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Chronology

(Dates for events in antiquity are approximate.)



	2000 B.C.

	Migrations of Greek-speaking Indo-European peoples into Aegean area begin




	1950

	Hebrew patriarchs migrate from Mesopotamia to Canaan (traditional biblical dating)




	1800

	Early Mesopotamian astronomical observations recorded




	1700

	Minoan civilization on Crete at height during next two centuries, influencing Greek mainland




	1600

	Gradual Greek fusion of Indo-European and pre-Hellenic Mediterranean religions




	1450

	Fall of Minoan civilization on Crete after invasions and volcanic disasters




	1400

	Ascendancy of Mycenaean civilization on Greek mainland




	1250

	Exodus of Hebrews from Egypt under Moses




	1200

	Trojan War with Mycenaean Greeks




	1100

	Dorian invasions, end of Mycenaean dominance




	1000

	David unites kingdom of Israel with capital at Jerusalem




	950

	Reign of Solomon, building of Temple




	900–700

	Early books of Hebrew Bible composed




	 

	Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey composed




	776

	First Pan-Hellenic Olympic games held at Olympia




	750

	Greek colonization of Mediterranean spreads




	740

	First Isaiah fl. in Israel




	700

	Hesiod’s Theogony, Works and Days




	600

	Thales of Miletus fl., birth of philosophy




	594

	Solon reforms government of Athens, establishes rules for public recital of Homeric poems




	590

	Jeremiah fl. in Israel




	586–538

	Babylonian captivity of Jews




	 

	Ezekiel and Second Isaiah fl., prophesy historical redemption




	 

	Compilation and redaction of Hebrew Scriptures begins




	580

	Sappho fl., flowering of Greek lyric poetry




	570

	Anaximander fl., develops systematic cosmology




	545

	Anaximenes fl., posits transmutations of underlying substance




	525

	Pythagoras begins philosophical-religious brotherhood, develops synthesis of science and mysticism




	520

	Xenophanes fl., concept of human progress, philosophical monotheism, skepticism toward anthropomorphic deities




	508

	Democratic reforms instituted in Athens by Cleisthenes




	500

	Heraclitus fl., philosophy of pervasive flux, universal Logos




	499

	Persian wars begin




	490

	Athens defeats Persian army at Marathon




	480

	Greeks defeat Persian fleet at Salamis




	478

	Establishment of Delian League of Greek states led by Athens




	 

	Period of Athenian ascendancy begins




	472

	Aeschylus’s The Persians, rise of Greek tragedy




	470

	Pindar fl., apex of Greek lyric poetry




	 

	Parmenides fl., posits logical opposition between appearances and changeless unitary reality




	469

	Birth of Socrates




	465

	Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound




	460

	Anaxagoras fl., concept of universal Mind (Nous)




	458–429

	Age of Pericles




	450

	Emergence of Sophists begins




	447

	Building of Parthenon (completed 432)




	446

	Herodotus writing History




	441

	Sophocles’s Antigone




	431

	Euripides’s Medea




	431–404

	Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta




	430

	Democritus fl., atomism




	429

	Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex




	427

	Birth of Plato




	423

	Aristophanes’s The Clouds




	420

	Thucydides writing History of the Peloponnesian War




	415

	Euripides’s Trojan Women




	410

	Hippocrates fl., lays foundations of ancient medicine




	404

	Athens defeated by Sparta




	399

	Trial and execution of Socrates




	399–347

	Plato’s Dialogues written




	387

	Plato founds Academy in Athens




	367

	Aristotle begins twenty years of study at Plato’s Academy




	360

	Eudoxus formulates first theory of planetary motion




	347

	Death of Plato




	342

	Aristotle tutors Alexander in Macedonia




	338

	Philip II of Macedon subjugates Greece




	336

	Death of Philip, accession of Alexander




	336–323

	Conquests of Alexander the Great




	335

	Aristotle founds Lyceum in Athens




	331

	Founding of Alexandria in Egypt




	323

	Death of Alexander




	 

	Beginning of Hellenistic era (to c. A.D. 312)




	322

	Death of Aristotle




	320

	Pyrrho of Elis fl., founder of Skepticism




	306

	Epicurus founds Epicurean school in Athens




	300

	Zeno of Citium founds Stoic school in Athens




	300–100

	Zenith of Alexandria as center of Hellenistic culture




	 

	Development of humanistic scholarship, science, astrology




	295

	Euclid’s Elements codifying classical geometry




	280

	Museum (Mouseion) built in Alexandria




	270

	Aristarchus proposes heliocentric theory




	260

	Skepticism taught at Platonic Academy for next two centuries




	250

	Hebrew Bible translated into Greek by Alexandrian scholars




	240

	Archimedes fl., develops classical mechanics and mathematics




	220

	Apollonius of Perga fl., advances astronomy and geometry




	146

	Greece conquered by Rome




	130

	Hipparchus fl., makes first comprehensive chart of heavens, develops classical geocentric cosmology




	63

	Julius Caesar reforms calendar




	 

	Cicero prosecutes Catiline conspiracy




	60

	Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura propounds Epicurus’s atomistic theory of universe




	58–48

	Caesar conquers Gaul, defeats Pompey




	45–44

	Cicero’s philosophical works




	44

	Julius Caesar assassinated




	31

	Octavian (Augustus) defeats Antony and Cleopatra




	 

	Beginning of Roman Empire




	29

	Livy begins writing history of Rome




	23

	Horace’s Odes




	19

	Virgil’s Aeneid




	8–4 B.C.

	Birth of Jesus of Nazareth




	8 A.D.

	Ovid’s Metamorphoses




	14

	Death of Augustus




	15

	Manilius’s Astronomica




	23

	Strabo’s Geography




	29–30

	Death of Jesus




	35

	Conversion of Paul on way to Damascus




	40

	Philo of Alexandria fl., integration of Judaism and Platonism




	48

	Council of Apostles at Jerusalem recognizes Paul’s mission to Gentiles




	50–60

	Letters of Paul written




	64–68

	Apostles Peter and Paul martyred in Rome under Nero




	 

	First major persecution of Christians




	64–70

	Gospel according to Mark




	70

	Temple in Jerusalem destroyed by Romans




	70–80

	Gospels according to Matthew and Luke




	90–100

	Gospel according to John




	95

	Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria codifying humanistic education in Rome




	96

	First appearance of formula en Christo paideia, foreshadowing synthesis of classical humanism with Christianity




	100

	Nicomachus’s Introduction to Arithmetic




	100–200

	Gnosticism flourishes




	109

	Tacitus’s Historiae




	110

	Plutarch fl., writes Parallel Lives, comparative biographies of prominent Greeks and Romans




	120

	Epictetus fl., Stoic moralist




	140

	Ptolemy’s Almagest and Tetrabiblos codify classical astronomy and astrology




	150

	Justin Martyr’s early synthesis of Christianity and Platonism




	161

	Marcus Aurelius becomes emperor




	170

	Galen fl., advances science of medicine




	175

	Earliest extant authoritative canon of New Testament




	180

	Irenaeus’s Against Heresies criticizes Gnosticism




	 

	Clement assumes leadership of Christian school in Alexandria




	190

	Sextus Empiricus fl., summarizes classical Skepticism




	200

	Corpus Hermeticum compiled in Alexandria (approx.)




