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INTRODUCTION

Myth, Philosophy and Ontological Pluralism


ἓν ἀνδρῶν, ἓν θεῶν γένος: ἐκ μιᾶς δὲ πνέομεν

ματρὸς ἀμφότεροι: διείργει δὲ πᾶσα κεκριμένα

δύναμις, ὡς τὸ μὲν οὐδέν, ὁ δὲ χάλκεος ἀσφαλὲς αἰὲν ἕδος

μένει οὐρανός ἀλλά τι προσφέρομεν ἔμπαν ἢ μέγαν

νόον ἤτοι φύσιν ἀθανάτοις,

καίπερ ἐφαμερίαν οὐκ εἰδότες οὐδὲ μετὰ νύκτας ἄμμε πότμος

οἵαν τιν᾽ ἔγραψε δραμεῖν ποτὶ στάθμαν.


There is one race of men, and one of gods,

though from one mother we both draw our breath.

A division of power keeps us entirely separate:

the one is nothing, the other has an eternal home in the secure

brazen heaven.

Even so, we resemble the immortals in some respects,

in greatness of mind or of stature,

though we do not know by day or night

what finishing line destiny has marked out for us to run towards.

Pindar, Nemean Six 1–71


The opening lines of Pindar’s Nemean Six are as striking as they are unclear. Some translators argue that Pindar refers to two distinct races: ‘there is one race of men, another race of gods’. Others, however, state the very opposite: ‘there is one race of gods and men’.2 This ambiguity is a problem that goes beyond Pindar’s difficult syntax and strikes at the very core of the poem and the central investigation of this book. What precisely are human beings? What are gods? How do they interact with each other? In the course of this work, these questions – and some very different answers – will be explored through three detailed case studies: Hesiod’s Theogony, the Orphic Derveni Theogony, and Protagoras’ myth in Plato’s eponymous dialogue. However, what will take me more than 200 pages, and a fair few digressions, Pindar does in fewer than eight lines. Indeed, after a puzzling opening, Pindar categorically states that gods and humans have one single divine mother. Although no specific title or epitaph is given, this is undoubtedly Gaia or Earth. In this reference at least, Pindar may suggest a single genealogical line for humans and gods. This is not, however, necessarily the case and for Pindar to say that Gaia is the mother of humans and gods may be no more an indication of a literal genealogy than Homer saying Zeus is the father of men and gods (Il. 1.544). Indeed, even if Pindar hints at a kinship connection through Gaia, the idea is one quickly replaced by an emphasis on distance and difference:


διείργει δὲ πᾶσα κεκριμένα

δύναμις, ὡς τὸ μὲν οὐδέν, ὁ δὲ χάλκεος ἀσφαλὲς αἰὲν ἕδος

μένει οὐρανός.


A division of power keeps us entirely separate:

the one is nothing, the other has an eternal home in the secure

brazen heaven.


This is both the longest and most definitive statement in Pindar’s mini-theogony and there is little that suggests kinship in these lines. Indeed, the act of separation is enforced by two verbs διείργω (‘kept asunder’) and the perfective participle κρίνω (‘having been separated’). This, to use Jean Pierre Vernant’s famous phrase, is an ‘uncrossable gulf’ between mortals and immortals if ever there was one. Yet, after having clearly distinguished humans from gods, Pindar wavers again:


