
visible, eternal truths. Socrates would never say, "You are 
only human; do not search beyond the likelihood of my 
story." For Socrates, myths appear to belong to the level 
of the divided line called imagination, eikasia, the level 
at which images take us beyond themselves to that which 
they image.12 

As I mentioned earlier, the story of Timaeus is com
posed of three separate stories. The high-point of the first 
story is Timaeus' construction of the divine, intelligent 
soul. In the second story, Timaeus unveils the receptacle, 
the supreme condition for all body, change, and ap
pearance. The third story is about the birth of human 
nature. This third story is the most bizarre and most 
playful story Timaeus tells. 

The remainder of this lecture will be divided into 
three parts, corresponding to Timaeus' three stories: 

Part I -The Story of the Soul 
Part II -The Story of the Body 
Part III-The Story of Human Nature 
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One reminder before we begin. Timaeus is a 
character in the dialogue, not Plato's spokesman. Plato 
causes us to reflect on the problem of a world not by a 
direct encounter with the issues but through a human 
soul and its various motions, through the soul of 
Timaeus. We will thus have two questions before us con
stantly: What is· the world; and Who is Timaeus? We 
must be careful not to separate these questions. It is by 
no means clear that the likely story represents what has 
come to be called "Platds cosmology." 

Let us now turn to the likely story. 

Part I -The Story of the Soul 

T he deed imitated by Timaeus' story is the 
birth of the world. The story is filled with 
language that suggests begetting. Later in 
his story, Timaeus will tell us that the world 
is the "offspring" of a "father" and a 

"mother."13 He will also tell us that the pyramid is not 
orily the element but also the seed of fire. 1+ Human souls 
are planted, originally, in their individual stars. 15 The 
star-gods themselves are referred to as god's "children."16 

The likely story thus aims at being a likely biology as 
well as a likely physics. Timaeus acknowledges that the 
realm of becoming is also the realm of procreation. 

But the central, overriding image for the likely story 
is that of artful production, techne. God is a craftsman, 
a demiurge, who makes a world by giving it mathematical 
order. This is very different from the story in the Bible 
in which God says to his creatures, "Be fruitful and 
multiply." In the likely story, the goodness of a cosmos 
derives wholly from mathematical ordering. Insofar as 
becoming is good, it is mathematically structured. Fruit
fulness is not good for its own sake. In fact, as we see 
at the end of the story, the ems for begetting stems from 
our mindless and tyrannical nature. 17 The female kind 
is derived from the "first men" who were cowardly and 
unjust. 18 Procreation comes about because the first men 
"fell" from their divine and orderly condition. 

The theme of art is central to the entire Timaeus. The 
dialogue takes place on the feast day of Athena, 19 and 
there are numerous references to Athena in both the 
Timaeus and the Critias. Athena is called a lover of war, 
wisdom, and art. 20 She is the patroness of Athens which, 
as Pericles reminds us, philosophizes without becoming 
effeminate. 21 I think that Athena, or more precisely the 
birth of Athena, is one of the dialogue's implied images. 
Athena was born out of Zeus' head. This intellectual, 
masculine birth takes place just after Zeus swallows up 
the Titan Metis, whose name means craft or cunning. 
The myth about Athena's birth seems to me to provide 
an accurate image for Timaeus' re-creation of the world 
through art. Timaeus seems to be imitating Zeus. Hav
ing swallowed up the mathematical. arts, Timaeus gives 
birth out of his head to an artfully constructed, eminently 
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masculine world. The likely story imitates Zeus giving 
birth to Athena; a most accurate image, I think, for the 
mathematical physicist and his various brain-children. 
Even when Timaeus introduces the "mother" of becom
ing later in his story, I think he retains his role as Zeus. 
He re-creates the womb of becoming as a dynamic 
medium for artful, mathematical construction. 

The likely story begins with the divine craftsman, the 
demiurge, who gazes upon a perfectly stable and utterly 
intelligible model of the world. The model or paradigm 
simply is and thus experiences no becoming. It is that 
peing which the cosmos imitates at the level of regular, 
periodic motions and the "laws of nature" which govern 
such motions. 22 As the not-yet-actual structure of a mov
ing world, the intelligible paradigm functions for the 
craftsman as a kind of "cosmic blueprint;' a plan which 
guides the construction of the cosmos and in which the 
various forms of motion, power, and life find their 
prophecy. 

By consulting this model, the god tries to make 
Becoming as beautiful, that is as orderly, as possible. 
Before the divine ordering, Becoming is said to be in 
a state of disorder. Timaeus calls this condition "not at 
peace and out of tune."23 In order to regulate and tune 
this ugly condition, the god consults not only the cosmic 
blueprint but also the goodness of his own intelligence. 
He looks within himself in much the same way that the 
mathematical physicist looks within his intelligence for 
the mathematical principles of order. The god desires that 
the world imitate him as much as possible. 2+ To this end, 
the god constructs intelligence within the soul and soul 
within body. 25 The soul is that on account of which the 
cosmos is a living being. 

What Timaeus' construction means here is that the 
cosmos is alive for the sake of being intelligent, not 
because life is a good in itself. Life is present because 
it is impossible, says Timaeus, to make the world in
telligent without also making it alive. And unless in
telligence is put into the world, the world will not be the 
best and most beautiful of possible worlds. At this point 
the cosmos is said to be an animal composed of body, 
soul, and intelligence. The cosmos is patterned after what 
Timaeus calls "the intelligible animal."26 The intelligi
ble animal contains the forms of all the animals that are 
really living and are contained within the sensed cosmos. 

The notion of an intelligible animal is one of the most 
perplexing notions in the likely story. It is extremely dif
ficult to see how an intelligible dog, for example, could 
be called an animal. This difficulty comes up again and 
again for the likely story. It reappears when we are asked 
to accept the existence of an intelligible fire. 27 As a really 
living, vibrant whole with all the signs of life, the sensed 
cosmos appears to be more truly what it is than the 
original it copies. The reason is that the sensed cosmos 
is possessed of a soul. I think we need to remember here 
that, although Timaeus appeals to the image-original 
relationship we find in many other dialogues, this rela
tionship has a special context in the likely story. It is in 
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the context of productive or demiurgic art. The artist 
works from a vision of perfection that appears within his 
intellect. So long as this vision is in the intellect alone, 
the perfection is uncontaminated and stable, yet 
unfulfilled. Fulfillment comes in the act of bringing forth 
the vision of perfection, actualizing it in time and space. 
In the context of productive art, the relationship of 
original to image is the relationship of blueprint to fully 
actualized structure. The sensed cosmos, though an im
age, is nevertheless the fulfillment of the idea within the 
mind of the demiurge. 

