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i Philosophy and Resurrection: 
The Gospel according to 
Spinoza 
John F. Cornell 

5 

Many years ago, as a student in a course on philosophy, I 
wrote the obligatory essay on David Hume's theory of causal
ity, laying out his famous criticism of the principle of cause 
and effect taken as a ground for metaphysical knowledge. I 
gave my draft to a typist, as was common before the days of 
computerized word processing. I recall my annoyance when I 
received back the typed version of my paper on Hume's idea 
of cause. The title read: "David Hume on Casual 
Relationships." Now I understand that the Scottish philoso
pher enjoyed himself in the salons of Paris as much as any 
foreign visitor, and that the new title had some potential as a 
line of research. But that was not the paper I had written; and 
so I had to insist that my typist correct a good hundred ref
erences to "casual connections" and the like, to express the 
more philosophical affair of causality. 

This correction of my academic essay recurred to me 
recently in reading the books of Spinoza. It recurred to me 
because this transformation of "casual" into "causal experi
ence" seemed a perfect summary of the philosophical life as 
Spinoza understood it. While Hume, the skeptic, saw our 
minds' ideas somewhat as my typist had, with no great 
distinction between the casual and the causal, Spinoza made 
much of the difference. He taught that "casual experience," 
where things merely happen to us, is our lowest level of 
awareness. If we do not wish to live and think merely at 
random, we have to raise our minds above the accidents of 
existence that have generated our opinions and pursue the 

John Cornell is a tutor at the Santa Fe campus of St. John's College. This 
essay was delivered as a lecture in Santa Fe in October 11, 2002. 
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deeper reasons for things, the causal necessities inherent in 
Nature . We have to replace our vague notions with what 
Spinoza calls "adequate ideas," ideas manifesting their logical 
power in the comprehensive order of thought.1 The distinc
tion between casual and causal thinking thus marks for him 
the two endpoints of the steep path that leads from mere 
opinion or collective belief to wisdom. 

The departure point of belief that Spinoza generally has 
in mind is biblical religion. He holds that the foundation of 
all adequate ideas is the idea of God. But he deems the stories 
of the Bible to reflect a natural, in-adequate opinion about 
deity and the divine rewards and punishments. The God 
whose special providence in human history is described in 
Scripture is a casually received notion answering to imagina
tion. Spinozist philosophy, however, revises the idea of God, 
understanding God as the one Substance conceived in and 
through itself. He finds it necessary to revise other biblical 
concepts, too-the "love of God," "divine decree," "blessed
ness," "salvation" and "true religion." Judaism and 
Christianity take these ideas in an inadequate sense, whereas 
his philosophy assigns them their proper meaning. Now we 
know few details about the early thinking of Spinoza, which 
led to his expulsion from the Synagogue in 1656. But we 
might deduce that his original confrontation with orthodoxy 
arose from his radical redefinition of religious language to 
make its primary object purely philosophical. 

Spinoza comes to rewrite the European treaty between 
philosophy and faith on similar terms. He reverses the 
doctrine of Thomas Aquinas that the truths of religion are 
above human reason, and teaches that it is the philosopher 
who knows true blessedness. What the religious believer 
believes is a shadow of what the serious thinker thinks (53). 
This teaching entails a unique, philosophical view of the 
Gospel, which I shall try to explain by looking at Spinoza's 
understanding of the idea of resurrection. 
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In general, Spinoza's achievement resembles that of the 
navigators who sought a new route to the East Indies and 
incidentally discovered America. In the course of re-negotiat
ing the relation of faith and philosophy, and arguing for the 
separation of church and state, Spinoza incidentally founded 
modern biblical criticism.2 Most scholarly explorations of the 
Bible today take place on the spiritual continent that he 
discovered. Yet what may be particularly significant for us in 
the 21st century, as we study his view of the New Testament, 
is the difference between him and present-day students of 
Scripture. The difference lies in this paradox of Spinoza's 
thought-that, as an interpreter of the Bible, he is more rad
ical and rational than our contemporaries, but at the same 
time he is a more considerate and humane advocate of bibli
cal religion. 

Spinoza and Present-day New Testament Scholars 

I should begin by clarifying this claim about Spinoza's superi
ority. When one walks into an urban bookstore today, one 
finds shelves upon shelves of books of the latest biblical 
research, books disputing the Old and New Testaments as 
creditable texts and traditions. Few of the more popular of 
these writers hold anything sacred except what goes by the 
name of "scientific history." On our topic, the rising from the 
dead, we might find a book-length debate entitled Jesus' 
Resurrection: Fact or Figment, or a video of a lecture with the 
subtitle "The Greatest Hoax in History?" The blend of vul
garity and sophistication in these scholars is striking. But one 
should also be on the lookout for the bad conscience betrayed 
sometimes in their prose. For the majority of them are ex
religionists who have not thought their way to any sound phi
losophy or even to a learned ignorance.3 As a result many of 
them indulge guiltily in the destruction of traditional biblical 
faith, while they themselves are unable to replace it with any 
comparably profound vision of life, a vision that might con
tinue to bind people to community and meaningful activity.4 
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Spinoza, by contrast, writes the Theological-Political 
Treatise in the Latin of the learned, and further specifies that 
he only addresses philosophers. Even so, he is cautious about 
disclosing his boldest thoughts. While driving his stake into 
the heart of religious fanaticism (and this in the service of 
religion), he refrains from explicit criticism of the founding 
miracles of either Judaism or Christianity, the revelation to 
Moses on Mt. Sinai or Jesus' Resurrection. Publicly he 
respects these miracles as constitutive of particular religious 
faiths. In human terms, what matters about the Resurrection 
is not the literal fact of the event (which, as we'll see, Spinoza 
does not believe). What matters is what the Resurrection 
means spiritually and practically to people as an idea. This 
distinction corresponds to the general distinction he makes 
between the truth of the Bible as a factual account of the 
world and what the text's language means (91)5. For Spinoza, 
biblical science could establish the essential thing for faith, 
the meanings of scriptural texts, which converge in their 
moral message. But believers would be mistaken to try to 
establish the factual truth of, say, the miraculous events in the 
history of salvation (52, 85). Establishing truth always leads 
to questions of a philosophical sort. Spinoza would have 
considered our contemporaries, continually testing religious 
"facts" (like Creation or the Resurrection) through scientific 
research and debates, as rather too literal-minded-as misun
derstanding the aims of both Scripture and science.6 

What Spinoza thought decided the question of religion 
vs. philosophy was not the persuasiveness of some research 
but the attractiveness of a particular way of life (38). This is 
a point that few present-day Bible scholars understand, 
perhaps because they have not made such a choice and are 
neither full-fledged philosophers nor whole-hearted believ
ers. For Spinoza, as I said, philosophers are committed to 
thinking beyond accepted beliefs to a comprehension of the 
whole. But most people (including philosophers in their 
youth) require the support that traditional belief gives their 
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efforts to live good lives. This distinction between the 
philosopher and the believer-the distinction that today's 
Bible scholars ignore-is important for the way it enters into 
Spinoza's understanding of the New Testament and makes it 
so exceptional. He holds that this distinction between the 
freedom of philosophy and the natural necessity of religion is 
the key to understanding Jesus. Jesus counts as a philosopher 
precisely because his thinking was distinct from the religion 
he taught (55,146,148). It is even reported by Spinoza's 
confidant Ehrenfried von Tschirnhaus that Spinoza held Jesus 
to be the "consummate philosopher." "Christum ait fuisse 
summum philosophum. "7 

Now one might object that such a view of the founder of 
Christianity only shows Spinoza's bias. His enterprise is to 
impose a naturalistic viewpoint upon the Bible and its 
miracles. Of course he would project his own rationalistic 
mind back onto Jesus, just as he overrates Solomon's wisdom 
and Moses' political craft. Moreover, the objector might ask, 
how do the rationalized heroes of Bible history that Spinoza 
imagines result from his own rule of interpretation, of strict
ly adhering to the book? Yet Spinoza would remind his critic 
that he defends the rights of reason against religion on scrip
tural grounds. He does not just reduce miracles through a 
systematic naturalism. He argues that theology has made 
more out of miracles than the Bible intended (78-79, 85-86) . 
Europeans took the "miraculous," which is largely an idiom 
in biblical poetry, as literal truth (17, 80-4).8 Spinoza's rules 
for biblical interpretation only generalize this check on 
anachronistic practices (89). So long as scholars proceed 
through apt comparisons and with linguistic sensitivity, they 
are free to interpret the Bible rationally and speculatively (57, 
78, 82, 85, 92, 94-101, 158-9, 162-3). Spinoza's rule of 
establishing scriptural teaching systematically from Scripture 
itself is a guide for historical accuracy (86, 90-2), not an 
excuse for literalism. He is far from underestimating the 
Bible's intellectual power,9 and that is all his reading of Jesus 
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insists upon. Spinoza discerns a bold philosophical mind 
behind the Gospel texts, bolder than theologians might imag
ine. He only conceals the full import of his view of Jesus, for 
he has no desire whatsoever to disturb the beliefs of ordinary 
believers. He would simply indicate to philosophical readers 
that the Gospel's historic power is no miracle to one 
acquainted with the power of philosophy. Today's "quest for 
the historical Jesus," forever entangled in religious contro
versy, was not only anticipated by Spinoza but also conclud
ed by him to his own satisfaction. Jesus was a thinker
a thinker with a new program, as we shall see. 

Jesus' New Idea of Salvation according to Spinoza 

Let us look more closely at the Treatise with this problem of 
Jesus in mind. At the foundation of the Treatise is a distinc
tion between philosophical or causal knowledge of nature 
and the knowledge revealed to the prophets that they teach 
to everyone. Now bear in mind that the Treatise teaches that 
all knowledge is divine, and that prophetic knowledge may 
simply duplicate natural knowledge under another form (9). 
That leaves us to wonder what the genuinely prophetic 
knowledge is, that might be unexplainable in any natural 
terms. This question will play a subtle role in Spinoza's 
interpretation of Jesus-or "Christ," to use the name Spinoza 
chooses. Only on one point will it turn out that Christ has 
characteristically prophetic knowledge. I promise to come to 
that shortly. The greatest part of Christ's wisdom is simply 
natural. Spinoza teaches that God communicates to philo
sophical minds naturally without mediation, and that 
Scripture exhibits Christ's communication with God to be 
like that-a direct intellectual intuition, "mind to mind" (14 ). 
Although Spinoza never puts it so bluntly, Christ appears to 
be specifically a Spinozist philosopher, since he assigns Christ 
the indispensable credentials for philosophy according to 
Spinoza's other writings. Christ perceived the things revealed 
to him truly and adequately and he taught these things, at 
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least to his disciples, as eternal truths rather than as laws 
designed for the good of human beings (55-6). 

Now, in declaring Christ's knowledge to be "true and 
adequate," Spinoza refers us to Jesus' parables of the king
dom and to Matthew 13 in particular. Here Spinoza hit the 
bull's-eye. In Matthew 13, Jesus addresses to the crowd para
bles of "things hidden since the foundation of the world." 
Then, taking the disciples to private quarters, he restates the 
speech, but with subtle verbal omissions and substitutions. It 
can be argued-though we will not do so here-that this pri
vate speech of Jesus on what he calls scandal explains the 
essential enmity that motivates the behavior of groups and 
individuals.lO Spinoza's claim for Jesus' higher knowledge has 
good scriptural support.ll The Gospel actually shows Jesus 
adapting an obscure wisdom to the unschooled multitude 
(55). 

Spinoza thus discovers in Christ not a Savior sent to take 
away the sins of humankind-at least not in the mysterious 
theological sense-but a sage attempting to enlighten the 
mass of humanity. Similarly, Spinoza wonders about the 
import of certain remarks by the apostle Paul. Why does Paul 
regularly state in his epistles that he is adapting his language 
for ordinary human comprehension? Why does he say open
ly that it is not possible to say everything openly? Why does 
Paul speak of having the mind of Christ, referring ambigu
ously to a spirit of knowledge as well as to a more encom
passing spiritual renewal? (56) Much takes place in the New 
Testament, in Spinoza's view, as if Jesus and some of his 
disciples spoke the scriptural language of redemption as an 
idiom to capture the imagination of the Gentile world with
out the world being able to realize just how ambiguous that 
idiom might be. 

Now at the heart of the Bible's mission to the Gentiles is 
the teaching of "true virtue." Spinoza considers the demon
stration of the "divinity" of Scripture to hang upon the truth 
of its moral doctrine (90). But let us beware. Since all knowl-



12 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

edge is divine, the Bible's "divinity" can prove nothing about 
its special, supernatural source. Moreover if, as Spinoza 
insists, the study of the Bible only yields what its language 
means and not the truth of what it says, then only a philoso
pher can demonstrate its divinity through its true moral 
doctrine. For only the philosopher can compare biblical 
teaching to a true account of morality-like Spinoza's Ethics, 
which derives the social virtues from first principles (51, 
58).12 The Treatise proceeds as if the divinity of Scripture 
were established by anyone and from Scripture alone, since 
Scripture has to tell us what its idea of true virtue is (90). But 
this procedure only tests the reader's mettle. Spinoza also 
teaches that how much the reader sees into the truth of the 
Bible, as truth, depends on how much reason there is in the 
reader (101). Later he turns this question of the method of 
discerning biblical truth into a question about the historical 
origin of that truth in reason. The Apostles themselves, he 
tells us, depended on a related method of rational deductions. 
He says darkly that they drew many conclusions from what
ever Christ revealed to them, and that they could well have 
disclosed a few things but they declined to do so ( 146) .13 

Now surely the apostles and prophets could not have 
relied upon pure reason for their doctrine of God. For, in 
teaching humanity about God's Providence, they attribute to 
God affections such as love and forgiveness; whereas unaid
ed philosophical reason cannot recognize the attribution of 
feeling to God (166-7). Thus the teaching about God's care, 
which is indispensable to the moral effort of most everyone, 
reaches people through sacred Writ. Yet, according to 
Spinoza, the Bible's view of Providence is not definite. He 
claims that the Bible does not teach "formally" in what way 
precisely God cares for all those who worship him and 
practice good works (93). Scripture allows for both a popu
lar idea of God's relation to humanity and a purely rational 
idea (163). God may be taken as the exemplar of good life 
because he has a just disposition (popular conception), or 
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because we see by means of God what is true and just (philo
sophical conception). God may direct human affairs by giving 
commandments or by letting some men discover natural laws 
as "eternal truths" (168, cf. 56). 

Now if knowledge of the way God directs the world is 
not the specialty of the prophets, is not the distinctive knowl
edge for which we can rely on them, then what is their claim 
to superior vision? Spinoza's answer-which he has presup
posed throughout his discussion-is given in Chapter 15. The 
essential prophetic insight is this, that those without under
standing may be saved-the salvation of the ignorant. 
Scripture not only teaches true virtue and obedience to all 
human beings, whether they are philosophers or not, but it 
also teaches that everyone may be saved. People without any 
genuine understanding, indeed people with mistaken ideas 
(say, about how Providence really works), if they practice 
charity and justice, can achieve blessedness. Now the reader 
of the Treatise must be aware that in Chapter 4 Spinoza 
defines "blessedness" as the knowledge of God. Our true 
salvation, our "supreme good" is philosophical knowledge, of 
which God is the totality (51-2). So serious is Spinoza about 
the philosopher's blessedness, that at one point he identifies 
the Holy Spirit itself as the rational spirit of truth, regardless 
even of how the prophets and historians of the Scriptures 
expressed or experienced it (95). But in Chapter 15, he 
redefines the Holy Spirit in a way that takes it to be clearly 
accessible to all, not just to philosophers or the God-filled 
prophets. Here he calls the Holy Spirit the peace of mind 
resulting from "good actions" (177). On this view everyone, 
even people with no learning at all, may be "saved." 

From page one of the Treatise Spinoza has assumed an 
uncompromising philosophical standpoint in looking at the 
Bible. Wisdom for him is the gold standard of "salvation." In 
Chapter 15 he presents almost as a philosophical curiosity the 
idea that people without wisdom can be "saved." But this 
curiosity happens to constitute the distinguishing feature of 
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biblical revelation (175-77). And such a feature of revelation 
must affect, in particular, Spinoza's account of Christianity, as 
Christianity is a teaching addressed to all humankind. Now if 
we turn back to Chapter 1, and to that one point on which 
(as I said earlier) Christ's knowledge surpassed ordinary 
philosophy, I believe we shall see how Spinoza implicated 
Christ in this business of the salvation of the ignorant: 

A man who can perceive by pure intuition that 
which is not contained in the basic principles of 
our cognition and cannot be deduced therefrom 
must needs possess a mind whose excellence far 
surpasses the human mind. Therefore I do not 
believe that anyone has attained such a degree of 
perfection surpassing all others, except Christ. To 
him God's ordinances leading men to salvation 
were revealed, not by words or by visions, but 
directly (14) 

Now the attribution to Christ of an intuition of what is not 
encompassed by human cognition surely makes Christ super
human. So one might have thought. But there is a verbal sub
tlety here, which the English translations obscure. Spinoza's 
text does not use the term "human" as a positive description 
of "mind," except in this passage. Instead, it plainly states 
early on that "mind," meaning the thinker's experience of 
certitude, is divine (1 0). Hence saying that Christ has a mind 
"far surpass[ing] the human mind" does not place Christ 
above philosophers. In fact, when Spinoza first uses this 
expression, "far surpassing" (Ionge excellentiore),14 it is to say 
that all mental intuition surpasses by far our grasp of words 
(10). The only superiority Spinoza grants to Christ is one of 
degree-as this translation has it, he "attained such a degree 
of perfection." Spinoza goes on to specify that Christ received 
by direct intuition "the ordinances leading men to salvation" 
(14 ). This is a valuable clue to Christ's particular excellence, 
but the reader cannot appreciate it until he or she reads later, 
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in Chapter 15, that the one biblical idea above philosophy is 
the salvation of people who are ignorant but righteous (174). 
Retrospectively the implication is clear. Christ's "higher" 
intuition, formerly unknown to philosophy, was the insight 
that confirmed and expanded the prophets' teaching 
(cf. 224). Christ saw that all ignorant but righteous people in 
the world could be saved.15 

The reader who discerns Spinoza's hypothesis about 
Christ must apply it to a rereading of the Treatise in order to 
realize its full implication. Spinoza claims Jesus for philoso
phy because he sees him as universalizing the Hebraic mission 
of saving the unlearned (79). He sees him as recasting biblical 
beliefs so that they apply to every soul independently of polit
ical context-inspiring in all people a faithful way of life that 
resembles the conduct of the wise (161). Spinoza hints in 
chapters 4, 5 and 11 that Jesus' popular teaching was a philo
sophical contrivance (55, 67-8, 146), and in chapter 13 that 
such a contrivance was not in fact unknown to the prophets 
(158, 169). Then in chapter 14 he derives by rational deduc
tions a popular religion-including the indispensable but 
non-philosophical precepts about God's love and forgive
ness-a religion that happens to correspond to the Gospel. In 
this religion, he says, a believer whose heart is inspired by the 
love of God "knows Christ according to the spirit" (167). 
The faithful person can "know" Christ without actually 
participating (like the philosopher) in Christ's knowledge. 
Spinoza's points all add up. Jesus reasoned out a general, 
interior gospel on the conviction that the ignorant could be 
saved. He taught what all people should do and believe in 
order to experience an inward blessedness like that of the 
philosopher (177)16. 

A tentative sketch of the founder of Christianity as 
Spinoza saw him begins to come into focus. While both the 
Hebrew prophets and the philosophers of late antiquity had 
glimpsed the possibility of improving human accord and thus 
the fortunes of wisdom in the world, pagan polytheism had 
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presented a general obstacle. For it inspired only a shallow 
piety in the multitude and never commanded the social 
virtues. But a sage like Jesus, arising amidst the people of the 
one righteous Lord, might abstract the great moral lessons of 
the prophets and broadcast them in order to pursue several 
great objectives (94, 224). First, to try to preserve the spirit 
of Israel, as Israel would find herself dispersed increasingly 
through the Roman Empire. Second, to expose the Empire as 
a mere secular authority despite its cult of divine emperors. 
And third, to awaken in the Gentile world a desire for spiri
tual blessings and a collective life more compatible with 
reason. The heart of the new program was the simplified 
creed that taught the salvation of all people. But if this 
general salvation was opaque to most philosophers, Spinoza 
saw far enough into the Gospel to recommend it from a 
powerfully practical viewpoint (17 6). For, properly under
stood, the Gospel would help foster the conditions of enlight
enment, both for philosophers and for the multitudes, in this 
world, in generations to come.17 

The difficulty for us in grasping Spinoza's account of 
Christianity lies not just in conceiving a Jesus with a rational 
program for humanity. The difficulty also lies in imagining 
Spinoza's approach to the New Testament. Unlike most of us, 
he was learned in all the great Jewish literature. He did not 
begin with the assumption that the Gentile Christian theolo
gians knew best how to read Gospels and Epistles that were 
written by Jews in a Hebraic style (90, 100). Himself in 
possession of older and subtler practices of interpretation, he 
viewed later Christian theology as translating the Bible's 
extravagant poetry into dogmatic absurdities (16-21, 89). 
When Spinoza conceived Jesus as a sage who taught a popu
lar salvation, he by no means thought he flouted the account 
of Jesus in the Gospel. Here is where a closer look at the 
theme of resurrection may be illuminating. A philosophical 
inquiry into Christianity can hardly ignore its central miracle, 
though, as I mentioned, the Treatise does just that.18 Yet in a 
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private letter we find Spinoza's view that the Resurrection is 
not an actual physical event, but rather a powerful idea suit
ed to the general imagination. For him the "true" resurrection 
is salvation through philosophy, which is the topic of his 
book, the Ethics. So our next step is to become acquainted 
with his thinking about resurrection in these other texts. 
Then we can test the adequacy of that thinking by trying to 
read the Gospel from Spinoza's standpoint, seeing if the 
Gospel treats the theme of resurrection at all compatibly with 
his theories. The second half of this essay will therefore take 
up two questions. What is salvation through philosophy for 
Spinoza such that the believer's faith in the Resurrection 
could stand in for it? Can we find in the Gospel Spinoza's 
Christ, a philosopher who preaches the Resurrection as the 
means of saving the unlearned? Let us try to be open to 
Spinoza's boldest thoughts. 

Philosophical and Popular Salvation in Spinoza 

We saw in the Treatise that, to explain divine Providence, 
Spinoza distinguished a popular idea from a philosophical 
one. The popular mind imagines God caring for people like 
an attentive, invisible parent. Spinoza's Ethics spells out that 
this conception is a reflex of the believer's emotional needs. 
These may evolve into the desire to find special favor with 
God, to search out the divine will so as to be on the winning 
side. Philosophy, the Ethics explains, has a more sublime 
conception - an adequate idea of God. From experiences like 
that of intuitive certainty in mathematics,19 it envisions the 
divine intellect as working by necessity. God who lacks noth
ing desires nothing. He predetermines things without willing 
or aiming at them: to have purposes would betoken imper
fection. Hence God does not make extrinsic objects. He 
expresses his infinite power into Nature-expresses it through 
his attributes, which are dynamic like verbs, rather than stat
ic properties like adjectives.20 God is ceaselessly entering into 
everything. Such is Spinoza's view, and the philosophical view 
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that he suspects lay behind the Hebrew scriptures (though 
they have come down to us in a corrupted condition).21 

Spinoza denies to human sentiment the satisfactions that 
the God of tradition afforded, but he purports to give no 
small compensation. The adequate idea or the "intellectual 
love of God" sublimates the old feeling for divinity and 
raises it above deception. It needs no sanction outside itself. 
From blind obedience we turn to a dynamic vision of eternal 
truth, according to which everything moves by causal neces
sities-including human beings. Over against this cosmic 
necessity, the categories of the human moral world-praise 
and blame, merit and sin-appear as inadequate opinions 
with no power beyond our conventions (d. 49). In the uni
verse at large the human moral perspective is a small affair, 
like the interests of the salamander or the fly. Philosophers in 
pursuit of self-understanding seek a connection with the larg
er Whole. They look suspiciously not upon the passions, as 
the moralists do, but upon the moralists' self-centered ideas 
about attaining the Good. Indeed the moralists' doctrine of 
free will is misleading. Free will describes only our ignorance 
of the causes that move us as we experience our own striving. 
Philosophers prefer to search out the unconscious causes of 
desire and envy. They would look upon passion without 
passion, and transform it into the higher pleasure of inter
preting it. In the end, if their conduct surpasses the ethical 
standard of the city, it is because they are moved by reason's 
deepest necessities. 

Relieved of the illusory notion of the will, the philoso
pher is little aggravated by other people's "willfulness." 
Others' offenses, like everything in the world, have causes, 
the understanding of which robs them of their power to 
offend.22 What we take to be a nuisance or an evil, Spinoza 
says in the Ethics, 

arises from the fact that [we] conceive these things 
in a disturbed, mutilated, and confused manner: 
and on this account (the strong human being] 
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endeavors to conceive things as they are in them
selves, and to remove obstacles from true knowl
edge.23 

19 

The so-called "problem of evil" is dispelled like vapor. It 
arose simply by mistaking God for a human mind and mis
taking human minds for separate, free agents. The philoso
pher meditates on the general causes of things and declines to 
take the cosmos so personally. 

Spinoza admits the existence of freedom in one sense. 
Namely, freedom as the escape from ignorance that begins 
when one is disencumbered of the very notion of evil. A 
proposition in the Ethics states, "If men were born free, they 
would form no conception of good or evil as long as they 
were free." (4.48) But we are not born free, because instead 
of wisdom and judgment we acquire opinions about good and 
evil. We are conditioned and motivated by others' emotions; 
we are ingrained in the fear of death. We "fall" into mere 
nature-this is the mythical expression-we descend to an 
inferior psychic state where every pain and anxiety is desig
nated an "evil." Spinoza is actually re-interpreting Genesis in 
a non-moral sense, as a note to this proposition spells out: 

Thus it is related that God prohibited free man 
from eating of the tree of knowledge of good and 
evil, and that as soon as he ate of it, at once he 
began to fear death rather than to desire to live; 
again, when man found woman, who agreed most 
perfectly with his own nature, he knew that there 
could be nothing in nature more useful to him; but 
that afterwards, when he thought that the brute 
creation were similar to himself, he began at once 
to imitate their emotions and lost his freedom, 
which the Patriarchs under the guidance of the 
spirit of Christ, that is, the idea of God, afterwards 
recovered: on this idea alone it depends that man 
should be free, and that he should desire for other 
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men the good which he desires for himself. (cf. 54-
57)24 

Spinoza is saying that latent in every human being is the ade
quate idea of God or (as he calls it here) the "spirit of Christ." 
Whatever our individual histories, the realization of that ideal 
of wisdom would be a release from fear and obsession, from 
passivity and the irrational imitation of others. What does 
this Spinozist liberation look like? 

Before proceeding to answer this question by further 
glossing Spinoza's Ethics, I should cite the crucial statement 
he makes in a letter about Christ's Resurrection. In a way it 
contains our answer. For Spinoza the Resurrection is an 
incontrovertibly profound symbol (cf. 83, 95). It describes for 
all minds the shift in a person's spiritual center of gravity 
from the self to the presence of God in the self. Remember: 
the special virtue of prophecy and religion is to teach every
one, which philosophy as philosophy fails to do. 

I ... conclude [Spinoza writes] that the resurrection 
of Christ from the dead was really spiritual, and 
was revealed only to the faithful in a way adapted 
to their thought, namely that Christ had been 
endowed with eternity and rose from the dead 
(here I understand the dead in the sense in which 
Christ did when he said, "Let the dead bury their 
dead"), and also by his life and death gave an 
example of extraordinary holiness, and that he 
raises his disciples from the dead, in so far as they 
follow the example of his life and death. And it 
would not be difficult to explain the whole teach
ing of the Gospel in accordance with this hypothe
sis. (emphasis added)25 

Spinoza goes on to say (and with reason) that Paul's argu
ments in 1 Corinthians 15 agree with him that the 
Resurrection is spiritual.26 However Jesus' immediate disci
ples may have experienced his Resurrection, its spiritual 
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essence was his being "endowed with eternity." He rose from 
the dead in the sense of rising gloriously above the living 
death that people accept as human life, and the disciples truly 
rise from the dead when they follow Jesus' example.27 The 
"fact" of the Resurrection is the spiritual event effected by 
faith. Faith makes the faithful person active and able to fulfill 
a higher vocation in joy. 

Now to return to Spinoza's Ethics. It traces out a here
and-now "resurrection" on the plane of rational metaphysics. 
(Again I must reduce the argument to simple steps.) The idea 
of every person exists in God.28 Initially an individual has but 
an inkling of it. What one calls one's "self" is largely one's 
body's idea, one's ego we might say today, defined and affect
ed by other people's egos,29 One's eternal essence remains 
impersonal and unrealized. But rational people derive from 
the adequate idea of God other adequate ideas about how the 
soul functions. They learn to transform the affects that are 
passions, incited in the social entanglement of inadequate 
ideas, into affects associated with the joy of self-understand
ing,30 Spinoza's is a philosophy of endeavor: the endeavor to 
be who one truly is, is the activity of God within.31 As 
individuals reinforce their true being with whatever outside 
them enhances it, they move by degrees toward intellection 
of their true natures-as if a special Providence were guiding 
them,32 Thus the self as an essence understood increases at 
the expense of the inadequate idea held by the empirical self. 
The individual's irreducible, original essence-at one time 
impersonal and unrealized-is gradually personalized and 
eternalized.33 In an early sketch of the Ethics, Spinoza called 
this arrival at self-knowledge a rebirth-echoing the Gospel 
of John.34 The rationally enlightened person is thus like the 
man born blind in that Gospel, who washes away the mud 
and begins to see. He can now say meaningfully, "It is 1." Or 
to be precise, he says, "I am," ego eimi Uohn 9:10, cf. 6:20). 
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Resurrection as Philosophical Allegory in the Gospel of John 

Now let us turn to John's Gospel, to chapter 11 on the rais
ing of Lazarus, to test the plausibility of Spinoza's conception 
of Christ and resurrection from the biblical side. Spinoza 
himself took Lazarus as a test case. According to Pierre Bayle, 
the French philosopher who lived in Rotterdam, Spinoza told 
his friends that "if he had been able to convince himself of the 
resurrection of Lazarus, he would have broken his system 
into pieces."35 Perhaps Spinoza was implying that the Gospel 
itself did not really try to convince him of a literal resuscita
tion of a dead man. For John's story of Lazarus is extremely 
odd and provokes a series of questions in the inquiring read
er. Indeed, since the early Church Fathers the story of Lazarus 
has sometimes been taken as an allegory.36 For no one had 
found this Lazarus, the alleged friend of Jesus, in any other 
ancient source,37 John may well have invented him. Such 
invention is called midrash, the Jewish practice of elaborating 
tales on Biblical ideas. Spinoza assumes this practice in his 
general account of the Bible and recognizes the special role 
midrash had in generating the Gospels (21, 146-7).38 For him 
the Christian scriptures were characteristic products of the 
Hebrew genius,39 for which the notion of history never 
excluded fiction and poetic play. Each Gospel writer had pur
sued freely his own original method of teaching (147). Paul 
had not hesitated to lead the Christian movement, having 
fetched inspiration from the mere echo of Jesus' words. 
Spinoza's awareness of the evangelical imagination made him 
audacious about reinterpreting the New Testament texts; but 
this audacity comes out in reference to few specific 
passages.40 We cannot say exactly how he read John's text 
about Lazarus. Nor can we pretend to offer this text's "true" 
meaning on objective grounds. (As Spinoza knew, when it 
comes to the speculative reading of Scripture, there are no 
rigorous proofs.41) But we can develop a rough idea of how 
a philosopher might read this resurrection episode in John. 
We can try to "explain" the chapter on Lazarus as Spinoza 
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suggested in the letter I cited-according to the "hypothesis" 
that the whole Gospel takes resurrection to be a spiritual 
awakening rather than a literal event. 

Clearly John 11 teaches that resurrection follows from 
belief in Jesus (11:25). But reading it as a factual account of 
Jesus' power to revive a corpse does run into a paradox. For 
how would any factual proof of such power over nature be 
consistent with belief? Moreover, readers cannot come to 
believe in Jesus and the Resurrection the way the characters 
in the story do, for these latter are on the scene for the mira
cle. Perhaps we should first ask, what exactly is the miracle? 
The very premise of the story, the fact of Lazarus' physical 
death, is made ambiguous from the start. Jesus says Lazarus is 
not sick with the sickness one dies from.42 When Jesus later 
mentions Lazarus's "death," it is following a metaphorical 
speech about spiritual deadness. It is his disciples' dullness 
that takes the "death" of the living literally. Then, we note 
that Lazarus' sisters suggest that his "death" is a result of jesus 
not being there with him, the absence that the text dramatiz
es by having Jesus not go to Lazarus when he hears of his "ill
ness" (11:6). The text becomes coherent if we posit (after 
Spinoza) that Lazarus's illness-not-unto-death is metaphysi
cal, like the ailment we call the "human condition"-the uni
versal affliction of the "absence of God."43 This illness would 
still be "for the glory of God," as Jesus says (11:4). Only 
the glory here would be the "awakening" that follows a 
person's experience of absolute loss and disillusionment. As 
Spinoza observed, death in the Bible is a metaphor for life 
lived in anxiety about all sorts of evils. Resurrection is the 
higher identity a person attains that overcomes this attitude 
(Mt 8:22, Jn 5 :25). 

