
  

Timæus

Plato, circa 360 bc, translated by Benjamin Jowett

socrates; critias; timæus; hermocrates

socrates. One, two, three; but where, my dear Timæus, is the

fourth of those who were yesterday my guests and are to be my

entertainers to-day?

timæus. He has been taken ill, Socrates; for he would not will-

ingly have been absent from this gathering.

soc. Then, if he is not coming, you and the two others must

supply his place.

tim. Certainly, and we will do all that we can; having been

handsomely entertained by you yesterday, those of us who

remain should be only too glad to return your hospitality.

soc. Do you remember what were the points of which I required

you to speak?

tim. We remember some of them, and you will be here to

remind us of anything which we have forgotten: or rather, if we

are not troubling you, will you briefly recapitulate the whole,

and then the particulars will be more firmly fixed in our

memories?

soc. To be sure I will: the chief theme of my yesterday’s dis-

course was the State-how constituted and of what citizens com-

posed it would seem likely to be most perfect.

tim. Yes, Socrates; and what you said of it was very much to

our mind.

soc. Did we not begin by separating the husbandmen and the

artisans from the class of defenders of the State?

tim. Yes.

soc. And when we had given to each one that single employ-

ment and particular art which was suited to his nature, we

spoke of those who were intended to be our warriors, and said

that they were to be guardians of the city against attacks from

within as well as from without, and to have no other employ-

ment; they were to be merciful in judging their subjects, of

whom they were by nature friends, but fierce to their enemies,

when they came across them in battle.

tim. Exactly.

soc. We said, if I am not mistaken, that the guardians should be

gifted with a temperament in a high degree both passionate and

philosophical; and that then they would be as they ought to be,

gentle to their friends and fierce with their enemies.

tim. Certainly.

soc. And what did we say of their education? Were they not to

be trained in gymnastic, and music, and all other sorts of knowl-

edge which were proper for them?

tim. Very true.

soc. And being thus trained they were not to consider gold or

silver or anything else to be their own private property; they

were to be like hired troops, receiving pay for keeping guard

from those who were protected by them-the pay was to be no

more than would suffice for men of simple life; and they were to

spend in common, and to live together in the continual practice

of virtue, which was to be their sole pursuit.

tim. That was also said.

soc. Neither did we forget the women; of whom we declared,

that their natures should be assimilated and brought into harmo-

ny with those of the men, and that common pursuits should be

assigned to them both in time of war and in their ordinary life.

tim. That, again, was as you say.

soc. And what about the procreation of children? Or rather not

the proposal too singular to be forgotten? for all wives and chil-

dren were to be in common, to the intent that no one should

ever know his own child, but they were to imagine that they

were all one family; those who were within a suitable limit of

age were to be brothers and sisters, those who were of an elder

generation parents and grandparents, and those of a younger

children and grandchildren.

tim. Yes, and the proposal is easy to remember, as you say.

soc. And do you also remember how, with a view of securing as

far as we could the best breed, we said that the chief magis-

trates, male and female, should contrive secretly, by the use of

certain lots, so to arrange the nuptial meeting, that the bad of

either sex and the good of either sex might pair with their like;

and there was to be no quarrelling on this account, for they

would imagine that the union was a mere accident, and was to

be attributed to the lot?

tim. I remember.

soc. And you remember how we said that the children of the

good parents were to be educated, and the children of the bad

secretly dispersed among the inferior citizens; and while they

were all growing up the rulers were to be on the look-out, and

to bring up from below in their turn those who were worthy,

and those among themselves who were unworthy were to take

the places of those who came up?

tim. True.

soc. Then have I now given you all the heads of our yesterday’s



discussion? Or is there anything more, my dear Timæus, which

has been omitted?

tim. Nothing, Socrates; it was just as you have said.

soc. I should like, before proceeding further, to tell you how I

feel about the State which we have described. I might compare

myself to a person who, on beholding beautiful animals either

created by the painter’s art, or, better still, alive but at rest, is

seized with a desire of seeing them in motion or engaged in

some struggle or conflict to which their forms appear suited; this

is my feeling about the State which we have been describing.

