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"The universe is a living being, endowed with soul and intelligence, and the order of the cosmos is a manifestation of divine reason," proclaims Plato in the Timaeus, emphasizing his fascination with the interrelationship between the material world and the metaphysical realm. This assertion captures the philosophical essence of the dialogue as it navigates the nature of existence, the cosmos, and humanity’s place within it. Through rich allegorical language and speculative thought, Plato beckons readers to ponder the depths of reality and the principles governing creation, enticing them into a mysterious yet rational universe.

The Timaeus is considered a classic not merely because of its antiquity, but due to its profound explorations of philosophy, science, and metaphysics. Written around 360 BC, it stands as a cornerstone of Western philosophy and scientific thought, influencing a myriad of disciplines over centuries. From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment and even into modern philosophy, the text's themes have resonated with and inspired countless thinkers, prompting inquiries into the nature of reality, virtue, and knowledge. This enduring legacy speaks to the universality and significance of Plato's ideas, which continue to be relevant today.

Authored by the esteemed philosopher Plato, the Timaeus presents a dialogue among Socrates, Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates. Its composition during the Classical period of ancient Greece places it within a pivotal era of intellectual awakening. The dialogue addresses intricate topics such as the origin of the universe, the role of the Demiurge (a divine craftsman), and the ideal forms that underpin the material world. Plato’s intention seems to be exploring how the cosmos came into being and elucidating its structure, thereby providing a framework for understanding the physical and metaphysical realms without revealing all the intricacies at once.

In Timaeus, Plato expertly intertwines philosophy with emerging scientific thought, laying the groundwork for later developments in cosmology and metaphysics. The dialogue is not merely a philosophical treatise; it serves as a lens through which Plato examines the essence of existence. Throughout the text, he presents the idea of a rational universe governed by order and intelligibility, suggesting that the cosmos reflects a higher divine order. This preoccupation with order and its implications for the human condition highlights the text's continued relevance.

Plato’s exploration of the nature of the soul is central to the Timaeus. He asserts that every living being has a soul that informs its being and actions, creating a connection between the physical and spiritual realms. By delving into the relationship between the body and soul, he lays the groundwork for later philosophical inquiries into ethics and the nature of humanity. In emphasizing the soul’s preeminence, Plato invites readers to reflect on their own existence, purpose, and the broader implications of a life governed by reason and harmony.

The dialogue also introduces the fascinating notion of the Demiurge, who shapes the chaotic universe into ordered existence. This figure symbolizes the divine intelligence that governs the cosmos, suggesting that creation is not a random occurrence but rather the result of deliberate design. The presence of the Demiurge provides a foundational concept for understanding the relationship between divinity and the material world, prompting readers to consider the nature of their own beliefs regarding creation and the role of a higher power in shaping reality.

Moreover, Timaeus discusses the four classical elements—earth, air, fire, and water—and offers a theory of matter that would resonate through subsequent philosophical and scientific explorations. By presenting a synthesis of these elements and demonstrating how they form the basis of all existence, Plato crafts an early model of the physical world that influenced later thinkers, including Aristotle and countless others. The balance of these elements reflects a harmony that forms a vital aspect of natural philosophy, encouraging an understanding of the interconnectedness of all things.

One of the compelling features of Timaeus is its allegorical use of geometry and mathematics, showcasing the significance of these disciplines in understanding the cosmos. Plato suggests that the material universe can be understood through mathematical principles, which invites readers to engage with the idea that an essential order underlies all aspects of reality. This perspective aligns with Plato's broader philosophical tenets, revealing how mathematics and geometry serve as a bridge to the world of ideas and forms, enriching the dialogue's exploration.

In the context of the dialogue, the themes of order and chaos find particular resonance. Plato's deliberation on how order emerges from chaos reflects a timeless concern in human thought: the struggle to find meaning and beauty in a world that often appears random and tumultuous. Through the character of Timaeus, he propounds a vision of the universe that balances opposing forces, illustrating the importance of harmony as a path to understanding. This theme continues to capture the imagination of readers faced with the complexities of modern existence.