This metaphorical reading agrees well with Psalm 82, 
which Jesus cites in John immediately before we hear about 
Lazarus. In fact, the Psalm teaches a view of Genesis some
thing like Spinoza's. All humans are gods, children of the 
Most High, but all are living under the reign of mortality. 
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According to the psalm, the weak and needy go about in 
darkness, without knowledge, whereas those who should be 
enlightened have done little to help humankind. Is this the 
human situation that Jesus remedies, allegorically, in John 
11? When Jesus proposes to go to Lazarus in Judaea, the 
disciples-most un-philosophically-declare their fear of 
death: they all might be killed with Jesus on the way. Jesus 
replies with a metaphor inspired by the psalm: they have to 
learn to walk in the night by the light within (11: 1 0; 
Ps. 82:5). He adds that Lazarus "sleeps," associating Lazarus 
with these disciples who are in the dark. Ironically, Jesus' 
hints are lost on the disciples who take his speech literally. For 
such as them, Lazarus' death and their visit to his tomb must 
be literal events. But if we understand Lazarus' "death" and 
"illness" to refer to one and the same condition, then the 
story takes place in a beautiful figurative sense. Jesus calls 
Lazarus by name out of the cave of the unconscious; he 
enjoins the crowd to unbind him, so that he can emerge as an 
individual.44 Note that not all of the disciples are left out of 
the language game surrounding Lazarus' uncertain "death." 
For Thomas the twin-the double man-responds with a 
double meaning of his own to Jesus' proposal to go to 
Judaea.45 He says "Let us go and die with him," obscuring 
whether he means literally to die with Jesus, or figuratively to 
die and be raised with Lazarus. So the chapter plays upon the 
ambiguity of what is literal and what is literature. Thus it 
unfolds on two planes simultaneously, addressing different 
readers in their different needs. 

Prominent among the needs of most readers is the need 
for a God (like Jesus ought to be) who does not leave human 
beings in the lurch. Notice, almost everyone in John's story 
complains about the evil of Jesus letting Lazarus die. Martha 
is the first. This wouldn't have happened, she says, if Jesus 
had been here. Mary follows suit: her accusation is the first 
thing out of her mouth. Finally the crowd chimes in with the 
complaint against Jesus-like a chorus in a Greek tragedy, 
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always a little late but nonetheless helpful in stating the 
theme. For the crowd fully generalizes the grievance against 
Jesus. They ask (with unintended irony), couldn't the man 
who opened the eyes of the blind have kept poor Lazarus 
from dying? Spinoza would detect in that complaint all the 
anxiety that people have named the problem of evil (1-2). 
Why did God let such and such tragedy happen? Martha, in 
her grief, hints at the possibility of a miracle. The 
Resurrection on the Last Day, she implies, is not doing much 
for her or her brother now! So Jesus tells her (ambiguously), 
I am the Resurrection and the Life who does indeed "work" 
right now. People need assurance of God's willing compensa
tions for the felt evils of the world. And Jesus gives them what 
they ask. 

How the "miracle" of raising the dead works-how Jesus 
helps people overcome their passive devastation by the 
world-seems to be indicated in a curious passage. Martha 
goes to Mary to say the Master calls her, and Mary immedi
ately "rises." But as far as the reader knows, Jesus may or may 
not have called her as Martha claims. On the textual facts 
alone, Mary's getting up is an effect of pure faith that she is 
personally called. Is this not the faith that Spinoza says lifts 
people out of their misery? Twice it is said that Mary 
"rises" -once using the same Greek word as is used for 
Lazarus' rising (anistemi: 11:23). The second time the crowd 
watches her rise up-an even plainer adumbration of the 
Lazarus "miracle." This superfluous vignette is not so 
superfluous if we see it as a genuine miniature of the Lazarus 
drama-a play within the play, reflecting the very power of 
belief that the larger story calls upon. In other words, the text 
is self-conscious. It points to its own concern to move people 
in their secret depths (11 :28) in accord with their idea of a 
personal God. 

Yet this is not the only moment when John's text affords 
us a higher perspective on his miracle play of Lazarus. As the 
people remove the stone from Lazarus' tomb, and Jesus is 
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about to call him forth, he makes a not too subtle aside. 
"Father, I thank you, that you have heard me. And I know 
that you always hear me, but because of the crowd (ton 
ochlon) who are standing by I said this, that they may believe 
that you sent me." Here Jesus is certainly not addressing the 
crowd, and not the Father who always hears and hardly needs 
to be addressed aloud. There must be another, self-selecting 
audience for these remarks. Jesus distinguishes between his 
speaking for the crowd, for the sake of their belief, and his 
speaking more frankly what he knows. Implicitly, he distin
guishes between the apparent "miracle," and the eternal 
presence of God, the fully "awakened" state to which he calls 
Lazarus. But the crowd hears Jesus' prayer as expressing 
gratitude for filling their need. They need, he says, to believe 
that God sent him-sent him (no doubt} to display God's care 
in a more dramatic way.46 The evangelist has made Jesus 
rupture the realistic surface of the very story he is in, and 
indicate to the attentive reader that the miraculous fiction 
itself follows from his charitable mission to teach everyone. 

In sum, a reader might see in the story of the resurrection 
of Lazarus a spiritual allegory and-more than that-a tale of 
the sage instructing appropriately both the learned and the 
unlearned in the faith that will elevate them. If one is willing 
to run the risk of reading the Gospel philosophically, one may 
find it surprisingly consistent with Spinoza's hypothesis, that 
Jesus was a wise man who, in making wisdom accessible to 
all, was obliged to make it speak in widely different ways. 

Summary: Spinoza and Christianity 

Spinoza's account of Christianity resulted from the extraor
dinary combination of his Jewish learning, his passion for 
philosophy, and the historical crisis to which he responded. 
Following the civil wars and religious violence of the 16th and 
17th centuries, it was apparent that Christianity in the West 
was in jeopardy as a civilizing force. The aftermath of the 
Reformation raised a fundamental question about the relation 
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of traditional theology to the political order. Spinoza's 
answer was officially to excise truth from the religious 
sphere-to destroy the zeal for mere "true belief," the vari
eties of which were tearing European states apart-but to 
preserve for humanity the Bible's teachings of justice and 
charity. 

This emphasis on the Bible's moral teachings, however, 
did not prevent him from asking why these teachings agreed 
with the truths of pure reason, or what pure thinking was 
behind biblical texts. In this Spinoza made the learned 
assumption that biblical language, like much poetry, 
contained a surrogate knowledge (21,53,95). A philosophical 
mind (expressing God's self-activity} might liberate from the 
parables and fictions of Scripture their deeper truths.47 Given 
this philosophic stance toward the Bible, and the dogmatic 
conflicts of Christianity in Spinoza's day, the paradox of the 
Theological Political Treatise follows. The Treatise officially 
separates religion from philosophy, and insists that the Bible 
does not teach speculative reasoning. 48 But at the same time 
the Treatise indicates a passage from biblical faith to wisdom. 
As the Scriptures occasionally associated their own teaching 
with wisdom, Spinoza had only to associate wisdom in turn 
with the Scriptures. The result was his use of a pious vocabu
lary to describe the philosopher's inner life, his express 
reverence for Solomon and Jesus the sage, and his doctrine of 
the salvation of the unlearned, behind which lay the idea that 
belief in resurrection approximated the philosopher's iden
tification with divine mind. To readers today, these ambigui
ties of Spinoza are puzzling in the extreme. But by such 
ambiguities he left open for future philosophers the path he 
had traveled in his own thinking. He left open the possibility 
of overstepping religion with the implicit sanction of religion 
itself, of moving from faith to philosophy without rancor or 
guilt.49 

The siren call of philosophy makes modern intellectual 
adherents of the Bible anxious. If they remain faithful to their 
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religion, it is often by flirting with nihilism or skepticism 
at the same time. Since Pascal they have argued that our 
choices are either to subjugate the intellect to the mystery of 
revelation or to wander aimlessly in a futile search after 
meaning (cf. 171-2). They hardly dream that the Bible itself 
might "save" anyone by confirming one in the life of reason. 
But Spinoza looked at the Bible differently. He suspected that 
some of its authors had faced the problems of despair and of 
disappointment in divine Providence (78, 222), and had 
wrestled with the problems of existence no less bravely than 
the classical schools of wisdom (5). Such biblical authors sim
ply expressed their spiritual discoveries in inspiring and phil
anthropic ways. As for Jesus, he was the "consummate 
philosopher" because he not only knew in himself the way to 
blessedness, the "natural light" that the philosophers would 
always follow (cf. John 11:10), but also found a general path 
for all those who could not travel the philosophers' danger
ous road. If the learned grasped the Bible's intentions, 
Spinoza thought, they would see that the salvation of the 
ignorant was in fact their own salvation, too. For the learned 
would no longer be lost in scholastic quarrels arising from a 
confusion of the Bible's pedagogy with metaphysical theory, 
and in compensation they would find new "meaning" both in 
the literary depth of the scriptural text and in the humane 
guidance of others. The political order was therefore not 
doomed. The ethics of happiness might be acquired by the 
multitudes and, over generations, the number of those 
coming to wisdom might increase. It all depended on whether 
wisdom presented itself wisely. It depended on the solicitude 
of the learned toward the learners.so 

Near the end of John's Gospel is an episode with Thomas 
the Twin, who challenges the disciples' story that the Risen 
Jesus came and spoke to them. He is struck in their account 
by Jesus' showing them his hands and his side, as if this self
display carried some special meaning. Only if Thomas sees 
and touches these wounds, he tells his friends, will he believe. 
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Days later, the group (along with Thomas) is visited again in 
its sealed rooms. Jesus specifically addresses the skeptical dis
ciple and invites him to touch his wounds. The text indicates 
no such move on Thomas' part. It thus underscores what 
Jesus says next, that Thomas believes because he has seen 
him, using the word horao-"to see"-which in John's text 
includes the divine act of knowing.51 Jesus adds, Thomas 
should recognize that others too are blessed, though they 
believe without "seeing."52 Now a philosophical reader, 
understanding "seeing" as a metaphor for knowing, may 
detect in Jesus' remarks about blessed belief the Spinozist idea 
of the salvation of those without knowledge. Such a reader 
might therefore entertain the ironic possibility that Jesus' 
rebuke of philosophy conceals some philosophy, and that 
what Thomas beheld with the eye of knowledge, apart from 
his friends, is the essential question implied in the story. Did 
Thomas know Jesus as the one who scorned every apparent 
evil and thus overcame the world? Or, to express it in the 
text's figurative language, did Thomas know Jesus as the one 
who through his very wounds attained his eternal identity? 
The story quietly approves some such conjecture. Yet it does 
not, as a story, offer certitude. Hence the Spinozist reader 
receives the same cautionary lesson as Thomas. He must 
respect the belief of believers in the literal Resurrection, as 
the way in which God has made manifest to them their tie 
with eternity.53 
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futile faith, is really the reason for the non-Resurrection! Faith has to 
bring about Christ's Resurrection in the faithful. 
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27 Spinoza avoids deciding whether the disciples all understood the 
Resurrection in the same way. Both in the Treatise and in his earlier 
response to Oldenburg (Correspondence, p. 344) Spinoza leaves 
open what parts of Jesus' knowledge his disciples received. 
According to Oldenburg's more literal reading of the Gospels, 
Spinoza recognizes (or "does not deny") that that the texts show the 
disciples receiving an apparition of the Resurrected Jesus and 
believing in it. In this way God accomodated to them the revelation 
of his mind (p. 348). Perhaps his remark near the end of the letter 
applies here: Spinoza holds that Paul and John know and teach spir
itual meanings, albeit in a Hebraic way (p. 349). All this is relevant 
to the reading we propose of John 11, where the disciples do not 
all have the same depth of insight. 

28 Ethics, 2 P 11-12, 45, and 5 P 22, P 30. 

29 Ibid., 2 P 13. 

30 Ibid., 4 Preface, P 15; 5 P 6. 

31 Cf. Ethics, 3 P 6, and "Short Treatise on God, Man, and his 
Well-being," (chapter 5) in The Collected works of Spinoza, ed. 
Edwin Curley (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), vol. 1, 
pp. 54, 84. 

32 Ethics, 4 P 18 Note, P 19-20, 30-35. 

33 Ibid., 5 P 20, Note, P 21-22. Regarding the distinction between 
personal immortality and eternity in Spinoza, see Genevieve Lloyd, 
Spinoza and the Ethics (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 
pp. 114-117. 

34 "Short Treatise on God, Man, and his Well-being," pp. 138-140 
(Chapter 22). Spinoza also develops there the distinction between 
human beings moved merely by their animal spirits and those 
reborn in spiritual knowledge, following John's Gospel and 
1 Corinthians 2-3. From the discussion of the soul's re-awakening 
in divine union, Chapter 23 follows on the subject of its "immor
tality." 

35 Pierre Bayle, Historical and Critical Dictionary (Selections), 
Richard Popkin trans. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 
1991), p. 320. 
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36 I; Evangile de Jean, traduit et commente par Jean-Yves Leloup 
(Paris: Albin Michel, 1989), p. 281. It is worthy of note that the 
Fathers of the Church understood the political implications of alle
gorical reading of the Gospel, given that spiritual knowledge could 
not be attained by most believers. See Jean-Yves Leloup, 
Introduction aux 'vrais philosophes' (Paris: Albin Michel, 1998), 
pp. 61-2. In any case, Spinoza's philosopher Christ can be loosely 
traced back to the early Fathers, probably by way of Erasmus, 
whose philosophia Christi could not have been unknown to him. 
Spinoza even includes Erasmus in one of the dialogues contained in 
his "Short Treatise on God, Man, and his Well-being." (See note 31, 
above.) I say "loosely traced to the early Fathers" because the idea 
of "philosophy" that is applied to Jesus undergoes significant muta
tion from the Fathers, to Erasmus, to Spinoza; and these writers 
base their conceptions independently upon the New Testament. See 
Anne-Marie Malingrey, Etude semantique des mots de Ia famille de 
'philosophia' dans Ia litterature grecque chretienne des quatre pre
miers siecles, 2 vols. (Paris: Klincksieck, 1961). 

37 Add to this the fact that the ancient Gospel of Thomas (to which 
John's Gospel is closest in point of view) assumes that resurrection 
is an interior event, already accomplished by some disciples. See 
The Gospel of Thomas, Marvin Meyer trans. (San Francisco: 
Harper, 1992), and Harold Bloom, Omens of Millenium, The 
Gnosis of Angels, Dreams, and Resurrections (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1996) p. 188. 

38 In contemporary scholarship, see Frank Kermode, The Genesis of 
Secrecy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), pp. 81-83, 
and especially pp. 105-109 regarding John's "reality effects." Also 
see Bernard Dubourg, La Fabrication du Nouveau Testament, v. II: 
];Invention de jesus (Paris: Gallimard, 1989). Dubourg details the 
cabbalistic mechanisms that could generate Christian ideas from the 
language of the ancient Hebrew scriptures. 

39 E.g. Letter 75 to Oldenburg, in Correspondence, p. 349. 
Incidentally, Dubourg (see previous note) makes the strongest argu
ment, and joins a growing scholarly consensus today, that the New 
Testament exhibits the same literary craft (or craftiness) as the 
Hebrew Scriptures, only differently employed. 
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40 In certain passages of the Treatise (35 ,67) its author suggests that 
he has figured out more than he will say. He prefers to encourage 
the experienced reader to re-examine the Bible with Spinoza's ideas 
in mind. 

41 Letter 21 to Bylenbergh, in Correspondence, p. 172, and cf. 
Treatise, p. 105. 

42 Kierkegaard founds his text Sickness unto Death on the Lazarus 
miracle, skillfully inverting the meaning in John's text, which says 
that that sickness is not Lazarus'! Nonetheless, Kierkegaard's psy
chological teaching exhibits some striking parallels with Spinoza's 
teaching about overcoming anxiety and becoming oneself. "It is 
Christian heroism-a rarity, to be sure-to venture wholly to 
become oneself, an individual human being, this specific individual 
human being, alone before God" See S0ren Kierkegaard, The 
Sickness unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for 
Upbuilding and Awakening, Howard and Edna Hong translation 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 5. 

43 Another parallel of Spinoza's thinking with our interpretation of 
Lazarus: the subtitle given (by another hand) to Spinoza's "Short 
Treatise on God, Man, and his Well-being" (an early sketch of his 
Ethics) mentions the text's purpose to cure those who are sick of 
mind. 

44 Daryl Koehn pointed out to me why it follows that the crowd is 
told to unbind Lazarus. 

45 Ancient gnostic texts even suggest that Thomas is the spiritual 
"twin" of Jesus. See Robert M. Grant, The Secret Sayings of Jesus: 
The Gnostic Gospel of Thomas (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 
1960), p. 65. 

46 A related example of the pedagogy of the Bible occurring on two 
levels: Spinoza refers to instances of biblical texts that both give a 
poetic description of some supernatural occurrence (like "being 
sent" by God) and then redescribe the same occurrence in natural 
terms. (Treatise, pp. 19, 80) 

47 See Spinoza, Emendation, (1st part regarding fictions and feign
ing) especially pp. 103-105. Also Ethics 3 P 11-13, 28-30, 4 P 1 
Note, and 5 P 10 Note, P 11-14, 20. For discussion of how 
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Spinozist reason collaborates with the power of the imagination, see 
Christopher Norris, Spinoza and the Origins of Modern Critical 
Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), pp. 217- 250. 

48 Cf. Letter 21 to Blyenbergh, in Correspondence, p. 180. 
Remember: Socrates could not teach wisdom to Meno or to anyone 
else. 

49 Concerning the avoidance of scandal by the wise, cf. e.g. Romans 
14:13-23, 1 Corinthians 8. 

50 See Spinoza, Emendation, p. 27 (paragraphs 14 and 17). 

51 A complete list might begin with John 1:18, 3:3, 3:11, 3:36, 
6:46, and 8:38. 

52 The Greek tenses at John 20:29 indicate that what divides 
Thomas from other disciples is not Thomas' historical opportunity 
to converse with the resurrected Christ. 

53 Again see Letter 75, p. 348. 
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1-What Tree Is This? 
In Praise of Europe's 
Renaissance Printers, 
Publishers And Philologists 
Chaninah Maschler 

Prefatory Note 

39 

The aim of this essay is to praise certain lovers and makers of 
books-the printers and publishers and philologists of early 
modern Europe. That these men deserve to be remembered, 
that we owe them a huge debt, though not because they 
authored great books, I found out only because I stuck it out 
with the perhaps "idiot" question, What tree is this? which 
initially I asked about the tree that is pictured on the title 
page of Galileo's last great work, the Discourses on Two New 
Sciences. 

Three publishing dynasties-Elzevier, Etienne, Plantin
are spoken of in the course of the first portion of the essay. At 
the essay's midway mark Pico della Mirandola enters the story. 
My discovery that Pico had a hand in diverting a scholarly 
friend of his, Aldo Manuzzio, from the life of pure scholar
ship to a publisher's life made the inclusion of Pico in my 
narrative plausible. A brief (largely borrowed) account of 
Aldo's life and work led me to a short narrative about 
Erasmus's work as a Bible scholar. Inclusion of Erasmus was 
due not only to my believing that it is with justice that 
Erasmus is given a place among the great re-educators of 

Chaninah Maschler is tutor emerita of St. John's College. This lecture was 
delivered at Annapolis on January 18, 2002. The lucidity of the illustrations 
for this lecture is due to the care and expertise of Cara Sabolcik and Tom 
Crouse. The Editor regrets omission of the following thank-you note from the 
book review of Eva Brann's The Ways of Naysaying in volume 46, number 2: 
"Conversation with my friends Rob Crutchfield and Priscilla Shaw substantial
ly contributed to the writing of this review." 
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Europe, but also because-enigmatic though he be-he 
shows, in how he comments on the imprints of two of the 
publishing houses who served him and whom he served, that 
he was as aware as Bacon of the long run differences that 
print might make to our lives. 

I hope that when this year's crop of St. John's seniors 
drinks a toast to the American Republic, to the Republic of 
Letters, and to Plato's Republic, they'll call to mind that the 
men commemorated in the present lecture helped make our 
citizenship in these republics possible. 

,~ 

[Before the art of book printing was known], 
the manuscripts of any single book were few in 
number, and to obtain the entire literature of any 
one science involved considerable difficulty, 
expense, and travelling, which only the rich could 
afford. It was easy for the dominant party to effect 
the disappearance of books that shocked its preju
dices and unmasked its impostures .... Besides, only 
works recommended by the names of their authors 
were copied. All the research that could acquire 
importance only if allied to other research, all the 
isolated observations and detailed advances that 
serve to maintain the sciences ... and to prepare a 
way for further progress, all the materials amassed 
by time and awaiting genius, remained condemned 
to eternal obscurity. The conversation of scholars 
and the unification of their labours ... did not exist. 
Each man had to begin and to end a discovery 
himself and was obliged to fight alone against all 
the obstacles that nature puts in the way of our 
efforts .... [Contrariwise, once printing was on the 
scene], many copies of a book would be in circula
tion at the same time, information about facts and 
discoveries reached a wider public and also 
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reached it more promptly .... Any new mistake was 
subject to criticism as soon as it was made.1 

41 

Condorcet, whose words in his Sketch for a Historical 
Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind I quoted just now, 
is selectively expatiating on a passage in Bacon's New 
Organon (Aphorism 129), where Bacon, intending, he says, 
to "quicken the industry and kindle the zeal" of men of 
scientific talent, had claimed that the world-historical efficacy 
of such instruments as the directional compass, gun powder, 
and moveable type has been far greater than the virtu of any 
political or even religious leader, so that it is only right that 
inventors be given divine honors, while political founders and 
legislators are honored as mere heroes. 

That the voyages of discovery (thus the finding of a "new 
world" beyond the Mediterranean) were "made possible" by 
the directional compass, and that the ways of waging war 
(against, for instance, the natives of this recently discovered 
new world) were drastically altered by the use of guns-of 
this I was, in a dim and general sort of way, aware. But not 
until fairly recently did it occur to me that the way the world 
looks to human beings and even, perhaps, the way it is may 
have been transformed by printing. (Take my words as para
phrase of Bacon's "[These inventions] have changed the whole 
face and state of things throughout the world" Aph. 129). And 
it was really more or less by accident that I became curious 
about the individuals who practiced the art of printing, I 
mean the businessmen, artisans, and scholars who constitut
ed the publishing industry. As yet I know a little about just a 
few. They are: 

the Italian Aldo Manuzzio 
the Swiss Johann Fro ben, 
the Frenchman Henri Estienne 
the Belgian Christopher Plantin 
the Dutchman Louis Elzevier 
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I learned these names because I made a mistake about a 
certain picture that had provoked my curiosity. Here it is: 

fig. 1 
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Apprcll"o gli Ellevirii. x. n. c. xnvW'. 

The picture you're looking at comes one's way at St. John's 
College when, in the junior year, Galileo's Discourses on Two 
New Sciences are begun. Perhaps, like me, you overlooked the 
bottom line identifying printer and publication date and erro
neously assumed that this emblem was inserted at Galileo's 
instance, either because your psychological "set" was to treat 
the author as "figure," the printer-publisher as negligible 
"background"; or, conceivably, because the cover of the 
Dover paperback version looks like this: 
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fig. 2 

fig. 3 
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Seeing the Stevin title page (figure 3)-with the same 
man, tree and motto-may, without your hearing anything 
further, have the immediate effect of your correcting your 
previous error and shifting to the idea that the emblem is the 
printer-publisher's rather than author's "hall mark." (Gold
and silversmiths or pewter ware manufacturers were required 
to identify themselves on their products. Printers too were so 
obliged by law. By the way, the craftsmen who made the 
printing fonts had to be highly skilled workers in metal.) But 
this third picture did not come my way until long after I'd 
become curious about the title page of Galileo's Discourses on 
Two New Sciences. Since that page is obviously carefully 
designed-just look at the message conveyed by the relative 
sizes of the letters!-it was not unreasonable to imagine that 
the title page entire, including the picture that intrigued me, 
was some sort of commentary on the message of the book 
that it was introducing . 

Now when I first encountered Galileo, I had spent some 
years as teacher of the history of philosophy at a conventional 
college. Therefore my head held such facts as the following: 
Descartes's Meditations are spread out over six days, that is, a 
week sans Sabbath. His Discourse too seems to be mimicking 
the Divine rhythm of creation by being laid out in six parts. 
In his Letter to the Translator which precedes the French 
edition of the Principles, Descartes compares philosophy to a 
tree.2 Bacon's Great Instauration (renewal) too was intended 
to have six parts, and his College of Bensalem is called the 
College of Six Days. The Latin name of Bacon's "Preparation 
for Natural and Experimental History" is parasceve, which is, 
in New Testament Greek, a stand-in for the Hebrew erev 
shabbath (Sabbath eve). So, since I'd been taught to rank 
Galileo with Bacon and Descartes as fellow-founders of 
"modernity," men whose teaching sought to undermine the 
medieval heritage, it was just about inevitable that I should 
take the tree on the Discorsi title page to be the tree that 
stood in our first parents' garden, the twisting item a snake, 
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the man a wise man such as Galileo, filosofo e matematico
here caught in the act of plucking a fruit from the forbidden 
tree, this fruit being, perhaps, one of the two "new" sciences. 
It did not occur to me that seeing the tree as the tree of 
knowledge might be a mistake! The riddle for me was not 
what tree this might be but rather, why does Galileo, as per 
the motto Non Solus (Not Alone), deny that he's alone when 
the picture shows him to be alone? This question was made 
the more vivid when I learned that the standard name for the 
emblem is The Solitary. 

Puzzling over the perhaps piddling question about the 
apparent discrepancy between motto and picture led to a 
larger question. The Renaissance greats are often described as 
marked by a new individualism and pride, such as is shown, 
for example, by Bacon, when he sends his Great Instauration 
into the world with a proem that begins: "Francis of Verulam 
reasoned thus with himself and judged it to be for the inter
est of the present and future generations that they should be 
made acquainted with his thoughts" (New Organon, p. 3). 
This same pride is also exemplified by Descartes when, in Part 
2 of the Discourse, he stresses that towns and legal codes 
designed by a single "projector" are much to be preferred to 
those that spring up higgledy-piggledy in the course of gener
ations, and he insinuates that he, Descartes, is such a solitary 
"projector." It is an individualism expressed in a somewhat 
different way by Montaigne, when he publishes the Essays as 
a book whose "matter" is himself. How, I came to ask myself, 
do this individualism and pride harmonize with these authors' 
equally notable emphasis on the collaborative and progressive 
character of science and invention? (Advancement of 
Learning, pp. 3 0-31; p. 143 of the Oxford Bacon paperback) 

The book of Galileo for which The Solitary serves as 
emblem is written in dialogue form: three characters
Salviati, Sagredo, and Simplicia-converse, in every-day 
Italian, about matters of physics. Salviati, who opens the 
conversation, is the conversation leader. He does not always 
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speak in his own name. Sometimes he reads aloud from a 
Latin book written by someone known to all the conversation 
partners but not identified by name. He is simply called "our 
author." 

Taking these facts into account, I construed the enigmat
ic emblem cum motto to mean that if there are to be "new sci
ences," neither the author, vicariously present to the three 
men conversing through his Latin book, nor the three men 
instructed by it, should be regarded, or regard themselves, as 
solitaries. (Inventing a demonstration is probably something 
that you do alone, in your study, but conversation, in the 
course of which demonstrations are appraised, doesn't hap
pen when you're by yourself.) 

Something like this interpretation seemed confirmed by 
the printer's Address to the Reader, which begins with the 
sentence: 

Civil life being maintained through the mutual and 
growing3 aid of men to one another, and this end 
being served principally by the employment of arts 
and sciences, their inventors have always been held 
in great esteem and much revered by wise antiquity. 

It ends: 

Of these two new sciences, full of propositions 
that will be boundlessly increased in the course of 
time by ingenious theorists, the outer gates are 
opened in this book, wherein with many demon
strated propositions the way and path is shown to 
an infinitude of others, as men of understanding 
will easily see and acknowledge. 

It may be further nuanced by the opening remarks of 
Sagredo, who reports that he likes to hang around with 
artisan foremen at the Venetian shipyard because by talking to 
them he has frequently received information about matters of 
mechanics that he would not have obtained had he relied 
strictly on already available book learning. 
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The interpretation of Non Solus just reported was con
ceived while I was still under the mistaken impression that 
Galileo was the one responsible for the emblem on the 
Discorsi title page. The Solitary is, however, the trademark of 
Louis Elzevier, the printer and publisher of the Discorsi, so I 
found, as more books with this device on their title page came 
my way-many of them, though by no means all-scientific 
or mathematical books. 4 So the original question now 
became, what did the printer-publisher-the man whose 
Advice to the Reader spoke of how, by employing the arts and 
sciences, men help one another to improve civic life-what 
did he have in mind in marking his merchandise with this 
emblem? 

fig. 4 
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Figure 4 resembles the 
Elzevier tree. Yet the lines 
below the picture cite anoth
er publisher, Henri Estienne, 
under the date. And there 
are, of course, pictorial 
differences: This bearded sage 
seems to be wearing a Roman 
or Greek toga rather than a 
university man's scholar's 
gown; nothing twists around 
the tree, though its branches 
seem similarly disposed; the 
banner with the motto is on 
the right rather than on the 
left; and this time the motto 
runs Noli Altum Sapere 
(Whether this should be read 

to mean Don't Seek to Know High Things or, rather, Don't 
Be Haughty depends on whether you take the Latin word 
altum adverbially or accusatively). 
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figs. 5, 6, 7, 8 
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I find pictures 5 - 8 quite intriguing, particularly the ones 
showing a pruning hook suspended from heaven and bearing 
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the motto Rami ut Ego Inserrerer Defracti Sunt (Branches 
Have Been Broken Off So As To Let Me Be Engrafted). If the 
pictures leave you cold, perhaps I can persuade you to take an 
interest in them by showing you page 43 (notice the Arabic 
numeral!) from Henri Estienne's Plato edition. 

figs. 9,10 
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If you were to pull out your own edition of the Platonic 
dialogues, you would notice that the opening lines of the 
Crito bear the Stephan us page number 43 : the Estienne 
dynasty's Hellenized name is Stephanus . My picture 
acquaints you with the fans et origo of what you learned to 
call, when you were St. John's freshmen, Stephanus pagina
tion! 

Here is another odd effect of encountering these 
Stephanus trees, especially the title page of the Bible: Though 
the initial interpretation of the Elzevier tree (the tree that 
brought us here), was mistaken; and though the Stephanus 
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tree is not the tree of knowledge either, nevertheless the 
motto Don't Seek To Know High Matters or Don't Be Proud 
does seem to demarcate (roughly) some such territory as 
Don't Grow Too Big For Your Breeches.S 

The reason for my being skeptical about the idea that the 
Stephanus tree was intended as a reminder of Genesis 3 is 
that some of the pictures very prominently display grafts, and 
all the pictures, even those which do not exhibit a pruning 
hook or marks of grafting, show branches that have been cut 
off from the tree. 

The world, our minds, the Bible, and other great books 
are simply full of all manner of trees.6 One tree is likely to 
conjure up another in our minds. But obviously, this need not 
mean that so it was intended by whoever designed the title 
pages. Doesn't the mind's associational play becomes tedious 
when there is no principle for sorting the relevant from the 
irrelevant ? 

As it turns out, there is a passage inCh. 11 of Paul's Letter 
to the Romans directly apposite to the Stephanus emblems 
that were shown. It runs as follows: 

If the dough offered as first fruits is holy, so is 
the whole lump; and if the root is holy, so are the 
branches. But if some of the branches were broken 
off and you, a wild olive shoot, were grafted in 
their place to share the richness of the olive tree, 
do not boast over the branches. If you do boast, 
remember it is not you that support the root, but 
the root that supports you. You will say 'Branches 
were broken off so that I might be grafted in.' That is 
true. They were broken off because of their unbe
lief, but you stand fast only through faith. So do 
not become proud, but stand in awe." 