There are conflicts which all cities undergo, and I should like to

hear some one tell of our own city carrying on a struggle against

her neighbours, and how she went out to war in a becoming

manner, and when at war showed by the greatness of her actions

and the magnanimity of her words in dealing with other cities a

result worthy of her training and education. Now I, Critias and

Hermocrates, am conscious that I myself should never be able to

celebrate the city and her citizens in a befitting manner, and I am

not surprised at my own incapacity; to me the wonder is rather

that the poets present as well as past are no better-not that I

mean to depreciate them; but every one can see that they are a

tribe of imitators, and will imitate best and most easily the life

in which they have been brought up; while that which is beyond

the range of a man’s education he finds hard to carry out in

action, and still harder adequately to represent in language. I am

aware that the Sophists have plenty of brave words and fair con-

ceits, but I am afraid that being only wanderers from one city to

another, and having never had habitations of their own, they

may fail in their conception of philosophers and statesmen, and

may not know what they do and say in time of war, when they

are fighting or holding parley with their enemies. And thus peo-

ple of your class are the only ones remaining who are fitted by

nature and education to take part at once both in politics and

philosophy. Here is Timæus, of Locris in Italy, a city which has

admirable laws, and who is himself in wealth and rank the equal

of any of his fellow-citizens; he has held the most important and

honourable offices in his own state, and, as I believe, has scaled

the heights of all philosophy; and here is Critias, whom every

Athenian knows to be no novice in the matters of which we are

speaking; and as to, Hermocrates, I am assured by many wit-

nesses that his genius and education qualify him to take part in

any speculation of the kind. And therefore yesterday when I saw

that you wanted me to describe the formation of the State, I

readily assented, being very well aware, that, if you only would,

none were better qualified to carry the discussion further, and

that when you had engaged our city in a suitable war, you of all

men living could best exhibit her playing a fitting part. When I

had completed my task, I in return imposed this other task upon

you. You conferred together and agreed to entertain me to-day,

as I had entertained you, with a feast of discourse. Here am I in

festive array, and no man can be more ready for the promised

banquet.

her. And we too, Socrates, as Timæus says, will not be wanting

in enthusiasm; and there is no excuse for not complying with

your request. As soon as we arrived yesterday at the guest-

chamber of Critias, with whom we are staying, or rather on our

way thither, we talked the matter over, and he told us an ancient

tradition, which I wish, Critias, that you would repeat to

Socrates, so that he may help us to judge whether it will satisfy

his requirements or not.

crit. I will, if Timæus, who is our other partner, approves.

tim. I quite approve.

crit. Then listen, Socrates, to a tale which, though strange, is

certainly true, having been attested by Solon, who was the wis-

est of the seven sages. He was a relative and a dear friend of my

great-grandfather, Dropides, as he himself says in many passages

of his poems; and he told the story to Critias, my grandfather,

who remembered and repeated it to us. There were of old, he

said, great and marvellous actions of the Athenian city, which

have passed into oblivion through lapse of time and the destruc-

tion of mankind, and one in particular, greater than all the rest.

This we will now rehearse. It will be a fitting monument of our

gratitude to you, and a hymn of praise true and worthy of the

goddess, on this her day of festival.

soc. Very good. And what is this ancient famous action of the

Athenians, which Critias declared, on the authority of Solon, to

be not a mere legend, but an actual fact?

crit. I will tell an old-world story which I heard from an aged

man; for Critias, at the time of telling it, was as he said, nearly

ninety years of age, and I was about ten. Now the day was that

day of the Apaturia which is called the Registration of Youth, at

which, according to custom, our parents gave prizes for recita-

tions, and the poems of several poets were recited by us boys,

and many of us sang the poems of Solon, which at that time had

not gone out of fashion. One of our tribe, either because he

thought so or to please Critias, said that in his judgment Solon

was not only the wisest of men, but also the noblest of poets.

The old man, as I very well remember, brightened up at hearing

this and said, smiling: Yes, Amynander, if Solon had only, like

other poets, made poetry the business of his life, and had com-



pleted the tale which he brought with him from Egypt, and had

not been compelled, by reason of the factions and troubles

which he found stirring in his own country when he came home,

to attend to other matters, in my opinion he would have been as

famous as Homer or Hesiod, or any poet.

And what was the tale about, Critias? said Amynander.

About the greatest action which the Athenians ever did, and

which ought to have been the most famous, but, through the

lapse of time and the destruction of the actors, it has not come

down to us.