Timaeus proceeds to show, first, how the body of the 
world was constructed, and secondly, the soul. The body 
of the cosmos display.s the good and beautiful ordering 
of mathematics. The four elements of body- fire, earth, 
air, and water-are arranged in a continuous propor
tion. 28 The entire body of the world is then given spherical 
shape and the motion of rotation. Soul is constructed 
next. 

The story of the soul is one of the most exquisite 
pieces of architecture in the likely story. It is based on 
a remarkable premise - that a soul can be built. In the 
likely story, we are treated to a vision of a likely soul, 
that is, a soul whose being in speech consists in its being 

. constructed. This is all part of the re-creational activity 
of the likely story. 

The construction of the divine soul takes place in 
three stages. The god first mixes together the forms of 
Being, Same, and Other. This is accomplished, Timaeus 
says, "with force."29 Next, the god articulates the mix
ture into a spine-like band, the sections of which corres
pond to several octaves of the Pythagorean scale. 3° Finally, 
he slices and bends this spine-like band into the circuits 
of Same and Other. 31 You know these circuits from your 
study of Ptolemy; Timaeus gives a two-fold meaning to 
the circuits. They are the outwardly appearing motions 
of the heavenly bodies and also the inner, invisible "revolv
ings" of our thinking, of our dianoia. Timaeus goes on 
to tell us how the circuits of Same and Other; that we 
see in the heavens, constitute the moving image of the 
eternal which we call time. The circuits of Same and Other 
cause the world to be measured by recurring cycles. In 
this way, Becoming imitates the utterly non-moving look 
of Being. Because of these intelligent circuits ordered ac
cording to musical ratios, the world is filled with 
timeliness. It is characterized by time not merely as dura
tion, but time as a principle of "right timing" or 
seasonableness. Once the circuits are set in motion, the 
world becomes thoroughly musical as the moving struc
ture of time. The world is enlivened and also "set straight" 
by the periodicity of rhythm as well as the periodicity 
of the musical scale. 

I think it makes sense to compare the soul as Timaeus 
constructs it to a spine. Our drawings for the cutting of 
a monochord certainly resemble the spine with its 
vertebrae. Owing to its musicality and seasonableness, 
the soul seems indeed to function as the backbone of a 
constantly moving order. It gives poise and rigor to an 
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otherwise flabby and graceless world. This is much like 
the way in which the Pythagorean scale gives structure 
to the music we hear or the way in which Timaeus' song 
as a whole gives backbone to our flabby conception of 
the world. 

It is important to note 'that these two contrary cir
cuits which govern Becoming, the circuits of Same and 
Other, are not confined to the heavens. The soul is said 
to be "woven throughout" the body of the world "from 
center to extremity."32 The soul ensures that the entire 
world is filled with the recurring patterns characteristic 
of music. Musical intelligibility exists everywhere. It exists 
not only in the heavenly motions but also in something 
like the vibrating string. A string vibrates periodically. 
It displays the togetherness of sameness and otherness. 
The circuits of Same and Other are therefore not con
fined to a place. Like music, they do not belong 
exclusively to the realm of body or to the realm of soul. 
It is impossible to say, when we are listening to a piece 
of music, that the music is either inside us or outside us. 
It seems to be everywhere. We do not "stand back" when 
we are really listening to a piece of music. The music 
penetrates and engulfs us. 

Timaeus' account of the soul is a powerful transfor
mation of our ordinary experience of the world. The ac
count requires that we see the world throu.gh the eyes 
of the imagination. Usually we distinguish rather rigidly 
between the inner and the outer; the non-extended and 
the extended; the soul and the body. But in the likely 
story the world is approached through the power of 
likenesses. For Timaeus the _soul's act of thinking and the 
world's act of turning in a circle imitate one another. Now 
our souls contain the divine circuits of Same and Other. 
In the act of thinking we too "revolve within ourselves." 
The circuits are housed in our heads, or more precisely, 
in our brains. This true self of each of us, the intelligence, 
is planted in a star before being submerged in the violent 
flux of becoming. As we gaze out and away from ourselves 
into the heavens, we are in fact looking upon an ap
pearance of our most intimate selves. We are in a sense 
gazing within and not out towards a "beyond." Now gaz
ing at the stars is an activity we all love. This ordinary 
activity so often associated with softness and romanticism 
has a very specific meaning for Timaeus. A star is 
perfectly shaped, it is always brilliant, and its motions 
are unwavering and thoroughly regular. Also, a star is 
deathless. No wonder gazing at the stars can fill us with 
admiration and longing. We are remembering, 
remembering what it was like, in our Golden Age, to be 
entirely healthy and well-formed. Through the study of 
astronomy we return to a likeness of what Timaeus calls 
"the form of our first and best condition."33 Astronomy 
is the true homecoming of the human soul. 

Another powerful transformation of experience occurs 
. in Timaeus' story of the divine soul. This transforma

tion has to do with that special phenomenon, the physicist 
himself. Timaeus' story "saves" this phenomenon. That 
is, it shows how the activity of the physicist forms a vital 
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part of the whole, how thinking about the cosmos is itself 
the world's own most essential act. The likely story "saves" 
the phenomenon of the physicist himself by allowing in
tellectual activity to permeate the whole ceaselessly. 
Thinking finds itself reflected in the object of thinking, 
especially in the heavens. This is another way of saying 
that logos as thoughtful speech as well as logos as ratio 
permeates the whole. The cosmos of Timaeus is an in
telligent animal. It is always engaged in giving accounts 
of itself to itself. 34 The physicist, then, does sporadically, 
partially, and sometimes out loud what the cosmos does 
continually, fully, and in silence. Strange as the likely story 
is, it nevertheless has the power to account for the 
presence of physics and the physicist within the world. 
This should come as rio surprise to us. As I have tried 
to suggest in my discussion of Athena's birth, the world 
of Timaeus has its home in the mind and speech of the 
physicist. It is his brainchild. Such a world is not the world 
in its originality but the world as it is re-created through 
the powers of art. Throughout Timaeus' praise of the 
god Kosmos, he is praising the physicist's god-like power 
of re-creation, the power of bringing the world into be
ing through speech. 