	203

	Origen succeeds Clement as head of Catechetical school




	232

	Plotinus begins eleven years’ study with Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria




	235–285

	Barbarian invasions into Roman Empire




	 

	Beginning of severe inflation, spread of plague, depopulation




	248

	Origen’s Contra Celsum defends Christianity against pagan intellectuals




	250–260

	Persecutions of Christians by emperors Decius and Valerian




	265

	Plotinus writing and teaching in Rome, emergence of Neoplatonism




	301

	Plotinus’s Enneads compiled by Porphyry




	303

	Final and most severe persecution of Christians begins under Diocletian




	312

	Conversion of Constantine to Christianity




	313

	Edict of Milan establishes religious toleration for Christianity in Roman Empire




	324

	Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, first history of Christian Church




	325

	Council of Nicaea convened by Constantine establishes orthodox Christian doctrine




	330

	Constantine moves imperial capital to Constantinople (Byzantium)




	354

	Birth of Augustine




	361–363

	Julian the Apostate briefly restores paganism in Roman Empire




	370

	Huns begin massive invasion of Europe (until 453)




	374

	Ambrose becomes bishop of Milan




	382

	Jerome begins translation of Bible into Latin




	386

	Conversion of Augustine




	391

	Theodosius prohibits all pagan worship in Roman Empire




	 

	Destruction of Sarapeum in Alexandria




	400

	Augustine’s Confessions




	410

	Visigoth sack of Rome




	413–427

	Augustine’s City of God




	415

	Death of Hypatia in Alexandria




	430

	Death of Augustine




	439

	Carthage captured by the Vandals, West overrun by barbarians




	476

	End of Roman Empire in West




	485

	Death of Proclus, last major pagan Greek philosopher




	498

	Franks under Clovis convert to Catholicism




	500

	Dionysius the Areopagite fl. (estim.), Christian Neoplatonist




	524

	Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy




	529

	Closing of Platonic Academy in Athens by Justinian




	 

	Benedict founds first monastery at Monte Cassino




	590–604

	Papacy of Gregory the Great




	622

	Beginning of Islam




	731

	Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, popularizes method of dating events from birth of Christ




	732

	Muslim forces halted in Europe by Charles Martel at Poitiers




	781

	Alcuin leads Carolingian renaissance, establishes study of seven liberal arts as basic medieval curriculum




	800

	Charlemagne crowned emperor of West




	866

	John Scotus Erigena’s De Divisione Naturae, synthesis of Christianity and Neoplatonism




	1000

	Most of Europe under Christian influence




	1054

	Schism declared between Western and Eastern Churches




	1077

	Anselm’s Meditation on the Reasonableness of Faith




	1090

	Roscellinus teaching nominalism




	1095

	First Crusade initiated by Urban II




	1117

	Abelard’s Sic et Non




	1130

	Hugh of Saint-Victor writes first medieval summa




	1150

	Rediscovery of Aristotle’s works begins in Latin West




	1170

	Founding of University of Paris




	 

	Intellectual centers developing at Oxford and Cambridge




	 

	Court of Eleanor of Aquitaine at Poitiers becomes center of troubador poetry and model of courtly life




	1185

	André le Chapelain’s Art of Courtly Love




	1190

	Joachim of Fiore fl., trinitarian philosophy of history




	1194

	Building of Chartres Cathedral begins




	1209

	Francis of Assisi founds Franciscan order




	1210

	Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival




	 

	Gottfried von Strassburg’s Tristan und Isolde




	1215

	Signing of Magna Carta




	1216

	Dominic founds Dominican order




	1225

	Birth of Thomas Aquinas




	1245

	Aquinas begins studies under Albertus Magnus in Paris




	1247

	Roger Bacon begins experimental research at Oxford




	1260

	Chartres Cathedral consecrated




	1266

	Siger of Brabant prominent at Paris




	1266–73

	Aquinas’s Summa Theologica




	1274

	Death of Aquinas




	1280

	Jean de Meun’s Roman de la Rose




	1300–30

	Spread of mysticism in Rhineland, Meister Eckhart fl.




	1304

	Birth of Petrarch




	1305

	Duns Scotus teaching at Paris




	1309

	Papacy moved to Avignon (“Babylonian captivity”)




	1310–14

	Dante’s La Divina Commedia




	1319

	Ockham teaching at Oxford




	1323

	Aquinas canonized




	1330–50

	Spread of Ockham’s thought (nominalism) at Oxford and Paris




	1335

	First public striking clock erected in Milan




	1337

	Hundred Years’ War begins between England and France




	1340

	Buridan rector at University of Paris




	1341

	Petrarch crowned poet laureate on the Capitoline in Rome




	1347–51

	Plague sweeps Europe (Black Death)




	1353

	Boccaccio’s Decameron




	1377

	Oresme’s Book on the Sky and the World defends theoretical possibility of moving Earth




	1378

	Great Schism, conflict between rival popes (until 1417)




	1380

	Wycliffe attacks Church abuses and orthodox doctrine




	1400

	Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales




	1404

	Vergerio’s Concerning Liberal Studies, first humanist treatise on education




	1415

	Religious reformer Jan Hus burned at stake




	1429

	Joan of Arc leads French against English




	 

	Bruni’s History of Florence pioneers Renaissance historiography




	1434

	Accession to power of Cosimo de’Medici in Florence




	1435

	Alberti’s On Painting systematizes principles of perspective




	1440

	Nicholas of Cusa’s On Learned Ignorance




	 

	Valla’s On the True Good




	1452

	Birth of Leonardo da Vinci




	1453

	Fall of Constantinople to Ottoman in Turks, end of Byzantine Empire




	1455

	Gutenberg Bible produced, start of printing revolution




	1462

	Ficino becomes head of Platonic Academy of Florence




	1469

	Accession of Lorenzo the Magnificent in Florence




	1470

	Ficino completes first Latin translation of Plato’s Dialogues




	1473

	Birth of Copernicus




	1482

	Ficino’s Theologica Platonica




	1483

	Birth of Luther




	 