ἀλλά τι προσφέρομεν ἔμπαν ἢ μέγαν

νόον ἤτοι φύσιν ἀθανάτοις


Even so, we resemble the immortals in some respects,

in greatness of mind or of stature,


This resemblance considerably complicates Pindar’s anthropology. Indeed, the previously cemented gulf now appears to admit a degree of likeness in respect of νόος and/or φύσις. Both of these terms create difficulties for translators. Νόος, the easier of the two words, may be roughly translated as ‘mind’, an inner reflective capacity. Φύσις is more obscure. Etymologically the word is derived from φύω to grow. For the Greek philosophers known as the φυσιολόγοι or natural philosophers, φύσις describes the nature and developmental growth of a particular thing.3 However, the term is rare in early poetry and when it appears often has different connotations from its philosophical usage. For example, Homer uses φύσις only once in reference to a plant which will protect Odysseus from the treacherous magic of Circe. Hermes (Od. 10.303), explaining the φύσις of this plant to Odysseus, outlines the colour of its flower and roots and states its divine name, Moly. Although Nemean Six provides little clue on how we are to understand φύσις, elsewhere (Isth. 4: 49–50) Pindar uses the term to refer to an athlete’s physical form or appearance.4 If Nemean Six follows suit, φύσις refers to a physical aspect and is used to complement the inner disposition described by νόος.5 In other words, gods and humans are compared in terms of their interior minds and their physical exteriors. This comparison is fitting and entirely in tune with other poetical comparisons. Hesiod (WD 129), for example, differentiates the Silver Race from the Gold, saying:


χρυσέῳ οὔτε φυὴν ἐναλίγκιον οὔτε νόημα.


It was like the golden race neither in body (φυὴν) nor in mind (νόημα). 6


A similar contrast again appears in Xenophanes’ (DK 21B 23) description of a super-deity who in respect to mortals is:


οὔτι δέμας θνητοίσιν ὅμοίιος οὐδέ νόημα.


neither alike in body nor mind.


Yet, if Nemean Six describes a resemblance between humans and gods in terms of their physical forms and inner dispositions, how Pindar contrasts these beings is obscure. Is the relation expressed in terms of both minds and bodies or minds alone? Perhaps, physical forms are what are shared, while divine minds remain unknowable?7 Alternatively should we follow Pindar’s earlier insistence on the presence of the insurmountable power which separates humans from the gods and understand that humans share no direct similarity but merely approach or resemble (προσφέρω) the gods in terms of their bodies and minds?8

What to make of Pindar’s hesitations is unclear. Perhaps the poet was simply confused. Perhaps modern readers are misled by his impenetrable Greek. However, it is also possible that ambiguity was precisely what the Theban poet intended in this striking overture. Living from the late sixth to the mid-fifth century BCE, Pindar was a poet who looked both back to the earlier poetic traditions of Homer and Hesiod and forward to the metaphysical speculation of the Presocratic philosophers. In this respect, the plurality of views expressed in these few lines stands as testament to the countless theological and philosophical debates he undoubtedly witnessed, and which occasionally come to the fore in his praise poetry. For example, Nemean Six’s potential stress on the difference between gods and humans may well allude to Homer’s and Hesiod’s insistence on what I will describe as the ontological difference between humans and non-humans. Homer’s Apollo (Il. 5. 441–2), for instance, states this distinction in categorical terms:


οὔ ποτε φῦλον ὁμοῖον

ἀθανάτων τε θεῶν χαμαὶ ἐρχομένων τ᾽ ἀνθρώπων.


Never the same is the tribe of gods

who are immortal and men who walk the ground.9


Apollo’s claim may seem puzzling in some respects. After all, the Greek gods are very close to mortals. Their appearance is human and their forms of feasting and recreation are nearly identical to those of their human counterparts.10 Yet despite these similarities, Homer stresses that difference remains at a very basic level. A good example of this occurs when Aphrodite is injured by Diomedes on the battlefield of Troy and Homer (Il. 5. 339–42) describes how:


ῥέε δ᾽ ἄμβροτον αἷμα θεοῖο

ἰχώρ, οἷός πέρ τε ῥέει μακάρεσσι θεοῖσιν:

οὐ γὰρ σῖτον ἔδουσ᾽, οὐ πίνουσ᾽ αἴθοπα οἶνον,

τοὔνεκ᾽ ἀναίμονές εἰσι καὶ ἀθάνατοι καλέονται.


and blood immortal flowed from the goddess,

ichor, that which runs in the veins of the blessed divinities;

since these eat no food, nor do they drink of the shining

wine, and therefore they have no blood and are called immortal.11


In these lines Aphrodite’s wound becomes a potent site for theological speculation. Indeed, Aphrodite as she descends on the battlefield only superficially resembles the warriors she fights. In reality, the goddess possesses blood that is not blood, eats food that is not food, and, as Vernant has memorably described it, possesses a body that is not a body.12 In short, although humans and gods are analogously similar, they are ontologically distinct beings.