Furthermore, Timaeus raises questions about the nature of knowledge and the processes of attaining understanding. By contemplating the cosmos and the principles thereof, Plato implicitly urges readers to engage in the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom, emphasizing the importance of intellectual inquiry as a fundamental human endeavor. This emphasis on philosophy as a tool for grasping deeper truths has inspired generations of learners and thinkers who seek to explore life's fundamental questions through rigorous thought, inquiry, and dialogue.

The dialogue’s narrative flow is marked by a blend of speculative insight and poetic language, inviting readers to immerse themselves fully in Plato's vision. This artistry elevates the philosophical discourse, transforming abstract ideas into accessible meditation on the human experience. Such stylistic richness speaks to the text's ability to transcend mere philosophical analysis, fostering a deeper emotional engagement that resonates with audiences over time.

In exploring aspects of morality, ethics, and the nature of the good, Timaeus subtly weaves these elements into its cosmological framework. The notion that the universe, in its orderliness, reflects the good invites readers to consider the relationship between the cosmos and ethical living. By highlighting this connection, Plato hints at a broader philosophical inquiry that illustrates how the understanding of the universe translates into how one ought to conduct oneself in life, affording the text moral weight that is still discussed today.

The enduring themes of Timaeus ensure it remains a significant work in contemporary discussions surrounding science, philosophy, and ethics. Whether one examines its reflections on the cosmos or its inquiries into the nature of existence, the text invites ongoing dialogue about humanity's quest for knowledge within a complex universe. Its ideas continue to influence fields ranging from ethical philosophy to cognitive science, allowing a multitude of disciplinary approaches to emerge from its foundational concepts.

Additionally, the Timaeus has found a unique place in the study of comparative religion, as its inquiries often mirror or contrast with creation myths from various cultures. The dialogue serves as a means for examining the intersections of philosophy and theology, as it seeks to provide rational underpinnings behind creation narratives. This exploration underscores the universality of human concerns regarding origin and existence, establishing connections across diverse traditions and belief systems, hence enriching its relevance.

The relationship between creation and perception is another compelling theme in Timaeus. Philosophically, the text delves into how knowledge is acquired through observation and rational thought, posing critical questions about reality's nature. This exploration resonates with contemporary discourse surrounding epistemology, laying a groundwork for future inquiries into how societies understand and construct knowledge, making Plato’s contributions particularly relevant for today’s critical thinkers and learners.

In an age where technology increasingly influences our understanding of the universe, the existential questions raised in Timaeus around the soul's place within the cosmos challenge contemporary assumptions. The dialogue's timeless inquiries into the nature of reality render it a point of reference for discussions about artificial intelligence, consciousness, and the ethical implications of technology. As such, Plato's work has become a crucial touchstone for reexamining the relationship between humanity and the cosmos in a modern context.

In summation, the Timaeus by Plato is far more than a philosophical dialogue; it serves as a rich tapestry of ideas that resonate through time. By engaging deeply with Plato's reflections on the universe, the soul, creation, and ethics, readers embark on a journey that fosters both intellectual rigor and philosophical contemplation. Its lasting appeal lies in its ability to evoke questions that remain relevant, drawing readers into an exploration of existence that feels both ancient and strikingly contemporary.
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Plato's 'Timaeus' is a philosophical dialogue that centers on the nature of the physical universe and its origin. The characters include Socrates, Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates, who engage in a discussion on cosmology, biology, and metaphysics. Timaeus, a Pythagorean philosopher, takes the lead in narrating the account of the universe’s creation, proposing a divine craftsman, or Demiurge, who organizes chaos into an ordered cosmos. The dialogue unfolds as a blend of science, philosophy, and spirituality, aiming to explore the fundamental nature of reality and existence in relation to the realms of knowledge and belief.