	Leonardo’s Virgin of the Rocks




	1485

	Botticelli’s Birth of Venus




	1486

	Pico’s Oration on the Dignity of Man




	1492

	Columbus reaches America




	1497

	Vasco da Gama reaches India




	 

	Copernicus studying in Italy, makes first astronomical observation




	1498

	Leonardo’s Last Supper




	1504

	Michelangelo’s David




	1506

	Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome begun under Bramante




	1508

	Erasmus’s Adagia




	1508–11

	Raphael’s School of Athens, Parnassus, Triumph of the Church




	1508–12

	Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling




	1512–14

	Copernicus’s Commentariolus, first outline of heliocentric theory




	1513

	Machiavelli’s The Prince




	1513–14

	Dürer’s Knight, Death and Devil, St. Jerome in His Study, Melencolia I




	1516

	Thomas More’s Utopia




	 

	Erasmus’s Latin translation of New Testament




	1517

	Luther posts Ninety-five Theses in Wittenburg




	 

	Beginning of Reformation




	1519

	Luther’s On Christian Liberty




	1521

	Luther’s excommunication and defiance of the imperial Diet at Worms




	1524

	Erasmus’s defense of freedom of will against Luther




	1527

	Paracelsus teaching at Basel




	1528

	Castiglione’s The Courtier




	1530

	Melanchthon’s Augsburg Confession of Lutheran Churches




	1532

	Rabelais’s Pantagruel




	1534

	Henry VIII issues Act of Supremacy rejecting papal control




	 

	Luther completes translation of Bible into German




	1535

	Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises




	1536

	Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion




	1540

	Society of Jesus founded by Loyola




	 

	Rheticus’s Narratio Prima, first published work describing Copernican theory




	1541

	Michelangelo’s Last Judgment




	1542

	Establishment of Roman Inquisition




	1543

	Copernicus’s De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium




	 

	Vesalius’s On the Structure of the Human Body




	1545–63

	Council of Trent, start of Counter-Reformation




	1550

	Vasari’s Lives of the Artists




	1554

	Palestrina’s first book of masses




	1564

	Birth of Galileo, Shakespeare




	1567

	Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross promote Carmelite reform




	1572

	Tycho Brahe observes supernova




	1580

	Montaigne’s Essays




	1582

	Gregorian calendar reform instituted




	1584

	Bruno’s On the Infinite Universe and Worlds




	1590

	Shakespeare’s Henry VI




	1596

	Birth of Descartes




	 

	Kepler’s Mysterium Cosmographicum




	 

	Spenser’s Faerie Queene




	1597

	Bacon’s Essays




	1600

	Shakespeare’s Hamlet




	 

	Giordano Bruno executed for heresy by Inquisition




	 

	Gilbert’s On the Magnet




	1602

	Kepler’s On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology




	1605

	Bacon’s Advancement of Learning




	 

	Cervantes’s Don Quixote




	1607

	Monteverdi’s Orfeo




	1609

	Kepler’s Astronomia Nova, first two laws of planetary motion




	1610

	Galileo announces telescopic discoveries in Sidereus Nuncius




	1611

	King James translation of Bible into English




	 

	Shakespeare’s The Tempest




	1616

	Catholic Church declares Copernican theory “false and erroneous”




	1618–48

	Thirty Years’ War




	1619

	Kepler’s Harmonia Mundi, third law of planetary motion




	 

	Descartes’s revelatory vision of a new science




	1620

	Bacon’s Novum Organum




	1623

	Galileo’s Assayer




	 

	Boehme’s Mysterium Magnum




	1628

	Harvey’s On the Movement of the Heart and Blood in Animals




	1632

	Galileo’s Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems




	1633

	Galileo condemned by Inquisition




	1635

	Founding of Académie Française




	1636

	Founding of Harvard College




	1637

	Descartes’s Discourse on Method




	 

	Corneille’s Le Cid




	1638

	Galileo’s Two New Sciences




	1640

	Jansen’s Augustinus, beginning of Jansenism in France




	1642–48

	English Civil War




	1644

	Descartes’s Principia Philosophiae




	 

	Milton’s Areopagitica




	1647

	Lilly’s Christian Astrology




	1648

	Peace of Westphalia ending Thirty Years’ War




	1651

	Hobbes’s Leviathan




	1660

	Founding of Royal Society




	 

	Boyle’s New Experiments Physico-Mechanical




	1664

	Molière’s Tartuffe




	1665–66

	Newton makes early scientific discoveries and develops calculus




	1666

	Hooke demonstrates mechanical theory of planetary motion




	 

	Founding of Académie des Sciences




	1667

	Milton’s Paradise Lost




	1670

	Pascal’s Pensées




	1675

	Spread of Evangelical Pietism in Germany




	1677

	Spinoza’s Ethica




	 

	Racine’s Phaedra




	 

	Leeuwenhoek’s discovery of microscopic organisms




	1678

	Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress




	 

	Simon’s Critical History of the Old Testament pioneers textual criticism of Bible




	 

	Huygens proposes wave theory of light




	1687

	Newton’s Principia Mathematica Philosophiae Naturalis




	 

	Quarrel of ancients and moderns begins at Académie Française




	1688–89

	Glorious Revolution in England




	1690

	Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Two Treatises of Civil Government




	1697

	Bayle’s Dictionnaire Historique et Critique




	1704

	Newton’s Opticks




	1710

	Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowledge




	1714

	Leibniz’s Monadology




	1719

	Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe








	1721

	Montesquieu’s Persian Letters




	1724

	Bach’s Passion According to Saint John




	1725

	Vico’s Scienza Nuova




	1726

	Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels




	1734

	Voltaire’s Lettres Philosophiques




	 

	Pope’s Essay on Man




	 

	Jonathan Edwards fl., beginning of Great Awakening in American colonies




	1735

	Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae




	1738

	Wesley begins Methodist revival in England




	1740

	Richardson’s Pamela




	1741

	Handel’s Messiah




	1747

	La Mettrie’s L’Homme-Machine




	1748

	Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding




	 

	Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws




	1749

	Birth of Goethe




	 

	Fielding’s Tom Jones




	1750

	Rousseau’s Discours sur les Sciences et les Arts




	1751

	Encyclopédie begins publication under Diderot and d’Alembert




	 

	Franklin’s Experiments and Observations on Electricity




	1755

	Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language




	1756

	Voltaire’s Essay on the Manners and Customs of Nations




	1759

	Sterne’s Tristram Shandy




	 