The world is fulfilled for Timaeus in the physicist's 
act of thinking. There are of course many wondrous and 
admirable motions which the cosmos displays. Yet its 
highest activity for Timaeus is clearly that of 
thoughtfulness or reflection. The world longs, one might 
say, to make itself known and articulate. Only through 
the powers of intelligent human speech does the world 
shine forth as what it most truly is - an intelligent, liv
ing embodiment of artful structure and purpose. Timaeus 
calls the cosmos a "happy god."35 This god would not be 
happy, would not be fulfilled, were it not for the human 
beings who tell likely stories about the world's structure. 
Through the recreational powers of the physicist, the 
world comes to possess something like a plot, a mythos. 
In this way, the world comes to be an object of trust. We 
can place our trust in the appearances only once we have 
saved them with the peculiar powers of a likely story. At 
the beginning of the story, Timaeus invoked to hbneteron, 36 

that is, ourselves and our own powers of mathematical 
story-telling. Our trust in the likely story is also our trust 
in a world that we ourselves have brought into being. 

Part II -The Story of the Body 

I n Timaeus' first story of origins, time plays the 
central role. Time is said to be the moving likeness 
of eternal, changeless being. I think this means 
not that time as duration goes on forever, but that 
time is one of the world's supreme ordering 

principles. Timaeus agrees with Aristotle in the sense 
that time is conceived as the measure of motion.37 Time 
gives the various happenings of the world rhythm and 
periodicity. In the cosmic region below the heavens, the 
world is constantly coming together and falling apart. 
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But this region is nevertheless ruled by the ever-intelligent 
circuits of Same and Other. The world in a sense "knows" 
when to do what. In his second account of origins, 
Timaeus unveils the other supreme ordering principle 
and dimension of a world - space as the giver of place. 
For Timaeus, space, like. time, is a moving structure. 
Space shakes what is within it. 38] ust as time is associated 
with the world's stability, space is associated with the ex
citation of all things that have place. 

Timaeus' first account of body at the very beginning 
of his speech took the four elements of body as the un
cuttable simples out of which body was composed. In 
his second story the simple-minded notion of an element 
proves to be insufficient. What confronts us in the region 
below the heavens is the change of elements into each other. 
Fire acts on water to beget steam, a form of air. Water 
evaporates, steam condenses, and fire goes out, leaving 
its descendants earth and smoke. The. element of fire is 
given special attention by Timaeus. Of all the elements, 
fire is the most spirited, the most ambitious, and the most 
desirous of gaining victory over the others. The elements, 
in other words, are themselves unstable. They appear 
in the wondrous display of appearing and disappearing. 
In order to "save" this perplexing phenomenon, Timaeus 
reconstructs the four elements out of the regular Platonic 
solids.39 

This ingenious construction accomplishes two highly 
importal)t goals. First, the elements are shown to have 
parts. These parts - the various sides of the regular, 
geometrical· solios - can be rearranged to form other 
elements. Timaeus' mathematical physics thus accounts 
for the fact that an element can have integrity and iden
tifiability while at the same time being able to suffer 
transmutation. There is a second goal which is of great 
importance to the likely story. The regular Platonic solids 
are called by Ti!Ilaeus "the most beautiful bodies."•0 What 
this means is that Timaeus accounts for the structure 
of body in terms of principles that are beautiful and good. 
Timaeus here puts to work once more the motto of his 
physics that I quoted earlier: All the good is beautiful, 
and the beautiful is not measureless. Of course, what I 
have been calling an account of the elements is, like all 
accounts of Becoming, a likely story. It represents the 
attempt on the part of the physicist to construct the best 
of all possible worlds in speech. Timaeus constructs the . 
paradigms or archetypes of the four elements. He makes 
no attempt to deduce the real nature of body and change 
from the supposition of mathematical principles. 

Timaeus' second attempt to account for the world's 
beginning unveils a new cause at work in the world. 
Timaeus calls this cause necessity, ananlri. 41 At one point 
he refers to this cause as "the form, eidos, of the wander
ing cause."42 Fire does not act on water purposefully. Fire 
burns because it has to, and water must evaporate 
whether it likes it or not. In the second beginning 
Timaeus makes, the world is seen as originating in the 
cooperation of two causes - the good and the necessary. 
The good is identical with intelligence, or more precisely, 
with the ordering power and stability of intelligence. In-
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telligence is said to persuade necessity to take on the 
beautiful structures of mathematics. 43 

In his second beginning, Timaeus acknowledges the 
role that mindlessness and chance play in the scheme of 
things. This element of chance cannot be eradicated, nor 
can it be fully mastered. Timaeus' reference to persua
sion suggests that the god's work of ordering the world 
according to an intelligent and intelligible design is 
limited oy the nature of tlie original condition in which 
the design is supposed to ~nhere. What we _have before 
us in the guise of the necessary cause is none other than 
the primitive and unmusical condition that exists "before" 
the divine ordering. By leading us back to a reconsidera
tion of this condition, Timaeus introduces us to that 
dimension of a world which is distinct from the purposeful 
activity of an intelligent soul. This new dimension is the 
world of power. 

When the gods construct our eyes, they do so for 
reasons that are beautiful and good. We are given eyes 
so that we might learn the intelligible structure of time 
manifested in the heavens.++ By learning about this struc
ture through astronomy, our souls become ordered and 
healthy. We become assimilated to our first and best con
dition as stars. But unless our eyes have the power of see
ing, no good will come of them. What I think this means 
is that astronomy, although it functions as that through 
which the human soul is rendered musical, is not suffi
cient for our complete understanding of the world. To 
grasp the totality of our world, to tell the whole story 
of the cosmos, we must become students of violent 
change; we must study the world of efficiency or power. 
There are no good ends in the worlq unless there are 
powers to actualize diose ends. Intelligence by itself can
not accomplish the actualization. As Timaeus informs 
us, the intellect can only persuade the necessary cause to 
work towards the best ends. 