The Greek uses the verb hupselophroneo, that is, "I am 
high minded," "I am proud," which rings rather differently 
than does the Latin, especially when, as on the picture, the 
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Latin is taken in isolation. Notice that when the motto is Noli 
Altum Sapere, the "solitary" points; when the motto is Ut 
Ego Insererer he prays. Is the solitary intended to be St. Paul 
when he points and a grafted pagan when he prays? 

fig. 11 

The pictures in figure 11 are three versions of an emblem 
employed by the great Antwerp publisher, Christopher 
Plantin. Again there is a tree and a man, but this time the man 
sits comfortably in the tree's shade, to the left, and holds one 
branch that he's cut off. Besides, unlike Elzevier's solitary, 
he's wearing a hat. The motto runs: Exerce Imperia Et Ramos 
Compesce Fluentes, that is: Exercise Authority and Trim the 
Flowing Branches. I tracked down the words to Virgil's 
Georgics, 2.370 (Loeb ed., p. 141) Milton, in Paradise Lost, 
9.215f, 9.427f, 4.305, uses the same image, as does 
Shakespeare in the garden scene of Richard II (4.3). 

I earlier took the step of detaching the emblems plus mot
toes from the titles and authors of the books on whose front 
page they appear and of attaching them, instead, to three 
publisher-printers-Elzevier, Stephanus, Plantin. Do the three 
trademarks "allude" to each other? Intentionally so? How 
could one tell? More generally, why would an engraver, poet, 
man of letters, painter, publisher want to be "reminding" the 
viewer or reader of another artist's artful item? On the other 
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hand, if there is no intentional alluding going on, why all 
these tree pictures? Mere habit and lack of invention? 

One of the surprises that came my way as I kept on the 
track of finding the sense and purpose of the Elzevier imprint 
was that bibliophiles, historians, curators of libraries, and 
professors of the curious subject "bibliography" have all for 
some hundreds of years been studying publishers' imprints. 7 

Since these devices sometimes look reminiscent of heraldic 
coats of arms, and since coats of arms-plainly visible identi
fying marks that can be seen even from a distance and in the 
melee of battle-probably originally served warriors to make 
it possible for their brothers in arms to rush to their assis
tance, it occurred to me that the likeness between coats of 
arms and publishers' imprints to which the just mentioned 
book experts draw attention may conceivably imply that the 
three publishing dynasties that I have so far mentioned-in 
roughly chronological order, the Estiennes, the Plantin
Moretus house, the Elzeviers-all used trees as their trade
mark, as though to proclaim to the world that they were, so 
to say, "in this together." Such a notion, of "us against them," 
is perhaps not altogether misguided, since Christopher 
Plantin, in preparing his magnificent polyglot Bible, relied on 
the scholarly philological work previously done, and pub
lished, by Robert Estienne,s and several Elzeviers, before an 
independent press under that name became established, seem 
to have worked for the House of Plantin.9 

The tree motif that I've shown you was, however, not the 
sole Plantin publisher 's imprint. It was the first. But the far 
more famous and more frequent identifying mark of the 
House of Plantin-Moretus is not a tree; it is a drawing com
pass. It was under this imprint that, for example, most of the 
works of the Flemish engineer, bookkeeper, and mathemati
cian Simon Stevin (1548-1620) were first published (the poly
glot Bible of 1568-72 as well). 
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I had become inter
ested in Simon Stevin 
even before reaching the 
St. John's campus or read
ing Jacob Klein's book on 
the history of algebra for 
linguistic reasons. Having 
spent some of my early 
school years speaking 
Dutch (the vernacular 
language in which Stevin's 
Works were, by his 
express choice, originally 
published), I was aware 

that Dutch holds a double set of words for things mathe
matical and scientific-one employing strictly ordinary 
natively Dutch words and roots, the other pseudo-Latin or 
pseudo-Greek, as is our English mathematical and scientific 
vocabulary. When I found out that Simon Stevin was the one 
who had, single-handedly, coined the former, the scientific 
vocabulary employing strictly Dutch roots, I became curious 
about this man. His teaching style too was special (initially it 
was, perhaps, developed to instruct the then ruler of the 
northern Low Countries, William the Silent's son, Maurice of 
Nassau, 1567-1625). It seemed much more welcoming than, 
say, Vieta's, more like Galileo's. Stevin's pedagogic mode 
gives the impression of being shaped by the desire to give 
"people who have good horse sense" (to use Galileo's phrase 
in a letter to Kepler) an opportunity to become engaged by 
and to contribute to scientific endeavor even if they lack 
university training and, embarassed by this fact, feel excluded 
from discourse peppered with alien Latin and Greek jargon. 
To my delight, it turned out that Stevin had written a booklet 
called Het Burgerlyk Leven (Civic Life), which fact seemed to 
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confirm that, though chiefly an engineer, Stevin was far from 
oblivious to matters socio-political.lO 

Given these facts, it is not so strange that my imagination 
was piqued when I found that some of the books of Stevin's 
published by the Plantin press exhibited the banner bearing 
the Plan tin motto Labore Et Constantia (By Dint of Work and 
Perseverence) as held by a man with a spade, that is, someone 
who works the soil, and a woman with a Jacob's staff (a 
Jacob's staff is a right-angled cross with a long vertical used 
by surveyors and anyone studying the heavens to estimate the 
size of angles).ll 

fig. 13 
Since the hand holding 

the characteristic Plantin 
compass seemed to come 
from the heavens (clouds 
surround the wrist to which 
that hand is attached), 
I wondered whether the 
message was that all three
the mathematician-engi
neer, the farmer, and the 
student of the heavens

should live by the printer's motto: By Dint of Work and 
Perseverance. Of course, the motto leaves enigmatic what the 
goal or outcome of such a "work ethic" might be.12 

Had it not been for the fact that, before joining the 
St. John's faculty, I had been interested in the relations of 
science and religion, so that I had spent time mulling over the 
early chapters in Genesis, I would probably not have paid 
much attention to the emblem with which this talk began, the 
Elzevier tree. But given a long-standing curiosity about 
whether the psychological sources of religion and science are 
one or many, it was inevitable that I would, eventually, 
encounter the Jewish mystical tradition, called Kabbalah and, 
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having heard that a certain Italian nobleman, Pico della 
Mirandola (1463-1494 ), was the first Christian to dabble in 
Kabbalah, that I would try to read some of this man's books. 
The most famous of these, today, is called An Oration on the 
Dignity of Man. Pica's Oration, which is an astonishingly 
hope-filled celebration of human freedom, was intended to 
serve as an introduction to the defense of a huge tome of 900 
theses which the then twenty-four year old prodigy of learn
ing had published and to the public disputation of which, in 
Rome, he invited all scholars. 

I have not yet read Pico's Nine-Hundred Theses. [A copi
ously annotated translation by S.A. Farmer was brought out 
in 1998 under the title Syncretism in the West: Pica's 900 the
ses (1486).] I have, however, read Pico's Oration. It begins 
with a retelling of the myth told by the travelling teacher 
Protagoras when, in Athens, he conversed with Socrates 
about the question whether virtue can be taught (Protagoras 
320Dff): 

Reverend Fathers: I have read in the records of the 
Arabians that Abdala the Moslem, when ques
tioned as to what on this stage of the world ... 
could be seen most worthy of wonder, replied: 
'There is nothing to be seen more wonderful than 
man.'... It seems to me I have come to understand 
why man is the most fortunate of creatures and 
consequently worthy of all admiration and what 
precisely is that rank which is his lot in the univer
sal chain of being-a rank to be envied not only 
by brutes but even by the stars and by minds 
beyond this world .... God the Father, the supreme 
Architect, had already built this cosmic home we 
behold, the most sacred temple of His godhead .... 
But when the work was finished, the Craftsman 
kept wishing that there were someone to ponder 
the plan of so great a work, to love its beauty, and 
to wonder at its vastness. Therefore, when every-
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thing was done (as Moses and Timaeus bear 
witness), He finally took thought concerning the 
creation of man. But there was not among His 
archetypes that from which He could fashion a 
new offspring, nor was there in His treasure 
houses anything which he might bestow on His 
new son as an inheritance, nor was there in the 
seats of all the world a place where the latter 
might sit to contemplate the universe. All was now 
complete; all things had been assigned to the high
est, the middle, and the lowest orders . ... At last the 
best of artisans ordained that that creature to 
whom He had been able to give nothing proper to 
itself should have joint possession of whatever had 
been peculiar to each of the different kinds of 
being. He therefore took man as a creature of 
indeterminate nature and, assigning him a place in 
the middle of the world, addressed him thus: 
'Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine 
alone nor any function peculiar to thyself have we 
given thee, Adam, to the end that according to thy 
longing and according to thy judgment thou 
mayest have and possess what abode, what form, 
and what functions thou thyself shalt desire. The 
nature of all other beings is limited and con
strained within the bounds of laws prescribed by 
Us. Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance 
with thine own free will, in whose hand We have 
placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of 
thy nature . ... Thou shalt have the power to degen
erate into the lower forms of life, which are 
brutish. Thou shalt have the power, out of thy 
soul's judgment, to be reborn into the higher 
forms, which are divine.' ... Why do we emphasize 
this? To the end that after we have been born to 
this condition-that we can become what we 
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will-.. . we may not, by abusing the most indul
gent generosity of the Father, make for ourselves 
that freedom of choice He has given into some
thing harmful instead of salutary. "13 
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The two most remarkable things in the Oration are, first, 
that Pico nowhere mentions original sin; and second, that (in 
a passage which I did not cite) he seems to regard what we 
would probably call science as the endeavor whereby 
mankind becomes ruler of the powers of wickedness. 

Pico never got to deliver the speech, nor was it published 
during his lifetime (1463-1494). But it was published soon 
thereafter, by his nephew, Giovanni Francesco, in a posthu
mous edition of his uncle's Works . Now Pico's Oration holds 
the line: ''As the farmer marries elm to grapevine, so the 
magus marries earth to heaven, that is, lower things to the 
qualities and virtues of higher things."14 

Look again at the Elzevier tree. What's twisting around 
the tree is not a snake but a grapevine. The tree does not bear 
apples or pomegranates (the fruits which the "forbidden tree" 
is frequently said to have borne). It is an elm tree. But our 
original idea, that the solitary man standing beside the tree is 
whoever plays the role of Galileo-the filosofo e matematico 
-seems affirmed. Pico calls him a "magician," but since Pico 
is careful to explain that the art practiced by magi such as 
Pythagoras, Empedocles, Democritus, Plato (all of whom he 
mentions by name) "does not so much make wonders as 
carefully serve nature which makes them," it does not seem 
altogether unsafe to regard Stevin or Galileo as illustrative of 
Pico's idea of the magus.l5 We seem, then, to have succeeded 
in finding an answer to the question what the Elzevier 
emblem means. 

Pico's words become all the more interesting when one 
finds out that there is a long church tradition of "hexa
hemeral," that is, six-day literature. It goes back to the Greek 
church father St. Basil the Great's Hexahemeral Homilies. 
(Basil was Bishop of Caesarea. His birth and death years are 
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330-379.) St. Ambrose (340-397, Bishop of Milan), St. Bede 
(672-735, priest and author of an ecclesiastical history) and 
Grosseteste (1175-1253, Bishop of Lincoln) all imitated these 
homilies in their own Hexahemera. Hexahemera are, I gather 
from editors' notes, a series of sermons delivered over the 
first week of Lent. St. Ambrose, sometimes directly translat
ing Basil's Greek into Latin, in the course of his sermons 
affectionately describes the beautiful and well-adapted 
creatures that God made. He seems to be using the opening 
chapters of Genesis as a topical outline for natural history. 
From the translator's editorial notes one learns that many of 
the joyous descriptive passages are culled from pagan authors 
while others are recognizably lines from Job, Psalms, the 
Prophets, or the New Testament, where the relevant natural 
wonder comes up. The effect isn't at all bookish. The 
congregation, eagerly waiting for Easter, must have felt 
confirmed in its faith that everything that God made is beau
tiful and good, that God cares for his creatures. There is no 
hint of a conflict between secular and sacred authorities. 
Indeed Basil, in his 6th Homily, concerning the sun and 
moon, argues for rational astronomy: "Do not then measure 
the moon with your eye but with your reason, which is much 
more accurate than the eyes for the discovery of truth" 
(Fathers of the Church, volume 46, p. 102). 

As luck would have it, St. Ambrose, while celebrating the 
works of the third day, touches on the tree of the Elzeviers. 
He writes: 

Who does not marvel at the fact that from the 
seed of the grape springs forth a vine that climbs 
even as high as the top of a tree? The vine fondles 
the tree by embracing and binding it with vine 
leaves and crowns it with garlands of grapes. In 
imitation of our life, the vine first plants deep its 
living roots; then, because its nature is flexible and 
likely to fall, it uses its tendrils like arms to hold 
tight whatever it seizes. By this means it raises 
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itself and lifts itself on high. Similar to this vine 
are the members of the church. 
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A little further on in the sermon Ambrose, by merging the 
Tower of the Prophet Isaiah's Song of the Vineyard with the 
tree just described, comes to identify the tree as the church 
leaders-the apostles, prophets, and doctors"-while the vine 
remains the Christian Congregation. 

Pico, I conclude from this textual evidence, is drawing on 
a Church tradition which is not afraid of allowing Pagan 
authors (Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, even Lucretius) to join the 
Biblical in testifying to God's hope that human beings, right
ly guided, can learn how to use their freedom wisely. But he 
seems, somehow, to have added a "third thing" to Ambrose's 
two: the farmer is the one who marries tree to vine; the 
magus is the one who ensures the entwining of lower (say 
material?) and higher (say mathematical?) things. Is God the 
one who marries church leaders to their congregation? My 
guess is that according to Pico the farmer's work, which 
includes but does not consist of the work of matchmaking, 
imitates God's work as described in Genesis 1. Non Solus 
refers to the vine and the tree in the Mediterranean land
scape; to Man and Woman; to church leaders and congrega
tion. 

This same short-lived Pico, whose oration on our "per
fectibility"16 became (according to the Cambridge History of 
Renaissance Philosophy, p. 313 ), a popular and influential 
work that was often quoted and imitated, and many of whose 
ideas filtered into the thought of sixteenth-century thinkers, 
was instrumental in establishing one of Europe's most impor
tant early presses, the Aldine. Here's the story: Pico and 
young Aldo Manuzzio had become friends in their student 
days. Aldo even resided with Pico for two years. Pico 
arranged for Aldo to serve as tutor to Pico's two nephews. 
One of these nephews came to supply Aldo with funds to 
start up a printing press. The city of Venice was selected as 
locale for the printery-the same city that later figures as 
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locale for Galileo's Discorsi. The plan was that Aldo would 
retrieve, edit, print, and distribute, and thus preserve for the 
entire world, the whole corpus of Greek literature. The 11th 
edition of the Encyclopedia Brittanica (volume 17, pp. 624-
626) contains a glowing account: 

At Venice Aldo gathered an army of Greek schol
ars and compositors round him. His trade was 
carried on by Greeks and Greek was the language 
of his household. Instructions to typesetters were 
given in Greek.17 The prefaces to his editions were 
written in Greek .... His own industry and energy 
were unremitting. In 1495 he issued the first 
volume of his Aristotle. [The whole Aristotelian 
corpus, in 5 volumes, was eventually brought out 
by Aldo.] ... Nine comedies of Aristophanes 
appeared in 1498. Thucydides, Sophocles, and 
Herodotus followed in 1502. Xenophon's 
Hellenica and Euripides in 1503. Demosthenes in 
1504 ... .In 1513 Aldo reappeared with Plato, which 
he dedicated to Pope Leo XlB .... Nor was Aldo idle 
in regard to Latin and Italian classics .... To his 
fellow workers he was uniformly generous, free 
from jealousy and prodigal of praise. While aiming 
at that excellence of typography which renders his 
editions the treasures of the book collector, he 
strove at the same time to make them cheap .... 
When he died, bequeathing Greek literature as an 
inalienable possession to the world, he was a poor 
man."19 

We, who take the availability in our bookcases of our very 
own volumes of Aristotle and of Plato so much for granted, 
owe much gratitude to Aldo! 

Aldo, the businessman and scholar, gathered 'round 
himself an international circle of men of learning who would 
constitute a New Academy {presumably in emulation not only 
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of Plato's Academy in Athens but also to rival the one 
established under Medici auspices in Florence and headed by 
Marsilio Ficino, 1433-1499). A catalogue published by the 
Yale Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, commem
orating an exhibition entitled "Learning from the Greeks, an 
Exhibition Commemorating the Five Hundredth Anniversary 
of the Founding of the Aldine Press," reports that, according 
to its rules, the Aldine New Academy's members were to 
meet for symposia, serve as an advisory board to the press, 
and assist in the editorial tasks of seeing the texts into print. 
While the Beinecke catalogue is scrupulous about discrimi
nating what is known about the New Academy's rules (which 
included the stipulation that only Greek was to be spoken at 
meetings) from what is known about obedience to them, it is 
altogether confident that there was an Aldine circle, to which 
scholars of many different nationalities belonged, including 
an Englishman, Thomas Linacre. It was owing to this English 
connection that the Dutchman, Erasmus, came to visit Italy 
and became an intimate of Aldo's. 

The sequence of events appears to have been, roughly, as 
follows: Erasmus (1469-1536), the first European to succeed, 
literally, in living by his pen, keeping himself independent 
from churches and courts and universities and casting his lot 
with Europe's great printer-publishers,zo in his younger days 
served as tutor to an Englishman, Lord Mountjoy, while they 
were both studying in Paris. Lord Mountjoy invited Erasmus 
to England and there introduced him to Thomas More, 
Colet, and Linacre. Colet, who later became Dean of 
St. Paul's Cathedral in London and founder (or re-founder?) 
of one of England's most famous "public schools,"21 had 
become convinced that it was necessary, and possible, "to 
bring back the Christianity of the Apostles." He, though 
agemate to Erasmus, seems to have set Erasmus his life's task: 
Erasmus was to learn Greek very well so that he would be 
able to retrieve the original New Testament as well as the 
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work of the early church fathers and have them-the original 
authorities for a Christian life-published and spread.22 

Erasmus carried out this plan. He went to Italy, partly, at 
least, in the hope of bettering his Greek. He met and made 
friends with Aldus and his circle. Eventually he brought out a 
New Testament in Greek and Latin (several of the early 
Church Fathers' Works as well). Erasmus's text of the New 
Testament, in the 1519 edition, was the one that Luther used 
for his German translation. It was also the base text for 
Robert Estienne's third edition of the New Testament, pub
lished in Paris in 1550, and it was the first to be published 
with critical apparatus. Erasmus's text underlies our King 
James version, and when the Elzeviers, in 1633, published 
their Greek Testament they proclaimed it "the received text" 
(textum ergo habes, nunc ab omnibus receptus). The scholars 
who produced the recent University of Toronto edition of 
Erasmus's Works, on whom I am relying for this information, 
write: "Thus was created the so-called textus receptus, the 
foundation of protestant Bible scholarship for three centuries, 
until the ninteenth century ushered in a new era of Biblical 
criticism. "23 

It was, more than anything, because of such philological 
labors that the more learned of his contemporaries hailed 
Erasmus as "the prince of theologians." One of these writes 
to Erasmus: 

[You are] ... the first author in our times of the 
rebirth of theology, [you are the man who] called 
back theologians from the ... turbid waters of the 
scholastics to the sources of sacred letters .... As 
with a trumpet you have summoned the entire 
world to the philosophy of Christ. We do not 
doubt that you were born to restore theology. 
Therefore, fulfill your destiny and purge with your 
most learned hand Augustine and Hilary that we 
may distinguish the spurious from the genuine, as 
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in previous years you did most successfully with 
Jerome.24 
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I do not know why Erasmus, when he brought out the 
first edition of his "purified" New Testament, called it Novum 
Instrumentum.25 But the coincidence that this tag should 
sound so much like Bacon's Novum Organum to our ears 
helps to make vivid that Erasmus's hopes for reform and 
renewal were as much vested in the recovery of access to 
Sacred Scripture as were Bacon's, later, in the recovery of 
access to nature. Both men thought of themselves as fighting 
idol worship! 

Erasmus apprenticed himself to the notorious philologist 
Valla (1406-1457), whose notes to the New Testament he had 
discovered a decade or so earlier. By quoting from Erasmus's 
letter to the man to whom he dedicated his edition of Valla's 
Notes on the New Testament, I may convey why I believe we 
do wrong in looking down our noses at philological labors as 
mere dry-as-dust scholarship, a scholarship for which only 
men who have the soul of someone raised by maiden aunts 
would have the patience. Erasmus writes: 

As I was hunting last summer in an ancient 
library .. .luck brought me a prey of no ordinary 
importance, Lorenzo Valla's notes on the New 
Testament. At once I was eager to share it with 
the world of scholarship, for it seemed ... ungener
ous to devour the prize of my chase in solitude 
and silence. But I was a little put off ... by the 
entrenched unpopularity of Valla's name .... 26 

You, however ... began to urge me .. . not to cheat 
the author of the credit he deserved or to deprive 
countless students of such an enormous advantage 
.. .I am inclined to believe that the most unpleas
antly hostile demonstrations ... will be made by 
those who stand most to profit, that is, the theolo
gians. They will say it is intolerable presumption in 
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a grammarian, who has upset every department 
of learning, to let his impertinent pen loose on 
scripture itself .... Tell me what is so shocking about 
Valla's action in making a few annotations on the 
New Testament after comparing several old and 
good Greek manuscripts. After all, it is from Greek 
sources that our text undoubtedly comes; and 
Valla's notes had to do with internal disagree
ments, or a nodding translator's plainly inadequate 
rendering of the meaning, or things that are more 
intelligibly expressed in Greek, or, finally, anything 
that is clearly corrupt in our text. Will they main
tain that Valla, the grammarian, has not the same 
privileges as Nicholas the theologian? .. .! do not 
believe that theology herself, the queen of all the 
sciences, will be offended if some share is claimed 
in her ... by her humble attendant grammar; for 
though grammar is of less consequence in some 
men's eyes, no help is more indispensable than 
hers. She is concerned with small details, details 
such as have always been indispensable for great
ness. Perhaps she discusses trivial questions, but 
these have important corollaries. If they protest 
that a theologian is too grand to be bound by the 
rules of grammar, and that the whole business of 
interpretation depends on the inspiration of the 
holy spirit, what a novel distinction is offered to 
theologians, who are to have the exclusive privi
lege of expressing themselves ungrammatically .. .It 
will be said that it is sinful to change anything in 
the Holy Scriptures .... On the contrary, the sin of 
corruption is greater, and the need for careful revi
sion by scholars is greater also .... The ... discrepan
cies in our current texts prove clearly that they are 
not free from errors.27 
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If, though a Christian, you believe that serving God is 
something quite distinct and separate from ferreting out 
truth-the true and correct reading, for instance, of the vers
es in Romans that had been taken to teach men that their will 
is depraved-you may impatiently shrug off Erasmus's 
exegetical labors as mere fussing. If, further, you have not 
been advised, by secondary literature, that ever since St. 
Jerome and Augustine there had been opposition within the 
Christian church between those who held to a philological 
idea of Bible exegesis and those who believed in the need for 
an "extra" of a directly inspirational sort, scholarly Europe's 
adoration for Erasmus will be baffling. There is, however, a 
book bearing the title Erasmus, Lee and the Correction of the 
Vulgate: The Shaking of the Foundations (Librairie Droz, 
Geneva, 1992) which argues that it would not be a distortion 
to see the quarrel between Luther and Erasmus in terms of 
the fact that whereas Luther claimed that at a certain time 
and in a certain place he "underwent an illumination or 
inspiration enabling him to penetrate to the meaning of 
Romans 1:17 .... Erasmus undermines and rejects the need for 
this kind of extraordinary intervention .. .insofar as his own 
day is concerned" (p. 17, Coogan). 

As Erasmus reads Romans 5:12, the Vulgate translation of 
the Greek text eph' ho pantes hemarton was erroneous. The 
Vulgate takes the Greek words to mean "in whom all sinned" 
(in quo omnes peccaverunt). 

Augustine had supported his doctrine of original 
sin as an inherited depravity with this translation. 
Erasmus was the first in the history of Western [as 
opposed to Eastern) exegesis to understand [the 
Greek preposition] epi as having a causal sense 
(because all sinned). In a very lengthy annotation 
expanded over several editions Erasmus defended 
his translation and interpretation ... as referring 
not to original sin in the Augustinian sense of an 
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inherited guilt but rather to personal sins commit
ted in free imitation of the sin of Adam. 

When criticized for his paraphrase, Erasmus replied that 
Origen, Ambrose, and Theophylact Gerome, or rather, pseu
do-Jerome as well) all favor his interpretation here. The 
editors of the Toronto ed. of Erasmus's Paraphrase of Romans 
(volume 42, p. 147) add a quote from the Greek Church 
Father Origen in evidence: "For all who are born in this 
world are not only nourished by parents, but also instructed, 
and they are not only sons of sinners, but disciples" 
(PG 14;1018B-C). 

Given Erasmus's return to what was in the West a pre
Augustinian reading, more nearly in acccord with Origen, not 
only of Romans 5:12 but also of 6:15ff, it is not surprising 
that he became a hero to such as were filled with Pico's ped
agogic hopes! And no wonder that some of the eighteenth
century philosophes, for example, Pierre Bayle and Jean 
LeClerc, embraced him as one of their own kind! The 
Toronto editors of Erasmus' Paraphrase of Romans 
(pp. 148ff.) go so far as to say: "Like Origen and Pelagius, 
Erasmus interprets Paul as teaching that sin is more a matter 
of custom [that is, second nature] than of nature."28 

Erasmus's philological labors on the New Testament 
made scriptural warrant for the dogma of the trinity ques
tionable as well.29 This did not lead him to deny the doc
trine.JO Rather, in accord with the Estienne motto Noli Altum 
Sapere, Sed Time (Don't Be Haughty, But Be Mraid), it led 
him to question a theology-, that is, theory-centered 
Christianity. In evidence I cite from a letter which he used as 
preface to his edition of St. Hilary of Poitier (ca.315-367): 

Is he who cannot disentangle according to the 
method of philosophy what distinguishes the 
father from the son or the holy spirit from both, 
or what the difference is between the generation 
of the son from the father and the procession of 
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the spirit, is he destined not to have fellowship 
with the father, son, and holy spirit? .... After the 
richest talents have applied all their energy for a 
long time to the investigation of [high theological 
questions], this at last is the final result of their 
effort: they realize they know nothing; and, what 
is more, they contribute nothing to the devout life. 
Thus, nowhere more does that well-known passage 
from Paul apply: 'Knowledge puffs up, charity 
builds up.' What arrogance, what contentions, 
what tumult, what discord ... do we see gush forth 
from this kind of absurd learning. Although our 
life is so fleeting, we neglect meanwhile those 
things without which no one has any hope of 
attaining salvation. Unless I pardon my brother's 
sins against me, God will not pardon my transgres
sions against him. Unless I have a pure heart, I 
shall not see God. Therefore, with all my energy I 
must aim, I must practice, I must strive to cleanse 
my soul of malice, hatred, envy, pride, avarice, and 
lust. You will not be damned if you should not 
know whether the spirit proceeding from the 
father and the son has a single or a double princi
ple, but you will not escape perdition unless you 
see to it in the meantime that you have the fruits 
of the spirit, which are charity, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness .... Toward this end the chief 
concern of our study must be focused and direct
ed .... The sum and substance of our religion is 
peace and concord. This can hardly remain the 
case unless we define as few matters as possible and 
leave each individual's judgment free on many 
questions. This is because the obscurity of most 
questions is great and the malady is for the most 
part intrinsic to our human nature ... Many puzzling 
questions are now referred to an ecumenical coun-
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cil. It would be much more fitting to defer such 
questions to that time when we shall see God face 
to face without the mirror and without the 
mystery.31 

Let me conclude by reporting what Erasmus offers in the 
way of commentary on the publishers' emblems and mottos 
on which I have threaded much of this essay. He does not, in 
the Adages, which are my text for this purpose, touch on the 
motif of the tree and, as far as I know, omits adages derived 
from Holy Writ altogether, mining solely pagan literature. So 
it was I, not Erasmus, who brought an anti-theological, 
Erasmian, reading of the Estienne motto and tree . He does, 
however, include a motto that came to figure (in 1642, thus 
long after Erasmus's death) on the title pages of some of the 
Amsterdam Elzeviers: It runs Ne Extra Oleas (Not Beyond 
the Olive Trees) . The words were taken, says Erasmus,32 from 
Aristophanes's Frogs (993 ), and a scholiast is reported to have 
explained33 that the sense of the motto is Acknowledge 
Limits. 

Erasmus does dwell on two other printers devices-the 
Aldine press's anchor-cum-dolphin and the Frobens's 
caduceus. 

Fig.14 and fig. 15 
Without Aldo 

Manuzzio-the 
Venetian printer set 
up m business 
through the good 
offices of Count Pico 
della Mirandola, see 
p. 55 above-and 
without Christopher 
Proben-the Basel 
printer from whose 
presses most of 
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Erasmus's writings issued-such 
a life as that of Erasmus, inde
pendent scholar and man of let
ters, would have been impossi
ble. Erasmus was well aware that 
his own freedom and his service 
of mankind depended on these 
printer-publishers. The longest 
commentary on a proverb (14 
pages) is devoted to the Aldo 
motto, Festina Lente (Make 
Haste Slowly).34 

Erasmus tracks the saying to Suetonius's "Life of 
Augustus" and remarks: 

It does not surprise me that this proverb was a 
favorite with two Roman emperors, and they by 
far the most worthy of praise, Octavius Augustus 
and Titus Vespianus ... .It is easy to see that this 
saying pleased Titus Vespianus, from the evidence 
of ancient coinage. Aldus Manutius showed me a 
silver coin of old and obviously Roman workman
ship, which he said had been given him by Peter 
Bembo, a young Venetian nobleman, who was 
foremost in scholarship and a great delver into 
ancient literature. It was stamped as follows: on 
one side there was the effigy of Titus Vespianus 
with an inscription, on the other an anchor, with a 
dolphin wound round the middle of it as if round 
a pole. This means nothing else than the saying of 
Augustus Caesar, Hasten Slowly, or so the books 
on hieroglyphics tell us. That ["hieroglyphics"] is 
the word for the enigmatic carvings which were so 
much used in early times, especially among the 
Egyptian soothsayers and priests, who thought it 
wrong to exhibit the mysteries of wisdom to the 
vulgar in open writing, as we do; but they 
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expressed what they thought worthy to be known 
by various symbols, things, or animals, so that not 
everyone could readily interpret them. But if any
one deeply studied the qualities of each object, and 
the special nature and power of each creature, he 
would at length, by comparing and guessing what 
they symbolized, understand the meaning of the 
riddle .... The anchor, because it delays, slows 
down, and stops the ship, means slowness; the dol
phin represents speed .. .. This kind of writing ... not 
only has great dignity but gives no little pleas-
ure .. .. What symbol is better suited to express the 
ardent and dauntless activity of the mind than the 
dolphin? .... So this saying, Make Haste Slowly, 
appears to have originated in the mysteries of the 
most antique philosophy, from thence to be taken 
up by the two most admirable of Roman emper
ors .... Now it has come down to Aldus Manutius of 
Rome [Aldo was born in Rome] as the third heir in 
succession ... .Indeed I should not think this symbol 
was more illustrious when it was stamped on the 
imperial coinage and passing from hand to hand 
than now, when it is sent out beyond the bounds 
of Christendom, on all kinds of books, in both 
languages, recognized, owned and praised by all 
to whom liberal studies are holy .... Consider as 
well that, however one may sing the praises of 
those who by their virtue either defend or increase 
the glory of their country, their actions only affect 
worldly prosperity, and within narrow limits. But 
the man who sets fallen learning on its feet (and 
this is almost more difficult than to originate it in 
the first place) is building up a sacred and immor
tal thing, and serving not one province alone but 
all peoples and all generations.35 Once this was the 
task of princes, and it was the greatest glory of 
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Ptolemy [the ruler, not the astronomer]. But his 
[Ptolemy's] library was contained between the nar
row walls of its own house, whereas Aldus is 
building up a library which has no other limits 
than the world itself. 

Of Proben he writes: 

What Aldus was striving to do among the 
Italians ... John Proben is trying to achieve on this 
side of the Alps ... .lf the northern princes were to 
favor good learning as honestly as the Italians, the 
serpents of Proben would not be so far from the 
riches of Aldus's dolphins. Aldus, making haste 
slowly, gained both riches and fame, and deserved 
both; Proben, holding his staff erect, looking to 
nothing but usefulness to the public, not losing the 
simplicity of the dove while he expresses the wis
dom of the serpent ... Proben has amassed less 
money than fame. 

71 

The interpretation of Proben's caduceus emblem that 
Erasmus gives derives, of course, from the New Testament. 
Erasmus is quoting Jesus' words, who says, addressing his 
disciples: "I send you out as sheep admidst wolves, so be ye 
wise as serpents and innocent as doves." (Matthew 10:16). 
Whether the Proben bird really is a dove I cannot tell from 
the picture. Nor have I seen a Proben imprint with this motto. 
It may exist. But it is equally possible that Erasmus is pulling 
everybody's leg, rousing hopes for the revelation of secrets 
that are non-existent. 