	Voltaire’s Candide




	1762

	Rousseau’s Émile, Social Contract




	1764

	Winckelmann’s History of the Art of Antiquity reawakens European appreciation for classical Greek art and culture




	1769–70

	Birth of Beethoven, Hegel, Napoleon, Hölderlin, Wordsworth




	1770

	Holbach’s Système de la Nature




	1771

	Swedenborg’s True Christian Religion




	1774

	Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther




	1775

	American Revolution begins




	1776

	Jefferson et al. draft Declaration of Independence




	 

	Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations




	 

	Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire




	1778

	Buffon’s Époques de la Nature




	1779

	Hume’s Dialogue Concerning Natural Religion




	1780

	Lessing’s Education of the Human Race




	1781

	Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason




	 

	Herschel discovers Uranus, first new planet since antiquity




	1784

	Herder’s Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind




	1787

	Mozart’s Don Giovanni




	1787–88

	The Federalist Papers by Madison, Hamilton, and Jay




	1788

	Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason




	 

	Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony




	1789

	French Revolution begins




	 

	Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen




	 

	Blake’s Songs of Innocence




	 

	Lavoisier’s Elementary Treatise on Chemistry




	 

	Bentham’s Principles of Morality and Legislation




	1790

	Goethe’s Metamorphosis of Plants




	 

	Kant’s Critique of Judgment




	 

	Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France




	1792

	Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman




	1793

	Blake’s Marriage of Heaven and Hell




	1795

	Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Mankind




	 

	Condorcet’s Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind




	 

	Hutton’s Theory of the Earth




	1796

	Laplace’s Exposition du Système du Monde




	1797

	Hölderlin’s Hyperion




	1798

	Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads




	 

	Schlegel brothers begin Romantic periodical Athenaeum




	 

	Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population




	1799

	Napoleon becomes first consul in France




	 

	Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers




	1800

	Fichte’s The Vocation of Man




	 

	Schelling’s System of Transcendental Idealism




	1802

	Novalis’s Heinrich von Ofterdingen




	1803

	Dalton proposes atomic theory of matter




	1803–4

	Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony




	1807

	Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind




	 

	Wordsworth’s Ode: Intimations of Immortality




	1808

	Goethe’s Faust I




	1809

	Lamarck’s Philosophie Zoologique




	1810

	De Staël’s De l’Allemagne (On Germany)




	1813

	Austen’s Pride and Prejudice




	1814

	Scott’s Waverley




	1815

	Waterloo, Congress of Vienna




	1817

	Keats’s Poems




	 

	Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria




	 

	Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy and Taxation




	 

	Hegel’s Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences




	1819

	Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Idea




	1820

	Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound




	1822

	Stendhal’s De l’Amour




	 

	Fourier’s The Analytical Theory of Heat




	1824

	Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony




	 

	Byron’s Don Juan




	 

	Gauss postulates non-Euclidean geometry




	1829

	Balzac begins La Comédie Humaine




	1830

	Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le Noir




	 

	Comte’s Cours de Philosophie Positive




	 

	Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique




	1831

	Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin




	 

	Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris, Les Feuilles d’Automne




	 

	Faraday discovers electromagnetic induction




	 

	Darwin begins five-year voyage on Beagle




	1832

	Goethe’s Faust II




	 

	George Sand’s Indiana




	1833

	Lyell’s Principles of Geology




	 

	Emerson travels to Europe, meets Coleridge and Carlyle




	1834

	Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus




	1835

	Strauss’s Life of Jesus Critically Examined




	 

	Tocqueville’s Democracy in America




	 

	Babbage formulates idea of digital computing machine




	1836

	Emerson’s Nature initiates Transcendentalism




	1837

	Emerson’s “American Scholar” address




	 

	Dickens’s Pickwick Papers




	1841

	Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity




	1843

	Kierkegaard’s Either/Or, Fear and Trembling




	 

	Mill’s System of Logic




	 

	Ruskin’s Modern Painters




	1844

	Birth of Nietzsche
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Preface

This book presents a concise narrative history of the Western world view from the ancient Greek to the postmodern. My aim has been to provide, within the limits of a single volume, a coherent account of the evolution of the Western mind and its changing conception of reality. Recent advances on several fronts—in philosophy, depth psychology, religious studies, and history of science—have shed new light on this remarkable evolution. The historical account presented here has been greatly influenced and enriched by these advances, and at the end of the narrative I have drawn on them to set forth a new perspective for understanding our culture’s intellectual and spiritual history.

We hear much now about the breakdown of the Western tradition, the decline of liberal education, the dangerous lack of a cultural foundation for grappling with contemporary problems. Partly such concerns reflect insecurity and nostalgia in the face of a radically changing world. Yet they also reflect a genuine need, and it is to that growing number of thoughtful men and women who recognize such a need that this book is addressed. How did the modern world come to its present condition? How did the modern mind arrive at those fundamental ideas and working principles that so profoundly influence the world today? These are pressing questions for our time, and to approach them we must recover our roots—not out of uncritical reverence for the views and values of ages past, but rather to discover and integrate the historical origins of our own era. I believe that only by recalling the deeper sources of our present world and world view can we hope to gain the self-understanding necessary for dealing with our current dilemmas. The West’s cultural and intellectual history can thus serve as a preparatory education for the challenges that face us all. Through this book I have hoped to make an essential part of that history more readily accessible to the general reader.

Yet I also simply wanted to tell a story I thought worth telling. The history of Western culture has long seemed to possess the dynamics, scope, and beauty of a great epic drama: ancient and classical Greece, the Hellenistic era and imperial Rome, Judaism and the rise of Christianity, the Catholic Church and the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, Reformation, and Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment and Romanticism and onward to our own compelling time. Sweep and grandeur, dramatic conflicts and astonishing resolutions have marked the Western mind’s sustained attempt to comprehend the nature of reality—from Thales and Pythagoras to Plato and Aristotle, from Clement and Boethius to Aquinas and Ockham, from Eudoxus and Ptolemy to Copernicus and Newton, from Bacon and Descartes to Kant and Hegel, and from all these to Darwin, Einstein, Freud, and beyond. That long battle of ideas called “the Western tradition” has been a stirring adventure whose sum and consequence we all bear within ourselves. An epic heroism has shone forth in the personal struggles of Socrates, of Paul and Augustine, of Luther and Galileo, and in that larger cultural struggle, borne by these and by many less visible protagonists, which has moved the West on its extraordinary course. There is high tragedy here. And there is something beyond tragedy.