But what is ultimately responsible for this turbulent 
though necessary aspect of the world? What is that in 
whi"ch change appears? What is that in which the crafty 
god builds his mathematical models of the four elements? 
Timaeus calls this medium for appearing the receptacle. +5 
He refers to it also as the mother of becoming 46 and ever
existing space. 47 

Timaeus makes several attempts to say what the 
receptacle is. This proves to be no small matter for the 
receptacle, as the material ground or condition for the 
appearance of determinate though shifting natures, does 
not itself possess a determinate nature. If the receptacle 
is said to possess a nature at all, such a nature must be 
located in its indetmninateness, in its character as the recep
tivity to form. +a 

Timaeus' attempts to speak about the receptacle take 
the form of likenesses. The receptacle is compared to gold, 
which receives constantly changing shapes, +9 to the 
neutral bare in which perfumes can be mixed,5° and to 
an instrument for purifying corn. 51 The use of images 
to explain the receptacle is well-suited to the receptacle's 

·all-receiving nature. For the receptacle is not only the 
medium for change and the womb of becoming. It is also 
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the ground of all appearance and imaging. I c funct~ons 
like the surface of a mirror. As the womb of becoming, 
the receptacle is "impregnated" with the mathematical 
structures of the four elements, that is, with the regular 
Platonic solids. The divine craftsman gazes at the purely 
intelligible forms of fire, air, earth, and water. At the same 
time, he is said to schematize the receptacle "with shapes 
and numbers."52 The purely intelligible form or eidos of 
each element is called by Timaeus "father."53 In other 
words, the world of change and appearance is born of 
two "parents," the formless and all-receiving receptacle 
and the purely intelligible eidos. Timaeus makes it clear 
that the offspring which is the cosmos is something in 
between its two parents. The world is neither pure 
formlessness nor pure form but a peculiar mixture of the 
two. The world is the presence of intelligibility within the 
realm of flux. 

Now before the divine act of ordering, the receptacle 
is already filled with "traces" of the four elements. 54 What 
this means is that the primordial chaos could never have 
been ordered unless it were potentially ordered, unless it 
had a predisposition to be formed. Since the receptacle 
and its contents are in perpetual imbalance, the ghostly 
pre-cosmic elements are constantly vying for each other's 
proper places. Through its vibratory motion, the recep
tacle tries to send these wayward elements back to their 
proper places. There is a marvelous poignancy and apt
ness in Timaeus' account of the pre-cosmic condition. 
Since the dynamic interplay of receptade and contents 
persists once the elemental traces are schematized with 
shapes and numbers, this interplay may be said to 
characterize the world as we know it. As our experience 
of our world testifies, things that are made, whether by 
art or by nature, tend to become unmade. The world 
displays itself as a realm in which things that are brought 
to order and unity, at the same time tend to fall to pieces. 
The world tends both to order and to disorder, a fact 
seen most vividly perhaps in the founding of cities and 
in their constitutions, but seen no less in the history of 
all plants and animals. In modern theories of the cosmos 
this tendency is seen even in those celestial beings, the 
stars and planets. Timaeus' receptacle confirms our sense· 
that the realm of change is also the realm of mortality. 

Timaeus' reference to "traces," ilchni-literally "foot
prints" - of the elements suggests that prior to the divine 
schematism body does not exist. The so-called elements, 
stoicheia or letters of the alphabet, are not really elements 
at all. They are rather the result of a subtle and beautiful 
construction. So far are fire, earth, air, and water from 
the status of genuine elements, that a man who possessed 
just a little prudence, according to Timaeus, would not 
even liken them to syllables. 55 

Body, then, comes into being only with the god's con- . 
struction of the regular Platonic solids in the medium 
of the receptacle, the medium of eternally unstable space. 
Insofar as body for Timaeus can be studied, it is in
distinguishable from a mathematical object endowed with 
mort'ality. According to Timaeus' provocative definition, 
body is that which possesses the third dimension of depth, 

61 



bathos. 56 The definition allows Timaen to identify 
bodiliness with solidity, and solidity with three
dimensionality. More precisely, body's solidity derives 
from the dimension of depth. The depth of body takes 
on immense mythical significance when we remember 
that the cosmos for Timaeus is a living being, a being 
with a soul. While it might seem difficult to grasp the 
connection between the living character of the whole and 
the three-dimensionality of body, Timaeus' emphasis on 
depth does point to the absurdity of a two-dimensional 
living being. But why should a living being necessarily 
be "solid," that is, possessed of the third dimension of 
depth? The answer lies, I think, in something Timaeus 
says about the soul; he speaks of the soul "circling back 
upon herself," auti te anakukloumeni pros autin.57 The soul 
or animating principle of the whole, in other words, is 
a principle of inwardness and reflection. One might call 
it a principle of "depth; without which the world would 
be superficial and lifeless. The depth Timaeus sees as 
the defining characteristic of body thus supplies a 
home-mythically-for the eternally reflective source of 

. life. 
I say "mythically" in order to remind us that although 

Timaeus' account of body dwells in the region of 
mathematical physics, its primary dwelling-place is the 
realm of stories and images. Timaeus makes no effort 
to derive the "real" properties of body from his 
mathematical principles. The likely story supplies no ex
planation of the descent from tP,e purely intelligible archai 
to the world of body and change. All takes place by way 
of analogy and image-making, so that the most technical 
constructions (like that of the musical scale or of the 
regular solids) hover between the invisible and true begin
nings and the world as it is given to sight and touch. Fire 
is not a moving pyramid; it is merely like a moving 
pyramid. Nor does the likely story claim to be able to 
derive the mathematical structure of fire from the eidoJ 
of fire, from "fire itself by itself."58 Even at its most ap
parently scientific moments, the likely story retains its 
character as a mathematical poem, a poem that places the 
mathematical arts in the service of non-mathematical 
meaning and "depth." 