But perhaps both of his comments constitute an apologia 
pro vita sua? Erasmus never joined Luther's Protestant fold. 
And while court records of inquisitorial interrogation of men 
accused of heresy show that some, for example, Baptist, 
laymen framed the formula of their Christian faith exactly in 
the terms provided by Erasmus's New Testament text,36 
which they knew by heart and quoted to the inquisitor, 
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Erasmus, unlike these Baptists, died in his bed, not at the 
stake. For this he has been blamed. Luther denies him the title 
of Christian and calls him a sceptic. Some pre-World War 2 
twentieth-century historians have called him a coward. 
I don't call him anything but thank him. 

Notes 
1 Condorcet, Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the 
Human Mind, Weidenfeld and Nicolson English ed. of 1955, 
pp. 72££, first published in French in 1795. A richly detailed work
ing out of what's "in" these words of Condorcet's is given by 
Elizabeth Eisenstein's book The Printing Press as an Agent of 
Change: Communications and Cultural Transformations in Early
modern Europe (Cambridge University Press, 1979). Somewhat 
surprisingly, Eisenstein does not mention Condorcet. 

2 Francis Bacon, New Organon, trans. Fulton H. Anderson (Library 
of Liberal Arts, 1960); Advancement of Learning, ed. G.W. Kitchin. 

3 Italics, unless otherwise indicated, are mine. Please notice that the 
printer is sufficiently self-possessed to take it upon himself to 
address the reader. 

4 Since the list of Elzevier science books deserves to be known, I tick 
off some of them: Descartes's Geometry, Meditations, Principles, 
Passions, Opera Omnia; Gilbert's De Mundo nostro sublunari 
philosophia nova; Hobbes's Elementa Philosophica; several of 
Francis van Schooten's mathematical books, which were studied by 
Newton; Vieta's Collected Works; Stevin's Mathematical Works, in 
a French version; Christian Huygens's Theoremata; the medical 
writings of that Professor Tulp whom Rembrandt depicts in his 
''Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp,"-all of these were brought out by 
the Elzeviers. 

5 The Amsterdam branch of Elzevier, which used the goddess 
Athena, along with her shield, olive, and owl as its imprint, likewise 
stressed that curbing hybris is the mark of wisdom, for their motto 
was a quotation from Aristophanes' Frogs, line 993: 
me ... ektoth ... ton elaon (Not Beyond The Olive Trees) . A.C.J. 
Willems, in his book about the Elzeviers, reports that an ancient 
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scholiast explained the meaning to be something like ''Acknowledge 
limits!" A.C.J. Willems, Les Elzeviers, 1880, p. xciii. 

6 Yeats's chestnut tree at the end of ''Among School Children," the 
"tree diagrams" of Chomskyan linguistics, the genealogical tree of 
Jesse, the tree of which the Duchess speaks to John of Gaunt in Act 
1, scene 2 of Shakespeare's Richard II, not to mention the fact that 
in the days when our St. John's Liberty Tree still stood, it was spo
ken of as a symbol for our nation in that "the relation between 
branches and trunk suggests the joining of unity with diversity, 
which is the genius of America." 

7 Evidently, scholars who do intellectual or cultural history rather 
than study great books, have long taken cognizance of the fact that 
the capitalist enterprise of printing and publishing has, as Bacon 
claimed and the eighteenth-century philosophes reiterate, changed 
the face of the world. 

8 Fred Schreiber, in his book The Estiennes (E.K. Schreiber, New 
York, 1982), terms Robert Estienne the founder of modern lexicog
raphy through his Latinae Linguae Thesaurus. Robert was also the 
publisher of David Kimchi's Sefer haShorashim, a Hebrew thesaurus 
designed on the principle of grouping words of the same (usually 
triliteral) root together. Henri 2 Estienne, Robert's son, later 
applied this same principle of organization to his huge Thesaurus of 
the Greek language. The Plantin polyglot Bible, in Latin, Greek, 
Hebrew, Syriac, and Aramaic is, by cognoscenti, ranked as "the 
most important work ever produced in the Netherlands by one 
printer"-so says L. Voet, former director of the Plantin-Moretus 
Museum in Antwerp and author of The Golden Compasses: A 
History and Evaluation of the Printing and Publishing Activities of 
the Officina Plantiana at Antwerp (Amsterdam, London, New York, 
1969-72). 

9 According to the business records preserved at the Plantin
Moretus House in Antwerp, Louis Elzevier had done some book
binding for the Plantins in 1565-7, and his father, Hans Elzevier, 
had-between 1567 and 1589-worked as a "pressman"for the 
Plantins. Colin Clair, Christopher Plantin (Cassell and Co., London, 
1960), pp. 154ff. 
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10 For a summary of this little book, see Ch. 14 and 18 in Edward 
J. Dijksterhuis's remarkable Dutch biography, Simon Stevin, an 
abbreviated English version of which was published by R. 
Hooykaas and M.G.J. Minnaert under the title Simon Stevin: 
Science in the Netherlands around 1600, (Martinus Nijhoff, 1970). 
(For Dijksterhuis's comment on what I called Stevin's teaching style, 
see especially p. 121, beginning ?lines from the bottom of the page, 
describing the distinctive logical and rhetorical attributes of Stevin's 
famous "wreath of balls" demonstration). Dijksterhuis, in the 
concluding chapter of his biography of Stevin, cites a fascinating 
passage about city planning. Stevin recommends that on both sides 
of the street houses be furnished with canopies. These would serve 
pedestrians as protection against rain, sun, and traffic. "Such 
protection would not only be agreeable for the wealthy but also 
advantageous to the poor, who must, to gain a living, stay outside 
and who don't have a change of clothing when once they're 
drenched to the skin, and whose stockings and shoes wear out with 
mud, so that they walk around with wet feet, as a result of which 
they contract many diseases, diseases that are infectious, so that 
they reach the wealthy. Therefore, if the wealthy were to under
write the erection of such canopies, they would advance their own 
interests as well." (I tried to render this amazing prose roughly as it 
stands in Stevin's sixteenth-century Dutch. Dijksterhuis expects the 
modern reader to find fault with Stevin for caring so little for the 
well-being of the poor per se. It has, strangely, not occurred to him 
that (a) the Adam-Smithean idea of enlightened self-interest is 
entirely in accord with the rest of Stevin's thinking and (b) that 
Stevin, precisely if he really wants those overhangs built, had better 
appeal to the interests of the only burghers who have the where
withal to put them up.) 

11 According to Dijksterhuis's list, the books published under this 
particular Plantin vignette are: Dialectic (1585), The Art of Tenths 
(1585), La Pratique d'Arithmetique (1585), The Building of Forts 
(1594). I give the Dutch titles in English. We, who take the avail
ability of printed self-help books on every conceivable subject for 
granted, need a little dose of history to realize how huge a differ
ence it makes that even commoners with just a little education can, 
without going to school, teach themselves double entry bookkeep
ing or "how to draw a picture, compose a madrigal, mix paints, 
bake clay, survey a field, handle all manner of tools." (p. 243 
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Eisenstein). Self-help literature is, to this day, the most lucrative part 
of publishing. 

12 Cf Bacon's New Organon Bk 2, last sentences of the concluding 
aphorism, 52 (pp. 267f. LLA ed.). See also the quotation from 
Bacon that Kant selected as frontispiece for the 2nd edition of the 
Critique of Pure Reason. 

13 The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, ed. Ernst Cassirer et al, 
(University of Chicago, 1948), pp. 223££. 

14 On the Dignity of Man, p. 28, Library of Liberal Arts ed. Cf. 
Renaissance Philosophy of Man, p. 249. I am a little bewildered 
that, as the English sentence runs, the elm is earthly and lower, the 
vine heavenly and higher. 

15 Pico holds that there are two kinds of magic. The first, he says, 
the Greeks called goeteia. "The second sort they called mageia, the 
perfect and highest wisdom as it were. Porphyry says that in the lan
guage of the Persians, magician means the same thing as interpreter 
and lover of divine things means in our language .... The first is the 
most fraudulent of arts, the second is firm, faithful, and 
solid .... From the second comes the highest splendor and glory of 
letters, desired in ancient times and almost always since then. No 
man who was a philosopher and desirous of learning good arts has 
ever been studious of the first. Pythagoras, Empedocles, 
Democritus, Plato, travelled across the sea to learn the second. 
When they came back they preached it and held it chief among the 
esoteric doctrine .... As the first magic makes man subject to and 
delivered over to the powers of wickedness, so the second makes him 
their prince and lord .. .. The second, among the virtues sown by the 
kindness of God and planted in the world, as if calling them out from 
darkness to light, does not so much make wonders as carefully serve 
nature which makes them," Dignity, p. 27-28. For commentary on 
Pico's distinction between goeteia and mageia, compare D. P. 
Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella, 
(London: Warburg Institute, 1958). See also Maryjoe Teeter Dobbs, 
Foundations of Newton's Alchemy, (Cambridge University Press, 
1975). I found the latter book especially helpful in its effort to 
explain how and why moral and religious self-formation was thought 
to be accomplished through alchemical practices. This ought to be an 
important question for those who value the distinction between 
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liberal and servile arts on the ground that, unlike the merely useful 
arts, the role of the liberal arts is to improve the human soul. To 
determine whether alchemy and Pica's "magic," understood as 
Dobbs and Walker explain them, are rivals to the Sacrament of the 
Eucharist, one might have to study the portions of Part 3 of 
St. Thomas's Summa Theologica that directly concern the latter. 

16 Cf. Rousseau's Second Discourse, on Human Inequality, trans. 
Masters and Masters (St. Martin's Press, 1964), pp. 113f. 

17 Something analogous is reported, for Latin, by Henri 2 Estienne, 
in a Preface addressed to his son Paul (see his 1585 edition of Aulus 
Gellius). The father writes: ''And as I am on the topic of speaking 
Latin, I will add another notable reminiscence of my father's fami
ly, by which you may understand the facilities I enjoyed as a boy for 
acquiring that tongue. There was a time when your grandfather 
Robert entertained in his own household ten men employed by him 
as correctors on his press, or in other parts of his business. These 
ten persons were all of them men of education; some of them of 
considerable learning; as they were of different nations, so they 
were of different languages. This necessitated them to employ Latin 
as the common medium of communication, not at table only, but 
about the house, so that the very maidservants came to understand 
what was said and even to speak it a little. As for your grandmoth
er, except one made use of some very unusual word, she understood 
what was said in Latin with the same ease as if it had been French. 
As to myself and my brother [Robert 2], we were allowed at home 
to use no other language whenever we had to address my father or 
one of his ten journeymen." Quoted by M. Pattison, Essays, vol. 1, 
p. 71. Readers of Montaigne may be struck by the resemblance 
between Montaigne pere and Robert Estienne. I am reminded of the 
household of Eliezer Ben Yehuda, "the father of modern Hebrew," 
where, long before the founding of the modern state of Israel, only 
Hebrew was to be spoken. This last observation is relevant to my 
purposes because I am trying to convey how large a debt we owe to 
the single-minded, perhaps fanatical, devotion of these men who 
believed that through the right kind of filial piety, a critical filial 
piety, re-birth is possible. 

18 Before his elevation to the Papacy, Leo X was Giovanni de 
Medici. 
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19 I could imagine that the relatively lengthy narrative about the 
Aldine press is included in the eleventh ed. of the Brittanica because 
the Encyclopedia's editors felt that their own enterprise of serving 
the public good through the diffusion of knowledge beyond the 
halls of the University and that of the house of Aldo were one and 
the same (If you are of little faith with respect to the educational 
value of encyclopedias, you may be willing to reconsider in light of 
the report that young Faraday picked up the rudiments of science in 
the course of reading the scientific articles included in the encyclo
pedia volumes which he was binding while he was apprenticed to a 
French emigre bookbinder). For a detailed acount of Aldo 
Manuzzio, see Martin Lowry, The World of Aldus Manutius: 
Business and Scholarship in Renaissance Venice, Blackwell and 
Cornell, 1979. Lowry reports that there is a letter from Aldo to 
Catherine Pia which expresses the "idealism" inspired in him by, 
among others, Pico's faith in human dignity and Pico's hope of 
"reconciling all faiths in a single ultimate mystery." Unfortunately 
Lowry does not quote from this letter. He does, however, quote a 
"sort of declaration of intent" which Aldo, from 1495 on, attached 
to all of his editions of Lascaris' Greek Grammar and of his own 
Latin Grammar. It runs: "I have decided to spend all my life in the 
service of my fellow men. God is my witness, I desire nothing more 
than to do something for them, as my past life shows, wherever it 
has been spent, and as I hope my future life will show still more," 
Lowry p. 66. 

20 In 1509 the Archbishop of St. Andrews presented Erasmus with 
a ring bearing a figure that Erasmus identified as an image of the 
Roman godlet Terminus. Erasmus adopted the Terminus figure, 
having added the inscription Cedo Nulli (I Yield to No One), as his 
personal emblem, with which he confirmed his most important doc
uments (see Erasmus, volume 2 of Correspondence, ed. R.A.B 
Mynors and D.F.S. Thomson (University of Toronto, 1974), 
p. 150). I am, however, obliged to report that according to Lisa 
Jardine (Erasmus, Man of Letters, p. 82), there is a letter of Erasmus 
to Charles V's secretary Alfonso Valdes, in which Erasmus attaches 
the words Cedo Nulli to Terminus, not to himself, and Terminus he 
identifies as Death. Yet since Erasmus so writes in response to his 
being criticized for pride, it is hard to tell who is "really" speaking 
in the motto. 
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21 The school still exists. It counts John Milton (1616), the Duke of 
Marlborough (1650-1722), G.K. Chesterton (1874-1938), and 
Montgomery (1887-1975) among its graduates. 

22 Cf Frederic Seebohm, The Oxford Reformers, (London, 1869); 
J.A. Froude, Life and Letters of Erasmus, (New York: Charles 
Scribner, 1912) 

23 Erasmus, Correspondence, 3.220. 

24 Urban Rieger, in a letter to Erasmus quoted on p. 33 of John C. 
Olin, Six Essays on Erasmus, with a translation of Erasmus's 1523 
Letter to Carondelet, (Fordham University Press, 1979). 

25 Erasmus's Novum Instrumentum came out one year before 
Luther affixed his 95 Theses to the portal of the church of 
Wittenberg. 

26 Valla's reputation as an enemy of the Catholic Church derived in 
large measure from his having employed his philological expertise 
to debunk the genuineness of the so-called Donation of 
Constantine. In this document, "the emperor Constantine, in grati
tude for his conversion by Pope Silvester, supposedly granted to 
that pope and his successors for ever, not only spiritual supremacy 
over the other great patriarchates and over all matters of faith and 
worship, but also temporal dominion over Rome, Italy, and 'the 
provinces, places, and civitates of the western regions."' I have not 
read Valla's De (also credita et emendita Constantini donatione 
declamatio, though there is an English translation by Christopher B. 
Coleman. All my information about Valla derives from Cassirer et 
al., The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, (University of Chicago, 
1948), and the 11th ed. of the Encyclopedia Brittanica. 

27 Letter to Christopher Fisher of 1505, Correspondence, vol. 2, 
pp. 89-96. 

28 That Augustine's "reduction of all bad concupiscences to the con
cupiscence of sex and the identification of sexual concupiscence 
with the ... corruption [we all have inherited from Adam was] some
thing new, introduced by Augustine into Christian theology," is 
argued at length by Harry Wolfson in a 1959 lecture reprinted as 
Essay 6 in his paperback volume Religious Philosophy: A Group of 
Essays (Atheneum, 1961). See also Elaine Pagels, "The Politics of 
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Paradise: Augustine's Exegesis of Genesis 1-3 versus that of John 
Chrysostum" and "Christian Apologists and 'the Fall of the Angels' : 
An Attack on Roman Imperial Power?" in Harvard Theological 
Review 78:1-2 (1985) 67-99 and 78:3-4 (1985) 301-25. On this 
same topic (the so-called Pelagian controversy), see Peter Brown, 
"Pelagius and his Supporters ... " and "The Patrons of Pelagius: The 
Roman Aristocracy ... " in Journal of Theological Studies, N.S., 
volume19, Pt 1, April1968 and volume 21, Pt 1, April 1970. Our 
own Peter Gilbert's finely balanced account of the Pelagian contro
versy in his recent lecture "Predestination in the New Testament 
and St. Augustine" reopens the issue. 

29 In Erasmus's edition of the New Testament the last chapter of 
1 John lacks the Vulgate's verses 7, 8: "Quoniam tres sunt qui tes
timonium dant in caelo: Pater, Verbum, et Spiritus sanctus: et hi tres 
unum sunt. Et tres sunt qui testimonium dant in terra: Spiritus, et 
aqua, et sanguis: et hi tres unum sunt." When he was criticized for 
thus deleting the "proof text" for trinitarianism, Erasmus answered 
that he had not found any Greek manuscript containing these 
words "though he had in the meanwhile examined several others 
besides those on which he relied when first preparing his text." 
(Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its 
Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, (Oxford, 1964), p. 101, 
quoted by Coogan. 

Newton, along with every other Christian anti-trinitarian of 
modern times, uses the philological labors of Erasmus. 

It is reported that six years after the Council of Trent and sixty
three years after Erasmus's death, the following dialogue between a 
Franciscan friar and an Anabaptist layman occurred: 

INQUISITOR: What, don't you believe that Christ is the second 
person of the Holy Trinity? 

ANABAPTIST: We never call things but as they are called in 
Scripture .... The Scripture speaks of one God, the Son of God, and 
the Holy Spirit. 

INQUISITOR: If you had read the creed of Athanasius you would 
have found in it God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Spirit. 
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ANABAPTIST: I am a stranger to the creed of St. Athanasius. It is 
sufficient for me to believe in the living God, and that Christ is the 
Son of the living God, as Peter believed; and to believe in the Holy 
Spirit which the Father has poured out upon us through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, as Paul says. 

INQUISITOR: You are an impertinent fellow, to fancy that God 
pour out his spirit upon you, who do not believe that the Holy 
Spirit is God. You have borrowed these heretical opinions from the 
diabolical books of the cursed Erasmus of Rotterdam, who, in his 
Preface to the Works of St. Hilary pretends that this holy man says, 
at the end of his twelfth book, that the Holy Spirit is not called God 
in any part of the Scripture .... Will you be a follower of that 
antitrinitarian? .... You have sucked the poisoned breast of 
Erasmus .... But St. John says ... There are three that bear record in 
heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit, and these three 
are one. 

ANABAPTIST: I have often heard that Erasmus, in his Annotations 
upon that passage, shows that this text is not in the Greek original." 

The source for this dialogue is an early Mennonite martyrolo
gy recorded in G. Brandt, The History of the Reformation in the 
Low Countries, (London: 1720-23). All of the foregoing informa
tion derives from Coogan, pp. 68££, who also reports that the 
Anabaptist, a certain Herman van Flekwijk, died at the stake at 
Bruges on 10 June, 1569. Bruges is Simon Stevin's city of birth. 

30 Erasmus's peace-loving "accommodationism" is in the spirit of 
Paul's Romans 14, broadly interpreted. 

31 Olin, pp. 99-101. See also pp. 105, 108-10 of this same letter
preface. Erasmus concludes the letter, manifestly addressing con
temporary issues (his tract against Luther-the Discourse on Free 
Will-comes out the following year): "Diverse are the gifts of men 
of genius, and many are the different kinds of ages .... Reverence is 
the due of ancient authors, especially those authors who are 
recommended by the sanctity of their lives in addition to their 
learning and eloquence. But this reverence does not exclude a 
critical reading of them." The Colloquies, the Discourse on Free 

Will, the Paraclete, the Anti-Barbarus are all to the same effect. 

32 University of Toronto ed., vol. 33, p. 82 
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33 Alphonse Charles Joseph Willems, Les Elzeviers, Histoire et 
Annates typographiques (Paris, Bruxelles, The Hague, 1880), p. xciii 

34 University of Toronto ed., vol. 33, pp. 3-17. In the Margaret 
Mann paperback edition of (selected) Adages (now out of print) this 
is the lead entry. 

35 Cf. Bacon on the three kinds of ambition, pp. 118f. LLA ed. of 
New Organon. I leave it to the Bacon scholars to determine whether 
the resemblances between Erasmus's commentary on the adage 
Festina lente and Bacon's Aphorism 119 are significant. 

36 See footnote 21 on pp. 26f. 
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t The Empires of the Sun 
and The West 
Eva Brann 

83 

This lecture is dedicated to my friend and fellow tutor 
William Darkey in Santa Fe, who first introduced me to the 
book behind this lecture, William Prescott's History of the 
Conquest of Mexico. 

>f 

I shall begin with two sets of facts and dates. On or about 
August 8 of 1519 Hernan Cortes, a hidalgo, a knight, from 
Medellin in the Estremadura region of Spain, having sailed 
his expeditionary fleet from Cuba to win "vast and wealthy 
lands," set out from a city he called Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz 
on the Gulf of Mexico to march inland, west toward the 
capital of Anahuac, the empire of the Nahuatl-speaking 
Aztecs. The city was called Tenochtitlan and its lord, the 
emperor, was Montezuma II. Cortes knew of the place from 
the emperor's coastal vassals and from delegations 
Montezuma had sent loaded with presents to welcome-and 
to forestall-the invaders. The presents included many works 
of well-crafted gold. 

Cortes had with him about 300 Spaniards, including 
about forty crossbowmen and twenty arquebusiers, that is, 
men carrying heavy matchlock rifles. He probably had three 
front-loading cannons. His officers wore metal armor. There 
were fifteen horses for the captains and a pack of hunting 
dogs. (I might mention here that the Aztec dogs were a hair
less type bred for food.) The band was accompanied by 
Indian porters and allies, a group that grew to about 1000 as 
they marched inland. Early in November they passed at 
13000 feet between the two volcanoes that guard the high 
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Valley of Mexico. Some Spanish captains astounded the 
Indians by venturing to climb to the crater rim of the omi
nously smoking Popocatepetl. On November 8, Cortes was 
on the causeway to Tenochtitlan. On November 14, 
Montezuma, the ruler of a realm of 125,000 square miles, 
capable of putting in the field an army of 200,000 men with 
a highly trained officer corps, quietly surrendered his person 
to the custody of Cortes, declared himself a vassal of 
Emperor Charles V, sovereign of the Holy Roman Empire, 
and transferred his administration to the palace assigned to 
the Spaniards. He soon made them a present of the state 
treasure which they had discovered behind a plastered-over 
door in the palace aviary. Cortes's surmise that just to enter 
Tenochtitlan was to take Anahuac captive seemed to be 
justified. 

On June 30, 1520, Cortes being absent, Montezuma was 
either murdered by the Spaniards or stoned to death by his 
own people as he appeared on the palace wall attempting to 
contain a rebellion. The latter account seems more plausible, 
since he appears to have been shielded by Spaniards to whom 
he was a valuable pawn and since some of his nobles were 
growing disgusted with his submissiveness. The uprising had 
been induced by the young captain whom Cortes had left in 
charge, who had massacred unarmed celebrants of the feast 
of Huitzilop6chtli, the city's chief god; this god both was and 
stood for the Sun. 

The Mexican uprising culminated in the noche triste, the 
Sad Night, when the Spaniards were driven from the city with 
enormous loss of life. In June 1521 the Spanish situation 
looked desperate to them, as a vigorous, indomitable, eighteen
year-old emperor, Cuauhtemoc, Montezuma's second 
successor (the first having died of smallpox), assumed the 
leadership of an Aztec army now better acquainted with these 
once apparently invincible invaders. 

On August 15, 1521, just two years after his landing, 
Cortes's band, augmented by some new arrivals and an allied 
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Indian army from Tenochtitlan's old enemy, Tlaxd.la, fought 
its way, foot by foot, back into the city, with frightful losses 
on both sides. The Spaniards were supported by a flotilla of 
forty brigantines, light square-rigged sailing vessels that 
Cortes had ordered built and dragged overland to Lake 
Texcoco, the complex shallow water on which Tenochtitlan 
stood. It was the first fleet of sailing ships to float on the lake. 

I am still in the realm of fact when I say that within a few 
days this city, surpassing all cities then on earth in the beauty 
of its situation and the magic of its aspect, was completely 
razed. Within four years it was overlaid, under Cortes's 
supervision, by a complete Spanish city, whose cathedral, the 
Cathedral of Mexico City, was eventually built hard by the 
Great Temple of Tenochtitlan. In this total catastrophe the 
Spaniards had lost fewer than 100 men, the Aztecs or Mexica 
about 100,000. 

I have, of course, omitted myriads of gripping details, 
such as a novelist might hesitate to invent. But I shall now 
abbreviate an abbreviation: In August 1519 there was a large, 
powerful, highly civilized empire called Anahuac. By August 
1521 it was gone; instead there was a new realm, a colony 
called New Spain; Spanish was replacing the native Nahuatl. 

Now the second set of facts, even more curtailed. On May 
13, 1532, Francisco Pizarro (like Cortes from the Estremadura 
and his distant relation) arrived at Tumbez, a port at the 
northern end of the Inca empire and of modern Peru. This 
empire was called by its people Tahuantinsuyu, meaning the 
Realm of the Four Quarters. Pizarro had 130 troopers, 
40 cavalry and one small cannon. The Inca Atahualpa-Inca 
means Lord-had an army of 50,000 men. On November 16, 
1533, the Inca came, at Pizarro's invitation, to meet him in 
the town plaza of Cajamara. There he was unintelligibly 
harangued by the chaplain of the expedition and given a 
breviary: the Inca scornfully threw the scribbles to the 
ground. Within 33 minutes, he having been seized, 4000 of 
his men had been massacred. Resistance and the empire itself 
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fell apart with his capture. Atahualpa offered to fill his prison, 
a cell 22 x 10 feet, with gold to the height of his reach in 
exchange for his freedom. While the temples which were 
encrusted with gold were being denuded and the condition 
was being fulfilled, the Inca was condemned to death by burn
ing. This sentence was commuted to strangulation when he 
agreed to be baptized. Pizarro soon took Cuzco, the capital, 
and installed a puppet Inca, Manco Capac, who mounted a 
rebellion; it was put down with great loss of life on the Inca's 
side in 1534. There followed a period of civil war among the 
conquerors. Again to summarize the summary: A tiny band of 
Spanish ruffians brought down, within two years, the most 
efficiently administered polity of its time. Quechua, the native 
language, was replaced by Spanish as the chief language. 

It is thought that this second scenario was, on Pizarro's 
part, a reprise of Cortes's conquest. If so, it is a demonstra
tion of the inferiority of imitations. 

The kind of facts I have listed here are spectacular yet 
uncontested discontinuities in the stream of life. The dates, 
which tell us both the temporal order of these facts and their 
distance from us, serve to dramatize the discontinuity: About 
half a millennium ago there occurred, not very far south of us 
and close to each other in space and time, two mind-boggling 
events-the destruction by a very few Spaniards of two great 
civilizations. 

We at this college have read or will read in. Herodotus) 
Persian Wars hqw in July of480B.C. a band of 299 Spartans, 
the same in number as Cortes's original companions, died in 
holding the pass of Thermopylae against an Asian army of 
who knows how many hundreds of thousands, led by Xerxe~, 
king of Persia. Their. object was to give the Greeks time and 
courage to repel the invader. But the Spartans were defend
ing their own land from a self-debilitating . behem<?th. The 
Spaniards' situation in Mesoamerica isjustthe inverse, except 
that in each case the few were the . free. What, we may 
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wonder, would our world be like if the Asians had prevailed 
in 480 B.C. or the Nahua in 1519 A.D.? 

How could it happen? How did these American empires 
fall? Just as Herodotus drew conclusions about the nature of 
the Greeks from the Persian defeat, so one might wonder if 
illumination about the nature of our West might not be found 
in these catastrophes that mark the beginning of modern life. 
To put it straightforwardly: In reading about Mexico and 
Peru I began to wonder if there might be a clue in these events 
to the apparently irresistible potency of the West when it 
touches, be it insidiously or catastrophically, other worlds, be 
they receptive or resistant. 

Let me explain the not altogether appropriate use of the 
term "the West" in my title, "The Empires of the Sun and the 
West." Our tradition-! mean the one whose works we study 
at this college-is usually called the Western tradition. It is 
thereby revealed as defining itself against the East, Near and 
Far, the Orient, the place where the sun rises. Our North 
American republic is in this sense the West's very West and its 
currently culminating expression. But, of course, the Aztecs
let me interrupt myself to say that the people of the imperial 
city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan did not call themselves Aztecs but 
Mexica and that they called those who spoke their language 
the Nahua and that the term Aztec was introduced to the 
English-speaking wprld by the aforementioned. Prescott
these Mexica, then~ of course thought of the invaders as being 
from the quarter pf the rising sun, from the e;ast. This .turns 
out to be .a significant Ja~t. C~lumbus thought that he was 
"sailing not the u1)ual. way" but w:est-:-:-sailing west to reach 
the East, Japaq, China, India. It was for quite a while a very 
unwelcome discoyery that the people whom the adventurers 
so hopefully .called Indians (as I will continue to do here) 
inhabited a long continent which, although it contracted into 
a J:lal:'row isthmus in the middle, blocked the ocean. route to 
the fabul9us Orient .. Thus .Prescott calls Tenochtitlan "the 
great capital of . the western world .. " So "West" is, strictly 
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speaking, nonsense as used in this context, but I cling to it 
because it is the available shorthand for ourselves, for those 
living in the tradition that has its roots in Jerusalem and 
Athens, achieves its modernity in Europe, has come to its cur
rent culmination on this continent, and is spreading its effects 
all over the globe. What can be more necessary at this 
moment than to grapple with the being of this West? 

As I read on it seemed to me often that the reasons given 
by historians for Anahuac's sudden collapse before the 
Spaniards might well be cumulatively necessary but could not 
be sufficient conditions. I mean that without their operation 
the Empires could not have fallen so quickly, but that 
altogether they did not so completely account for the fall as 
to make it seem unavoidable. It is true that the Spaniards 
brought horses into a land without draft animals, and so the 
cavaliers could run down the pedestrian Aztec warriors and 
frighten the Indians into seeing the Europeans as centaurs, 
four-footed monstrous men-horses. But these Indians soon 
learned that man and horse were separable and mortal; 
during their desperate and bloody defense of Tenochtitlan 
there appeared on the skull rack of a local temple, beneath 
53 heads of Spaniards, the heads of a number of horses, of 
"Spanish deer," as they were now called. The crossbows and 
cannons may have delivered more swift and terrifying 
destruction than the Aztec javelin-throwers, the metal armor 
deflected the cuts of obsidian-studded wooden swords. The 
driving greed for gold, which, as Cortes ironically represent
ed to an Indian official, was the specific remedy for a disease 
that troubled the Spaniards, may have disoriented the people. 
The physical disease brought by the Spaniards, the smallpox, 
did more than decimate the uninoculated natives; Spanish 
luck at crucial junctures may have demoralized the caciques, 
the Indian chieftains. The harsh exactions and suppression of 
Montezuma's empire did indeed provide Cortes with Indian 
allies (though the 150,000 Indians that came with the now 
900 Spaniards to retake Tenochtitlan were by their very 
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numbers an encumbrance on the heavily defended causeways 
into the island city and by their excited hatred for their 
Mexica oppressors a danger to Cortes's prudent intentions; 
moreover, they tended to fade away when things went badly). 
The crucifix may well, in Carlos Fuentes's words, "have made 
their minds collapse," as they saw how their own numerous 
gods demanded numerous sacrifices of them, while this one 
Christian god sacrificed one man, himself. Such factors or 
forces are called, in the categories in which history is concep
tualized, technological, demographic, epidemiological, polit
ical, psychological, or what have you. Perhaps they were nec
essary to Spanish success. But a number of contemporaries 
thought that at various junctures it might well have gone 
otherwise. For example, the strong-minded king of Texcoco, 
Cacama, said that all the Spaniards within Tenochtitlan 
could be killed in an hour; Cortes himself thought so. To me 
historical inevitability seems an ex post facto cause. It is the 
way a fait accompli presents itself, when passage has turned 
into past. I cannot quite tell whether my rejection of histori
cal determinism should be reinforced or thrown into doubt 
by the fact that the Mexica themselves had given themselves 
over to fate, as I will tell. Perhaps that very self-surrender was 
a sufficient condition, the factor that makes the outcome 
practically certain. But that would only be half the explana
tion; for the other half one would have to look in the nature 
of the Europeans as well. 

Before doing that, let me complete the apology for my 
title. In it I mention the two empires, though I will speak of 
one only, Anahuac. I mean no reflection on the Inca realm, 
that marvel of social administration and public works built 
with the most astounding masonry I've ever seen. But both of 
the Peruvian protagonists were like deteriorated copies of 
their Aztec templates. Pizarro was an intrepid thug, by all 
accounts, and Atahualpa a culpably and carelessly arrogant 
man with a violent history. Since it seemed to me that the 
pairs of chief actors in this drama not only were the main 
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factors because both empires were autocracies, but were also 
in their very distinctive ways personally emblematic of their 
worlds, I chose the more humanly accessible, the more 
expressive duo. 