The idea that humans and gods are worlds apart is by no means limited to the Iliad. Indeed, it is a sentiment evident in the very word for the gods themselves: ἀθάνατοι, a term which literally means ‘not mortal’. The theme is also demonstrably Pindaric. In Isthmian 5.14–16, for example, the poet warns:


μὴ μάτευε Ζεὺς γενέσθαι: πάντ᾽ ἔχεις,

εἴ σε τούτων μοῖρ᾽ ἐφίκοιτο καλῶν.

θνατὰ θνατοῖσι πρέπει.


Do not seek to become Zeus; you have everything,

if a share of these fine things comes to you.

Mortal aims befit mortal men.13


In Pythian Three (59–62), the poet again reminds us that:


χρὴ τὰ ἐοικότα πὰρ δαιμόνων μαστευέμεν θναταῖς φρασίν,

γνόντα τὸ πὰρ ποδός, οἵας εἰμὲν αἴσας.

μή, φίλα ψυχά, βίον ἀθάνατον

σπεῦδε, τὰν δ᾽ ἔμπρακτον ἄντλει μαχανάν.


Men should seek from the gods only what is consistent

with mortal minds,

knowing what lies before our feet, and the nature of

our destiny.

Do not, my soul, long for an immortal life,

but make the most of what you can realistically achieve.14


Given these repeated sentiments, it is tempting to assume that Nemean Six expresses a similar idea. However, we should be cautious in ascribing a single view to the Theban poet. Indeed, if Pindar frequently attempts to distinguish gods from humans, his poems at times introduce very different conceptions of what human beings are and what they can aspire towards. In Olympian Two (65–70), far from exhorting mortals to know their proper limits, Pindar even speaks of humans rejoicing in the company of the gods:


ἀλλὰ παρὰ μὲν τιμίοις

θεῶν, οἵτινες ἔχαιρον εὐορκίαις, ἄδακρυν νέμονται

αἰῶνα: τοὶ δ᾽ ἀπροσόρατον ὀκχέοντι πόνον

ὅσοι δ᾽ ἐτόλμασαν ἐστρὶς

ἑκατέρωθι μείναντες ἀπὸ πάμπαν ἀδίκων ἔχειν

ψυχάν, ἔτειλαν Διὸς ὁδὸν παρὰ Κρόνου τύρσιν


Those who in life took pleasure in keeping oaths

pass their time without tears in the company of the

revered gods,

while the wicked endure a punishment too dreadful to behold.

But those with the courage to have lived three times in

either place,

keeping their hearts entirely free from wrongdoing,

travel the road of Zeus to the tower of Cronus15


Another fragment speaks of a payment to Persephone and the possibility of becoming holy heroes (Fr. 133 Bergk):


Φερσεφόνα ποινὰν παλαιοῦ πένθεος

δέξεται, εἰς τὸν ὕπερθεν ἅλιον κείνων ἐνάτῳ ἔτεϊ

ἀνδιδοῖ ψυχὰς πάλιν,

ἐκ τᾶν βασιλῆες ἀγαυοὶ

καὶ σθένει κραιπνοὶ σοφίᾳ τε μέγιστοι

ἄνδρες αὔξοντ᾽: ἐς δὲ τὸν λοιπὸν χρόνον ἥρωες ἁγνοὶ

πρὸς ἀνθρώπων καλεῦνται.