In the entire discussion of body and bodily change, 
Timaeus make several references to guarding and sav
ing the power, the dynamis, of likely accounts. 59 Indeed, 
an invocation of "Zeus the Preserver"60 stands at the head 
of Timaeus' second attempt to speak of beginnings. In 
the same oreath Timaeus calls his second story about 
a mathematics of body "a strange and uncustomary ex
position." Zeus is invoked to save us during the strange 
business of constructing a mathematical poem about 
body. He seems to be the patron god of likely stories. 
The account will begin in distrust, perhaps even in our 
laughter at such absurd hypotheses as those made by 
Timaeus. But our imaginations will presumably save us 
from distrust once we see that the mathematical 
hypotheses succeed in saving the appearances, once these 
hypotheses supply a reasonably coherent story of body 
and bodily change. The safety of a likely story thus stems 
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from our remembering that what we are doing is building 
mathematical models or analogies, that we are being re
creational. The likely story in this way dramatizes for 
us what we now call a scientific theory. A theory must be 
careful not to promise what it cannot deliver. It does this 
by acknowledging and insisting upon its origins in a pro
ductive, imaginative intellect. Strictly speaking, theories, 
for Timaeus, do not belong in the realm of knowledge 
but in the realm of trust, pistis. For this reason, 
mathematical physics aims at persuasion. It is a form of 
rhetoric. The rhetorical connection between physics and 
the world is strongly implied by the fact that the divine 
intelligence itself is said to persuade the receptacle to 
assume the best and most beautiful mathematical form. 61 

We must remind ourselves at this point that the entire 
Timaeus addresses the problem of the world in its totality. 
The world of all generated things - gods and men, cities, 
customs, reputations, and also likely stories. All such 
generated things reveal in their individual fates the life 
of the whole to which they are subject; all reveal the per
vasive and inescapable workings of necessity within the 
receptacle. The receptacle comes on the scene in answer 
to questions of physics proper. Yet Timaeus' mode of 
speech suggests that we see the world of bodily change 
as revelatory of the soul, of our souls. In fact, at the end 
of the likely story, we find souls going up and down the 
scale of animality. 62 This happens in just the same way 
that the four elements of body go up and down in their 
violent change of place. The cosmos, you remember, is 
both body and soul. And the receptacle, as the mother 
of all becoming, is necessarily the place of souls as well 
as the place of bodies. 

No one can deny the power that place as well as time 
exerts over our lives. Time and place together have to 
do with the meaning of a life withi.n becoming. Such a 
life is unintelligible without history, or, if you will, without 
the story or plot of a life. Insofar as an individual life comes 
to be defined as a story, it is governed by the Where and 
the When. It is of the utmost importance to us that we 
have a place; and at the appropriate times it is good and 
necessary for us to change place. Sometimes the change 
of place, like the change of the elements, is not smooth 
and continuous but is a violent upheaval. 

Timaeus' account of the receptacle fits well with 
Critias' story about the great cycles civilizations go 
through and the great wars between cities. In Critias' 
story Athens plays the role of the great liberator of the 
political world. Athens fights against the insolent kings 
of Atlantis who attempt to enslave the entire mainland. 
But as we know from the account given to us by 
Thucydides, the Athens of Plato's day launches an in
solent campaign against the great and powerful island 
of Sicily, a campaign which proves to be Athens' downfall. 
In the course of history, the roles have been reversed. 
What is true in the political order seems to be true in 
the cosmic order as well. The life of the whole cannot 
be identified simply with the serene motiOns of the 
heavens. Life is not only intellectual activity; it is also 
the passion and vibrancy which cause the whole to be 
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alive in the first place, to reach glorious moments which 
tend towards tragic decay. At the beginning of the 
dialogue, Socrates says he is filled with a desire to see 
the best city go to war, to a fitting and beautiful war. 
Socrates seems to be mimicking our fondness for life in 
the sense of passion and vibrancy, and also our desire 
to witness a beautiful show of strength. Socrates is ask
ing to see the best city transformed into a heroic city, 
a feat that requires great skill in the making of lively 
images. Timaeus' two stories of origins - the story of the 
s-oul and the story of the receptacle- reflect the two senses 
of the term life. The divine soul, manifested as the mov
ing structure of time, embodies life as intellectual activity. 
The receptacle embodies life as passion and vibrancy. 
Both senses of life are necessary if we are to tell the whole 
story about the life of the whole and our own spatio
temporal lives as well. Yet it is no easy matter to say how 
these two senses of life can combine to form a coherent 
whole. 

In the last third of the likely story, Timaeus attempts 
to "weave together" the two supreme causes of Becom
ing: the good and the necessary. 63 He attempts, in other 
words, to harmonize the two senses of life which the two 
stories of beginnings have uncovered. We might expect 
that given these two accounts of the world's founding, 
Timaeus in his third story will tell us how the two clif
f erent accounts of origination are reconciled, how it is 
possible for the soul to be the first and best of generated 
things6+ and for the god to have constructed the elements 
of body first. 65 But Timaeus makes no effort to explain 
how the first story of origins fits with the second. He 
leaves us with two beginnings, two archai. This in
coherence of beginnings is meaningful. It suggests that 
neither time nor space was constructed first. The world 
itself is characterized by a double beginning. Time as in
telligence and space as receptacle interpenetrate but are 
not reducible to each other. This doubleness of goodness 
as intelligence and the necessity of the receptacle mikes 
its most dramatic appearance in Timaeus' account of 
human nature. For Timaeus our nature and the nature 
of the whole imitate one another. If we find an 
incoherence in our 9wn lives, a tension between our in
telligent and our passionate selves, this is because such 
a tension exists in the world which we imitate and to 
which we necessarily belong. The cosmos for Timaeus 
is something like the human soul, and the human soul's 
incoherence, writ large. 

Part III-The Story of Human Nature 

W e know from the dramatic prologue to 
T. imaeus' speech that the likely story is 
intended by Critias to be a preface to 
Critias' own story about Athens and her 
day of glory. You recall that the Timaeus 

begins with a very watered down summary of conclu
siOns we find in the Republic about the regime that would 
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be best according to nature. But Critias is not satisfied 
with Socrates' concern for a non-historical city, a city 
which had no actual birth in the realm of becoming: "The 
citizens and city you went through for us yesterday as 
in a myth we will now carry over into the realm of truth."66 

For Critias, Socrates failed to given an account of the 
best city insofar as this city would have an actual birth 
in the realm of becoming and history. History- or rather 
the memory of past deeds- is identical with truth. Critias 
does not distinguish between the faithfulness of this 
memory and the truthfulness of what he remembers. His 
memory is etched with stories he heard as a young boy. 
Critias scrupulously avoids the word mythos when he refers 
to his own story. He claims boldly that his account is 
"true in every respect."67 It is through Critias, in other 
words, that we come to be suspicious of anything that 
has the character of a likely story. 

Socrates' speech is mythical for Critias, mythical in 
the bad sense of the term, because it was about a city 
with no history. It was about form without motion and 
place. Critias attempts to correct this lack by transform
ing Socrates' best city by nature into a young and glorious 
Athens. But Critias needs a transition from Socrates' in
quiry into Being to his own concern for a begotten and 
therefore genuine city. Timaeus supplies this transition. 
Timaeus will generate a world in which things come to 
be and pass away in a splendid show of beautiful struc
ture and purpose. He will construct the cosmic background 
and context for the cycles of human history. As Critias 
says, Timaeus will generate the universe down to the birth 
of human nature. 68 What this means is that human 
nature is the intended goal of the likely story. 