Finally, I refer to the Sun because the solar domination 
under which both these Precolumbian empires labored 
seemed to me more and more significant. The Incas called 
themselves the Children of the Sun; their great Sun Temple at 
Cuzco, the Coricancha, was studded with gold, "the tears 
wept by the sun." So too the Mexicans, who called their 
generals "the Lords of the Sun," had come into the marshes 
of Lake Texcoco, their place of destiny, led by priests who 
bore on their backs a twittering medicine bundle. It was 
Huitzilopochtli, who was reborn on the way at Teotihuacan, 
the birthplace of the gods, and later installed in Tenochtitlan 
in the Great Temple. There he was incessantly nourished with 
human blood. Of course, when I use the indicative mood in 
speaking of the Aztec gods, I am not reporting fact-I am 
telling what the Aztecs said and are thought to have believed. 
The most difficult thing, I have discovered, is for historians to 
find the right voice in speaking of alien gods, especially when 
they are many in number, fluid in function, and visible in 
many forms. 

The Indians' relation to the sun I have come to think of 
as symbolic of the whole debacle. and even its proximate 
cause. To anticipate my version of a common.idea: rhe daily, 
annual and epochal returns of the. heavenly bodywere to the 
Aztecs so fearsomely antic, so uncertain, that they burdened 
themselves, as their traditions taught them,. with rituals and 
sacrifices .. These were so demanding that they enfeebled bpth 
th.e Nahua empire and the Nahua's souls. The West's relation 
t.o the Sun was just the opposite. 

In 1506, just about the time young Cortes came to the 
Indies, Copernicus was beginning to write On. the 
Revolutions of. the Heavenly Spheres. It .is one of Western 
modernity's seminal works, which our sophomores studY. In 
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it he shows that the mathematical rationalization of the 
heavens is more economically accomplished and the celestial 
phenomena are better "saved" if the sun stands stably at the 
center of the world. But his motive is not only mathematical 
economy. "For who," he says, "would place this lamp of a 
very beautiful temple in another place than this, wherefrom 
it can illuminate everything at the same time?'' Cortes was 
surely not a premature Copernican, but he acted out of a 
tradition in which one God controls the cosmos through the 
laws of nature. Since the deity is not capricious, celestial 
nature is ever~reliable, well-illuminated and confidence
inspiring. Nature's sun does not, in any case, respond to 
human propitiation and Nature's god prefers prayers to ritu
al sacrifices. 

Let me append here a poignant incident told by Cortes. 
In the final days of the investment of Tenochtitlan, a delega
tion of parched and starving Mexica came to the barricades. 
They said that they held Cortes to be a child of the Sun, who 
could perform a circuit of the earth in a day and a night. Why 
would he not slay them in that time to end their suffering? 

Let me hold off yet one more minute from my main task 
to tell you what motives drew me into a study so far from our 
Program. To begin with, there was the sheer enchantment of 
what proved to be a fragile civilization and the unburdened 
romance of comfortably un.~current drama. All that romance 
I got from reading William Hickling, Prescott's Conquest . of 
Mexico ofl843, and his Conquest ofPeru of 1847. Of the 
first ~ook he himself wrote that it was conceived "not as a 
philo$ophical theme but as an epic in prose, a romarice. of, 
chivalry.'' For this approach later historians, for who111 
demythification, deromanticization, and rhe dispersal of 
human deeds into forces and patterns is a professional 
requirement, despise.him somewhat, .and it .took me awhile. 
to see what valuable lesson .. could be .drqwn from . his telling. 
Presc,ott has it right: first the great ,tale: then . the critical 
theory~ 
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From the first I knew I was reading the American Gibbon. 
We at St. John's used to read parts, particularly the notorious 
fifteenth chapter, of that English historian's monumental 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, completed in 1788. To 
my taste the American is the finer of the two. Gibbon 
conceals in the magnificantly Latinate periods of his style the 
universal irony of the ultimately enlightened man. I do not 
fault him for sitting in judgment, for a non-judgmental 
historian is an incarnate contradiction and produces only an 
armature of facts without the musculature that gives it human 
shape. But I am put off by his judging as an Olympian 
enthroned on Olympus. In that fifteenth chapter, which treats 
the question "by what means the Christian faith obtained so 
remarkable a victory over the established religions of this 
earth?" (a question of the kind I am asking) he reflects with 
raised eyebrows in turn on the mortification of the flesh, 
pious chastity and divine providence, so as to come to a 
pretty secular answer, just as if Christianity were not first and 
last a faith. Surely when a faith conquers, its substance must 
be given some credit. 

Prescott, on the other hand, who had in his youth 
privately critiqued Gibbon's style for its "tumid grandeur," 
writes with deliberate American plainness, though to this 
twenty-first-century ear, with a dignified elegance. What mat
ters more to me is that he does his level best to enter into the 
feelings and thoughts of his alien world, finding much to 
admire in the Aztecs and much to blame in the Spaniards; for 
example he calls the massacre of the Indians in fateful 
Cholula a "dark stain" on Cortes's record. But for all his 
romantic pleasure in new marvels he never condescends to 
accept the horrifying elements of Aztec civilization.· He 
recognizes that these are not individual crimes but systemic 
evils that his Western liberal conscience cannot condone. One 
might say that he dignifies his subjects with his condemna
tion. For this candor he is, as you can imagine, belittled these 
days as naive, culture-bound, and ethnocentric. I shall have a 
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word to say on the sophisticated reverse bigotry of his belit
tlers. 

His style, to add one more feature, is extraordinarily 
vivid; it compares to Gibbon's as a classical statue in all its 
original bright encaustic colors to one that has been dug up, 
now only bare white marble. This visual aliveness may be a 
"blind Homer" effect. When Prescott was a young student 
dining at the Harvard Commons, he was hit in the eye by a 
hard piece of bread during a food fight and was half-blind for 
the rest of his life. It is characteristic of this man that, 
although he knew whose missile had hit him, he never told 
the name. His enormous collection of sources was read to 
him and evidently richly illustrated in his imagination. 

I might mention the other chief sources I read. (A longer 
bibliography, merging books read and those merely consult
ed, is attached.) 

First for anyone interested in the actual course of the 
Conquest is Bernal Diaz del Castillo's True History of New 
Spain of 1555. This simply told, incident-rich account of the 
march on Tenochtitlan and what happened afterwards gains 
credence from the fact that the old trooper was disgruntled 
with his captain's assignment of rewards-the common 
condition of the Conquistador ranks; the poor devils got lit
tle for their endless exertions and wounds. In spite of his 
grievances, Diaz's love and admiration for Cortes unsup
pressably dominates his story. 

The Conquistadores are sometimes represented as having 
had eyes for nothing not made of gold. Here is the old 
soldier's recall of Tenochtitlan as he first glimpsed it, thirty
six years before, on a causeway leading toward the island city: 

We were amazed and said that it was like the 
enchantments they tell of Amadis, on account of 
the great towers and cues (temples) rising from the 
water, and all built of masonry. And some of our 
soldiers even asked whether the things we saw 
were not a dream. It is not to be wondered that I 
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here write it down in this manner, for there is so 
much to think over that I do not know how to 
describe it, seeing things, as we did, that have 
never been heard of or seen or even dreamed. 

These men, some of them ruffians, but with medieval 
romances behind their· eyes to help them see alien beauty, 
were evidently not altogether sick with gold greed. But those 
later writers who don't blame them for the one, accuse them 
of the other: they're either merely medieval knight-errants or 
merely mercantile expeditionaries. In fact, they seem to have 
been poignantly aware that they were seeing sights no 
European had ever seen before or could ever see after. 

Here is what they saw: A city edged by flowering "float
ing gardens," the mud-anchored chinampas, lying on the 
shining flat waters of a shallow, irregular lake collected in a 
high valley guarded by the snowy peaks-even in August-of 
the two volcanoes; straight broad causeways connecting the 
city to the shore giving into straight broad avenues leading 
from the four directions of the winds to its sacred center 
which the Mexica regarded as the center of the world, with 
its great, gleaming, colorfully decorated temple pyramid; a 
grid of smaller streets edged with bridged canals; a myriad of 
lesser temple pyramids, some smoking with sacrifices; palaces 
with stuccoed walls and patios polished to gleam like silver; 
sparkling pools; crowds of clean, orderly people going about 
their business, especially in the great market of Tlatelolco; 
gardens everywhere; and the white houses of the city's quar
ter million inhabitants with their flat roofs, the azoteas from 
which two years hence such a deadly shower of missiles 
would rain down on the returning Spaniards that the 
dwellings were demolished one by one.-All these features of 
the vision have been, incidentally, described with a poet's rel
ish by William Carlos Williams: 

[T]he city spread its dark life upon the earth of a 
new world, sensitive to its richest beauty, but so 
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completely removed from those foreign contacts 
that harden and protect, that at the very breath of 
conquest it vanished. 

95 

Our tutor Jorge Aigla in Santa Fe has made a verse translation 
of an anonymous transcript of Tlatelolco, written only seven 
years after the starved and sick Mexica, who had defnded 
their city foot by foot, finally surrendered its devastated 
remains. Here are a few stanzas: 

And all of this happened to us. 
We saw it all 
We watched it happen 
With this sad and mournful fortune 
We saw each other's anguish. 

On the road lay broken arrows; 
Hairs are scattered 
The houses unroofed 
Their walls red, blackened. 

*** 

A price was set upon us. 
A price for the young man, the priest, 
The child, the virgin maiden. 

Enough! The price of a poor man 
was two handfuls of corn, 
only ten insect cakes; 
Our price was only 
twenty cakes of salty gruel. 

Gold, jades, rich embroidery, 
Quetzal plumages, 
All that which was precious 
Was valued not at all. .. 
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The mutual admiration of Indians and Spaniards was 
great-in the beginning. True, the Spaniards, whom Cortes's 
vigilance kept sleeping in their armor, stank in the nostrils of 
the much-bathing Indians, and the priests with their long, 
blood-matted hair in their gore-bespattered sanctuaries 
nauseated the Spaniards. (I omit here, for the moment, the 
Spaniards' response to the sacrifices themselves, which 
marked, on the Christians' side, the beginning of the end of 
amity.} The Spaniards were astonished by Indian craftsman
ship. Dfaz describes after decades a necklace made of golden 
crabs (others say crayfish) that Montezuma placed around 
Cortes's neck. Of course, Dfaz described the golden gifts 
more often in terms of the pesos they weighed when melted 
down into bullion. I note here that the Aztecs did not, 
evidently, have scales and did not reduce objects to their 
universal stuff, ponderable mass (thus the Mexicans used nat
ural items, quils of gold dust and cocoa beans, for currency, 
while the Spanish had the peso d'oro, the "gold weight," 
calibrated in fact to silver, to 42.29 grams of the pure 
substance); this intellectual device of universal quantification 
even those critics of the West who deplore it can hardly 
forego in the business of life. The Spaniards were astounded 
by, and perhaps a little envious of, the stately splendor of the 
cacique's accoutrements. The Indians, on their part, were 
amazed by the invaders' daring, tenaicty, and endurance. 
They called them, as the Spanish heard it, teules, teotl being 
the Nahuatl word for god. The term seems to have been used 
somewhat as Homer uses dios, indicating sometimes just 
excellence and sometimes divinity. As we shall see, the Aztecs 
had a serious reason to call Cortes and his people gods. The 
Spanish, on their side, in their very horror of the frightful
looking Aztec god-images, paid them a certain respect in 
regarding them not as mere idols, deaf and dumb objects of 
stupid worship, but much as the Mexica themselves did: 
Sahagun, of whom I will shortly tell, records an Aztec ruler's 
admonitory speech in which he says: "For our lord seeth, 
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heareth within wood, within stone." The god-representations 
were not of masks of nothing to the Christians, but they were 
images of demons, of the Devil in various shapes. Thus in 
looking at the Nahuatl side in Sahagun's dual language text, 
I noticed that diablo, Devil, had become a Spanish loan word 
in Nahuatl-one new name for all the old divinities, to be 
abominated but also acknowledged. 

The second eyewitness source is Cortes himself, who 
wrote to his sovereign, Charles V, five letters reporting on his 
activities. Of these cartas de relaci6n, letters of report, all but 
one are extant in copies. They are not notes but voluminous, 
detailed accounts beginning with the first, pre-Cortes explo
ration of the Gulf Coast and ending with Cortes's own post
Conquest explorations; the second and third letter contain 
the material for this lecture. The English version conveys a 
flavor of studiedly plain elegance. These clearly literary works 
are charged by historians with being both subtly self-aggran
dizing and consciously myth-making. To me it would seem 
strange if Cortes, in writing to his sovereign, on whom 
depended acknowledgements and rewards, did not portray 
his exertions most favorably. It might be said-! don't know 
whether in mitigation or exacerbation-that he was also 
willing to suppress a brave but irrepressible compaflero's 
guilt: Nowhere have I found even a mention of Alvarado's 
culpability in the events leading to the noche triste. It is also 
said that Cortes invented the myth of an Aztec empire which 
rivaled Charles's own, to whet the Spanish emperor's interest 
in his new dominion. To me, the account itself, telling of 
tributes owed by the subject cities and of their chiefs obliged 
to be in attendance in Tenochtitlan, sounds more like infor
mation he was in fact given by proud Mexica officials or 
disaffected dependents. 

Above all, Cortes fills his letters with myriads of meticu
lously noted detail-too thick and too vivid to be attributed 
to mere mendacious fantasizing. He would have had to have 
been a veritable Gabriel Garda Marquez to invent so magical 
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a reality. For, he says, "we saw things so remarkable as not to 
be believed. We who saw them with our own eyes could not 
grasp them with our understanding." Cortes himself will 
appear in a moment. 

The third source, the most exhaustive in scope and 
remarkable in method, is The History of the Things of New 
Spain by the before-mentioned Friar Bernadino de Sahagun. 
He had arrived as the forty-third of the religious that Cortes 
had requested in one of his letters to the emperor. The 
Conquistador needed them to carry on the task of conver
sion, because, as he said, the Indians had a great natural 
attraction to Christianity; indeed in the early post-Conquest 
years, Indians were baptized by the thousands a day. (The rea
sons that Cortes's observation is not implausible will be men
tioned below.) 

The name New Spain in Sahagun's title is, incidentally, 
Cortes's own for conquered Anahuac: "New Spain of the 
Ocean Sea." For the Conquistador it betokens a great colonial 
accession to old peninsular Spain and the emphasis is on 
"Spain." But later the accent shifts to "New," as the criollos, 
the Mexican-born Spaniards, rebel against the old country's 
domination. Eventually a nativist revival and a growing sense 
of nationhood leads to a rejection by the native-born 
Spaniards themselves of their Conquistador heritage, and 
when in 1821 the country achieves independence, it will be 
called by the old Nahua name for Tenochtitlan, Mexico (now 
pronounced in the Spanish way, Mehico). Nativist Mexico's 
tutelary deity will be Quetzalc6atl, the dominating god of this 
lecture, of whom more in a moment. 

Back to Sahagun. He learned Nahuatl himself and spent 
the rest of his life, with much untoward clerical interfer
ence, compiling the world's first inside ethnographic 
account. In his college he trained his own informants, 
Indian boys, often of noble descent, who could interview 
their living elders and obtain the information that Sahagun 
compiled in parallel columns, Spanish and Nahuatl. The 
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work, in twelve volumes, is known as the Florentine Corpus. 
Lisa Richmond, our librarian, fulfilled my unexpectant hopes 
by buying the very expensive English edition for our library, 
and if one reader a decade finds the delight and illumination 
in it that I did, the investment will be well justified. 

Sahagun begins with the gods and their births-for like 
Greek gods, these gods were born, at Teotihuacan, 33 miles 
northeast of Tenochtitlan. This sacred city was well over a 
millennium old when Anahuac was established, and in ruins. 
But there the Mexica came to worship, particularly at the 
great temple pyramid dedicated to Quetzalcoatl. What bound 
new Anahuac to old Teotihuacan-the name means City of 
the Gods-was their common era, that of the Fifth Sun, upon 
whose destruction the world would end. 

Sahagun then records everything from the sacred rituals 
and binding omens to the set moral speeches (much more 
charming without failing to be scary than similar speeches 
made by our elders) down to the riddles people asked, such 
as "What drags its entrails through a gorge?" Answer: "A nee
dle." The next to last book is an inventory of the "Earthly 
Things" of New Spain, its flora, fauna and minerals; the chap
ter on herbs begins with the plants "that perturb one, madden 
one," the hallucinogens. The twelfth book is Sahagun's own 
history of the Conquest. 

Some say that the first bishop of New Spain, Zumarraga, 
conducted a huge auto-da-fe, a book burning of Aztec 
codices, those screenfold books composed in glyphs (stylized 
figures with fixed meanings) combined with lively pictures. 
Others say that those codices that weren't destroyed by the 
hostile Tlaxcalans or in the great conflagration of 
Tenochtitlan were spirited away by Indians. In any case, the 
art of illustration was still alive, and Sahagun used the talents 
of Indian painters to supplement his records in this visually 
delightful pre-alphabetic way. 

Finally I want to mention the History of the Indians of 
New Spain by another Franciscan, affectionately named by 
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his Indian parishioners Motolinia, Nahuatl for "Little Poor 
One," since he took his vow of poverty seriously. He reports 
the terrible post-Conquest sufferings undergone by the Indian 
population; worse than their cruel exploitation by the disap
pointed Conquistadores and colonists was the succession of 
European plagues (smallpox, bubonic plague, measles, for 
which the Indians reciprocated only with syphilis). I am 
impressed, over and over, with this pattern: that the 
inoculated West does most of its harm to other civilizations 
unintentionally, and I mean not only through their physical 
susceptibility but even more, through their spiritual and 
intellectual vulnerability. The reason we can cope with our 
dangerously developed, potent tradition is that we know how 
to fight back, how to subject our powers to constraining 
criticism and how to correct our aberrations by returns to 
sounder beginnings. Critique and Renaissance are the contin
ual evidence of our self-inoculation, and we see right now the 
dangerous consequences of the Western invasion of souls not 
so protected. 

But Motolinia also reports successes, not only in conver
sions, which were too stupendous in number and abrupt in 
spiritual terms to be always quite real. What is lovely to read 
about is not only his affection for the gentleness and 
dignified reticence of his boys but their quick intelligence 
and general talentedness; some learned enough Latin in a 
few years to correct the grammar-a tense but triumphant 
moment for their teacher-of a visiting dignitary. They sang 
liturgies like angels and easily learned to play European 
instruments. No wonder Mexico City was to become, in the 
eighteenth century, this hemisphere's greatest center of 
baroque music; its chief composer, Manuel de Zumaya, 
Chapel Master at the very Cathedral of Mexico City which 
replaced Huitzilopochtli's temple, was part-Indian. 

I should also mention two more works written with great 
sympathy for the Indians: Bishop las Casas's Short Account of 
the Destruction of the Indies of 1542, a book of passionate 
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accusation against the Spanish conquerors and colonists, and 
Cabesa de Vaca's Relaci6n, the story of the tribulations of a 
discoverer of Florida, who was himself for a while enslaved 
by Indians. 

By contemporary historians the Aztecs are treated in 
almost comically opposite ways. Jacques Soustelle paints their 
daily life as an idyll of gentle, flower-loving, orderly culture, 
made poignant on occasion by the necessities of the ritual 
care and feeding of the gods. It is the myth of harmony and 
happiness the Mexica themselves encouraged in the revision
ist accounts that succeeded the "book burning" by Itzc6atl, 
their first emperor. Inga Clendinnen, on the other hand, 
depicts a somberly severe, fear-ridden, god-encumbered 
society, whose sacrificial rituals, coruscating with whirling 
sights and penetrating musical noise, were, she says, "infused 
with the transcendent reality of the aesthetic." Hugh Thomas, 
the most recent historian of the Conquest, a sensible and 
thorough marshaller of thousands of facts, speaks similarly of 
"the astounding, often splendid, and sometimes beautiful 
barbarities" of Aztec ritual practice. 

What astounds me is not the antithetical views of Aztec 
life, for these polarities seem to have been of the Aztec 
essence. What takes me aback is that my contemporaries seem 
to wish to appear as knowing what is beautiful but not what 
is wrong. There are of course exceptions, writers who feel 
insuperable moral unease over these alien customs they are by 
their professional bias bound to honor. The imaginary 
experiment that I, as an outsider and amateur, have devised 
for myself to put the profession in general to the test is this: 
When the Spaniards first came on the remains of ritual 
killings-later they saw the rituals themselves and eventually 
found the body parts of their own comrades-they broke into 
the holding pens where prisoners were being fattened and 
stormed the temples. Would the professors have done the 
same or would they have regarded the practice as protected 
by the mantra of "otherness"? I am assuming here that they 
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do disapprove of human sacrifice in their own culture. For my 
part, I cannot tell what I would have had the courage to do, 
but I would have been forever ashamed if I had not shared in 
the revulsion, the reversal of an original appreciation that, for 
all their rapaciousness, the Christians had for the Indians
and I might add, for certain remarkable Indian women. 

I have thus evolved for myself two categories of histori
ans: non-condoners and condoners. The older writers tend to 
be non-condoners; they are not careful to cloak themselves in 
moral opacity; what they abhor at home they will not con
done abroad, be it ever so indigenous and ever so splendid. 
One remarkable exception is the before-mentioned 
Bartolome de Las Casas, who lays out the case for human 
sacrifice as being both natural-since men offer their god 
what they hold most excellent, their own kind-and also as 
being within our tradition-since Abraham was ready to 
sacrifice his son Isaac at God's bidding, and God himself 
sacrificed his son. The difficulty with this latter argument 
would seem to be that Abraham's sacrifice was called off, and 
God's sacrifice was unique, while Indian sacrifices were 
multitudinous. 

Las Casas is the preceptor of Tzetan Todorov, a European 
intellectual who, in his book Conquest, tries hard to come to 
grips with "the Other," with the Aztec non-West. He finally 
elevates the Other over his own: The Aztecs made sacrifices, 
the Spaniards committed massacres. And here the rational 
difficulty is that Aztec religion commanded these deaths and 
Christian religion forbade them, so that Todorov is compar
ing customs with crimes. 

This enterprise of restricting universal morality in the 
interests of empathy with otherness puzzles me a lot. For if 
we are really and radically each other's Other, then those 
who leave their own side to enter into the Other will thereby 
also lose their footing as open-eyed contemplators. In any 
case, it seems to me that the non-condoning Prescott's grand 
narrative has done more for the memory of this bygone 
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civilization than have the condoning contemporaries. For he 
induces what Virgil calls lacrimae rerum, tears for lost 
things-while they invite, in me at least, contrariness, resist
ance to their sanctimonious self-denial. 

You can see that as I read on I developed an interest in his
toriography, the reflective study of historical accounting itself. 
For it seems to me of great current importance to consider a 
propensity of Western intellectuals, particularly pronounced 
in the social studies and expressive of a strength and its com
plementary weaknesses native to this tradition: knowledge
able self-criticism flipping into unthinking self-abasement 
before the non-West. I say this mindful of the moral quandary 
of pitting the humanly unacceptable, but, so to speak, inno
cent evils, the traditional practices of a whole civilization, 
against the crimes of individuals transgressing the laws of 
their own, crimes magnified by its superior power. 

And now a final motive for this, my aberrant interest: We 
here on the Annapolis campus are only 200 miles further 
from Mexico City than from our other half in New Mexico; 
Incan Cuzco is nearly on our longitude of 76° W Yet these 
pre-Columbian empires are hardly ever in our common 
consciousness, even less now than in the decades after 
Prescott's very popular book appeared. True, some of the sky
scrapers of the twenties and thirties intentionally recalled 
Mesoamerican pyramids. True, the Nahuatl words chocoldtl 
and tamdlli are in our daily vocabulary, as is Nahua cooking, 
that is, Mexican food, in our diets. The Aztecs had in fact a 
high cuisine; the description of the emperor's daily service 
with its hundreds of dishes-among which (lest we be tempt
ed too much) there may have been, as Dfaz reports, the meat 
of little children-is staggering in its variety; indeed there 
cannot ever have been a potentate more luxuriously or 
elaborately served. Of all this we've adopted, through 
modern Mexico, the low end, but where else do the Empires 
of the Sun figure in our lives? This surprised sense of their 
missing influence made me engage in another one of those 
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imagination-experiments by which we see the world anew: 
What if, as King Cad.ma of Texcoco and some later histori
ans thought possible, the Mexica had just killed Cortes and 
his band, so that the Westernization of Anahuac had been 
held off for some centuries?-for it is not within my 
imagination that the West was forever to be resisted. Suppose 
the unwitting extermination of the Indians by disease had 
thus been prevented. (I might say here that this huge demo
graphic disaster, possibly among the worst in history, is 
numerically unfixed. Some say Anahuac had thirty million, 
some say it had four before Cortes. Some say by the mid
fifteenth century this population had been reduced to 2.6 or 
1.2 million, to be fully restored only much later.) Suppose, 
then, that the ravaged generation of the Conquest and post
Conquest era had instead been preserved, and Nahua civi
lization with it. Suppose eventually North American jeans 
and technology had drifted down and Aztec gorgeousness 
and craftsmanship up the latitudes.-! might inject here that 
the Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, who has grappled 
seriously with such dreams, comes to the sad but realistic 
conclusion that the loss of native culture is worth the benefit 
to ordinary people that these imports bring.-Suppose more
over that our American English had absorbed some of the 
suavely dignified classical Nahuatl, its urbane address, its 
poetic rephrasings, its expressive word-agglutinations; 
suppose as well that the speech of the Nahua had accepted 
some of our flamboyant informality. Suppose our clothing 
had been restyled by Aztec orchidaciousness and our manners 
had been a little improved by Aztec ceremoniousness. 
Suppose our political discourse had been informed by a 
neighboring monarchy against which we had never had to 
rebel. We can learn in our imagination whether such fine 
acquisitions could have come into our way of life without los
ing their hieratic heart. Would not one of the parties in this 
cultural exchange eventually turn out to contribute the core 
and the other the decoration? My provisional answer is that 
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the West would assert itself as the substructure and the 
Empire of the Sun would become part of its recreation-they 
would be the pilgrims and we the tourists. 

The Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes tells of a similar imag
ined reversal of history in the semi-historical story "The Two 
Shores." Here Aguilar, Cortes's first interpreter who had long 
lived with the Maya, speaks from the grave. He tells how 
even while in Cortes's employ he held with the Indians and, 
by always translating not what Cortes said but what he 
thought, caused trouble . He confesses that he was jealous of 
Malinche, the Nahuatl- and Mayan-speaking woman, whose 
Mayan Aguilar translated into Spanish. She soon became 
Cortes's mistress and learned Spanish; she was one of the 
central figures of the conquest, present and mediating on 
every great occasion; Aguilar was made redundant. But 
revenge is not his final passion. It is rather a plan to mount 
with his Mayans a reverse conquest, a successful invasion of 
Spain, and there to recall the defeated Moors and the 
expelled Jews, to inaugurate a darker-skinned, better melded 
Europe, "a universe simultaneously new and recovered, 
permeable, complex, fertile," where "Sweet Mayan songs 
joined those of the Provencal troubadours . . .. "But Aguilar, 
as he dreams his impossible dream, is dead of the bubonic 
plague that did not attack only the uninoculated Indians. 

So these imagination-experiments endorse the question 
raised by the facts with which I began: How can we under
stand what happened here, on this American continent, 
between 1519 and 1534? Can we compel the fortunes of war 
and the forces of history to show their human motive power? 

To get at some sort of answer, I shall take up the four 
factors in the conquest of Mexico that seem to me most 
revealing: One is a god, Quetzalcoatl; one is a practice, 
human sacrifice; two are men, Montezuma and Cortes. 

1. Quetzalcoatl, the most appealing of the Mesoamerican 
gods, is also most deeply implicated in the Mexican debacle. 
This is a complex figure, a god of human interiority and of 
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the works of civilization, a searcher into the depth of hell and 
the guardian of terrestrial idylls, a priest king of Tula and the 
deus absconditus of Anahuac, an Indian Prometheus. 

He was not the tribal god of the Mexica, having been in 
the country long before they arrived. Their god was 
Huitzilopochtli, the god of war and of the sun, or rather the 
Sun itself, who shared the great temple pyramid of Mexico
Tenochtitlan, the scene of so much of the drama in this tale, 
with Tlaloc, the god of rain-the god who floods the heavens 
with the god who drenches the earth. When the Mexica were 
still Chichimeca (as the Nahua called the wandering semi
savages of the north), coming down from their mythical city 
of origin Aztlan (whence the name Aztec) in search of their 
appointed home, their priests carried on their backs, as I 
mentioned before, a twittering medicine bundle. This was 
Huitzilopochtli, reborn at Teotihuacan, the birthplace of the 
gods, as the Fifth Sun. His name means "Hummingbird On 
the Left" or "On the South," perhaps because he and his 
people went southwest to find their marshland home on Lake 
Texcoco, perhaps because those little hummingbirds are fierce 
fighters and because the god-figure was half-bird, having a 
thin, feathered left leg. In effect their god was crippled. 
Cripples, dwarves, hunchbacks, albinos play a great role in 
Nahua history, partly because the valley people had an inex
haustible interest in the sports and varieties of nature: 
Montezuma's palace complex included besides an aviary, a 
zoo, an arboretum, a gallery of anomalous humans; but there 
may be something deeper to it, some sense of awe before the 
exceptional-! don't know. 

The war god was a hummingbird because Aztec warriors 
who died in battle went not to the murky Hades of Mictlan 
but to a sunny Elysium where they flitted about feeding on 
flowery nectar-perfect examples of a dominant Aztec 
characteristic, the abrupt juxtaposing of or transiting from 
the brutal to the delicate. 
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Most of the Aztec gods seem to have had frightful aspects. 
There is a statue of Huitzilopochtli's mother Coatlicue, a 
chunky monster with a necklace of human parts and a head 
like an oblong package made up from two compressed snakes 
springing from her neck. The tribal god himself must have 
looked inhumanly terrifying. Not so Quetzalcoatl. The Aztecs 
were very sensitive to human beauty-the ugliness of the 
gods is clearly deliberate-and this god was represented as 
beautiful, though in a way which, although not unique to 
him, is yet most remarkable. 

Quetzalcoatl's name combines the word quetzal, a 
Mesoamerican bird that has precious green tailfeathers (the 
green of quetzal feathers and of jade was the color of the 
Mexica nobility), with coat!, meaning snake. So he is the 
bird-snake, or the Plumed Serpent, belonging both to the sky 
and the earth. And thus he is shown in some sculptures, with 
coils whose scales are lengthened into feathers neatly piled 
into a spiral. The fanged jaws are wide open and frame a 
handsome, spare young male face, with high-bridged nose, 
well-shaped eyes, thin-lipped mouth-the face, I imagine, of 
a young Aztec noble. 

Is this face that of the god within a serpentine integu
ment, or is the creature as a whole the god, or is it the god's 
priest in his ritual costume? It is not clear that it is even a per
missible question. The Aztecs appear to have had the most 
flexible notions of their divinities. The gods amalgamate 
competences, share names, identify with their victims, and 
merge with their priests. As far as I can tell, this mode is 
neither confusion nor indeterminacy. It is rather a kind of 
conceptual fluidity which does become fixed in the very 
precisely promulgated rituals. The graphic art of the Aztecs 
expresses this multifarious melding by its complexly inter
twined figures with their attributes all drawn indistinguish
ably on one plane and discriminable only to an expert in 
Aztec divinity. 
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But of Quetzalcoatl we know that he was indeed both god 
and man. As man he was then lord of Tula, and as the Toltec 
lord he became fateful to the Mexica. 

To me the most appealing characteristic of these new
comers, these recent Chichimeca, was their longing deference 
to a city of the past, Tula, a city forty miles north of their lake 
and overthrown more than 300 years before Montezuma's 
day. Tula was to Tenochtitlan what Athens has been to Europe 
and still is to us in Maryland and New Mexico: the source of 
wisdom, art, and ideals of life. The Toltecs were to the 
Mexica like gods, walking swiftly everywhere on blue san
dals, wrapped in flowery fragrance . For them corn sprouted 
in enormous ears, precious cocoa beans-one of the Mexican 
currencies-were found in plenty, and cotton grew already 
dyed in rich colors. They made works of art so exemplary 
that the Aztecs gave their own craftsmen the generic name of 
tolteca, Tulans. 