Persephone will return to the sun above in the ninth year

the souls of those from whom

she will exact punishment for old miseries,

and from these come noble kings,

mighty in strength and greatest in wisdom,

and for the rest of time men will call them sacred heroes.16


The precise message of these cryptic theologies will be discussed at length in later chapters. Presently, it is sufficient to note that in these lines, intersecting with ideas of reincarnation and even deification found in the thought of Pythagoras, Empedocles and the Orphics, Pindar strays far from the Iliadic ideal. In place of stern warnings to think mortal thoughts, humanity aspires to live in the company of gods and even become holy heroes (ἥρωες ἁγνοὶ). And with these sentiments, Pindar provides a very different context for interpreting the ambiguities of Nemean Six. If humans can return to the company of the gods, perhaps they were always part of a single genealogy? They may even share a common essence in terms of their minds and bodies. Indeed, for Lourenço, the opening of Nemean Six is anti-Iliadic and stresses that ‘it is not outside the nature of human φύσις to become deathless and immortal’.17

Of course, what precisely Pindar intends to say in Nemean Six will remain debated. Perhaps his poem stresses a foundational ontological difference between men and gods, perhaps the very opposite. Perhaps Pindar points in both directions simultaneously. Indeed, given that Pindar’s audience and patrons spanned the entire Greek world from Sicily to Aegina, it would hardly be surprising if his poetry also engaged with the lively debates that characterized mid-fifth-century Greece. This may even be expected. However, in his easy shift between mythic descriptions of ontological distance and continuity, Pindar’s poetry also potentially does something more problematic. It blurs two disciplines some scholars have preferred to keep separate: myth and philosophy.

Between myth and philosophy

About a century after Hesiod and one before the birth of Pindar, the first philosopher Thales of Miletus was born. The life and philosophy of Thales is preserved by a patchwork of later sources and probably apocryphal anecdotes which collectively paint a vivid, if somewhat contradictory, portrait. One of the seven sages, Thales was a figure engaged as much with philosophy as he was with military, commercial and political activities. Sometimes these ideas were combined in surprising ways. Aristotle in Politics (1259a5–21), for example, describes how Thales through his careful observations of the heavens concluded that there would be a bountiful harvest in the coming year. He immediately bought all the olive presses in Miletus and Chios and a made a fortune selling them back when his celestial observations proved correct. Today, however, Thales is rarely remembered for his engineering expertise or economic acumen, but for the rather strange idea that everything is water. Like almost everything said or done by Thales, what precisely this enigmatic phrase means is unclear. On the one hand, it is possible that Thales was saying something quite commonplace. Indeed, watery beginnings are widespread in mythical accounts such as the Babylonian Enûma Eliš and Homer’s description of the river gods Okeanos and Tethys as the father and mother of all the gods (Il. 14.200–4). However, for Aristotle, at least, Thales was not simply repeating these ancient stories but saying something new. Water was not only something closely associated with the beginning of the cosmos, it was a more fundamental essence, an ἀρχή or a first principle. As Aristotle explains in the Metaphysics (983b):


τῶν δὴ πρώτων φιλοσοφησάντων οἱ πλεῖστοι τὰς ἐν ὕλης εἴδει μόνας ᾠήθησαν ἀρχὰς εἶναι πάντων: ἐξ οὗ γὰρ ἔστιν ἅπαντα τὰ ὄντα καὶ ἐξ οὗ γίγνεται πρώτου καὶ εἰς ὃ φθείρεται τελευταῖον, τῆς μὲν οὐσίας ὑπομενούσης τοῖς δὲ πάθεσι μεταβαλλούσης, τοῦτο στοιχεῖον καὶ ταύτην ἀρχήν φασιν εἶναι τῶν ὄντων, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο οὔτε γίγνεσθαι οὐθὲν οἴονται οὔτε ἀπόλλυσθαι, ὡς τῆς τοιαύτης φύσεως ἀεὶ σωζομένης


Most of the earliest philosophers conceived only of material principles as underlying all things. That of which all things consist, from which they first come and into which on their destruction they are ultimately resolved, of which the essence persists although modified by its affections – this, they say, is an element and principle of existing things. Hence they believe that nothing is either generated or destroyed, since this kind of primary entity always persists.18