Timaeus' story of human nature began just before 
the gods confronted die problem of the necessary cause, 
the cause of power. The star-gods, who are said to be 
the childmz of the demiurge, put us together piece by piece, 
organ by organ. What Timaeus shows us in this very 
odd and at times repellent view of human nature is that 
for him human nature is something neither whole, nor 
natural, nor especially attractive. The human animal is 
a creature of great vulnerability and multifarious needs, 
and it is to these needs that Timaeus' likely story is ad
dressed. Our neediness is summed up by the fact that 
we are not spherical: we lack the self-sufficiency and 
general happiness Timaeus associates with the spherical 
cosmos. Timaeus' identification of happiness with 
sphericity reminds us of the myth Aristophanes tells in 
the Symposium. But whereas that myth attempts to ground 
our happiness in the love we have for other human be
ings, Timaeus' story grounds our happiness in the study 
of the heavens. 

It is true that our complicated bodily arrangement 
demonstrates how well-meaning and ingenious the gods 
were. Like the world as a whole, man is a sort of cosmos, 
an artfully arranged living order. But precisely because 
man is so artfully constructed in the likely story, he is 
also something artifical or, as we say, synthetic. There 
is something grotesque about him. Man is a moving net
work of parts and functions. There is one and only one 
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thing about man in the likely story that is completely 
non-artificial and unconstructed. This is his passionate 
nature, the nature that is at odds with the intellect's ef
forts to give life order and artfulness. 

Human nature starts out as a head. The head con
tains the divine circuitry of Same and Other. To this head 
the gods attach a torso and limbs to serve as the head's 
means of transport. 69 The gods then put the mortal parts 
of the soul into the torso. Spiritedness and the love of 
winning go in the chest, and the desire for food and drink 
goes in the belly. 70 An amusing and plausible topology 
of the human soul! Timaeus describes this addition of 
spiritedness and desire to our divine intelligence as a pollu
tion of the divine. 71 To minimize the bad effects the mortal 
parts of the soul have on the intellect, the gods construct 
a buff er to go between the head and the torso. That is 
to say, the gods invent the neck. 72 Like the belly-button 
of Aristophanes' myth, the neck is a constant reminder 
of our "fall" from sphericity and happiness. 

Like all the bodily constructions we find in this part 
of the likely story, the invention of the neck points to some 
invisible truth about the human soul. Timaeus' account 
of the neck shows us in its peculiar comic fashion that 
human nature is ultimately absurd and incomprehensi
ble. There is really no logos of human nature, no 
reasonable explanation of how the best in use is related 
to the worst. This seems to be implied also by the fact 
that Timaeus compartmentalizes the soul: intellect goes 
in the head, spiritedness in the chest, and desire in the 
belly. One can only tell likely stories about human nature, 
and such stories look at man in terms of artful construc
tion. The ingenious invention of the neck shows us that 
we do not cohere by natu~. Intelligence has no business 
mingling with the passions, but it must mingle with them 
if human nature is to be born at all. The neck forcibly 
joins the head to the rest of us and at the same time sup
plies some protection for the head's "private life" of 
thinking. 

In the likely story, human nature is the most mixed 
and most terrible of all things. We are composed of all 
animal possibilities the world has to offer-the highest, 
the lowest, and all the stages in between. Our soul in its 
humanness is everything . life can be. In our heads, we 
lead the divine life of thinking. But owing to our other 
parts below the neck, we partake of mindlessness. Because 
of this region below the neck, we run the risk of losing 
our human shape in our next birth. The penalty for a 
deficient life is transformation into a lower animal. That 
is, contained within our human nature is the full range 
of animal possibilities corresponding to the various forms 
of unintelligent life. This range stretches from the stars 
all the way down to the stupidest, most worthless animals 
there are. But the cosmos requires even these most worth
less animals if it is to be whole. Deficiency itself seems 
to be necessary to the world order, and this deficiency, 
witnessed in the moral hierarchy of animals, is rooted 
in the all-encompassing nature of man. The cosmos ap
proaches its final perfection and completeness for 
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Timaeus as the original, healthy conditior: of human 
nature becomes degenerate with time. In t!le closing 
scenes of the likely story, the cosmos receives th~ ani~al 
forms destined for it by the "intelligible animal:•; 3 These 
forms are generated, so co speak, by the need in man's 
nature to actualize in tim ~ all the possibilities which lurk 
within him and which constitute his being. For Timaeus, 
the cosmos is both just and beautiful: just because it seeks 
a harmonization between type of soul and type of body, 
beautiful because through such harmonization it shows 
itself to be a genuine kosmos, that is, a world governed 
by a wondrous symmetry and coherence, even for those 
beings farthest removed from the motions of intelligence. 
Divine care in this way makes a blessing even of the curses 
that man's nature brings upon the world. This intelligent 
care which orders all things and which seeks to make good 
out of bad, perfection out of deficiency, seems to be an 
instance of Timaeus' guiding song: "All the good is 
beautiful, and the beautiful is not measureless." The 
beauty and nobility of intelligence consist in its care that 
the good triumph in all things. This divine care for the 
order of all things is the same as the generosity of the 
demiurge. It is that goodness which Timaeus, at the very 
beginning of his talk, characterized as the god's lack of 
phthonos, envy. 7+ 

As we have seen, human nature in the likely story 
contains· within it all the animal possibilities the world 
has to off er. These possibilities spring from the complexity 
of our own nature. This complexity which makes us what 
we are can be looked at in the light of Timaeus' two great 
cosmic principles- the necessary and the good. These 
two principles define human life as well as the cosmic 
life. Timaeus associates the passionate part of us with 
the necessary cause, with the receptacle. As always in the 
likely story, goodness is associated with the orderliness 
of intelligence. 

When Timaeus introduces our non-rational nature, 
he calls the passions "terrible and necessary."75 The pas
sions belong to our necessary nature insofar as we are 
absorbed in the life of bodily desire, honor, and victory. 
The turbulence with which these passions fill us remind 
us strongly of the turbulence within the receptacle. 