Tell us, said the other, the whole story, and how and from whom

Solon heard this veritable tradition.

He replied: In the Egyptian Delta, at the head of which the

river Nile divides, there is a certain district which is called the

district of Sais, and the great city of the district is also called

Sais, and is the city from which King Amasis came. The citizens

have a deity for their foundress; she is called in the Egyptian

tongue Neith, and is asserted by them to be the same whom the

Hellenes call Athene; they are great lovers of the Athenians, and

say that they are in some way related to them. To this city came

Solon, and was received there with great honour; he asked the

priests who were most skilful in such matters, about antiquity,

and made the discovery that neither he nor any other Hellene

knew anything worth mentioning about the times of old. On

one occasion, wishing to draw them on to speak of antiquity, he

began to tell about the most ancient things in our part of the

world-about Phoroneus, who is called “the first man,” and

about Niobe; and after the Deluge, of the survival of Deucalion

and Pyrrha; and he traced the genealogy of their descendants,

and reckoning up the dates, tried to compute how many years

ago the events of which he was speaking happened. Thereupon

one of the priests, who was of a very great age, said: O Solon,

Solon, you Hellenes are never anything but children, and there is

not an old man among you. Solon in return asked him what he

meant. I mean to say, he replied, that in mind you are all young;

there is no old opinion handed down among you by ancient tra-

dition, nor any science which is hoary with age. And I will tell

you why. There have been, and will be again, many destructions

of mankind arising out of many causes; the greatest have been

brought about by the agencies of fire and water, and other lesser

ones by innumerable other causes. There is a story, which even

you have preserved, that once upon a time Pæthon, the son of

Helios, having yoked the steeds in his father’s chariot, because

he was not able to drive them in the path of his father, burnt up

all that was upon the earth, and was himself destroyed by a

thunderbolt. Now this has the form of a myth, but really signi-

fies a declination of the bodies moving in the heavens around

the earth, and a great conflagration of things upon the earth,

which recurs after long intervals; at such times those who live

upon the mountains and in dry and lofty places are more liable

to destruction than those who dwell by rivers or on the

seashore. And from this calamity the Nile, who is our never-

failing saviour, delivers and preserves us. When, on the other

hand, the gods purge the earth with a deluge of water, the sur-

vivors in your country are herdsmen and shepherds who dwell

on the mountains, but those who, like you, live in cities are car-

ried by the rivers into the sea. Whereas in this land, neither then

nor at any other time, does the water come down from above on

the fields, having always a tendency to come up from below; for

which reason the traditions preserved here are the most ancient.

The fact is, that wherever the extremity of winter frost or of

summer does not prevent, mankind exist, sometimes in greater,

sometimes in lesser numbers. And whatever happened either in

your country or in ours, or in any other region of which we are

informed-if there were any actions noble or great or in any other

way remarkable, they have all been written down by us of old,

and are preserved in our temples. Whereas just when you and

other nations are beginning to be provided with letters and the

other requisites of civilized life, after the usual interval, the

stream from heaven, like a pestilence, comes pouring down, and

leaves only those of you who are destitute of letters and educa-

tion; and so you have to begin all over again like children, and

know nothing of what happened in ancient times, either among

us or among yourselves. As for those genealogies of yours which

you just now recounted to us, Solon, they are no better than the

tales of children. In the first place you remember a single deluge

only, but there were many previous ones; in the next place, you

do not know that there formerly dwelt in your land the fairest

and noblest race of men which ever lived, and that you and your

whole city are descended from a small seed or remnant of them

which survived. And this was unknown to you, because, for

many generations, the survivors of that destruction died, leaving

no written word. For there was a time, Solon, before the great

deluge of all, when the city which now is Athens was first in war

and in every way the best governed of all cities, is said to have

performed the noblest deeds and to have had the fairest consti-

tution of any of which tradition tells, under the face of heaven.