Over this earthly idyll Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin, Our Dear 
Lord Quetzalcoatl, ruled as priest and king, godlike but also 
all too human. I cannot tell you what then happened in all its 
tragicomic detail. But in brief, Huitzilopochtli and other gods 
arrived in the guise of mischief-making wizards. Never mind 
the disparity in dates. This is the story of a newer god of war 
undoing an older god of civilization, and, I suspect, the story 
of how Huitzilopochtli's people betrayed their assumed 
Toltec heritage. These wizards assaulted the Toltec lord, who 
had grown in some way neglectful, with portents and temp
tations. They tempted him with pulque, the wine made from 
the maguey cactus, the American aloe, whose consumption 
was fiercely regulated in Tenochtitlan. They raised indecent 
passions in princesses and induced civil wars that 
Quetzalcoatl had to win with his army of dwarves and 
cripples. They caused the Tolteca to sing and dance them
selves to death. To these temptations the lord of Tula 
succumbed as a participant. Finally, however, they tried to 
force him to make human sacrifices. Here he balked and 
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refused and was for that steadfastness driven from Tula. All 
this is told by Sahagun and other Indian sources. This is the 
moment to say once more what needs saying just because it 
seems too naive for words: To report that Huitzilopochtli did 
this and Quetzalcoatl that is not to confer the status of 
existence on these divine figures. Indeed they became fateful 
to their people precisely because they were so vulnerable to 
non-existence proofs. 

There is a stone head that shows the Dear Lord weeping, 
long clublike tears issuing straight from the god's eyes, 
probably those he wept as he went into exile. The same head 
shows him heavily bearded, an unusual feature in a young 
god; and among the Indians in general. He is also supposed 
to have been light-skinned. 

Quetzalcoatl flees toward the east. He crosses, in space 
not time, the path of the Mexica's god going southwest, and 
he makes his way toward the east coast, there to embark with 
his loyal band on a raft of serpents and to drift into the rising 
sun-the very way Cortes, a white bearded man, took in 
reverse going west and inland. Cortes comes this way in 
1519, just as the year that in the Aztec calendrical cycle is 
Quetzalcoatl's birth and death year, ce dcatl, One Reed, had 
come round again. In this year the Dear Lord was destined to 
return by boat from his trans-oceanic exile. You can see the 
tragedy taking shape. 

The biggest pyramid in America rose at Cholula to mark 
one of the god-man's stations of flight. There the old god 
failed his people when, on his way to Tenochtitlan, Cortes 
massacred more than a hundred unarmed Cholulan nobles in 
his temple precinct. Cortes thought he had uncovered a plot 
to betray his band to the Mexica. Perhaps he had, and 
perhaps the planned ambush would have been the end for 
him if he had not prevented it with his characteristic 
merciless decisiveness. That we shall never know, but we do 
know this: The Cholulans remembered an old prophecy that 
the god who had rested from his flight in their city would 
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protect them, and that if they pulled a stone out of his 
pyramid, a flood of water would sweep the enemy away. With 
panicky energy they succeeded in wrenching out a stone
and got a cloud of dust. 

The Plumed Serpent, briefly to finish his tale, was not 
permanently discredited, nor did he cease to occupy imagina
tions. He became the savior god of a resurrected Mexico. The 
friars who came at Cortes's request wanted a warrant for 
treating the Indians as aboriginal Christians; they saw in the 
wandering god St. Thomas, one of Jesus's twelve disciples 
who was his missionary to India. Quetzalcoatl was also the 
guardian god of the nativist movement in New Spain and 
Mexico, celebrated in murals and hymns by Mexican painters 
and intellectuals and even by that wandering Englishman D. 
H. Lawrence. His novel of 1926, The Plumed Serpent, is a 
repulsively fascinating, garishly proto-Nazi fantasy of the 
god's return in provincial Mexico, complete with the 
paraphernalia of Nuremberg: a charismatic god-representing 
leader, choreographed soldiery, Nazi-like salutes, and finally 
human sacrifice-all this so that the heroine, a manless 
ageing Irishwoman, might find a man who is a man, that is, 
who hardly ever talks. It is a travesty of the sorrowful Toltec 
divinity of civilization. 

2. Human sacrifice was, I have learned to think, not really 
just a Mexican custom ascribable to "otherness." The Mexica 
knew the story just told of Quetzalcoatl. I cannot believe that 
some of them, especially their last emperor, did not reflect 
that they were co-opting the god into a practice he abhorred 
and over which he went into exile. Perhaps those priests of 
Huitzilopochtli, with their skull-decorated black gowns and 
blood-matted hair, were fanatics totally absorbed in their 
cultic task, but the educated nobles, admirers of Tula, so 
refined in their intimate habits and their social life, must have 
had qualms and doubts-unless there is no way to infer from 
ourselves to others. 
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The numbers are staggering. It is reported that at the 
inauguration of Huitzilopochtli's Great Temple in 1487, 
20,000-by some readings 80,000-victims were lined up 
four abreast in queues stretching from the temple onto the 
city's causeways. (Is it altogether an ironical coincidence that 
these were about the numbers of Indians said to have 
presented themselves for conversion on certain days after the 
conquest?) And this killing went on, in smaller numbers, in 
the numerous minor temples of the city. Every twenty days, 
by the ritual calendar, there was a god's feast, requiring some
times quite a few children, sometimes a woman, sometimes a 
specially prepared youth. 

The operation itself is often shown in the codices. The 
victims march, mostly unassisted, to the top of the pyramid; 
there they are laid on a convex sacrificial stone, their limbs 
are held by four priests while a fifth chokes off his screams 
with a wooden yoke, the obsidian knife rips into the chest, 
the heart, still beating, is held up to the Sun and put in a 
wooden bowl, the "eagle dish." The victim is rolled down the 
steps to be dismembered and distributed for feasting accord
ing to a strict protocol. The victims are children bought from 
the poor, the pick of slaves for sale in the market (who are 
ritually bathed), beautiful young nobles prepared in a year of 
splendid living for their role as ixiptlas, god-impersonators. 
Evidently certain divinities, like the ever-present 
Tezcatlip6ca, Lord of the Near and Nigh, who shared func
tions with the city god, were not only recipients of victims 
but were themselves sacrificed, albeit through their human 
incarnations-one noteworthy parallel to Christianity. 

It seems to be true that these ritual killings were not 
sadistic in intention or demeaning to the victims. While there 
are reports of weeping family and frightened victims, the 
sacrificial human was evidently well co-opted into the 
performance. Moreover, the cactus button peyotl and the 
mushroom teonandcatl, "Flesh of the Gods," both hallu
cinogens, and the alcoholic pulque seem to have been 
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administered to the sacrifices, who were, in any case, intoxi
cated with the ritual swirl and the musical stridor around 
them. For the prepared chosen at least this passage into a 
flowery next world was perhaps a high point of this life
though who knows how many victims, particularly the 
children, died experiencing extreme fear. 

These frightful, somber, and splendid festivals were evi
dently thought to be truly necessary to the survival of the city 
and the continuing existence of its world. Yet, as I said, the 
Aztec nobility, who were so finely attuned to right and wrong 
conduct (as their stock homilies, preserved by Sahagun, 
show), must have felt themselves to be living over a moral 
abyss, doing a balancing act in a threatening and fragile 
sacred world, which doomed them in their hearts for what 
they did and through their sacred duties for what they might 
omit to do. 

I have neglected to mention the largest and most steady 
supply of victims, the prisoners. 

The highest calling of Huitzilopochtli's people, the 
soldiers of the Sun, was war, and the object of war was to take 
captives, an even higher object than the merciless subjugation 
of Anahuac's cities. Promotion in the army was strictly 
according to the number of prisoners taken. The warriors 
needed to take prisoners to rise in rank; the city needed pris
oners for their flesh and blood, the sacrifices that would feed 
and maintain the good will of the gods. It was a tight circle of 
necessities. 

This religious trap-! will call it that-had three devas
tating secular consequences. First, the Mexican army never 
learned, until it was too late, to fight to kill, to fight a war for 
survival in realest earnest. Second, Tenochtitlan trained up a 
deadly enemy for itself, the city of Tlaxcala, seated between 
itself and the eastern coast. There was a bizarre but logical 
institution in Anahuac, the so-called "flowery war," 
xochiya6yotl. The Triple Alliance of Anahuac, eventually 
dominated by Tenochtitlan and including Texcoco, had a 
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mutual arrangement with three cities across the mountains, of 
which the aristocratic republic of Tlaxcala was the most 
independent. The agreement was to stage battles regularly for 
the sole purpose of obtaining from each other prisoners for 
sacrifice. This was a strange kind of ceremonious warfare, 
which required the high-born warriors skillfully to take their 
enemies alive, only to bring them back home to their delayed 
warriors' death. Meanwhile the Tlaxcalans remained free, in 
training, and full of hatred, and they became Cortes's most 
effective allies. 

And third, the evidence and actual sight of human 
sacrifice turned the Spaniards' stomachs-as powerful a 
revulsion as the moral one, I imagine. So when, as I said, they 
saw the remains of their own people, an ineradicable repug
nance seems to have turned their hearts, a disgust which 
became the pretext for much savagery of their own. 

3. Montezuma was installed as tlatodni of Mexico
Tenochtitlan in 1502. Tlatoani means "He Who Speaks," 
who has authority. Since Tenochtitlan was the secular and 
sacred center of the Aztec world, he was the speaker over the 
universe, the uei-tlatoani-usually rendered as "emperor." 
When he was killed in 1520 he was 52. His lineage was even 
shorter than the city's existence, whose founding date is 
1345. The Anahuac empire was put together during the next 
century; Axayacatl, Montezuma's father, who died in 1481, 
was only the third emperor. As was the custom, the council 
that chose the new lord did not go to the son but first to 
Axayacatl's two brothers. When Montezuma became the 
sixth emperor, Anahuac was less than seventy years old. 
Historians disagree whether objectively the empire was in a 
state of youthful vigor or in the course of rigidified decline 
when Cortes came. But there can be no doubt that 
Montezuma was a monarch who personally felt doom 
coming. Motolinia says (probably incorrectly) that his very 
name-nomen omen-meant one who is sad and serious, as 
well as one who inspires fear and respect. 
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As was necessary for the tlatoani, he had proved himself 
as warrior and officer, but he was also a highly educated man. 
The Mexica, like most high civilizations, were committed to 
a well-defined and diversified plan of education for their 
young. The set speeches, the traditional admonitions, that the 
ruling nobles made to their boys and girls upon their having 
reached the age of discretion are loving, somber, straitlaced, 
meticulous-and full of Nahua charm. The one from which I 
will read a sampling goes on for six of Sahagun's columns. It 
begins thus: 

Here art thou, thou who art my child, thou 
who art my precious necklace, thou who art 
my precious feather, thou who art my creation, 
my offspring, my blood, my image. 

And then the child is inducted into Aztec pessimism: 

Hear well, 0 my daughter, 0 my child. The earth 
is not a good place. It is not a place of joy; it is not 
a place of contentment. 

Then the little girl is given rules of conduct, for example: 

At night hold vigil, arise promptly. Extend thy 
arms promptly, quickly leave thy soft bed, wash 
thy face, wash thy hands, wash thy mouth, seize 
the broom; be diligent with the sweeping; be not 
tepid, be not lukewarm. 

What wilt thou seize upon as thy womanly 
labors? ... Look well to the drink, the food; 
how it is prepared, how it is made .. . . 

Then the speech touches deep moral matters: 

May thou not covet carnal things. May thou not 
wish for experience, as is said, in the excrement, in 
the refuse. And if thou truly art to change thyself, 
would thou become a goddess? 
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But there was also public education, a dual system. The 
Young Men's (and Women's) House, the telpochccilli, was 
open to the lower nobility and even to commoners. The boys' 
house had features of our prep school. The emphasis was on 
physical hardening and the performance of rough public 
service. A lot of rowdy fun was overlooked; some of the older 
boys even took mistresses, and, Sahagun reports, "they 
presumed to utter light and ironic words and spoke with 
pride and temerity." 

The second institution, the famous calmecac, was part 
seminary, part cadet corps. Here went the high nobility and 
commoners destined by talent to be priests. The daily routine 
was punishing; for example, sleep was often interrupted 
when the boys were called to draw blood from their earlobes 
and ankles with maguey spines. This self-sacrifice was said to 
have been instituted by Quetzalcoatl, who was in fact the 
tutelary divinity, the super-tutor, of the calmecac. Discipline 
was fierce. There were constant humiliations, and if a noble's 
son was found even a little drunk on pulque he was secretly 
strangled; a commoner was beaten to death. 

The curriculum was rigid and rigorous. The boys learned 
the revisionist Mexica version of Nahua history from painted 
books that were expounded to them. They learned to speak 
ceremoniously and to perform ritual songs and dances accu
rately. They learned, besides the sign and number count of the 
360-day solar calendar with its five unfortunate "hollow" 
intercalary days, the divinatory calendar. This was the 
"Sacred Book of Days" by which the priest told the feast days 
of the gods, the personal destiny of a baby and the epochs of 
the world. This study was evidently the most effective initia
tion into the Aztec way of seeing the world. That is the 
reason why the friars, trying to extirpate Aztec worship, 
denounced this sacred calendar with particular vehemence as 
having cast loose from the natural heavenly revolutions and 
being an evil convention-as they said: "the fruit of a 
compact with the Devil." 
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The two calendars came together every 52 years, an era 
called the Bundling of the Years. Ominously, such an epoch 
evidently occurred in 1506, "One Rabbit," when just as many 
year-bundles had gone by as would make the setting of the 
fifth Sun imminent, and with it the final destruction by earth
quakes of Huitzilopochtli, his city, and the world whose 
center was Tenochtitlan. The year of 1519, moreover, was, as 
I said, ce acatl, "One Reed," the name of the year of 
Quetzalcoatl's birth, exile and prophesied return. A student 
of the calendar presumably knew himself to be living at once 
near doomsday and near delivery. 

From this schooling and his experience in the field, 
Montezuma emerged as high priest, warrior and tlatoani: 
spiritually austere for all his palatial luxury, a severe father to 
his Mexica, rigidly religious, and, for all the self-abasement 
his set accession speech required, an autocratic and aristo
cratic ruler, the first to restrict high office to the nobility. He 
was inaccessible to the populace, stately and ceremonious 
with his nobles, reserved as to his person: When Cortes, as he 
himself tells, tried to hug him "in Spanish fashion," 
Montezuma's horrified attendants stopped him; this was 
court etiquette but presumably also personal preference. But 
above all he was a burdened man, doom-ridden, half hopeful, 
self-doubtful. "What shall I do, where shall I hide? If only I 
could turn into stone, wood or some other earthly matter 
rather than suffer that which I dread!" he cried out, this vic
tor of nine pitched battles, to his magicians who could not 
turn to good the omens of evil to come (and got severely pun
ished for it). This was no coward's funk but a pious man's 
terror of a probably inevitable future. 

There was a city across the lake, Texcoco, a member of 
Tenochtitlan's Triple Alliance. It paralleled the Italian cities of 
the Renaissance in high culture; it was a Tula revived. In the 
fifteenth century it had a poet-king, Nezahualc6yotl, whose 
poetry has the fragrance that arises when the melancholy of 
existence melds with soundness of heart. Like a Nahua 
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Lucretius he offers his bitter cup with the rim sweetened by 
honey. He speaks: 

I, Nezahualcoyotl, ask this: 
Is it true one really lives on the earth? 
Not forever on earth, 
only a little while here. 
Though it be jade it falls apart, 
though it be gold it wears away, 
though it be quetzal plumage it is torn asunder. 
Not forever on earth, 
only a little while here. 

This is beauty to console for the brevity of being, but in the 
Texcocan Renaissance prince it is without the panicky gloom 
of the Mexican Emperor of the late Fifth Sun. 
Nezahualcoyotl's underlying sense of life's inconstancy is the 
same, but Montezuma's was infected by the consciousness of 
a more starkly immediate doom. 

I think that Montezuma was probably an overwrought 
exemplar of a Mexica noble: devout witness of constant 
bloody brutality; refined connoisseur of jade and feather 
work; watcher for imminent death and destruction; avid 
collector of fleeting things like birds and flowers; cruel lord 
and ever-courteous prince; liar of great ability and treacher
ous too, as the Tlaxcalans believed; high noble of candid and 
simple bearing: witness the poignant speech of submission he 
appears to have made to Cortes when he was still in his own 
palace, when he still believed in the Spanish savior. He said 
with a smile: 

You too have been told perhaps that I am a god, 
and dwell in palaces of gold and silver. But you see 
it is false. Myhouses, though large, are of stone 
and wood like those of others. And as to my body 
[here he threw open his cloak]-you see it is flesh 
and blood like yours. 
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Some see delicate irony in his words, particularly in the 
reference to the absence of gold. But to me his speech sounds 
heartfelt, and he was in fact submitting to men he thought 
might be teules, gods; Cortes's band, the santa campania, the 
Holy Company, might indeed be bringing back Quetzalcoatl
Cortes, "the white hero of the break of day." 

He had had some cause to be thus receptive, for in the 
decade before Cortes's arrival the omens had multiplied: the 
spontaneous combustion of Huitzilopochtli's temple, tongues 
of celestial fire, finally a bird found in Lake Texcoco bearing 
a black mirror in its head in which the emperor briefly 
glimpsed the strangers landing-Sahagun catalogues eight 
serious omens. 

I think Montezuma became heartsick and started vacillat
ing, now welcoming the Spaniard from afar with golden gifts, 
now holding him off or even arranging his ambush. In the 
end he was transfixed like a rabbit by a snake, truly a snake 
since Cortes played the role of the Plumed Serpent. So he sent 
the Spaniard Quetzalcoatl's regalia, since it was the year 
ce acatl, One Reed. Not all his nobles were pleased at the 
emperor's submissiveness; they wept when not much later 
they attended his litter to his place of custody, his father's 
palace. 

Some historians think the omens were an ex post facto 
invention to make the catastrophe more palatable to simple 
people. But they sound very plausible; ominous events do 
occur in clusters before disasters (as Machiavelli observes in 
his Discourses), at least for those who have prophetic souls. 
The omens help explain Montezuma's fragility before the 
crisis. It was, I want to say, a type of fragility almost designed 
to highlight Cortes's robustness, as if Montezuma had found 
his fated match, the better to reveal the West to itself. 

Once he had made his submission to the Spanish emper
or and been taken into Spanish custody, another side of his 
character came out: He became receptive to new experiences, 
learned to shoot the crossbow, sailed Lake Texcoco on a 
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brigantine, the first wind-driven vessel on those waters.-It is 
always the West's inventions, especially those that shoot far 
and go fast, that first beguile the non-West. He retained his 
exquisite courtesy and generosity; he became sociable and 
even affectionate with the Spaniards. It has been suggested 
that he was displaying the pathological bonding of a victim to 
his kidnappers. But by a concord with Cortes Montezuma 
was running his empire from Axayacatl's palace where he and 
the Spaniards were quartered, and he was free to indulge in 
his old pleasures like hunting. It is reported that if there was 
fun afoot he could dissolve in giggles. 

But this priest-emperor never converted or gave up 
human sacrifice, although frequently subjected to Cortes's 
passionate theological harangues against the ritual on the 
grounds of human brotherhood. As Fuentes says, it was sim
ply a more urgent question to him whether the sun would rise 
and the world go on than what the Spaniards did to him or 
his empire. 

Nevertheless, I wonder if it ever came to him that his reli
gious practices were, in the nature of things, futile, that the 
Christians had a sun that moved reliably and stably (and 
would soon even stand still) precisely because it was not a god 
and therefore not amenable to human exertion and sacrifice. 
Octavia Paz says in his Labyrinth of Solitude that the Aztecs 
committed suicide because they were betrayed by their gods. 
I think they were, speaking more precisely, betrayed by their 
trust in their visible and palpable gods, who (as I think in con
trast to the early invaders, who acknowledged them as devils) 
did nothing and were nothing and absconded more crassly 
than could an invisible deity or one less abjectly served-a 
truth I have, strangely enough, never found enunciated by the 
historians I have read. 

4. Cortes, finally, the Conquistador, seems to me a man as 
emblematic of the conquering West as Montezuma was of the 
empire of the doomed Sun. Cortes was a hidalgo from an old, 
turbulent, moderately situated family. Having gotten into 
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various scrapes he chose to come to the Indies in 1504 when 
he was nineteen-an age more often given over to wanderlust 
than to acquisitiveness. In 1519 he began to subdue Anahuac, 
whose chiefs became, as he put it to his sovereign, "Your 
Majesty's vassals, and obey my commands." No sooner had 
he conquered Mexico for Spain than he was beset by endless 
audiencias and residencias, tribunals and inquiries, conducted 
by officials whose rectitude was apparently not much greater 
than his own and whose daring was considerably less. 
Nevertheless, by 1529 he was Marquess of the Oaxaca Valley 
and Captain-General of New Spain, empowered to discover 
further lands and to colonize them. (In fact following Mexico 
he discovered and named California after a queen in one of 
those medieval romances.) He died in 1547, and his bones 
have undergone grotesque removals paralleling his down
ward course in Mexican history, during which Quetzalcoatl 
was raised to a national hero while his unwitting imperson
ator was suppressed by the descendants of the Conquest. 

The story of his and his Holy Company's march toward 
Tenochtitlan in 1519, his first peaceful entrance into the 
sacred and magical city, his expulsion, near-annihilation and 
devastating re-entry have lately been retold in all its fiction
defying detail by Hugh Thomas in Conquest. He lands on 
Anahuac's eastern shore with his little fleet of "water houses," 
as the natives described his three-masted square-riggers, of 
the type called naos. When they . first saw them, they 
reported on them as "mountain ranges floating on water." ' 
His boldest first stroke is to dismantle his ships before he 
marches inland. Now the thirty-four-year-old sailor emerges 
as a man of many devices and deceits, a bold man of faith
and greed-inspired audacity-albeit somewhat more devoted 
to the salvation of his soul than to the amassing of gold; a 
resilient man well acquainted with suffering and depression; 
a man of self- and other-punishing endurance and scary 
tenacity, who seems to live on little sleep; cruel and charm
ing, careful of his companions and demanding their utmost; 
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prudent and daring; circumspect and lightning-quick; gener
ous and grasping; kind and manipulative; and always an 
adventurer and a wanderer and an elegant teller of adven
tures and wanderings-as complex a man in his way as 
Montezuma. Prescott says in his personal memoranda, in 
which he details for himself the oppositions of Cortes's 
character: 

The great feature of his character was constancy of 
purpose . . .. He was inexhaustible in resources, 
and when all outward means were withdrawn, 
seemed to find sufficient to sustain him, in his own 
bosom. 

Now listen to the beginning of Homer's Odyssey: 

Tell me, 0 Muse, of the man of many twists who 
wandered so much when he had sacked the sacred 
city of Troy. He saw the towns of many men and 
knew their mind, and suffered much on the sea, 
seeking to save his soul and the return of his com
pamons. 

No two men could be more alike; if I were to inventory the 
characters of the two adventurers nearly every feature in one 
list would turn up quite recognizably in the other, beginning 
with "constancy of purpose" -Odysseus is polytlas, the 
"much enduring"-including the occasional bouts of lassi
tude and depression. And this happy circumstance tells me 
that Cortes was not primarily a man of his time: not just a 
medieval knight-errant or a mercantile-minded gold prospec
tor, or a hard-to-control vassal of the Spanish crown, or a 
fierce competitor for the rights of first conquest.-He was 
certainly all these, and it was because he returned to the Gulf 
Coast to intercept his Spanish pursuers that he first lost 
Tenochtitlan. But before these and more fundamentally he 
was a man who in his intense individuality expressed an 
ancient type of the West, Odysseus the self-sufficient, who 
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talks to his own heart, who has many twists and devices, who 
is blunt and tactful, who can be driven to extreme cruelty and 
engage in gratuitous acts of kindness, who lies but not 
ignobly, and above all, who can, in a pinch, rely on his virgin 
goddess, Athena, because he relies on himself. 

In Cortes that ancient pagan character type seems to have 
comfortably accommodated, or better, absorbed the God 
from the other root of the Western tradition, though Cortes 
was-more parallelism-particularly devoted to the Virgin. 
Hugh Thomas says that he became more God-fearing as the 
expedition went on-who wouldn't? His flagship sailed 
under a banner he had inscribed with the saying: "Friends, let 
us follow the Cross and if we only have faith in this sign we 
shall conquer." He was citing the legend under which the 
Emperor Constantine fought the battle that in 312 turned the 
Roman Empire Christian. Cortes's Christianity is a debated 
subject, but to me it seems unquestionable. It is-to state the 
obvious-Cortes's chief distinction from his pagan avatar, 
and to my mind the reason why, unlike Odysseus the Sacker 
of Troy who returns, however dilatorily, to his own rocky 
Ithaca, Cortes the Conquistador of Anahuac stays to colonize 
it for his "Most Catholic and Invincible Emperor." One kind 
of evidence is that this prudent commander several times put 
his expedition at risk because of his religious impetuousness 
and had to be restrained by Bartolome de Olmeda, the wise 
and patient friar with the expedition, a man who while 
practicing prudence also thought of the Indians' feelings-so 
unlike Pizarro's fatal chaplain. On one memorable occasion, 
the emperor, at Cortes's request, invited him with some of his 
captains to come up the Great Pyramid of Huitzilopochtli. 
Montezuma himself was, as usual, carried to the top, but 
Cortes insisted on marching up all 113 steep narrow steps 
and declared to the solicitous emperor waiting for him that 
"Spaniards are never weary;" indeed, as I mentioned, Cortes 
slept little when on campaign. Montezuma then obtained per
mission from the priests for Cortes, who was clearly already 
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in the Christian conqueror mode, to enter the sanctuary. This 
reeking place so disgusted him that he asked Montezuma 
with a smile-not a charming one, I imagine-how so wise a 
prince could put his faith in a representation of the Devil. He 
offered to install in this temple, as he had on other pyramids, 
a cross and an image of the Virgin, before which the false 
gods would shrink into oblivion. Montezuma was deeply 
shocked and said-here is irony-that these were the gods 
that had ever led the Mexica to victory. Cortes, perhaps 
nudged by Friar Olmeda, apologized. But it was a dangerous 
moment. Montezuma stayed behind to expiate the sacrilege. 
This action, which could have meant the early end of 
Montezuma's policy of submission, was certainly impolitic 
and clearly inspired by pure if untimely Christian fervor. In 
his own account Cortes naturally suppresses this incident in 
favor of what must have been a later occasion, when he did 
actually topple the idol down the pyramid steps, and, as he 
claims, stop the sacrifices. 

Cortes became de facto emperor of Anahuac close to the 
time, namely 1513, that Machiavelli's Prince appeared. So I 
looked Cortes up, as it were. I have often wondered for 
whom this manual on rulership is meant, since natural 
princes already know it all and untalented rulers will simply 
use it as permission for misconduct. Cortes, it turns out, 
knows most of Machiavelli's lessons: how to fight both like a 
fox and a lion, for he was proud of his "cunning stratagems" 
and fierce even when wounded and unarmed; how not to be 
good on occasion, for he could be brutal; how to get credit 
for every exploit, for his letters take care that he should; how 
to rule more by love than fear, as his trooper Diaz attests; 
how, finally, to be lucky, and-a Machiavellian or Odyssean 
trait of his own-how to lie royally without being commonly 
dishonest. But there were many more things that he did not 
do by this book but did rather against its explicit advice: he 
relied heavily on auxiliaries, fought with an amateur's 
improvisation, and did not study eminent predecessors-for 
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there were none. But above all, Machiavelli doesn' t seem to 
know, or at least to enunciate, the two kindred qualifications 
most needful to an imperial conquistador: large dreams and 
deep faith-in Cortes's case, Christian faith, but faith also in 
a more expansive sense, as I will try to show. 

Both rulers made mistakes. Montezuma should not have 
sent gold to greet the "Holy Company," though how was he 
to know? He should not have quartered the Spaniards in 
Axayacatl's palace where the state treasure was hidden-and 
so on. But the chief mistake was to believe the prophecies and 
to submit to the omens, and so to the bearded white men 
coming over the water. Some of his nobles seem to have 
realized this, but they were themselves used to submitting to 
their lord, and so they wept silently. 

Cortes's errors were those of a nervous yet decisive 
aggressor. At Cholula he stained his name with a possibly 
preventable massacre. At Tenochtitlan, when he hastened to 
the coast to repel his pursuers, he left in charge a valorous 
young brute, Pedro d'Alvarado, whom the Indians called 
Tonatiuh, the Sun, because he was blond and beautiful. He 
proved worse to them than their own doomed Fifth Sun, for 
as he was edgy, eager and without judgment, he unleashed a 
massacre on the unarmed celebrants of Huitzilopochtli's 
festival which ended every chance of peaceful dominion and 
brought on that Sad Night. This was the night when the 
Spaniards, their Indian allies, and the Spanish women fighting 
desperately alongside their men, were driven from the city 
and nearly exterminated. 

Above all, he razed Tenochtitlan, the finest city in the 
world. Was it a mistake, a crime? Here is what he himself says 
in his account of the recapture of the city from the Mexica, 
who under the young Emperor Cuauhtemoc, Montezuma's 
nephew, had learned the Spanish skills: to fight to kill, to fight 
at night, to fight from the water. The passage is from the third 
letter to Emperor Charles V: 
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All I had seen forced me to two conclusions, the 
one that we should regain little of the treasure the 
Mexicans had taken from us; the other that they 
would force us to destroy and kill them all and this 
last weighed on my soul. I began to wonder how I 
could terrify them and bring them to a sense of 
their error. It could only be done by burning and 
destroying their houses and towers of the idols. 

125 

Of course, the letter explains first things first: why the 
Emperor isn't getting his customary fifth of treasure. Of 
course, Cortes assumes that the Mexica are legally in rebel
lion (an imperial arrogation, to be sure, on par with the Aztec 
emperor's treatment of cities that refused the dominion of 
Huitzilopochtli). But it also reveals a certain travail of spirit, 
a conscience, a care for a people whose intelligence Cortes 
admired and whose fate he pitied, albeit he was its cause. On 
Cortes's premise the destruction was a necessity, but was the 
premise itself necessary? For my part, I simply cannot judge. 
It is true, however, that once he was master of Anahuac he 
looked carefully after his realm and probably did it more 
good in the long run than it ever was in Montezuma's power 
to do: He spent his own resources in rebuilding the country, 
introduced new plants and draught animals, condemned the 
enslavement of the Indians and recorded in his will his deep 
misgivings of conscience about the institution itself, and tried 
to mitigate the treatment of the natives by the colonists. And, 
of course, he abolished human sacrifice. All in all, his dubious 
deeds had the effect of relegating Anahuac to the past; his 
good deeds gave Mexico a future. And, pressed to think in 
these terms about the Conquest itself, I suppose with the 
Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa that it belongs in the long 
run to the credit side of something, call it human welfare. 

But the question I proposed was how and why it 
could happen. So let me try to come to some sort of conclu
sion. Two worlds clashed (here the cliche tells the simple 
truth), and the leaders happened to be emblematic of their 
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worlds. Let me first compare the divinities that led the 
leaders. 

We have an alumnus, Peter Nabokov, the stepson of the 
man to whom this lecture is dedicated, William Darkey. He is 
an expert on Indian sacred life and its sacred space. When he 
heard that I was reading on this subject he sent me a large box 
of books from his private library. In one of these books I 
found an article containing an antithetical listing of Aztec and 
Christian religiosity. 

On the left, the Nahua side, is listed (I select for brevity's 
sake) Symmetry, Autonomy, Interchangeability, and Cyclicality. 
On the right, the Spanish side, is listed Hierarchy, 
Centralization, Fixity, and Linearity. This right side is in fact 
recognizable as a checklist of features condemned in the West 
as evils of the West, a compendium of the self-critique of the 
West such as was current in the later part of the last century 
and still is, albeit somewhat muted by recent events. 

I also recognize the left side of the list, and it does appear 
to me to be descriptive of Aztec religion. But notice this 
strange effect: how each characteristic of that religion 
induced an opposite effect on the Aztec polity. The complex
ly related Symmetries of divine functions make for a draining 
tangle of rituals; the Autonomy of the deities-as many as 
1600-leads to a burdensome multiplicity of services; the 
Interchangeability of identities leads to dependence on priest
ly interpreters; and the Cyclicality leads to a sense of 
inescapable doom. In fact it was Anahuac that most tended 
toward social Hierarchy, administrative Centralization and 
rigid Fixity of protocol. The Spanish side, on the other hand, 
gave its real-life practitioners one supreme god, reliable in his 
operations, author of a stable creation, progressing hopefully 
into a new day. And so it was the Spaniards who could afford 
to be free, flexible, energetic, and self-reliant: When God 
permits them to be defeated it is, Cortes says, on account of 
their own sins, a deserved punishment, not an unintelligible 
divine antic. 
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But, a student of Aztec religion might argue, the similari
ties to Christianity are remarkably exact and numerous, so 
why would religion make the difference? To give a sampling 
of the parallelisms: The Indians had the symbol of the cross, 
a Maltese type, that turns up frequently in their visual art. 
They had absolution by confession, though it could be under
gone only once in a lifetime. They had a form of baptism, 
ritual fasting, even an invisible god. Above all, they had the 
ritual ingestion of their god's blood: the victim's or their own 
blood was kneaded into loaves of amaranth seeds that were 
god-images and were then eaten. This last practice, the 
analogue of Christian communion, is most interesting to me, 
because some scholars represent this Christian sacrament as a 
form of cannibalism that brings Christianity closer to the 
Aztec feasting on flesh. But, of course, the blood partaken of 
during the Christian Eucharist is precisely not the blood of a 
living human being. Even a very untheoretical Christian 
knows that it is a mystery which is accompanied by a complex 
rational theology. Communicants know, if vaguely, that the 
wafer and wine are neither merely symbolic nor brutely 
real-the nature of their transformation is open to rational 
questioning: For example, have they undergone transubstan
tiation, so that the substance itself, the bread and the wine, 
are to be regarded as now the body and blood of Christ, or 
have they achieved consubstantiation, such that they present 
a duality of visible properties and invisible essence? 