The passions are necessary because without them we 
would not be human. To have human life at all, we must 
be absorbed in ·the impulsive, non-reasoning sense of life. 
To be sure, as long as we are men and not stars, life in 
this sense is a condition for the life of thinking. If we 
do not care for our whole human lives as human beings, 
our intellectual life suffers. Thinking presupposes that 
our lower desires are held in check and that we get enough 
food, sleep, and exercise. Furthermore, if we had no 
spiritedness we would lack the daring it takes to tackle 
and solve such things as mathematical problems. But the 
lower passions are disruptive, terrible as well as necessary. 
Human nature is therefore in the following quandary: 
the necessary condition for our happiness is also an 
enemy to our happiness. 

One might be tempted to think that the gods should 
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have made our passions less terrible before they pqt them 
into our souls. But this, I think, would deprive them of 
their nature and function as passions. A passion, insofar 
as it is a passion, cannot be anything other than con
suming and measureless. Passion must contain the 
possibility for being terrible. I think it is this boundless 
and frightening character of our passions that Timaeus 
points to when he says that the gods mixed all the pas
sions with "love, eros, that attempts all things."76 Since 
the passions for Timaeus are causes of disorder, they must 
be subjugated by the force of intellect. Timaeus is clear 
about how the· intellect itself becomes fit to rule the soul. 
It becomes fit through the study of astronomy. This study 
restores our intellect, our circuits of Same and Other, 
to the originally divine and musical condition we lost at 
birth. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this lecture, the 
likely story takes the fonn of a song. Timaeus sings the 
praises of the god Kosmos. He sings the world into shape 
with the beautiful constructions of mathematics and har
monics. The song of Timaeus, the nomos as Socrates calls 
it, gives the world its musical and lawful shape. The center 
of the song's teaching is this: all the good is beautiful, 
and the beautiful is not measureless. It is now time for 
us to ask what we are to make of Timaeus and his song 
of. order. • 

We know from the very beginning of the dialogue 
that the making of order within becoming will · be the 
dialogue's central concern. Socrates gives us our clue in 
his :mathematical account of who is present. He counts 
people. That· is, he replaces their human identities by 
their general characteristic of countableness. By count
ing his hosts, Socrates also implies the connection be
tween time and number so important to Timaeus' story. 
By asking whert the missing fourth is, he. implies the im
portance of place in the dialogue, reminding us at the 
same time that time and place always accompany Qile 
another. But the missing fourth remains unidentified 
precisely because Socrates uses numbers instead of 
names. Mathematics, it seems, has the power to order 
beings, but it is powerless to identify them. Timaeus 
fabricates an explanation for the absence of the fourth 
host. Timaeus says he must have fallen ill, for surely he 
would not be aQsent willingly from such a meeting. 77 A 
likely story! The very first time we meet Timaeus he is 
playing the role in life that he plays when he delivers his 
speech about the cosmos. 

The dialogue is filled with all sorts of playful 
references to our desire for the orderliness and beauty 
implied by that rich word kosmos. Even Socrates is or
namented, dressed up for the occasion. But it is in the 
likely story of Timaeus that all the various senses of lr.osmos 
find their most original place- in the world as a whole. 
The cosmos is thus the paradigm and source for all the 
ways in which order and the making of order appear in 
human life. 

In the light of what we have seen so far about the 
likely story, let us return to our earlier question: Who 
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is Timaeus? What sort of man tells a stoiy like the likely 
story? . 

Timaeus is described for us by Socrates. Everythmg 
about Timaeus is splendid, even his name which sug
gests time, honor. He is an honored, powerful statesman 
from Italy. He comes from a noble family, he is wealthy, 
and he rules a city known for its good laws. Socrates also 
says that Timaeus has "made it to the top in every 
philosophy."78 Timaeus is the paradigm of the worldly 
man, the successful worldly man. Unlike Socrates he is 
an eminently public man, full of worldly experience and 
known for his mastery of all learning. He seems too good 
to be true, more like a work of art than a real human 
being. I sometimes think this must be why, next to the 
historical characters in the dialogue (Socrates, Critias, 
and Hennocrates), Timaeus is conspicuously fictional. 
He seems to be a likely story, that is, an unbelievable 
though beautiful story. 

Beautiful though he is, Timaeus makes us question 
the virtues of a devotion to orderliness and accomplish
ment. Through the character of Timaeus, Plato causes 
us to ask· this question: Is it so clear that all the good 
is beautiful and that the beautiful is not measureless? Is 
it so clear, in other words, that orderliness and goodness 
are the same? Even if we follow Timaeus in identifying 
goodness with intelligence, it is far from clear that in
telligence is good solely because it is a cause of order and 
decency. In the Republic we get a different view of the 
good,. There the good is that which yokes together the 
knower and the known. 79 In other words, the good is the 
ultimate cause of truth. 

The likely story is possessed of many virtues. Its 
greatest virtue is, I think, its effect on our imaginations. 
The story tunes and sharpens our ability to construct 
and to identify likenesses within a world we are used to 
thinlcing of in tenns of meaningless facts. Through the 
power of the likely story, the realm of body and change, 
the object of the physicist, becomes a realm of meaning. 
There are reasons for the way things are. We are thus able 
to find ourselves reflected in the cosmos Timaeus builds 
in speech. 

But I wonder if we are able to find ourselves accur
ately reflected in the likely story. In the story's devotion 
to a moral cosmos ruled by orderliness and art, something 
human seems to get lost. I think the loss is especially felt 
in Timaeus' treatment of our passions. For Timaeus our 
passions are necessary but not good. Or rather, they are 
good only insofar as they are necessary. The passions pull 
us away from the orderly life of thinking. Timaeus tells 
us something we know all too well from experience
that the passions are terrible. But he does not leave room 
for the possibility that a terrible thing is not for that 
reason bad. Just as goodness is not necessarily identical 
with order, badness is not necessarily the same as ter
ribleness. The terrible things in us, those things Timaeus 
sums up as "love that attempts all things," could very well 
have more of a connection with the good things in us 
than Timaeus is willing to admit. Is not our effort to learn 
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the truth about all things rooted in a terrible longing, 
a divine madness as Socrates calls it in the Phaedrus?80 

A soul possessed by the madness of philosophy is surely 
not the same as a soul which has "made it to the top in 
every philosophy." 