Solon marvelled at his words, and earnestly requested the

priests to inform him exactly and in order about these former

citizens. You are welcome to hear about them, Solon, said the



priest, both for your own sake and for that of your city, and

above all, for the sake of the goddess who is the common patron

and parent and educator of both our cities. She founded your

city a thousand years before ours, receiving from the Earth and

Hephæstus the seed of your race, and afterwards she founded

ours, of which the constitution is recorded in our sacred regis-

ters to be eight thousand years old. As touching your citizens of

nine thousand years ago, I will briefly inform you of their laws

and of their most famous action; the exact particulars of the

whole we will hereafter go through at our leisure in the sacred

registers themselves. If you compare these very laws with ours

you will find that many of ours are the counterpart of yours as

they were in the olden time. In the first place, there is the caste

of priests, which is separated from all the others; next, there are

the artificers, who ply their several crafts by themselves and do

not intermix; and also there is the class of shepherds and of

hunters, as well as that of husbandmen; and you will observe,

too, that the warriors in Egypt are distinct from all the other

classes, and are commanded by the law to devote themselves

solely to military pursuits; moreover, the weapons which they

carry are shields and spears, a style of equipment which the god-

dess taught of Asiatics first to us, as in your part of the world

first to you. Then as to wisdom, do you observe how our law

from the very first made a study of the whole order of things,

extending even to prophecy and medicine which gives health,

out of these divine elements deriving what was needful for

human life, and adding every sort of knowledge which was akin

to them. All this order and arrangement the goddess first

imparted to you when establishing your city; and she chose the

spot of earth in which you were born, because she saw that the

happy temperament of the seasons in that land would produce

the wisest of men. Wherefore the goddess, who was a lover both

of war and of wisdom, selected and first of all settled that spot

which was the most likely to produce men likest herself. And

there you dwelt, having such laws as these and still better ones,

and excelled all mankind in all virtue, as became the children

and disciples of the gods.

Many great and wonderful deeds are recorded of your state

in our histories. But one of them exceeds all the rest in greatness

and valour. For these histories tell of a mighty power which

unprovoked made an expedition against the whole of Europe

and Asia, and to which your city put an end. This power came

forth out of the Atlantic Ocean, for in those days the Atlantic

was navigable; and there was an island situated in front of the

straits which are by you called the Pillars of Heracles; the island

was larger than Libya and Asia put together, and was the way to

other islands, and from these you might pass to the whole of the

opposite continent which surrounded the true ocean; for this sea

which is within the Straits of Heracles is only a harbour, having

a narrow entrance, but that other is a real sea, and the sur-

rounding land may be most truly called a boundless continent.

Now in this island of Atlantis there was a great and wonderful

empire which had rule over the whole island and several others,

and over parts of the continent, and, furthermore, the men of

Atlantis had subjected the parts of Libya within the columns of

Heracles as far as Egypt, and of Europe as far as Tyrrhenia. This

vast power, gathered into one, endeavoured to subdue at a blow

our country and yours and the whole of the region within the

straits; and then, Solon, your country shone forth, in the excel-

lence of her virtue and strength, among all mankind. She was

pre-eminent in courage and military skill, and was the leader of

the Hellenes. And when the rest fell off from her, being com-

pelled to stand alone, after having undergone the very extremity

of danger, she defeated and triumphed over the invaders, and

preserved from slavery those who were not yet subjugated, and

generously liberated all the rest of us who dwell within the pil-

lars. But afterwards there occurred violent earthquakes and

floods; and in a single day and night of misfortune all your war-

like men in a body sank into the earth, and the island of Atlantis

in like manner disappeared in the depths of the sea. For which

reason the sea in those parts is impassable and impenetrable,

because there is a shoal of mud in the way; and this was caused

by the subsidence of the island.

I have told you briefly, Socrates, what the aged Critias heard

from Solon and related to us. And when you were speaking yes-

terday about your city and citizens, the tale which I have just

been repeating to you came into my mind, and I remarked with

astonishment how, by some mysterious coincidence, you agreed

in almost every particular with the narrative of Solon; but I did

not like to speak at the moment. For a long time had elapsed,

and I had forgotten too much; I thought that I must first of all

run over the narrative in my own mind, and then I would speak.

And so I readily assented to your request yesterday, considering

that in all such cases the chief difficulty is to find a tale suitable

to our purpose, and that with such a tale we should be fairly

well provided.