I may be allowed to dismiss the beguiling but bizarre 
notion of the friars that the Indians were lapsed Christians, 
baptized a millennium and a half ago by Quetzalcoatl
St.Thomas; at any rate, they themselves were always afraid 
that the willing conversions of the Indians were perhaps 
rather shallow and masked the survival of the old similar
seeming worship. It remains a problem, requiring really deep 
investigation by people who know not only the methods of 
comparative ethnography but the ways of faith, whether such 
similarities betoken pure coincidence, or are features belong-
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ing to some general human religiosity, and whether such 
all-human phenomena have a deep or shallow common root. 
To me it seems, judging only at first glance, that a stupen
dously unwieldy religion supported by many disparate narra
tives, whose meaning, being a matter of memory, is uncir
cumventably in the hands of trained priests, is simply incom
mensurable with a religion that has one simply told "Good 
News" (Evangel/ion), one master story whose ever new 
interpretations, carried on by priests, theologians, and 
laymen alike, strive for coherence. Let me make my point 
brusquely and minimally: Such a religion, Christianity in the 
present case, seems to me simply more energizing. To wit: 
Cortes liked to read, as he said, when he had time, and he 
knew some theology which, in turn, gave him the self
confidence to harangue an emperor. He went to mass in the 
morning without fail and was ready for the day. In defense, 
Montezuma could only tell divine stories-myths to us-and 
insist on his gods' past services, which he had to keep secur
ing by spending every day much time and many resources on 
arduous cultic performances. 

Moreover, Cortes's Holy Company could rely on their 
God who, being invisible-though having one and only one 
human incarnation-was therefore impervious to sudden 
physical toppling, to being bodily thrown down the temple 
stairs, as Moses had once burnt the golden calf. This God, a 
god mysterious but not capricious, made nature according to 
laws and left it largely alone. Thus God's created nature was 
open to the self-reliant inventiveness of human beings. This 
natural realm, being amenable to human rationality, invited 
initiative, for its God had himself engaged in radical innova
tion when he created the world and when he irrupted into 
history in human form. 

I have been engaged by this puzzle: We know that the 
Indians had wheeled toys; why did Anahuac wait for Cortes 
to introduce wagons? It seems to me that it is not generally 
true that necessity is the mother of invention, but rather than 
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inventions develop necessities: We see a convenience and we 
need it. Anahuac, to be sure, had enough slaves and 
commoners with tumplines to drag its building stones any
where. But why didn't someone think of the splendor of 
rolling in stately carriages over the waiting causeways of 
Tenochtitlan? By my premise it was not lack of need but 
something else, at which I am guessing: the Aztecs were close 
and loving onlookers and clever users of nature, but they 
were not on the lookout to go her one better, to whirl rather 
than to walk over her terrain. Perhaps the wheel isn't the 
most convincing general example, since it seems to have 
come to the Western world not as an original invention but 
by diffusion, probably from Mesopotamia, but to me its 
absence in Anahuac does seem telling for Aztec invention
inertia. Why did they not lever their simple tools into 
machines, those devices for compelling nature to outdo her
self? Why did they refrain from enlarging their bare-eyed 
observation through those instruments that bring close things 
that are beyond and below human vision? Why had they, as 
gifted a people as ever was, no interest in seizing the mechan
ical advantage or extending sensory acuity? Well, as for the 
latter, they had no glass for lenses (which is why Cortes's glass 
baubles were acceptable gifts). But then-why not? 

Theology, the laws of nature, interpretative accessibility, 
and inventiveness-these are great but they are not the only 
advantages that these Westerners who came out of the East 
carried with them. Others have been intimated: the fraternal 
equality of human beings insofar as they are ensouled 
creatures that Cortes preached to the Aztec nobles, whereas 
Anahuac was caste-ridden; the ensuing closeness of the leader 
to his men that made Cortes listen to the complaints and 
sometimes-never at crucial moments-heed the advice of 
his companions, whereas Montezuma was deliberately 
remote-the tlatoani, the Speaker, not the spoken-to, whose 
subjects had to avert their eyes when he passed-and auto
cratic; the project of propagating to all the world a truth felt 



130 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

to be universal that unquestionably drove Cortes if not the 
"Holy Company"-the name was first given ironically
whereas the Mexica, once the conquered cities had accepted 
Huitzilopochtli, collected their gods in turn, ever more of 
them, for whom Montezuma even established a sort of all
Anahuac pantheon; and (significant for our times) above all, 
the tenacity of the Christians in holding on to life, whereas 
the Aztecs seemed somehow-I'm far from understanding 
it-to surrender themselves more readily to the thought of 
death and so to death itself. 

Of course, the Conquistadores' Christianity was inter
twined with that other root of our West, pagan Greco-Roman 
antiquity, of which I mention now only the intellectual tap
root, the Greek one. From this dual root stems, it seems to 
me, that faith in a more comprehensive sense I mentioned 
before, the faith that underlies a daily life free for confident 
projects: the trust in the stable motions of nature combined 
with a contemplative care for transcendence, the faith in "the 
Laws of Nature and of Nature 's God," to cite our founding 
charter 

All of us here know-or will learn in the next four 
years-how much the Christian and post-Christian West 
owes to the Greek science of celestial nature and the rational 
account of divinity. But I want to recur to the human model 
that is exemplified with such spectacular accuracy by Cortes, 
the Homeric Odysseus, the first mature Western man (for 
Achilles, though in years the same age in the Iliad as was 
Cortes in 1519, is constitutionally a youth). This man, a 
soldier and sailor too, is free, self-reliant, inventive, a discov
erer of new lands, be it of the world or the soul, and, I near
ly omitted to say, the lover of women of stature: Like 
Odysseus, who had his semi-goddesses abroad and his 
Penelope at home, Cortes had in his life two royal daughters 
of Montezuma and two Spanish wives, but above all his com
rade, his advisor and interpreter, Malinali or Malinche, the 
Mexican princess christened Dona Marina. It was his 
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partnership with her that gave him his Nahua nickname
the Indians addressed him as "Malinche;" if it was meant in 
derision, it was a misplaced scorn. She and Cortes were, like 
Odysseus and Penelope, one in their wily works, and they had 
a son, Don Martin Cortes (named after the Conquistador's 
father), a son to whom he was attached, as Odysseus was to 
his-more legitimate-Telemachus. 

I cannot pretend to understand how this distinctive 
species of Odyssean individualists is propagated down the 
ages, nor can I quite figure out whether this self-reliant, 
energetic type produces the tradition of trust in nature's 
manageableness or the tradition of inquisitiveness generates 
the type of the man of many devices, the polymechanos. In 
other words, to me this question seems askable and therefore 
pursuable: Whatever may be the case for the rest of the 
human world, is our West ultimately more a civilization or a 
kind of human being? I tend toward the latter, but for the 
moment I will take the safe though weasly way and say that 
together, type and tradition in tangled reciprocity, they are 
responsible for the West's apparently irresistible expansive
ness. The Empires of the Sun, on the other hand, fell so fast 
into ruin because they and their leaders displayed in their 
high-bred, melancholic rigidity and their fearful care for the 
courses of their Sun characteristics that were, so to speak, the 
fateful complement, the matched antithesis, of the confident 
and focused daring of the Western invaders. 

The lessons learned in thinking about a problem amount 
more often to collateral insights than direct solutions. So I 
want to end with two such lessons I believe I learned: First, 
that we really must come to grips with our West in its 
apparently irresistible expansiveness and if, on thoughtful 
consideration, it proves necessary, acknowledge candidly its 
superiority-superiority, that is, in the scope it gives, remark
ably enough, to individual human nature by the very univer
sality of its conceptions. And two, that we, as conscious 
representatives of that tradition, owe those overrun and 
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extinguished civilizations, with all their irreplaceable strange 
beauty, a remembrance-not merely as projects for research 
but as objects of human regard. 

Addendum: In the question period at the Santa Fe 
campus on September 13, 2002, a deeper issue than is 
broached above was raised. I have presented Cortes as the apt 
heir of a European tradition of ever-hopeful receptivity to 
and invention of machines and devices (one such, not 
mentioned above, is the huge-and ludicrously failed-cata
pult employed in the retaking of Tenochtitlan). Now the 
question was asked whether, aside from being a more freeing 
and invigorating faith than was the service of the Aztec pan
theon, Christianity also provided the conditions for the trans
formation of the ancient theoria of natures into the modern 
science of Nature and the project of mastery; in other words: 
was Christianity implicated in technology? I have come upon 
this claim in an article by M.B. Foster in Mind of 1935-36. Its 
main point is this: Natural science presupposes that nature 
must embody an intelligible mathematical scheme, but which 
of the possible laws it realizes is left to experimental observa
tion. These conditions imply that the world was created (not 
generated) by a God who wills it-hence its contingency
but whose will is constrained by his understanding-hence its 
intelligible lawfulness. This, Foster argues, is basic Christian 
theology. 
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1-Plato's Timaeus and the 
Will to Order 
Peter Kalkavage 

"And whoever thinks another a greater friend 
than his own fatherland, I say that man is nowhere." 

137 

Sophocles, Antigone 182-3 

The Timaeus is the strangest of Plato's dialogues. It is so 
strange that one wonders whether anything in it can be taken 
seriously. Here conversation and inquiry are suspended, and 
in their place Plato gives us long speeches that take the form 
of myths. Socrates for the most part is silent. His silence is 
like the receptacle we hear about in Timaeus' speech: it 
provides the receptive "space" for all the stories and images 
to come. We hear about Solon among the Egyptians, the lost 
continent of Atlantis, an Athens grown young and heroic, the 
musical construction of the soul, and the geometric construc
tion of body. We also hear about ourselves. These are the 
most bizarre tales the dialogue has to offer-tall tales about 
our souls and bodies, about how we came to have a sphere
shaped head, a neck and torso, eyes and ears, liver and spleen, 
bone and flesh, an upright posture; about the manifold 
diseases that afflict body and soul; about where sex came 
from, and how birds evolved from feather-brained 
astronomers. With the Timaeus, even more than with other 
dialogues, we wonder what in the world Plato is up to. \'(That 
is the point of all this cosmomania? And why is Socrates 
silent? 

The silence of Socrates in the Timaeus signals the absence 
and withdrawal of philosophy itself, as Socrates understands 
it, from the day's proceedings. In particular, it signals the 
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absence of that erotic stnvmg that draws the philosopher 
beyond the passing show of mortal opinion to a godlike 
vision of what eternally is. Plato's strange drama draws us 
away from this striving. It directs our attention to a form of 
thymos or spiritedness that may be called a "will to order." 
This will is glorified in the famous likely story of Timaeus. 
Craftsmanship, rather than contemplation, is the hero of the 
story. Philosophy in a sense makes an appearance; but it tends 
to be understood as the mastery of distinct disciplines, the 
systematic presentation of theories, the building of models, 
and the solving of problems. It is philosophy made technical 
and effective-philosophy (if one may call it that) with all the 
divine madness taken out of it. Plato was so thorough a 
student of Socrates that he imagined what it would mean to 
go beyond Socrates-beyond the knowledge of ignorance, 
the claim not to teach, the treatment of virtue as a perpetual 
question, and the tension between philosophy and the city. In 
the Timaeus, Plato seeks to interest us profoundly in one such 
experiment in going beyond Socrates, an experiment in 
which the love of wisdom is displaced by the will to order.l 

The true center of the Timaeus is not its cosmology but 
the desire of Socrates. This is the motive force behind all the 
speeches to come. Socrates presents his desire in his longest 
and most important speech in the dialogue. Yesterday, 
Socrates gratified the desire of Timaeus, Critias, 
Hermocrates, and the absent fourth to hear what Socrates 
thought about the best political order. He did so, he says, 
because he knew he would then be able to make a demand on 
them (20B). He knew that those who showed up today would 
be compelled by justice to pay him back with a "feast of 
speech" -a feast that would depict the just city in the act of , 
waging war. Socrates expresses his desire through a provoca
tive simile. "My affection," he says, "seems to be something 
like this: it's as if someone who gazed upon beautiful animals ' 
somewhere, either produced by the art of painting or truly 
living but keeping their peace, were to get a desire to gaze 
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upon them moving and contending in some struggle that 
seemed appropriate to their bodies" (19B-C). 

The most striking thing about this desire is its irrationali
ty. Socrates does not say, ''And so, now that we've looked at 
the just city at rest, it makes sense to investigate the city in 
motion." On the contrary, he portrays himself as a man struck 
by a passing fancy. It is no thought, no logic that leads to the 
city in motion but a mere feeling or pathos. The irrationality 
is heightened by Socrates' reference to chance: he just 
happens to feel like this (19B), the way we might just happen 
to want to go to the movies. Furthermore, the desire for the 
deeds and words of war seems to spring from thymos or 
spiritedness, which delights in honor and victory rather than 
truth. Socrates depicts himself as desiring, not a philosophic 
account, but an encomium or song of praise. What he seems 
to want from his hosts is not truth but beautification or 
flattery. This fits well with the dominant word of the dialogue, 
kosmos, which means not just order but ornament and beau
tiful display. It also fits with the name Timaeus, which 
suggests time, honor. But why would Socrates, who refuses to 
put up with the flattery of love in the Symposium, here in the 
Timaeus compel his hosts to engage in flattery? And how is 
the cosmology of Timaeus related to such a project? 

The Timaeus is the story of a descent into Becoming. It 
appears to be a sequel to the Republic. In that dialogue, 
Socrates and Glaucon bring the discussion to its highest point 
when they take up the question of philosophic education. To 
reveal the need for such an education, they go down into a 
cave. Human nature, we are told, dwells in a cavelike condi
tion of ignorance and deception (7 .514A). The word for 
condition in this passage is the same as the one Socrates uses 
here in the Timaeus to describe himself-pathos, which also 
means feeling or affection, as well as suffering or affliction. 
The cave is the place of political orthodoxy or right opinion. 
The cave dwellers sit in a sort of prenatal position with their 
gaze forced upon the cave wall. They are enthralled-that is, 



140 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

both fascinated and enslaved-by moving two-dimensional 
images of three-dimensional artifacts, projected. on the wall 
by the enforcers of the city's opinions. These projectionists 
are no doubt the poets, whose art of making deceptive imita
tions of human excellence binds the souls of the cave-citizens 
to the city's beliefs and customs. The prenatal position of the 
cave people suggests that they are in a kind of womb which 
paradoxically refuses to give them birth and bring them to 
light, refuses to let them grow into free and upright beings. 
To ensure their provincialism, the protective cave-mother 
keeps them in the dark and charms them with exciting 
political movies that stir the soul to praise and blame. The 
potential philosopher seeks freedom from this stultifying, 
prenatal condition. He is turned around, converted, from 
Becoming to Being and eventually to the study of the Good. 
The art of thus turning the soul around, as Socrates describes 
it, comes from the power of mathematics.2 

Just as the Republic takes us from Becoming "up" to 
Being, so the Timaeus brings us back "down"-back to the 
cave of body, custom, opinion, and change. The dialogue is a 
grand defense or apologia of Becoming in response to 
Socrates' indictment of Becoming in the Republic. The will to 
plunge from the heights of Being into the depths of Becoming 
is intimately connected with the will to order, for the turn 
from Being to Becoming is also the turn from theory or 
contemplation to practicality and accomplishment. Becoming 
engages us as practical, productive beings. As children of 
Becoming, we are caught up in the doing and making of 
things. We are ambitious, restless beings desirous of both 
honor and mastery. 

Socrates' hosts, who are praised for their reputation and 
accomplishment,3 have an agenda: to make the realm of 
doing and making look as good as possible. They will try to 
renovate th~ cave of Becoming in order to make it more 
receptive to the intentions and designs of enlightened 
political craftsmanship. But this political agenda requires a 
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preliminary step: a divine sanction and a basis in the overall 
scheme of things. The will to order cannot accomplish polit
ically what nature will not let it accomplish in the first place. 
There must be a predisposition to order. This is where the 
cosmological myth of Timaeus comes in. Through the power 
of science and fiction combined, Timaeus will make 
Becoming stand forth as a kosmos or beautifully ordered 
Whole. This Whole is not so much discovered by the 
cosmologist as it is made. Mathematics, here, has a role 
contrary to the one it had in the Republic. Instead of turning 
the soul from her fixation with Becoming to the dialectical 
study of Being, mathematics now supplies the beautifying 
principles in accordance with which the cave of Becoming 
can be transformed into an enlightened home for moral 
correctness, political reform, and scientific research. The 
adjective kosmios in Greek means decent and well behaved. 
This is the quality that Timaeus will try to infuse into the 
world of Becoming. He will try to make the wild world of 
body and change decent and law-abiding, at least in speech. 

The turn from Being to Becoming is, in effect, the undo
ing of philosophic conversion. This turn is most clearly seen 
in the character of Critias, the spokesman in the dialogue for 
nomos or convention. At one point he tells Socrates that the 
city described on the previous day was in fact a myth, and 
that he, Critias, will carry over Socrates' merely theoretical 
city into what he calls "the truth" (26C7-D3) . Critias 
identifies the truth with Becoming. His extreme vanity 
regarding his genealogy and his family connections with the 
great Solon confirms this fact. The ancient Athens Solon hears 
about from the Egyptian priests is more real than Socrates' 
city because it actually existed in a real terrestrial place-so 
Critias would have us believe. According to the wisdom of 
Egypt, a wisdom Critias clearly admires, what is older is more 
real and authoritative than what is younger and more recent. 
Old ways are best. The oldest things are the most real and 
true, and the oldest priests are the wisest of all. Truth is a 
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long-standing custom or nomos, and knowledge consists in 
the oldest hearsay about the oldest things.4 

The Timaeus is a time machine. It attempts to unearth 
hidden origins by taking us back to those origins in mythic 
time. Throughout the dialogue, speech is playfully depicted 
as generative or originating and, in that sense, thoroughly 
temporal. Solon's story takes us back to a forgotten place at 
a forgotten time. What he hears from the Egyptian priest is 
about the periodic structure of time itself. Critias, in order to 
retrieve this story, goes back to the time when he was very 
young. Timaeus, too, stresses the playfully generative power 
of speech: he presents the cosmic order, not as it eternally is, 
but as it came to be "once upon a time." This temporalization 
of logos is yet another way in which the Timaeus takes us 
back to temporal beginnings but not "up" to eternal princi
ples. Instead of recollection, as we hear it described in the 
Meno, the Timaeus steeps us in the shadow land of memory. 

Such is my prelude to the speech of Timaeus. In what fol
lows, we shall explore how this speech embodies the will to 
order. What is thinking in the likely story? What does it mean 
to be kosmios, cosmic, in one's thinking? What is the 
strength, and the weakness, of such thinking? My attempt to 
address these questions falls into three parts, which mirror 
the tripartite order of Timaeus' speech: The Piety of Physics, 
Space Dreams, and The Human Condition. 

The Piety of Physics 

Timaeus introduces the phrase "likely story" in what Socrates 
calls the prelude or preamble to the speech itself (29D). 
Socrates reminds Timaeus that he ought to invoke the gods 
according to nomos or convention. Timaeus agrees that it 
would be sound-minded or moderate to do so, thereby 
exhibiting his favorite moral virtue. He adds an invocation 
that reflects a curious brand of piety. "We must also invoke to 
hemeteron," he says-what comes from, or has to do with, 
ourselves, our own resources (27D). This self-invocation 
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embodies the will to order that animates the upcoming myth. 
God, as Timaeus proceeds to say, is a demiurge or craftsman. 
But a stronger and more daring claim seems to be at work: 
the claim that productive art, demiurgy, in some sense is our 
god. 

Timaeus begins his prelude by drawing a sharp distinction 
between Being and Becoming. The strictness of the distinc
tion makes it extremely difficult to understand how a cosmos, 
as the mixture of Being and Becoming, could ever come about 
at all. This is typical of Timaeus: he makes hard and fast dis
tinctions and then immediately proceeds to blur them. After 
thus distinguishing what always is from what always comes to 
be, Timaeus introduces his famous demiurge. This mythical 
figure, in whom the will to order is most evident, hovers 
between the realms of Being and Becoming. The word 
demiourgos means "one who works for the people or demos." 
It refers to anyone who crafts anything.s Now we all delight 
in a thing well made-a well-made chair, building or piece of 
music. We love the way everything fits together beautifully, 
and how a thing well made is a thing that lasts. In the likely 
story, Timaeus counts on and seeks to gratify this human 
delight. He makes the world of nature into a well-made, long
lasting artifact. 6 

The divine craftsman is postulated, willed into being. 
There is no proof for his existence. The question for Timaeus 
is not whether there really is such a being but what he was 
looking at when he made the world: was it a changeable or 
an unchangeable model? Timaeus at one point expresses 
skepticism regarding our ability to discover the true poet and 
father of the world (28C). He makes us suspect that the 
demiurge is a practical postulate that fills the void of our 
theological ignorance, that he is not the true god, whom we 
cannot presume to know, but the god whom decent, intelli
gent people should believe in if they are to affirm the best of 
possible worlds. Later we hear that this divine craftsman is 
good and therefore ungrudging (29£) . Unlike the gods of 
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Herodotus, the divine craftsman had no envy: he did not 
jealously guard his divine prerogative, the flame of artful 
intelligence, but wished that all things should possess it to the 
extent that their natures allowed. 7 Artful intelligence, one 
might say, is always in the mode of generosity. It seeks to 
bestow itself on the world as a divine gift; it rejoices in seeing 
itself multiplied, reflected, and embodied. The cosmos comes 
about, not through chance and necessity, nor through the sex 
and violence depicted in Hesiod's Theogony, but through the 
sober professionalism of techne or art. By presenting god as a 
generous craftsman, a divine being who works for the com
mon good, Timaeus saves us from making god in the image 
of a tyrant. 

For Timaeus, the world of body and change is made in the 
likeness of a changeless and purely intelligible archetype or 
model. Timaeus expresses his preference for a changeless 
model in pious terms: it would be "not right," ou themis, that 
is, blasphemous to say otherwise (29A). Herein lies one 
reason why the likely story is likely. Likely, eikos, means "has 
the character of a likeness." It also means probable, reason
able, and equitable or fair. Speech for Timaeus imitates the 
condition of its objects. Accounts of what is abiding and 
intelligible, he says, "are themselves abiding and unchanging" 
(29B), while accounts of the nonabiding and changing, 
accounts of mere likenesses, are afflicted with likelihood. In 
an echo of the divided line in the Republic, Timaeus says: 
"just as Being is to Becoming, so is truth to trust" (29C). 
Likely stories are not put forth for the sake of insight but are 
a kind of rhetoric. We must be persuaded by them, trust them, 
and put up with their necessary flaws. 

The infirmity of speech about divine origins points to a 
deeper infirmity-human nature. Timaeus tells Socrates that 
he must not wonder if many of the things said about the gods 
and the birth of the All are self-contradictory and imprecise 
(29C). This is where the phrase "likely story" first appears. 
Adopting the formal tone of a man accused, Timaeus says: 
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"But if we provide likelihoods inferior to none, one should be 
well pleased with them, remembering that I who speak as 
well as you my judges have a human nature, so that it is fitting 
for us to receive the likely story about these things and not to 
search further for anything beyond it" (29C-D).9 

This sentence about accepting likely stories points to the 
connection that physical accounts have, for Timaeus, to both 
piety and prudence. Timaeus draws a line beyond which 
prudent human beings should not go in speaking of things 
divine. But the drawing of this line is not just an admission of 
infirmity. Rather, it demarcates the realm within which 
human beings precisely because they are aware of their 
limitations and all the contingencies of life, are all the more 
able to exert their powers of prudent mastery, their will to 
order. Timaeus' defense of the inevitable shortcomings of his 
speech is a not-so-veiled warning against the immoderateness 
and erotic striving of philosophy. The immoderate question
ing of everything, if left to itself, would undermine the 
controlled play of invention with the unpredictable play of 
conversation. In the end, it would prevent human nature 
from being as masterful as it could be. Timaeus thus cautions 
Socrates against being Socrates, against asking questions and 
striving to go beyond the boundaries of plausibly established 
grounds. Socrates must be receptive to, and content with, the 
likely story about divine origins. If he wants to enjoy his feast, 
he must mind his manners and act like a gentleman. He must 
control his striving to be divine and remember that as 
Timaeus' harshest judge, he too is, after all, only human. 

Socrates is more than happy to accept the terms on which 
his guest-gift is offered. In the most telling moment of the 
dialogue, Socrates calls the likely story, not a logos or mythos, 
not an account or a story, but a nomos (29D). Nomos is both 
law and song, as well as custom and convention. Timaeus is 
our singer and legislator for the day. He will entertain us, but 
he will also lay down the law. His logos is a form of music. It 
sings of Nature as both a divine Artifact and a divinely estab-
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lished nomos or Convention. It celebrates the prudent found
ing of the cosmic regime and invites us to join in by follow
ing all the mathematical constructions. Long before Critias 
gives man his Athenian citizenship in the dialogue, the physics 
of Timaeus will make us dutiful citizens of the world at 
large-good cosmopolitans. 

The world for Timaeus is both image and god.9 This is his 
central teaching. Unlike the images put forth by Socrates, the 
cosmic image does not point beyond itself. If it did so, it 
would cease to be a god. In the divided line, Socrates revealed j' 

the power of what he calls eikasia, imagination. It was at the 
bottom of the line and served as the foundation for the whole 
line. This is the power of recognizing images as images, 
likenesses as likenesses.lO It is the power by which we are able 
to make our ascent up the line. In the upper, intelligible 
portion of the line, eikasia is the power by which we move 
from hypotheses to non-hypothetical archai or principles. 
This power is absent in the Timaeus, where we have plenty of 
image making and imitation but no image recognition as 
such, at least not the sort of image recognition by which the 
soul is enabled to move from images to their intelligible 
originals. To be sure, the world of Timaeus is full of images. 
But these are all internal to the cosmos, all within the realm 
of Becoming. Images here do not transcend themselves, even 
though they are crafted in the likeness of intelligible originals. 
This seems to be the direct result of the fact that they are 
artificial: art, whether human or divine, conceals its founda
tions in order to build on them. The original points "down" 
to the image; but the image does not point back "up" to the 
original. Mathematics is no longer the prelude to "the song of 
dialectic," as it was in the Republic,11 and the eide seem to be 
necessary only in the way that a lifeless blueprint guides and 
points ahead to the actual building. Furthermore, when 
Timaeus first appeals to the intelligible model, he does so for 
the sake of beauty and stability rather than truth (28A-B). The 
model is postulated so that the cosmic edifice will be secure 
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and beautifully built-not so that the human soul, by reflect
ing on the heavens, might be drawn to the super-heavenly 
beings that are beyond all hypothesis. 

The construction of the cosmic soul is the most impres
sive architectural feat of Timaeus' first account of origins. The 
soul is made out of music-a scale that stretches four octaves 
and a major sixth in Pythagorean tuning. This act of scale 
building is the most revealing instance of the will to order and 
of what cosmic thinking means for Timaeus. Cosmic thinking 
is productive and practical rather than theoretical. It makes 
sturdy and beautiful wholes out of beautiful parts by negoti
ating its way through technical difficulties. Here the divine 
craftsman takes the beautiful ratios of the Pythagoreans and 
finds a way of fitting them together in a coherent whole. He 
then bends his diatonic pattern into circles and makes the 
orbits for the Sun, Moon, and planets. These outwardly 
appearing circles are then mythically presented as the inward 
revolutions of discursive thought, dianoia. 

But before he does any of this, the craftsman first makes 
a kind of intelligible dough out of the forms of Being, Same, 
and Other, and kneads them into "one entire look." He must 
use force or violence, since Other is loath to mix with Same 
(35A-B). Here we have the most obvious example of the will 
to order in the dialogue. Same and Other, as Timaeus under
stands them, have no natural togetherness. He denies them 
the dialectical interweaving and participation in one anoth
er's natures that we hear about in the Sophist (253A). Same 
and Other are simply separate ingredients, like Being and 
Becoming. Force is required to get them to mix. The result is 
not an intelligible unity but a highly useful blur. It is as 
though Timaeus wanted to convince us of the impossibility of 
ever understanding the world dialectically so that he could 
get on with the more productive task of flattering the world 
with mathematical constructs. He raises a dialectical problem 
only to bury it with art. 
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At several pivotal moments in his speech, Timaeus 
reminds us that the cosmos is a god. The god who made the 
world, in other words, bestows his divinity on the world. 
Physical science, especially astronomy, thus becomes the ' 
truest form of piety. Strictly speaking, astronomy, like scale 
building, is not theoretical for Timaeus but is a form of 
praxis. This praxis supplies medicine and therapy for the 
human soul. In our heads are housed the divine circuits of 
Same and Other (44D). These are the circuits of sound judge
ment or phronesis, the circuits that govern a morally healthy 
life. But once they are immersed in the sea of Becoming and 
given mortal birth, they become deformed and we grow 
abysmally ignorant and disordered. (Witness the behavior of 
babies.) Before our birth as mortal beings, we dwelled with 
the gods, whose happy life consisted in regularity, symmetry, 
and perpetual health. This divinely healthy life Timaeus calls 
the form, eidos, of our "first and best condition" (42D). 
Astronomy is thus the great human homecoming, the happy 
return to our heavenly origins. It is also the medicine by 
which we correct and stabilize what Timaeus calls "the 
wander-stricken circuits in ourselves" (47C).12 

The piety, moderation, and lawfulness of Timaeus set him 
at odds with eros and its notorious destabilizing influence 
over human life. His war on eros is evident throughout the 
dialogue. Eros, as it is described in the Symposium, is a yearn
ing for that which one lacks, and Timaeus cannot abide lack. 
He is driven to structural perfection, completeness, and 
mastery. Timaeus is always filling things up. We see him filling 
up the part of a missing fourth at the very beginning (17 A-B), 
filling up the musical intervals of octave and perfect fourth 
(35C ££.),rejecting the existence of a void (SOC), and filling 
our ignorant souls with scientific explanations designed to 
dispel our wonder and cure our perplexity (SOB-C). He is 
careful to make the cosmos into a nonerotic animal, an , 
animal that feels no lack. If the cosmos is to be a "happy 
god," as he calls it (34B), then it must be complete and 
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autonomous or self-related. Timaeus bestows on it the shape 
of a sphere to ensure this result (33A ff.). As a sphere, the god 
Cosmos neither needs nor fears anything whatsoever outside 
itself. It has no arms, no legs, no sense organs, none of the 
things we humans have that remind us of our condition of 
dependence and vulnerability.13 

This happy lack in the cosmic body is mirrored in what is 
said about the cosmic soul-the best of all begotten things 
(3 7 A). The life of this soul consists in thinking. This is not 
philosophic contemplation but the condition of unending, 
unerring sensibleness or right judgement. This judgement is 
mythically depicted as the inward circling of thought. 
Happiness, for Timaeus, is really healthiness, and the healthy 
process and condition of thinking are, in the end, more 
important than what thinking is ultimately about. If there is 
any pleasure in the soul's life of perpetual sensibleness, it 
must be the pleasure of being constantly busy gathering infor
mation. She has no leisure. Soul is the thought-energy of the 
world-always knowing what is going on everywhere and 
always reporting to herself what she finds. She is like the 
Egyptian priests described in Solon's account, and her truth, 
like theirs, is really factual correctness. In the complex 
description that Timaeus gives of the soul's intellectual 
activity, he avoids the metaphor of seeing. Seeing suggests the 
possibility of arousal and the pleasure we take in simply 
beholding the objects of desire. The dominant metaphor 
instead is that of touch, which is more amenable to a mechan
ical and physiological view of thinking. This absence of 
seeing in the cosmic soul stands in marked contrast with what 
we hear in the myths of the Phaedo and Phaedrus, where the 
soul's ultimate joy consists in the leisured and ecstatic vision 
of eternal truth. 