For Thales, Aristotle argued, this underlying first principle was water, the source from which all things emerged and, in some sense, remained amid a change of myriad forms. And with this simple idea, the story goes, Thales invented philosophy.19

Thales’ new style of analysis was quickly adopted and adapted by his compatriots. In place of water, Anaximander argued that the cosmos originated from an abstract concept referred to as the boundless (ἄπειρον) and shortly afterwards, Anaximenes proposed that the ἀρχή was air. Although the precise details of Milesian thought remain obscure, we are better informed regarding the related views of Heraclitus of Ephesus.20 Heraclitus, like the Milesians, is best known for understanding the cosmos in terms of a first principle, fire (DK 22 B 30). However, while fire is often called an ἀρχή, it is arguably a great deal more. Indeed, Heraclitus, rather than describing fire as a stable entity, places the emphasis on process and transformation. Change is absolutely key to understanding Heraclitus’ worldview and expressed in some of his most famous statements such as (DK 22 A6) ‘you cannot step into the same river twice’ (δὶς ἐς τὸν αὐτὸν ποταμὸν οὐκ ἂν ἐμβαίης).21 Although this fragment is controversial, the idea of flux should not be and is a concept applied as readily to water as to the elements themselves (DK 22 B 36):


ψυχῇσιν θάνατος ὕδωρ γενέσθαι, ὕδατι δὲ θάνατος γῆν γενέσθαι, ἐκ γῆς δὲ ὕδωρ γίνεται, ἐξ ὕδατος δὲ ψυχή.


For souls it is to die to become water, for water it is to die to become earth, from earth water is being born, from water Soul.22


Heraclitus’ emphasis on the continuity and change of a single underlying element is also of central importance for understanding his disagreement with the earlier assumptions of the poets. Indeed, in one of his few explicit criticisms of his predecessors, Heraclitus censors Hesiod for his problematic dualism (DK 22 B57):


διδάσκαλος δὲ πλείστων Ἡσίοδος· τοῦτον ἐπίστανται πλεῖστα εἰδέναι, ὅστις ἡµέρην καὶ εὐφρόνην οὐκ ἐγίνωσκεν· ἔστι γὰρ ἕν.


The teacher of the multitude is Hesiod; they believe he has the greatest knowledge – who did not comprehend day and night: for they are one.23


This passage strikes at the crux of the conflicting views of the older poets and the newer philosophers. In place of Hesiod’s dualistic oppositions, Heraclitus stresses an ongoing transformation in terms of process or flow. As Drozdek describes it, just as water becomes earth, ‘Night is always followed by day and vice versa, they constitute a unity, a whole, νυχθήμερον’ [nightday].24

That Thales and his successors were formidable and original thinkers is clear. Indeed, Thales’ monopoly on olive presses is enough to prove this. However, in the history of ideas, Presocratic thought is often elevated into a minor miracle and perceived as a decisive shift from the world of myth to reason. The classic formulation of this transition is expressed by Wilhelm Nestle in his Vom Mythos zum Logos, who interprets the Presocratic revolution as an escape from the obscurity of myth:


Just as in the beginning the surface of the earth was completely covered by water, which only gradually receded and let islands and continents appear, so too for primitive man the world surrounding him and his own nature were covered over by a mythical layer of beliefs, which only over a long period of time gradually receded enough for bigger and bigger areas to be uncovered and illuminated by rational thought.25


Nestle was not alone in this assessment. Kirk, Raven and Schofield, for example, also describe the philosophical revolution as a dramatic shift from a ‘closed traditional society … towards an open society in which the values of the past become relatively unimportant and radically fresh opinions can be formed both of the community itself and its expanding environment’.26 Guthrie is even more emphatic and sharply contrasts a transition from ‘mythical expression’ to ‘a purely rational account of the origin and nature of the universe’.27

Although Guthrie and Kirk et al. concede
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