And therefore, as Hermocrates has told you, on my way

home yesterday I at once communicated the tale to my compan-

ions as I remembered it; and after I left them, during the night

by thinking I recovered nearly the whole it. Truly, as is often



said, the lessons of our childhood make wonderful impression

on our memories; for I am not sure that I could remember all

the discourse of yesterday, but I should be much surprised if I

forgot any of these things which I have heard very long ago. I

listened at the time with childlike interest to the old man’s narra-

tive; he was very ready to teach me, and I asked him again and

again to repeat his words, so that like an indelible picture they

were branded into my mind. As soon as the day broke, I

rehearsed them as he spoke them to my companions, that they,

as well as myself, might have something to say. And now,

Socrates, to make an end my preface, I am ready to tell you the

whole tale. I will give you not only the general heads, but the

particulars, as they were told to me. The city and citizens, which

you yesterday described to us in fiction, we will now transfer to

the world of reality. It shall be the ancient city of Athens, and

we will suppose that the citizens whom you imagined, were our

veritable ancestors, of whom the priest spoke; they will perfectly

harmonise, and there will be no inconsistency in saying that the

citizens of your republic are these ancient Athenians. Let us

divide the subject among us, and all endeavour according to our

ability gracefully to execute the task which you have imposed

upon us. Consider then, Socrates, if this narrative is suited to the

purpose, or whether we should seek for some other instead.

soc. And what other, Critias, can we find that will be better

than this, which is natural and suitable to the festival of the god-

dess, and has the very great advantage of being a fact and not a

fiction? How or where shall we find another if we abandon this?

We cannot, and therefore you must tell the tale, and good luck

to you; and I in return for my yesterday’s discourse will now rest

and be a listener.

crit. Let me proceed to explain to you, Socrates, the order in

which we have arranged our entertainment. Our intention is,

that Timæus, who is the most of an astronomer amongst us, and

has made the nature of the universe his special study, should

speak first, beginning with the generation of the world and

going down to the creation of man; next, I am to receive the

men whom he has created of whom some will have profited by

the excellent education which you have given them; and then, in

accordance with the tale of Solon, and equally with his law, we

will bring them into court and make them citizens, as if they

were those very Athenians whom the sacred Egyptian record has

recovered from oblivion, and thenceforward we will speak of

them as Athenians and fellow-citizens.

soc. I see that I shall receive in my turn a perfect and splendid

feast of reason. And now, Timæus, you, I suppose, should speak

next, after duly calling upon the Gods.

tim. All men, Socrates, who have any degree of right feeling, at

the beginning of every enterprise, whether small or great, always

call upon God. And we, too, who are going to discourse of the

nature of the universe, how created or how existing without cre-

ation, if we be not altogether out of our wits, must invoke the

aid of Gods and Goddesses and pray that our words may be

acceptable to them and consistent with themselves. Let this,

then, be our invocation of the Gods, to which I add an exhorta-

tion of myself to speak in such manner as will be most intelligi-

ble to you, and will most accord with my own intent.

First then, in my judgment, we must make a distinction and

ask, What is that which always is and has no becoming; and

what is that which is always becoming and never is? That which

is apprehended by intelligence and reason is always in the same

state; but that which is conceived by opinion with the help of

sensation and without reason, is always in a process of becom-

ing and perishing and never really is. Now everything that

becomes or is created must of necessity be created by some

cause, for without a cause nothing can be created. The work of

the creator, whenever he looks to the unchangeable and fashions

the form and nature of his work after an unchangeable pattern,

must necessarily be made fair and perfect; but when he looks to

the created only, and uses a created pattern, it is not fair or per-

fect. Was the heaven then or the world, whether called by this or

by any other more appropriate name-assuming the name, I am

asking a question which has to be asked at the beginning of an

enquiry about anything-was the world, I say, always in existence

and without beginning? or created, and had it a beginning?