The following account traces the development of the major world views of the West’s mainstream high culture, focusing on the crucial sphere of interaction between philosophy, religion, and science. Perhaps what Virginia Woolf said of great works of literature could be said as well of great world views: “The success of the masterpieces seems to lie not so much in their freedom from faults—indeed we tolerate the grossest errors in them all—but in the immense persuasiveness of a mind which has completely mastered its perspective.” My goal in these pages has been to give voice to each perspective mastered by the Western mind in the course of its evolution, and to take each on its own terms. I have assumed no special priority for any particular conception of reality, including our present one (which is itself multiple and in profound flux). Instead, I have approached each world view in the same spirit that I would approach an exceptional work of art—seeking to understand and appreciate, to experience its human consequences, to let its meaning unfold.

Today the Western mind appears to be undergoing an epochal transformation, of a magnitude perhaps comparable to any in our civilization’s history. I believe we can participate intelligently in that transformation only to the extent to which we are historically informed. Every age must remember its history anew. Each generation must examine and think through again, from its own distinctive vantage point, the ideas that have shaped its understanding of the world. Our task is to do so from the richly complex perspective of the late twentieth century. I hope this book will contribute to that effort.

R. T.



The world is deep:

deeper than day can comprehend.



Friedrich Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra




Introduction

A book that explores the evolution of the Western mind places special demands on both reader and writer, for it asks us to enter into frames of reference that are sometimes radically different from our own. Such a book invites a certain intellectual flexibility—a sympathetic metaphysical imagination, a capacity for viewing the world through the eyes of men and women from other times. One must in a sense wipe the slate clean, attempt to see things without the benefit or burden of a preconceived outlook. Of course such a pristine, malleable state of mind can only be striven for, never achieved. Yet to aspire to that ideal is perhaps the single most important prerequisite for an enterprise such as this. Unless we are able to perceive and articulate, on their own terms and without condescension, certain powerful beliefs and assumptions that we no longer consider valid or defensible—for example, the once universal conviction that the Earth is the stationary center of the cosmos, or the even more enduring tendency among Western thinkers to conceive of and personify the human species in predominantly masculine terms—then we will fail to understand the intellectual and cultural foundations of our own thought. Our constant challenge is to remain faithful to the historical material, allowing our present perspective to enrich, but not distort, the various ideas and world views we examine. While that challenge should not be underestimated, I believe that today, for reasons that will become clear in the later chapters of the book, we are in a better position to engage this task with the necessary intellectual and imaginative flexibility than at perhaps any time in the past.

The following narrative is organized chronologically according to the three world views associated with the three major eras that have traditionally been distinguished in Western cultural history—the classical, the medieval, and the modern. Needless to say, any division of history into “eras” and “world views” cannot in itself do justice to the actual complexity and diversity of Western thought during these centuries. Yet to discuss such an immense mass of material fruitfully, one must first introduce some provisional principles of organization. Within these overarching generalities, we may then better address the complications and ambiguities, the internal conflicts and unanticipated changes that have never ceased to mark the history of the Western mind.

We begin with the Greeks. It was some twenty-five centuries ago that the Hellenic world brought forth that extraordinary flowering of culture that marked the dawn of Western civilization. Endowed with seemingly primeval clarity and creativity, the ancient Greeks provided the Western mind with what has proved to be a perennial source of insight, inspiration, and renewal. Modern science, medieval theology, classical humanism—all stand deeply in their debt. Greek thought was as fundamental for Copernicus and Kepler, and Augustine and Aquinas, as for Cicero and Petrarch. Our way of thinking is still profoundly Greek in its underlying logic, so much so that before we can begin to grasp the character of our own thought, we must first look closely at that of the Greeks. They remain fundamental for us in other ways as well: Curious, innovative, critical, intensely engaged with life and with death, searching for order and meaning yet skeptical of conventional verities, the Greeks were originators of intellectual values as relevant today as they were in the fifth century B.C. Let us recall, then, these first protagonists of the Western intellectual tradition.

Note: A detailed chronology for the events discussed in this book appears at the end of the text (see here), while dates of birth and death for each historical figure cited can be found next to the individual’s name in the Index. A discussion of gender and language in the text appears at the beginning of the Notes (see here).


I
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The Greek World View

TO APPROACH WHAT was distinctive in a vision as complex and protean as that of the Greeks, let us begin by examining one of its most striking characteristics—a sustained, highly diversified tendency to interpret the world in terms of archetypal principles. This tendency was in evidence throughout Greek culture from the Homeric epics onward, though it first emerged in philosophically elaborate form in the intellectual crucible of Athens between the latter part of the fifth century B.C. and the middle of the fourth. Associated with the figure of Socrates, it there received its foundational and in some respects definitive formulation in the dialogues of Plato. At its basis was a view of the cosmos as an ordered expression of certain primordial essences or transcendent first principles, variously conceived as Forms, Ideas, universals, changeless absolutes, immortal deities, divine archai, and archetypes. Although this perspective took on a number of distinct inflections, and although there were important countercurrents to this view, it would appear that not only Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, and Pythagoras before them and Plotinus after, but indeed Homer and Hesiod, Aeschylus and Sophocles all expressed something like a common vision, reflecting a typically Greek propensity to see clarifying universals in the chaos of life.

Speaking in these broad terms, and mindful of the inexactness of such generalities, we may say that the Greek universe was ordered by a plurality of timeless essences which underlay concrete reality, giving it form and meaning. These archetypal principles included the mathematical forms of geometry and arithmetic; cosmic opposites such as light and dark, male and female, love and hate, unity and multiplicity; the forms of man (anthrōpos) and other living creatures; and the Ideas of the Good, the Beautiful, the Just, and other absolute moral and aesthetic values. In the pre-philosophical Greek mind, these archetypal principles took the form of mythic personifications such as Eros, Chaos, Heaven and Earth (Ouranos and Gaia), as well as more fully personified figures such as Zeus, Prometheus, and Aphrodite. In this perspective, every aspect of existence was patterned and permeated by such fundamentals. Despite the continuous flux of phenomena in both the outer world and inner experience, there could yet be distinguished specific immutable structures or essences, so definite and enduring they were believed to possess an independent reality of their own. It was upon this apparent immutability and independence that Plato based both his metaphysics and his theory of knowledge.

Because the archetypal perspective outlined here provides a useful point of departure for entering into the Greek world view, and because Plato was that perspective’s preeminent theoretician and apologist, whose thought would become the single most important foundation for the evolution of the Western mind, we shall begin by discussing the Platonic doctrine of Forms. In subsequent chapters, we shall pursue the historical development of the Greek vision as a whole, and thereby attend to the complex dialectic that led to Plato’s thought, and to the equally complex consequences that followed from it.