Seeing is honored in the likely story. Without our vision 
of the starry motions, we would never have discovered the 
arts of arithmetic and astronomy (47 A-B). But this seeing 
inspires thoughts of duty rather than of love. Indeed, the stars 
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themselves move in circles for Tirnaeus not, as Aristotle sug
gests in the Metaphysics, because they are in love with the 
divine intellect,14 but because it is their assigned duty to do 
so. Their prompting comes from piety toward a father rather 
than desire for a beloved. In beholding the starry motions, we 
indeed behold beauty. The function of this beauty, however, 
is not to entice or arouse but to rectify. The glory of seeing, 
for Tirnaeus, is that it leads, ultimately, to the highest form of 
touch: the being in touch with our better, starry selves. To 
think cosmically is to align our souls with the authority and 
will of the heavens, especially with the all-mastering circle of 
the Same (36C-D). In such a world as this, to think is not to 
see but to obey-to obey, that is, the masterful motions of our 
own souls projected onto the starry sky. 

Space Dreams 

The Timaeus is not just about order; it is also about disorder. 
Plato makes disorder a rich and interesting topic. It even 
acquires a certain dignity in the likely story. Disorder comes 
from chance or what Tirnaeus also calls "necessity" (47E) and 
"the wandering cause" (48A). This cause is present from the 
very beginning of the dialogue when a fourth failed to show 
up according to plan. Tirnaeus, in his very first likely story of 
the dialogue, asks Socrates to believe that the mysterious 
fourth was absent because he carne down with something, 
that his absence was the work of chance and necessity rather 
than choice. Chance and necessity are also present in the best 
city that Socrates summarizes. Try as the city may to vanquish 
disorder and keep people in their proper classes, the unpre
dictable sway of eros and sexual generation messes things up 
(19A).15 The city can maintain its good order only by a con
stant and hard to imagine redistribution of human types.l6 

But necessity is not just the spoiler of the best-laid plans. 
It is also the other great cause, without which the cosmos , 
could never have been made. This is its dignity. Just as artful 
intelligence is the cause of the good and the beautiful, so 
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necessity is the cause of power and effectiveness. At a pivotal 
moment in the likely story, Timaeus says: "For mixed indeed 
was the birth of this cosmos here, and begotten from a stand
ing-together of necessity and intellect" (47E-48A). He goes 
on to tell us that the world came about through the persua
sion of necessity by intellect. The world, in short, originated 
in a grand piece of rhetoric. Presumably, this rhetoric goes on 
continually, as the realm of efficient causes constantly coop
erates, for the most part, with that of final causes. It is hard 
to see what Timaeus means by "persuasion" here. 
Nevertheless, a direct consequence of the image is that it 
reminds us that intellect and necessity are two fundamentally 
different and opposed orders of causality. Even as it yields to 
thoughtful persuasion, necessity retains its right to do as it 
pleases. Timaeus thus saves the phenomenon of unpre
dictability. 

In this second founding of the cosmos, Timaeus is at pains 
to make Becoming sound as perplexing as possible. Becoming 
is the realm of unstable and illusory appearance.17 Earth, air, 
fire, and water all appear to be constantly changing into each 
other. They cannot be called elements at all, since they lack 
integrity and steadfastness. To use Timaeus' language here, 
you can never accuse fire of being a "this," since, no sooner 
do you call it "this," fire, than it changes into "that," air. It is 
always escaping the indictment of stability (49E). The legiti
mate name for any of the elements is therefore not "this" but 
"suchlike" or "of this sort" (49B-50A).18 The assumption of 
radical flux leads Timaeus to postulate the existence of a 
mysterious "in which" that is prior to body and is the abiding 
and underlying substrate of change. In the language of 
Spinoza, this "in which" is the enduring substance of which 
earth, air, fire and water (not to mention their composites) 
are but passing modes. It is not really a thing at all but a force 
field, the medium not of determinate things but of tensions 
and resolutions-the field of things happening. Just as the 
soul seems to be the world's thought-energy, the receptacle 
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seems to be its body-energy, energy that somehow remains 
self-same and "conserved" even as it assumes a variety of 
forms. 

Timaeus has many names for this field of dynamic quali
ties that underlies and causes change. He calls it a receptacle 
and wet nurse (49A, 52D), a mold (SOC), and a mother of 
Becoming (52D). It is simultaneously the unpredictable cause 
of motion and the indeterminate ground of imaging. Art and 
nature are continually blended in the likely story. Here this 
uneasy blend-one of Timaeus' many blurrings-is especially 
prominent. On the one hand, Timaeus likens the receptacle to 
gold, which is constantly being worked into different 
geometric shapes by a tireless goldsmith (50A-B). The curious 
image reminds us of Timaeus' fascination with ornament: 
even the matter out of which a cosmos is made must be 
thought of as artistic and golden-a beautiful medium just 
begging for a craftsman. On the other hand, the receptacle is 
clearly biological or natural-not an artificial "it" but a living 
"she," the cosmic womb and mother who gives birth to the 
four kinds and keeps them in motion. The elusive receptacle 
is not a merely passive substrate for form but a never-failing 
process that somehow differentiates itself spontaneously or 
from within, like the morphogenesis we witness in living 
things. If the receptacle is body-energy, it also seems to be 
life-energy. That is, the receptacle seems to correspond to a 
certain primordial understanding of soul. 

In spite of Timaeus' attempt to bring space down to earth 
through humble similes like winnowing baskets (52E) and the 
manufacture of perfumes (50E), the parts of his account are 
obscure at best and don't seem to fit together. The incoher
ence seems to reflect the elusive character of space itself. For 
example, space, chora, not only gives all things place; it also 
dislodges them from their place (52E-53A). Space, we are 
told, is like an instrument that causes shaking (53A). It is the 
underlying cause of all the circulation and turbulence in the 
mortal realm. It governs everything from vibrating strings to 
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the circulation of the blood to earthquakes. We experience 
this turbulence in the constant flow of our bodies and in the 
passion of our souls. We also witness it, or rather hear about 
it, in the rise and fall, the flowering and ruin, of cities and 
even whole civilizations. The cycles of birth and death 
recorded by the Egyptians are all due to the sway of space, 
and so are the fates of legendary Atlantis and Plato's contem
porary Athens. 

But the most interesting thing Timaeus says about space 
has to do with dreams. Space is neither purely intelligible nor 
purely sensible. It is "graspable by some bastard reasoning 
with the aid of insensibility, hardly to be trusted, the very 
thing we look to when we dream and affirm that it's some
how necessary for everything that is to be in some region and 
occupy some space, and that what is neither on earth nor 
somewhere in heaven, is nothing" (52A-B). This amazing 
description of space reminds us of Critias, who claimed to 
make Socrates' city real by giving it place-Athenian place. If 
the chora is, as Timaeus' description seems to indicate, a 
seductive Siren who bewitches us into thinking that to be is 
to be spatial, then Critias appears to be her adoring slave and 
victim, her "space man." The dream-inducing power of space 
reminds us of the cave-mother of the Republic. Space is the 
cosmic counterpart and ground of our cave-condition. It is 
the prepolitical, natural ground of our susceptibility to polit
ical indoctrination and of our unreflective rootedness in a 
political place. 

Critias first heard the story about Athens and Atlantis 
during the festival of Apaturia (21A-B). On this day, Athenian 
boys were initiated into their tribe as a preparation for full
fledged citizenship.19 The ceremony involved the singing of 
songs. Critias remembers singing the songs of Solon, which 
were new at the time. Through the festival that Critias nos
talgically recalls, Plato draws our attention to the very 
moment in time when, through songs that are also laws, 
young prepolitical souls are planted in the soil and chOra of 
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the motherland. The word Apaturia derives from the word 
pater, father. But it also suggests the word apate, deception, 
thus suggesting a dark side to this heart-warming event. In 
being welcomed into the fold of tribe and city, the nascent 
citizens are nourished on the nomoi. These laws and customs 
are made sweet through song and are thus magically trans
formed into sentiments. The laws and customs will, from this 
moment on, give the children eyes to see with and ears to 
hear with. As dyed-in-the-wool citizens, they will be inca
pable of seeing and hearing anything else, anything outside 
the boundaries of their protective "space." Convention will 
be their wisdom. 

Earlier, I suggested that eikasia, image recognition, is not 
present in the Timaeus. Here in the receptacle we have the 
sort of imagination that is present. The cosmic space that is 
the ground of body seems, at another level, to be the inner 
"space" of imagining-the phantasia of our souls. This is the 
faculty that does not recognize images as images but rather 
makes images and welcomes them unquestioningly. 
According to this inner sense, the receptacle is our phantasia 
writ large and made into a cosmic cause. When Socrates 
expressed his desire for animals in motion, he seemed to 
speak from within this very faculty. His irrational receptivity 
to the speeches of his hosts, the pathos that he seems to have 
contracted, is a playful imitation of our all-too-human 
susceptibility to exciting images. It is the susceptibility that 
allows us to be entertained and kept in the cave. 

Timaeus calls attention to the fact that space is like a 
dream-inducing drug. He also makes it clear that he posits the 
existence of what he calls "the unsleeping and truly subsisting 
nature" (52B). Presumably this refers to Being and the realm 
of the eide of the four elements. Timaeus at one point "casts 
his vote" for such beings (51D). But as we saw earlier, it is not 
Timaeus' intention to use cosmic images to wake us up from 
our space dreams so that we might transcend the cosmos 
through dialectic. Likely stories employ the hypothesis of the 
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forms in order to involve us, safely and entertainingly, in the 
dangerous realm of body and Becoming. They are the dreams 
of a sly and healthy soul. Having alerted us to the fact of 
deception, to the poetic sophistry of space, Timaeus proceeds 
to manufacture deceptive dreams of his own. These are the 
beautiful mathematical dreams that invite us to imagine the 
four elements of body, four beautiful animals in motion, as 
though they were four regular geometric solids. 

Along with the construction of soul out of musical ratios, 
the construction of body out of geometrical figures is a para
digm of what cosmic thinking means for Timaeus. The demi
urge is virtually absent here, and so the ingenious model 
building arises completely from what has to do with us and 
our will to order. The whole account is playfully deceptive
a grand piece of poetic sophistry, in which image-making is 
promiscuously fused with argument, mythos with logos. The 
sophistry of geometrical physics reminds us of what Timaeus 
had earlier called bastard or illegitimate reasoning. And the 
poetry or phantasia that plays the guardian to this reasoning 
reminds us of what he had called insensibility. Timaeus would 
have us believe that geometric solidity or three-dimensionali
ty can explain the properties of physically solid bodies. Like 
Descartes, he attempts to explain body in terms of extension. 
The questionable nature of this project is underscored by 
Timaeus himself, who calls on "god the savior to grant us safe 
passage out of a strange and unusual narration to the decree 
based on likelihoods" (48D). 

Like his mythic goldsmith, Timaeus schematizes space 
with geometrical shapes. First, he selects the regular solids as 
archetypes for the four elements of body. He does so on the 
grounds that they are "the most beautiful bodies" (53D). 
Truth seems not to be at issue, unless "is true" means nothing 
more than "beautifully fits the appearances." Next, he fits 
together or "harmonizes" the geometric solids by construct
ing their faces and assembling them through a kind of 
cut-and-paste method. The construction here is very childlike 
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and unsophisticated. Finally, he assigns each solid to the ele
mental body or kind that seems to be most like it: the cube to 
earth, the pyramid to fire, the octahedron to air, and the 
icosahedron to water. This account of body renovates and 
beautifies our imagination of change. Change, the drunken 
spree of appearance, is now the elegant rearrangement of 
structural parts. Dionysus, it seems, has been persuaded to 
accept the sober gifts of Apollo. As for the dodecahedron, the 
god, we are told, used it to make panels for decorating the 
sky with animals, presumably the animal figures of the zodi
ac and the various constellations (55C). The apparently 
off-hand explanation actually reveals the point of all that has 
gone before: the regular solids are a kind of jewelry that 
beautifies and flatters the world. The mathematization of 
body and change makes nature more presentable and more 
pleasantly thinkable for decent-minded human beings. In his 
Crisis of European Sciences, Husserl refers to what he calls 
the "garb of ideas," with which modern mathematical physics 
dresses up nature, covers its naked truth, with the formal 
attire of constructs and symbols.20 Timaeus is doing con
sciously and deliberately what Husserl says the modern physi
cist does for the most part unconsciously. He is covering up 
nature with a gorgeous dress of ratios and geometric figures. 

Through Timaeus' playful, ceremonial act of dressing up 
the world, Plato entertains us with a new kind of physics
a mythematical physics. The properties and behavior of fire, 
for example, are now traced to geometric causes. Why is fire 
hot? Why does it burn? Why, because it is a pyramid, and 
pyramids have sharp angles and keenly cutting sides (5 6E-
57 A). Why is earth resistant to change and motion? Why, 
because it is a cube, and the isosceles triangles out of which a 
cube's square faces are composed are not capable of being 
redistributed to form the equilateral triangular faces of the 
other solids. Furthermore, a triangular base makes an object 
easy to tip, and a square base makes it harder to budge. Cause 
here is completely analogical. To explain body, for Timaeus, 
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is to build geometric models for body that function as beguil
ing analogies. Perhaps it is more correct to call them 
metaphors, since the noble sophistry at work here consists in 
identifying physical body with its geometric analogue, that is, 
in blurring the distinction between the model and that of 
which it is the model. This is what Critias says he will do with 
Socrates' theoretical city: He will establish a beguiling corre
spondence and harmony between that city and ancient 
Athens (26C-D)-a correspondence that will be so exact that 
one would swear that the two cities were one and the same. 
Socrates' desire was, at bottom, to be entertained by decep
tive, life-like images that blur the distinction between the real 
and the fabricated: the animals in motion he wanted to see 
and hear about could be either "truly living" or "produced by 
the art of painting." Timaeus and Critias enact a will to order 
that provides Socrates with just such entertainment. 

Like astronomy, physics for Timaeus has a practical func
tion. Becoming is not just something we contemplate and 
want to get to the bottom of. It is also our life-sustaining 
world, the cosmic source of our coming to be and passing 
away. We are the children of Becoming and must speak 
appropriately about our cosmic mother. In speaking rightly of 
the cosmos in general, Timaeus attempts to give physical 
science a moral defense and reason for being. In fact, his 
physics seems to be a direct response to Socrates' youthful 
disenchantment with physics in the Phaedo. Timaeus does 
what Anaxagoras had failed to do-present the phenomena 
of change in terms of a best of possible worlds. He 
re-enchants the world with intelligence, moral purpose, and a 
kind of piety. Mathematical physics, quite apart from whether 
or not it reveals nature itself as mathematical, acquires its 
truest vocation in making us dutiful sons of the cosmic order. 
In addition, it soothes our serious and turbulent lives with a 
decorous distraction and provides what Timaeus calls "a 
pleasure not to be repented of" (59C-D). 
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The likely story teaches us how to sing noble songs of 
change. These songs aim at "saving the appearances." But 
they offer a form of consolation. They save us from despair 
over our world and help us to cope with, and even to enjoy, 
the otherwise meaningless spectacle of instability, violence, 
decay, and death. Indeed, according to the official report of 
the likely story, death from old age is geometric in nature and 
is therefore a pleasure to contemplate: it consists in the 
collapse of the perpendicular or root that keeps our inner 
triangles erect. These triangles give way at last after fighting 
numerous battles with the alien triangles that would invade 
and destroy us (81D). Structure is power, and Becoming is a 
war of structures, all battling constantly to preserve the 
identity of their constitutions or regimes. All mortal things 
eventually lose in this war-they die. But at least likely stories 
furnish us human beings with intellectual armor so that we 
may fight in the noblest and most intelligent way. Armed with 
what Timaeus calls "the power of likely accounts" (48D), we 
take on all comers who would disparage our cosmic place and 
sing a song of despair. As we go off to do battle with 
unhealthy opinions about the world, we remember the songs 
of our cosmic Apaturia. 

The Human Condition 

Timaeus' role in the dialogue is assigned to him by Critias. "It 
seemed good to us," he says, "that Timaeus here-since he's 
the most astronomical of us and the one who's most made it 
his business to know about the nature of the All-should 
speak first, beginning from the birth of the cosmos and end
ing in the nature of mankind" (27 A). Man, prepolitical man, 
is the goal of the likely story. Timaeus achieves this goal in 
some of the weirdest, and funniest, moments in all the 
dialogues. 

What is human nature for Timaeus, and why were we 
born in the first place? Let us take the latter question first . 
Man comes about because the cosmos must be complete. If 
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the world is to be perfectly filled, it must contain all the ani
mal kinds represented in the eternal archetype that Timaeus 
calls "the intelligible animal" (39E). The various animals 
derive from the mystic number Four, which is alluded to in 
the dialogue's opening. The four animate kinds correspond to 
the four elements of body (39E ff.). The star gods are mostly 
made of fire. Then come animals that crawl on the earth, fly 
through the air and swim in the water. Man is not one of 
these four kinds. He is rather the generator of the mortal 
kinds, the means by which the lower kinds come to be. In his 
head, man lives the life of the gods, the life of circularity and 
prudence. But in his torso he contains all the lower animal 
possibilities-the thymos and rage of a lion, and the 
epithymia or desire of all mortal animals. In the very shape of 
his body, man thus unites the two cooperating causes of 
cosmic order. He is the unity-in-opposition of the good and 
the necessary. 

The original humans were in some sense male, although 
strictly speaking they lacked sexuality. When these "first 
men" yield to emotionality and vice, when they abuse their 
divine heritage, they are reborn, first as women, and then as 
the various subhuman animals they imitated in life (42C-D). 
The likely story, having begun with the stars, ends with 
shellfish. These animals devolve from humans who were "the 
most mindless and ignorant men of all" and whom the gods 
deemed no longer worthy of "pure breathing" (92B). The 
cosmos is thus completed by what Timaeus calls dike or just 
retribution (92C). And yet blame and punishment seem to 
have nothing to do with it at all. Vice and ignorance are 
necessary if the world is to have its full complement of ani
mals. In spite of the fact that they are said to be "punished" 
by cosmic justice, vice and ignorance are nevertheless useful, 
indeed necessary, to the cosmic purpose. Man completes the 
world through his fall from divinity into the various animal 
forms. Timaeus is so complete in his will to order that he puts 
even moral evil and ignorance to an artistic use, thereby 
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completing his justification of god's ways to man. Evil, in a 
sense, becomes both ornament and demiurge. It is like the 
dissonance for which a piece of polyphony is all the sweeter. 

Such is man's cosmic function: he perfects and beautifies 
the world with his evil. But what is man's nature? Here I 
return to the word pathos, which occurs frequently in the dia
logue. The recurrence of this word and its cognates signals 
the extent to which necessity rules the dialogue and its 
conception of a world. The human condition is a continual 
state of affection and affliction, a continual suffering or 
"being done to." Man suffers his birth and all his mortal 
baggage. His pathemata or passions are also sufferings, as 
Timaeus poetically reveals when he catalogues our "affections 
terrible and necessary." He cites "pleasure, evil's greatest 
lure," "pains, deserters of goods," "anger, difficult to 
appease," "hope, easy to seduce," all mixed together with 
Timaeus' archenemy, "all-venturing eros" (69C-D). Since he 
suffers desire, man must have arms, legs, and a digestive 
system. He must also have a respiratory system and a circula
tory system. A reproductive system is grafted onto him only 
later, after he has suffered his first fall. Timaeus gives a long 
account of breathing. Breathing is completely mechanical in 
nature and requires no action of the soul. It is a pathos 
(79A)-not something we do but something we suffer. The 
surprisingly long discussion of disease highlights the fact that 
life is suffering. It is the correlate to Timaeus' glorification of 
health. Ignorance, too, is a disease-the greatest of all 
diseases (8 8B)-and education is therefore our greatest 
medicine and therapy. In Timaeus' case, we would have to 
say, ''A cosmologist looks at the world as a doctor looks at a 
patient." 

Just as Timaeus reveals the nature of the cosmos in the act 
of showing the cosmos being made, so too man's nature is 
revealed through the artful making of man. The likely story 
puts us at the scene of our own birth-or rather, manufac
ture. The gods put us together piece by piece, like benevolent 
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Dr. Frankensteins. Since there is no intelligible model for 
man, they must make us up as they go along. The work is 
neither easy nor desirable. In fact, the gods make us only 
because they were told to do so by their father (41C-D). The 
making of man, as Timaeus explicitly describes it, is a pious 
desecration (69D). In obedience to their father and his will to 
order, the gods must take the good and beautiful principle of 
intelligence, the principle he most embodies, and defile it 
with mortal madness and complexity. Their work consists in 
the delicate and dangerous art of compromise. They must 
make us capable of unintelligent organic life while at the 
same time making us as good and intelligent as possible. The 
art of compromise is most evident when they invent our hair. 
Hair is a compromise between an unshielded head, which 
would make us very intelligent but short-lived, and a head 
protected by lots of flesh, which would make us long-lived 
but "dense" (75E-76D). 

The gods are provident for Timaeus. They make our parts 
always with an eye to the various falls we are destined to 
experience. They are always saving us from ourselves. They 
make flesh as a protective padding (74B). They make our 
neck to keep our intelligent heads both separate from and 
attached to the lower regions of our being (69D-E). They 
make our intestines to fend off the constant gluttony that 
would prevent us from engaging in philosophic research 
(73A). And they make our liver smooth and shiny so that the 
intellect can use it as a reflecting medium to frighten and paci
fy the desirous part of the soul with appropriate moving 
images, thus bringing about a condition of law and order 
(71A-D). The point of all this outrageous wit seems to be that 
there is moral meaning and purpose to how we are built and 
who we are. Through all his physiological jokes, Timaeus 
causes our inward nature to appear right at the "surface" of 
our bodies. We are what we look like, and our being is 
revealed not through a dialectical inquiry into our nature but 
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through the scientific examination of our prudently designed 
structures and motions. 

Throughout the likely story, Timaeus gives mathematics a 
moral employment. In his account of man, he mathematicizes 
morality itself. At one point, we are told, "all the good is 
beautiful, and the beautiful is not disproportionate" (87C). 
Virtue and happiness are a matter of establishing the right 
ratios and proportions in things. Timaeus does not seem to 
think that virtue is something we don't know, something 
about which human beings most need to ask: what is it? 
Moral education is like medicine and gymnastics. It is simply 
a matter of paying attention to the manifest ratios that regu
late life and seeing to it that the proper ratios and regimen are 
established (87C-E). Thinkers should make sure they get 
some physical exercise, and athletes should make sure they 
study music and the liberal arts (88B-C). A sound mind in a 
sound body. Like the cosmos, we must be well rounded. The 
human good is uncomplicated. It is, like the art of medicine, 
simply the conscientious application of sensible theory to life. 
It is the will to order. 

As we have seen, Timaeus is driven to filling things up and 
making them complete. But in at least one respect his cosmos 
is not complete. It does not contain the philosopher as dialec
tician. In the opinion of the likely story, Socrates, the erotic 
troublemaker, must be banished from the cosmos. There is no 
worldly place, no chora, for him. One who questions the 
nomos and the dreams that attach us to place must be left 
atopos-that is, both placeless and strange. 

Concluding Unscientific Postscript 

So why is this dialogue taking place? Why has Socrates 
allowed himself to sit passively by while his hosts entertain 
him with the flattery of Becoming? It seems that the hesychia 
of Socrates, his silence and his peace, is really a form of 
passive aggression. Socrates has set up his ambitious hosts for 
a Sicilian expedition in speech-an ambitious project that 
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ends in ruin. He probably knows, in general, what to expect, 
as he cunningly draws them out by imitating the cave-desire 
for moving images-a desire that is theirs rather than his. But, 
being an avid connoisseur as well as judge of human souls, 
Socrates also wants to see exactly how they will reveal them
selves, and how far they will go, in the act of trying to defend 
Becoming and surpass the city in speech. 

In the Timaeus, Socrates has shown up to guard the city 
in speech from ever coming into being in space and time. He 
does so to reaffirm what he said about the best city in the 
Republic, that it is not a blueprint for political actualization 
but "a model ... for the man who wants to see and found a 
city within himself."2l Under a deceptive flag of truce and 
welcoming receptivity, he draws out his hosts as though onto 
a field of battle. Their effort is sure to entertain Socrates and 
perhaps even to instruct him. But I suspect he is still more 
entertained, and gratified, by their ultimate failure. This 
failure is represented by Critias. In the dialogue that bears his 
name, Critias never gets to the war-story he promised 
Socrates. Plato cuts him off in mid-sentence, just as he is 
about to give the speech of Zeus that will bring divine 
retribution upon the Atlantians. The promised flattery of 
Athens is consigned to oblivion, like Atlantis itself. It is as 
though Critias, who had boasted so mightily of his powers of 
memory (26B-C),22 simply and utterly forgot. Through his 
failure to recover the speech in praise of Athens' heroism, 
Plato playfully mimics something deadly serious-the folly of 
forcing a city back, in deed and not merely in speech, to a 
purported first and best condition. In his speech to Solon, the 
old Egyptian priest referred to the myth about Phaethon, son 
of Helios. Phaethon tried to drive his father's car, the sun
chariot, in order to prove that he too was a god. The result 
was destruction for him and near destruction for the whole 
earth (22C). The Egyptian priest tells Solon that the truth of 
this myth has to do with a periodically recurring alignment of 
the planets. The priest's piety for scientific explanation blinds 
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him to the political significance of Phaethon. The insolence of 
Phaethon is the potential insolence of would-be reformers
reformers like the famous Critias, who tried to force a dem
ocratic Athens into an oligarchic mold. The will to order, 
when infected by the love of honor and the lust for power, 
easily degenerates into the will to tyranny. 

Plato, more than any other philosopher, is constantly 
reminding us of the dangers of being human as well as the 
dangers of philosophy. Danger and safety, perhaps the most 
central terms of the Platonic dramas, become central because 
of Plato's care for what we do and what we suffer. Through 
the drama of the Timaeus-Critias, Plato continues his care for 
the human condition. In the likely story of Timaeus, he 
concocts a bizarre yet healthy-minded dream about a world 
set straight by the will to order, a dream in which the world 
is saved from disorder and despair. In the vanity and ambition 
of Critias, he points to the diseases this will itself can 
contract. Shakespeare's Ulysses supplies the most fitting last 
word on the strength and the weakness of the will to order: 
"0, when degree is shaked,/ Which is the ladder of all high 
designs,/ The enterprise is sick. "23 

Notes 
1 Other experiments in going beyond Socrates include the Eleatic 
stranger from the Sophist and Statesman, and the Athenian stranger 
from the Laws. 

2 For the "art of conversion or turning around," see Republic 7. 
518D ff. The mathematical arts that pave the way for dialectic are, 
in order of appearance, arithmetic, plane geometry, solid geometry, 
astronomy and harmonics. The conversionary art must "draw the 
soul from Becoming to Being" (7. 521D). 

3 The praise of Timaeus is breathtaking (20A) . He is rich, powerful, 
honored, and he comes from an aristocratic family. The city from 
which he hails is Locri, which Socrates calls "a city with the best 
laws in Italy." Furthermore, he has "reached the very peak of all 
philosophy." 
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4 Solon heard the story about ancient Athens in the district of Sais 
(21E). The word for district here is nomos. (Nomos comes from the 
verb nemein, which means to apportion or distribute, and districts 
are areas of distributed land.) Plato thus combines in one word the 
deep connection between attachment to custom and attachment to 
place. 

5 The demiourgoi or craftsmen are central to Socrates' critique of 
imitation in Republic 10. After postulating three kinds of couches
the one produced by carpentry, the one produced by the art of 
painting, and the one that is in nature-Socrates playfully suggests 
that perhaps the couch that is in nature was also produced by some 
kind of craftsman, not a demiourgos but a phytourgos or "nature
worker" (597B-D). Socrates refers to a "craftsman of heaven" at 7. 
530A. 

6 Sometimes Timaeus makes the cosmos sound as though it were 
eternal. But there are also indications that, while it is very long-last
ing, it is nevertheless mortal. This fits with what Socrates announces 
in the Republic: "for everything that has come into being there is 
decay" (8. 546A). For example, time is said to come into being 
along with the heavens "in order that, having been begotten togeth
er, they might also be dissolved together-should some dissolution 
of them ever arise" (38B). And when the god makes the cosmic 
body, he saves it from old age and disease but falls short of making 
it deathless (33A ff.). 

7 The ongoing presence of god's generous artistry in the world is 
signaled by the fact that things other than the divine craftsman are 
called demiurges in the speech, and that the verb demiourgein, to 
craft, sometimes occurs as a synonym for "causes" or "brings 
about." Earth, for example, is called "the guardian and craftsman of 
Night and Day" (40C); fire is at one point the craftsman of non
uniformity in air (59A); and again, the color red is "crafted by the 
cutting and staining action of fire upon moisture" (80E). 

8 Timaeus' use of eti, still or more, seems to echo Socrates' use of 
this little word at the end of his political summary. He asked 
Timaeus whether he was "still yearning for something more in what 
was said" (19A). Socrates seems to be tempting Timaeus to go 
beyond the boundaries of his political mentality, beyond the will to 
order. Timaeus has no yearning to do so. He says, "Not at all." 
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9 Timaeus calls the cosmos "the god who was one day to be" (34A
B) and a "happy god" (34B). See also 55D, where Timaeus says that 
the cosmos is "by nature one god." In the dialogue's closing 
sentence, the cosmos is a "sensed god" (92C). 

10 Republic 6. 509C ff. For the definitive account of eikasia in the 
Republic, see Jacob Klein, A Commentary on Plato's Meno, Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1965, pp. 112-125. 

11 Book 7. 532A. Socrates' language here is very close to the way in 
which he describes the likely story. He speaks of the "song itself that 
dialectic performs," autos ... ho nomos han to dialegesthai perainei. 

12 At the beginning of the Critias, Timaeus prays to "the god who 
has just now been born through speeches" (1 06A). He identifies the 
just retribution of this god (dike) with medicine (pharmakon) and 
this medicine with knowledge (episteme). 

13 Timaeus derives his catalogue of happy privations from two frag
ments by Empedocles (29 and 134). He discretely suppresses what 
Empedocles in both fragments makes explicit-that the cosmic god 
lacks organs of reproduction. 

14 The final cause of motion moves things, says Aristotle, has era
menan, "as the object of erotic love" (Metaphysics 12. 7. 1072B). 

15 Sexual generation is the cause of the decay of the best city in the 
Republic. The rulers will fail to perceive and calculate the marriage 
number, "and they will at some time beget children when they 
should not" (8. 546B). 

16 This political redistribution of types foreshadows the cosmic 
reshuffling of the four kinds by what Timaeus later calls the ch6ra 
or space. Socrates even uses the word chara in this part of his sum
mary. This is its first appearance in the dialogue. 

17 Necessity, in the form of what Timaeus calls "assistant causes," 
first began to assert itself in the likely story just as Timaeus is giving 
a mechanical account of the reflective, and deceptive, power of 
mirrors (46C-D). 

18 In the simile of the goldsmith, Timaeus has a hypothetical some
one ask the question "Whatever is it?" in response to the constant 
"morphing" of the receptacle. The safest answer, says Timaeus, is 
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that it's gold (SOB). This is the closest Timaeus ever gets to Socrates' 
What is it? question. It is very interesting that his concern for 
safety (which reminds us of Socrates' similar concern in the Phaedo 
when he recounts his "second sailing" in search of cause) and the 
What is it? question lead Timaeus, not to the determinate form 
whose likeness fleetingly appears in the midst of change, but to that 
which is itself undergoing change. His answer, in other words, 
already points "forward" to geometric schematization rather than 
"backward" and "up" to the eidetic "father" of the spatiotemporal 
"offspring" (SOC-D). 

19 For more on the Apaturia, see H. W Parke, Festivals of the 
Athenians, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, pp. 88-92. 

20 "In geometrical and natural-scientific mathematization, in the 
open infinity of possible experiences, we measure the life-world
the world constantly given to us as actual in our concrete world
life-for a well-fitting garb of ideas, that of the so-called objectively 
scientific truths" (Ibid., p . 51). The drama of the Timaeus takes 
place during the Greater Panathenaea, the festival in honor of 
Athena. The central event of this festival was the procession in 
which an elaborately embroidered peplos or robe depicting the 
Battle of Gods and Giants was carried to the Acropolis and draped 
over the statue of the goddess. In his likely story, Timaeus partici
pates in, and corrects, the Greater Panathenaea. His ceremonial 
"garb of ideas," paraded before the silent Socrates, replaces the 
Battle of Gods and Giants with decent gods and the beautiful war 
of mathematical objects in motion. 

21 Republic 9. 592B. The centrality of place in the Timaeus and the 
man who was gazing upon beautiful animals "somewhere," pou, 
contrast sharply with what Socrates says about the best city in this 
passage: "It doesn't make any difference whether it is or will be 
somewhere (pou)." 

22 In the Critias, Critias invokes Mnemosyne, the goddess of mem
ory, as the divinity on whom the whole project of gratifying 
Socrates depends (108D). 

23 Troilus and Cressida I. 3. 101-103. 