Created, I reply, being visible and tangible and having a body,

and therefore sensible; and all sensible things are apprehended

by opinion and sense and are in a process of creation and creat-

ed. Now that which is created must, as we affirm, of necessity

be created by a cause. But the father and maker of all this uni-

verse is past finding out; and even if we found him, to tell of

him to all men would be impossible. And there is still a question

to be asked about him: Which of the patterns had the artificer in

view when he made the world-the pattern of the unchangeable,

or of that which is created? If the world be indeed fair and the

artificer good, it is manifest that he must have looked to that

which is eternal; but if what cannot be said without blasphemy

is true, then to the created pattern. Every one will see that he

must have looked to, the eternal; for the world is the fairest of

creations and he is the best of causes. And having been created

in this way, the world has been framed in the likeness of that



which is apprehended by reason and mind and is unchangeable,

and must therefore of necessity, if this is admitted, be a copy of

something. Now it is all-important that the beginning of every-

thing should be according to nature. And in speaking of the

copy and the original we may assume that words are akin to the

matter which they describe; when they relate to the lasting and

permanent and intelligible, they ought to be lasting and unalter-

able, and, as far as their nature allows, irrefutable and

immovable-nothing less. But when they express only the copy or

likeness and not the eternal things themselves, they need only be

likely and analogous to the real words. As being is to becoming,

so is truth to belief. If then, Socrates, amid the many opinions

about the gods and the generation of the universe, we are not

able to give notions which are altogether and in every respect

exact and consistent with one another, do not be surprised.

Enough, if we adduce probabilities as likely as any others; for

we must remember that I who am the speaker, and you who are

the judges, are only mortal men, and we ought to accept the tale

which is probable and enquire no further.

soc. Excellent, Timæus; and we will do precisely as you bid us.

The prelude is charming, and is already accepted by us-may we

beg of you to proceed to the strain?

tim. Let me tell you then why the creator made this world of

generation. He was good, and the good can never have any jeal-

ousy of anything. And being free from jealousy, he desired that

all things should be as like himself as they could be. This is in

the truest sense the origin of creation and of the world, as we

shall do well in believing on the testimony of wise men: God

desired that all things should be good and nothing bad, so far as

this was attainable. Wherefore also finding the whole visible

sphere not at rest, but moving in an irregular and disorderly

fashion, out of disorder he brought order, considering that this

was in every way better than the other. Now the deeds of the

best could never be or have been other than the fairest; and the

creator, reflecting on the things which are by nature visible,

found that no unintelligent creature taken as a whole was fairer

than the intelligent taken as a whole; and that intelligence could

not be present in anything which was devoid of soul. For which

reason, when he was framing the universe, he put intelligence in

soul, and soul in body, that he might be the creator of a work

which was by nature fairest and best. Wherefore, using the lan-

guage of probability, we may say that the world became a living

creature truly endowed with soul and intelligence by the provi-

dence of God.

This being supposed, let us proceed to the next stage: In the

likeness of what animal did the Creator make the world? It

would be an unworthy thing to liken it to any nature which

exists as a part only; for nothing can be beautiful which is like

any imperfect thing; but let us suppose the world to be the very

image of that whole of which all other animals both individually

and in their tribes are portions. For the original of the universe

contains in itself all intelligible beings, just as this world compre-

hends us and all other visible creatures. For the Deity, intending

to make this world like the fairest and most perfect of intelligi-

ble beings, framed one visible animal comprehending within

itself all other animals of a kindred nature. Are we right in say-

ing that there is one world, or that they are many and infinite?

There must be one only, if the created copy is to accord with the

original. For that which includes all other intelligible creatures

cannot have a second or companion; in that case there would be

need of another living being which would include both, and of

which they would be parts, and the likeness would be more truly

said to resemble not them, but that other which included them.

In order then that the world might be solitary, like the perfect

animal, the creator made not two worlds or an infinite number

of them; but there is and ever will be one only-begotten and cre-

ated heaven.

Now that which is created is of necessity corporeal, and also

visible and tangible. And nothing is visible where there is no fire,

or tangible which has no solidity, and nothing is solid without

earth. Wherefore also God in the beginning of creation made the

body of the universe to consist of fire and earth. But two things

cannot be rightly put together without a third; there must be

some bond of union between them. And the fairest bond is that

which makes the most complete fusion of itself and the things

which it combines; and proportion is best adapted to effect such

a union. For whenever in any three numbers, whether cube or

square, there is a mean, which is to the last term what the first

term is to it; and again, when the mean is to the first term as the

last term is to the mean-then the mean becoming first and last,

and the first and last both becoming means, they will all of them

of necessity come to be the same, and having become the same

with one another will be all one. If the universal frame had been

created a surface only and having no depth, a single mean would

have sufficed to bind together itself and the other terms; but

now, as the world must be solid, and solid bodies are always

compacted not by one mean but by two, God placed water and

air in the mean between fire and earth, and made them to have

the same proportion so far as was possible (as fire is to air so is

air to water, and as air is to water so is water to earth); and thus