Yet to approach Plato, we must bear in mind his unsystematic, often tentative, and even ironic style of presenting his philosophy. We should bear in mind too the inevitable and no doubt often deliberate ambiguities inherent in his chosen literary mode, the dramatic dialogue. Finally, we must recall the range, variability, and growth of his thought over a period of some fifty years. With these qualifications, then, we may make a provisional attempt to set forth certain prominent ideas and principles suggested by his writings. Our tacit guide in this interpretive effort will be the Platonic tradition itself, which preserved and developed a specific philosophical perspective it regarded as originating with Plato.

Having established that pivotal position within the Greek mind, we can then move backward and forward—retrospectively to the early mythological and Presocratic traditions, and then onward to Aristotle.


The Archetypal Forms

WHAT HAS BEEN commonly understood as Platonism revolves around its cardinal doctrine, the asserted existence of the archetypal Ideas or Forms. That assertion demands a partial shift, though a profound one, from what has come to be our usual approach to reality. To understand this shift, we must first ask, “What is the precise relation between the Platonic Forms or Ideas and the empirical world of everyday reality?” Upon this question turns the entire conception. (Plato used the Greek words idea and eidos interchangeably. Idea was taken over into Latin and English, while eidos was translated into Latin as forma and into English as “form.”)

It is crucial to the Platonic understanding that these Forms are primary, while the visible objects of conventional reality are their direct derivatives. Platonic Forms are not conceptual abstractions that the human mind creates by generalizing from a class of particulars. Rather, they possess a quality of being, a degree of reality, that is superior to that of the concrete world. Platonic archetypes form the world and also stand beyond it. They manifest themselves within time and yet are timeless. They constitute the veiled essence of things.

Plato taught that what is perceived as a particular object in the world can best be understood as a concrete expression of a more fundamental Idea, an archetype which gives that object its special structure and condition. A particular thing is what it is by virtue of the Idea informing it. Something is “beautiful” to the exact extent that the archetype of Beauty is present in it. When one falls in love, it is Beauty (or Aphrodite) that one recognizes and surrenders to, the beloved object being Beauty’s instrument or vessel. The essential factor in the event is the archetype, and it is this level that carries the deepest meaning.

It could be objected that this is not the way one experiences an event of this sort. What actually attracts one is not an archetype but a specific person, or a concrete work of art, or some other beautiful object. Beauty is only an attribute of the particular, not its essence. The Platonist argues, however, that this objection rests on a limited perception of the event. It is true, he answers, that the ordinary person is not directly aware of an archetypal level, despite its reality. But Plato described how a philosopher who has observed many objects of beauty, and who has long reflected on the matter, may suddenly glimpse absolute beauty—Beauty itself, supreme, pure, eternal, and not relative to any specific person or thing. The philosopher thereby recognizes the Form or Idea that underlies all beautiful phenomena. He unveils the authentic reality behind the appearance. If something is beautiful, it is so because it “participates” in the absolute Form of Beauty.

Plato’s mentor, Socrates, had sought to know what was common to all virtuous acts, so that he could evaluate how one should govern one’s conduct in life. He reasoned that if one wishes to choose actions that are good, one must know what “good” is, apart from any specific circumstances. To evaluate one thing as “better” than another assumes the existence of an absolute good with which the two relative goods can be compared. Otherwise the word “good” would be only a word whose meaning had no stable basis in reality, and human morality would lack a secure foundation. Similarly, unless there was some absolute basis for evaluating acts as just or unjust, then every act called “just” would be a relative matter of uncertain virtue. When those who engaged in dialogue with Socrates espoused popular notions of justice and injustice, or of good and evil, he subjected these to careful analysis and showed them to be arbitrary, full of internal contradictions and without any substantial basis. Because Socrates and Plato believed that knowledge of virtue was necessary for a person to live a life of virtue, objective universal concepts of justice and goodness seemed imperative for a genuine ethics. Without such changeless constants that transcended the vagaries of human conventions and political institutions, human beings would possess no firm foundation for ascertaining true values, and would thus be subject to the dangers of an amoral relativism.

Beginning with the Socratic discussion of ethical terms and the search for absolute definitions, Plato ended with a comprehensive theory of reality. Just as man as moral agent requires the Ideas of justice and goodness to conduct his life well, so man as scientist requires other absolute Ideas to understand the world, other universals by which the chaos, flux, and variety of sensible things can be unified and made intelligible. The philosopher’s task encompasses both the moral and the scientific dimensions, and the Ideas provide a foundation for both.

It seemed evident to Plato that when many objects share a common property—as all human beings share “humanness” or as all white stones share “whiteness”—that property is not limited to a specific material instance in space and time. It is immaterial, beyond spatiotemporal limitation, and transcendent to its many instances. A particular thing may cease to be, but not the universal property that the particular thing embodied. The universal is a separate entity from the particular and, because it is beyond change and never passes away, is superior in its reality.

One of Plato’s critics once stated, “I see particular horses, but not horseness.” Plato answered, “That is because you have eyes but no intelligence.” The archetypal Horse, which gives form to all horses, is to Plato a more fundamental reality than the particular horses, which are merely specific instances of the Horse, embodiments of that Form. As such, the archetype is apparent not so much to the limited physical senses, though these can suggest and lead the way, as to the more penetrating eye of the soul, the illuminated intellect. Archetypes reveal themselves more to the inner perception than to the outer.

The Platonic perspective thus asks the philosopher to go through the particular to the universal, and beyond the appearance to the essence. It assumes not only that such insight is possible, but that it is mandatory for the attainment of true knowledge. Plato directs the philosopher’s attention away from the external and concrete, from taking things at face value, and points “deeper” and “inward,” so that one may “awaken” to a more profound level of reality. He asserts that the objects one perceives with one’s senses are actually crystallizations of more primary essences, which can be apprehended only by the active, intuitive mind.

Plato maintained a strong distrust of knowledge gained by sense perceptions, since such knowledge is constantly changing, relative, and private to each individual. A wind is pleasantly cool for one person but uncomfortably cold for another. A wine is sweet to a person who is well but sour to the same person when ill. Knowledge based on the senses is therefore a subjective judgment, an ever-varying opinion without any absolute foundation. True knowledge, by contrast, is possible only from a direct apprehension of the transcendent Forms, which are eternal and beyond the shifting confusion and imperfection of the physical plane. Knowledge derived from the senses is merely opinion and is fallible by any nonrelative standard. Only knowledge derived directly from the Ideas is infallible and can be justifiably called real knowledge.