In the likely story, the beautiful appears in one guise 
oilly- the guise of mathematical structure. For Timaeus 
this mathematical beauty is always linked with nobility 
or good character. It is never treated as something which 
could awakeri love. If longing is at all present in the likely 
story, it is present in our longing to return to our original 
condition as stars. But this sort of longing is prompted 
by our desire to be orderly and well-shaped. Timaeus 
at one point refers to the lover, the erastes, of intelligence 
and knowledge.81 But I think this refers simply to the 
man who loves his own noble activity of building 
mathematical models of Becoming. 

The absence of the sort of beauty I am talking about 
can be seen in Timaeus' portrait of human nature. The 
portrait combines the symmetry of structure with the 
grotesqueness of a medical operation. Let us consider 
for a moment the beauty of a human face. In the likely 
story, the face is entirely a matter of organs and their 
proper functioning. If, for example, you wanted to say 
that someone had beautiful eyes, Timaeus would point 
out to you that the beauty of the eyes consisted in their 
ability to see, especially to see the objects of astronomy. 
The eyes, therefore, are beautiful because they lead us 
eventually to the ordering of our soul. Timaeus' account 
of all the other facial organs follows much the same line 
of thought. These organs exhibit nothing more and 
nothing less than the gods' attempt to reconcile the 
demands of orderliness with those of life's necessities. But 
a face is not an orderly arrangement of parts that work 
properly. It is a single, uncuttable look, an idea. It is 
something that allows us to say "This is Socrates" or "This 
is Theaetetus." Because of the uncuttable look of the face, 
we can identify Socrates and Theaetetus despite the 
similarity of their faces. Furthermore, owing to the 
character of the human face, it is ridiculous to give an 
account of pec;>ple by counting them. Timaeus shows us 
that he does not know how to look at a human face. His 
ingenious and well-meaning gods do not care if their ar
rangement of facial organs also inspires longing. Or 
rather, if they care, they care because such longing would 
cause us to "lose our heads" and become disorderly and 
ugly. 

The absence of a beauty that inspires longing in the 
likely story is deeply connected with the absence of 
philosophical love. The idea or look of the human face 
resembles the uncuttable look of a Socratic eidos. This 
eidos too cannot be reduced to a proper arrangement of 
parts. In other dialogues, notably in the Symposium, our 
perception of beautiful bodies is the starting-point for 
our ascent to the purely intelligible region of the forms. 
The likely story contains no such ascent. The cosmos is 
our boundary and law-giver. And, as we saw earlier, we 
must accept the likely story and not search beyond it. 
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We never get to the true face of things in the story. We 
must rest content with a beautiful mathematical facade. 

The absence of the philosopher and the philosophical 
love pf the forms in Timaeus' cosmos brings up a 
perplexity that lies at the heart of the likely story. Timaeus 
often refers to the region of the forms which our cosmos 
imitates. He refers also to the dialectical study of the 
things that are always. Why then, when Timaeus con
structs the cosmos and all its contents, does he leave out 
philosophy as the study of the truly intelligible whole? 
Why does astronomy rather than dialectic become the 
highest human activity within Timaeus' cosmos? To 
answer this question, we will seek guidance from the 
divided line of the Republic. 

On the divided line the level Socrates calls dianoia is 
situated just below the level of dialectic. To this realm 
belong all those activities called arts, technai. The most 
important of these arts are the mathematical studies -
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and harmonics. 
Socrates distinguishes these arts from the uppermost level 
of dialectic in the following way. The mathematical arts, 
unlike dialetic, make use of hypotheses which are never 
questioned. Socrates compares such hypotheses to im
ages. 82 This is wtiy Socrates says that the mathematician 
merely dreams the truth. 83 The mathematician is intellec
tually asleep, and in his sleep he has beautiful dreams 
whose clarity and distinctness lull him into thinking that 
he has found the truth itself. He is asleep because he does 
not search for the original beings, the forms, of which 
his own mathematical objects are likenesses. Caught up 
in his dream world of beautiful structures, the mathemati
cian beholds images, thinking all the while that the ob
jects of mathematics are in fact the truest, most original 
beings. Despite "the imaginativeness characteristic of the 
mathematical activity, he lacks the most important kind 
of imagination. He is unable to see beyond the clarity 
of mathematical objects to the more precise, ·more 
original, region of the forms. While the mathematician 
works down from his unquestioned hypotheses to 
necessary conclusions, the dialectician works up and back 
to the vision of the forms. The philosophical education 
Socrates outlines in the seventh book of the Republic 
attempts to undo the mathematician's sleepiness, to make 
the mathematical studies a ladder to the higher region 
of dialectic. 

What we can say about Timaeus' likely story is that . 
it too works down from hypotheses. It embodies that in
tellectual activity Socrates calls dianoia. Unlike the 
mathematicians described in the &public, Timaeus begins 
with the realm of the forms- the forms of Same and 
Other, the intelligible animal, and the pure archetypes 
of the four elements of body. Timaeus treats the forms 
themselves as hypotheses from which he then descends to 
make a world. Notwithstanding his supposition of these 
forms, the motion of the likely story is away from the 
assumed principles rather than towards them. What this 
accounts for, I think, is the likeliness of the likely story. 
In the likely story, we descend from the region of being 
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to the image-world of becoming. We enter the beautiful 
dream world of the mathematician. We build a hypo
thetical re-created world in speech. 

As the cosmos gets filled and perfected in Timaeus' 
story, ~t "closes upon itself." It becomes a self-sufficient, 
self-contained god. As we build this hypothetical world 
with the powers of mathematics, we move further and 
further away from the realm of Being which was our 
starting-point. I think it is in this way that astronomy 
as the highest of the mathematical arts comes to replace 
the dialectical inquiry into first principles. This is one 
of the important things the likely story dramatizes - the 
covering up and forgetting of first principles as the true 
objects of inquiry. Such a covering up is vital if we are 
to guard and save the power of giving likely accounts, 
of constructing theories. In the likely story, our desire to 
ascend to the &public's greatest study of the good gets 
"swallowed up" by our attraction to the beauty of 
mathematical structures. Because of this, the likely story 
necessarily takes the form of play and diversion from 
serious matters. True to our familiar expression "enter
taining a hypothesis," the likely story comes before us as 
a form of entertainment for Socrates. As we have seen, 
Socrates fully accepts Timaeus' conditions. He accepts 
the likely story as his guest-gift and does not, on this oc
casion, search beyond it. He thereby takes the story in 
just the right spirit, the spirit that shows exactly what 
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