For example, the senses never experience true or absolute equality, since no two things in this world are ever exactly equal to each other in every respect. Rather, they are always only more or less equal. Yet because of the transcendent Idea of equality, the human intellect can comprehend absolute equality (which it has never known concretely) independently of the senses, and can therefore employ the term “equality” and recognize approximations of equality in the empirical world. Similarly, there are no perfect circles in nature, but all approximate circles in nature derive their “circleness” from the perfect archetypal Circle, and it is on this latter reality that the human intelligence depends to recognize any empirical circles. So too with perfect goodness or perfect beauty. For when one speaks of something as “more beautiful” or “more good” than something else, this comparison can be made only against an invisible standard of absolute beauty or goodness—Beauty itself and the Good itself. Everything in the sensible world is imperfect, relative, and constantly shifting, but human knowledge needs and seeks absolutes, which exist only on the transcendent level of pure Ideas.

Implicit in Plato’s conception of the Ideas is his distinction between being and becoming. All phenomena are in a never-ending process of transformation from one thing into another, becoming this or that and then perishing, changing in relation to one person and another, or to the same person at different times. Nothing in this world is, because everything is always in a state of becoming something else. But one thing does enjoy real being, as distinguished from merely becoming, and this is the Idea—the only stable reality, that which underlies, motivates, and orders the flux of phenomena. Any particular thing in the world is actually a complexly determined appearance. The perceived object is a meeting place of many Forms which at different times express themselves in varying combinations and with varying degrees of intensity. Plato’s world, therefore, is dynamic only in that all phenomenal reality is in a state of constant becoming and perishing, a movement governed by the shifting participation of Ideas. But the ultimate reality, the world of Ideas wherein resides true being, not just becoming, is in itself changeless and eternal, and is therefore static. The relation of being to becoming for Plato was directly parallel to the relation of truth to opinion—what is apprehensible by the illuminated reason in contrast to what is apprehensible by the physical senses.

Since the Forms endure, while their concrete expressions come and go, the Forms can be said to be immortal, and therefore similar to gods. Though a particular incarnation of the moment may die, the Form that was temporarily embodied within that particular continues to manifest itself in other concrete things. A person’s beauty passes, but Aphrodite lives on—archetypal Beauty is eternal, neither vulnerable to the passing of time nor touched by the transience of its particular manifestations. The individual trees of the natural world eventually fall and rot away, but the archetypal Tree continues to express itself in and through other trees. A good person may fall and perform evil acts, but the Idea of the Good stands forever. The archetypal Idea comes into and out of being in a multiplicity of concrete forms, yet simultaneously remains transcendent as a unitary essence.

Plato’s use of the word “idea” (which in Greek denoted the form, pattern, essential quality, or nature of something) clearly differs from our contemporary usage. In the usual modern understanding, ideas are subjective mental constructs private to the individual mind. By contrast, Plato meant something that exists not only in human consciousness but outside of it as well. Platonic Ideas are objective. They do not depend on human thought, but exist entirely in their own right. They are perfect patterns embedded in the very nature of things. The Platonic Idea is, as it were, not merely a human idea but the universe’s idea, an ideal entity that can express itself externally in concrete tangible form or internally as a concept in the human mind. It is a primordial image or formal essence that can manifest in various ways and on various levels, and is the foundation of reality itself.

The Ideas are thus the fundamental elements of both an ontology (a theory of being) and an epistemology (a theory of knowledge): they constitute the basic essence and deepest reality of things, and also the means by which certain human knowledge is possible. A bird is a bird by virtue of its participation in the archetypal Idea of the Bird. And the human mind can know a bird by virtue of the mind’s own participation in that same Idea of the Bird. The red color of an object is red because it participates in archetypal redness, and human perception registers red by virtue of the mind’s participation in the same Idea. The human mind and the universe are ordered according to the same archetypal structures or essences, because of which, and only because of which, true understanding of things is possible for the human intelligence.

The paradigmatic example of Ideas for Plato was mathematics. Following the Pythagoreans, with whose philosophy he seems to have been especially intimate, Plato understood the physical universe to be organized in accordance with the mathematical Ideas of number and geometry. These Ideas are invisible, apprehensible by intelligence only, and yet can be discovered to be the formative causes and regulators of all empirically visible objects and processes. But again, the Platonic and Pythagorean conception of mathematical ordering principles in nature was essentially different from the conventional modern view. In Plato’s understanding, circles, triangles, and numbers are not merely formal or quantitative structures imposed by the human mind on natural phenomena, nor are they only mechanically present in phenomena as a brute fact of their concrete being. Rather, they are numinous and transcendent entities, existing independently of both the phenomena they order and the human mind that perceives them. While the concrete phenomena are transient and imperfect, the mathematical Ideas ordering those phenomena are perfect, eternal, and changeless. Hence the basic Platonic belief—that there exists a deeper, timeless order of absolutes behind the surface confusion and randomness of the temporal world—found in mathematics, it was thought, a particularly graphic demonstration. The training of the mind in mathematics was therefore deemed by Plato essential to the philosophical enterprise, and according to tradition, above the door to his Academy were placed the words “Let no one unacquainted with geometry enter here.”

The position described thus far represents a fair approximation of Plato’s most characteristic views concerning the Ideas, including those set forth in his most celebrated dialogues—the Republic, the Symposium, the Phaedo, the Phaedrus, and the Timaeus—as well as in the Seventh Letter, his one probably genuine extant letter. Yet a number of ambiguities and discrepancies remained unresolved in the corpus of Plato’s work. At times Plato seems to exalt the ideal over the empirical to such an extent that all concrete particulars are understood to be, as it were, only a series of footnotes to the transcendent Idea. At other times he seems to stress the intrinsic nobility of created things, precisely because they are embodied expressions of the divine and eternal. The exact degree to which the Ideas are transcendent rather than immanent—whether they are entirely separate from sensible things, with the latter only imperfect imitations, or whether they are in some manner present in sensible things, with the latter essentially sharing in the Ideas’ nature—cannot be determined from the many references in the different dialogues. Generally speaking, it seems that as Plato’s thought matured, he moved toward a more transcendent interpretation. Yet in the Parmenides, probably written after most of the dialogues cited above, Plato presented several formidable arguments against his own theory, pointing out questions concerning the nature of the Ideas—how many kinds are there, what are their relations to each other and to the sensible world, what is the precise meaning of “participation,” how is knowledge of them possible—the responses to which raised seemingly unsolvable problems and inconsistencies. Some of these questions, which Plato posed perhaps as much out of dialectical vigor as from self-criticism, became the basis for later philosophers’ objections to the theory of Ideas.

Similarly, in the Theaetetus, Plato analyzed the nature of knowledge with extraordinary acuity and with no firm conclusions, never adducing the theory of Ideas as a way out of the epistemological impasse he depicted. In the Sophist, Plato ascribed reality not just to the Ideas but also to change, life, soul, and understanding. Elsewhere he pointed to the existence of an intermediate class of mathematical objects between Ideas and sensible particulars. On several occasions he posited a hierarchy of Ideas, yet different dialogues suggested different hierarchies, with the Good, the One, Existence, Truth, or Beauty variously occupying supreme positions, sometimes simultaneously and overlapping. Clearly Plato never constructed a complete, fully coherent system of Ideas. Yet it is also evident that, despite his own unresolved questions concerning his central doctrine, Plato considered the theory true, and that without it human knowledge and moral activity could have no foundation. And it was this conviction that formed the basis for the Platonic tradition.

To sum up: From the Platonic perspective, the fundamentals of existence are the archetypal Ideas, which constitute the intangible substrate of all that is tangible. The true structure of the world is revealed not by the senses, but by the intellect, which in its highest state has direct access to the Ideas governing reality. All knowledge presupposes the existence of the Ideas. The archetypal realm, far from being an unreal abstraction or imaginary metaphor for the concrete world, is here considered to be the very basis of reality, that which determines its order and renders it knowable. To this end, Plato declared direct experience of the transcendent Ideas to be the philosopher’s primary goal and ultimate destination.


Ideas and Gods

ALL THINGS ARE indeed “full of gods,” Plato asserted in his final work, the Laws. And here we must address a peculiar ambiguity in the nature of archetypes—an ambiguity central to the Greek vision as a whole—that suggested the existence of an underlying connection between ruling principles and mythic beings. Although at times Plato favored a more abstract formulation of archetypes, as with the mathematical Ideas, at other times he spoke in terms of divine figures, mythical personages of exalted stature. On many occasions, Socrates’s way of speaking in the Platonic dialogues has a distinctly Homeric tone, treating various philosophical and historical matters in the form of mythological figures and narratives.

A taut irony, a playful seriousness, colors Plato’s use of myth, so that one cannot pin down precisely the level on which he wishes to be understood. He often prefaced his mythical excursions with the ambiguous ploy, at once affirming and self-distancing, of declaring that it was “a likely account” or that “either this or something very like it is true.” Depending on a specific dialogue’s context, Zeus, Apollo, Hera, Ares, Aphrodite, and the rest could signify actual deities, allegorical figures, character types, psychological attitudes, modes of experience, philosophic principles, transcendent essences, sources of poetic inspiration or divine communications, objects of conventional piety, unknowable entities, imperishable artifacts of the supreme creator, heavenly bodies, foundations of the universal order, or rulers and teachers of mankind. More than only literalistic metaphors, Plato’s gods defy strict definition, in one dialogue serving as fanciful characters in a didactic fable, in another commanding an undoubted ontological reality. Not infrequently, these personified archetypes are used in his most philosophically earnest moments, as if the depersonalized language of metaphysical abstraction were no longer suitable when directly confronting the numinous essence of things.

We see this memorably illustrated in the Symposium, where Eros is discussed as the preeminent force in human motivations. In a fine succession of elegantly dialectical speeches, the several participants in Plato’s philosophical drinking party describe Eros as a complex and multidimensional archetype which at the physical level expresses itself in the sexual instinct, but at higher levels impels the philosopher’s passion for intellectual beauty and wisdom, and culminates in the mystical vision of the eternal, the ultimate source of all beauty. Yet throughout the dialogue that principle is represented in personified and mythical terms, with Eros considered a deity, the god of love, with the principle of Beauty referred to as Aphrodite, and with numerous allusions to other mythic figures such as Dionysus, Kronos, Orpheus, and Apollo. Similarly, in the Timaeus, when Plato sets forth his views on the creation and structure of the universe, he does so in almost entirely mythological terms; so too in his many discussions of the nature and destiny of the soul (Phaedo, Gorgias, Phaedrus, Republic, Laws). Specific qualities of character are regularly attributed to specific deities, as in the Phaedrus, where the philosopher who seeks after wisdom is called a follower of Zeus, while the warrior who would shed blood for his cause is said to be attendant upon Ares. Often there is little doubt that Plato is employing myth as pure allegory, as when in the Protagoras he has the Sophist teacher use the ancient myth of Prometheus simply to make an anthropological point. In his theft of fire from the heavens, giving it to mankind with the other arts of civilization, Prometheus symbolized rational man’s emergence from a more primitive state. At other times, however, Plato himself seems swept up into the mythic dimension, as when, in the Philebus, he has Socrates describe his dialectical method of analyzing the world of Ideas as “a gift of heaven, which, as I conceive, the gods tossed among men by the hands of a new Prometheus, and therewith a blaze of light.”

By philosophizing in such a manner, Plato gave expression to a unique confluence of the emerging rationalism of Hellenic philosophy with the prolific mythological imagination of the ancient Greek psyche—that primordial religious vision, with both Indo-European and Levantine roots extending back through the second millennium B.C. to Neolithic times, which provided the Olympian polytheistic foundation for the cult, art, poetry, and drama of classical Greek culture. Among ancient mythologies, that of Greece was singularly complex, richly elaborated, and systematic. As such, it provided a fertile basis for the evolution of Greek philosophy itself, which bore distinct traces of its mythic ancestry not only in its initial emergence but in its Platonic apogee. Yet it was not just the language of myth in Plato’s dialogues, but rather the underlying functional equivalence of deities and Ideas implicit in much of his thought, that made Plato so pivotal in the development of the Greek mind. As the classicist John Finley has noted, “Just as the Greek gods, variable though they may have been in cult, corporately comprise an analysis of the world—Athena as mind, Apollo as random and unpredictable illumination, Aphrodite as sexuality, Dionysus as change and excitement, Artemis as untouchedness, Hera as settlement and marriage, Zeus as order dominant over all—so the Platonic forms exist in their own right, lucent and eternal above any transitory human participation in them. . . . [Like the forms, the gods] were essences of life, by contemplation of which any individual life took on meaning and substance.”1

Plato often criticized poets for anthropomorphizing the gods, yet he did not cease from teaching his own philosophical system in striking mythological formulations and with implicitly religious intent. Despite the high value he placed on intellectual rigor, and despite his dogmatic strictures concerning poetry and art in his political doctrines, the distinct implication in many passages of the dialogues is that the imaginative faculty, both poetic and religious, was as useful in the quest for attaining knowledge of the world’s essential nature as any purely logical, let alone empirical, approach. But of especial importance for our present inquiry was the
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