The dialogue begins with Socrates summarizing the prior day’s conversation about justice, virtue, and the ideal state. He prompts his companions to contemplate the nature of the universe as a living being. Timaeus outlines a vision that integrates science with philosophy, suggesting that the universe is a crafted entity rather than a random occurrence. This intentional creation is attributed to the Demiurge, who utilizes the eternal Forms as models to shape the material world. The conversation emphasizes the importance of order and harmony in the cosmos, redefining the traditional views on the cosmos and its origin.

Timaeus explains that the universe is structured according to mathematical principles, suggesting that geometry is fundamental to understanding both celestial phenomena and physical creation. He discusses how elements like earth, air, fire, and water are fundamental constituents of the physical world, simplifying them into various forms that reflect the Forms. The interplay of these elements results in the diverse experiences found in nature, pushing forward the notion that each element is essential to the harmony of the whole, underscoring the interconnectedness of all things and the importance of balance in life.

The conversation progresses toward an explanation of the human soul, which Timaeus asserts is immortal and distinct from the physical body. He posits that souls are distributed among the cosmos and are linked to the rational part of the universe. According to Timaeus, the human body is an intricate vessel for the soul, and health arises from maintaining a balance among the body's elements. This discourse not only emphasizes individuality and the divine aspect of human existence but also presents the moral implications of striving for virtue, portraying the soul's journey toward wisdom and enlightenment.

Socrates, along with Critias and Hermocrates, contribute to the discussion, focusing on the social implications of this cosmological model. They debate how an understanding of the cosmos influences ethics and governance. Themes of justice, order, and virtue are explored through analogies of the cosmos mirroring the ideal state. The necessity of aligning one's life with the order of the universe becomes a pivotal argument—a call for living in accordance with the rational structure of the cosmos as a prerequisite for achieving personal and societal well-being.

Timaeus continues by describing the role of the Demiurge as a benevolent force, shaping the universe with intelligence and care. This depiction contrasts with the more chaotic interpretations of creation prevalent in other philosophies, such as materialistic or pantheistic views that may imply randomness or fate. The dialogue seeks to establish a harmonious relationship between divine providence and human free will, suggesting that while the cosmos is structured, individuals still possess the freedom to choose their path, presenting a nuanced view of destiny and agency.

As the dialogue unfolds, Timaeus also discusses the concept of time, linking it to the cosmos' eternal nature. He introduces the notion that time is a moving image of eternity, thus creating a framework where past, present, and future coalesce into a unified experience. This idea echoes through various subsequent philosophical discussions, contributing to the larger dialogue on the nature of temporality and its relation to human experience. The cyclical aspect of time presents a depth to the unfolding of events, enhancing the interplay between mortal existence and the eternal.

Towards the conclusion, the characters reflect on the implications of their discussion for personal ethics and societal structures. They emphasize the necessity of philosophical inquiry as a means to ascend towards a greater understanding of the world and one's place in it. The dialogue urges individuals to seek wisdom and maintain harmony in their lives, thereby enriching both personal existence and community life. This call to reflection and moral cultivation resonates profoundly, illustrating the importance of integrating philosophical thought with everyday living.

In conclusion, 'Timaeus' offers a visionary account of the cosmos, bridging the gap between philosophy, science, and ethics. By positing a rational and ordered universe crafted by a divine creator, Plato provides a profound commentary on existence, encouraging readers to reflect on the harmony between humanity and the cosmos. The dialogue serves as a foundational text in Western thought, exploring the fundamental principles that govern life and the universe while advocating for a life dedicated to virtue, knowledge, and balance.
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Plato’s Timaeus was composed in the mid-4th century BCE and takes the form of a conversation in the house of Hermocrates of Syracuse. Although it features Socrates and his companions, the dialogue is not set in Athens but uses its Sicilian setting to explore cosmology, the nature of the soul and the ordering principle behind the universe.  

In the aftermath of the Persian Wars (499–449 BCE), Athens emerged as a leading naval power through the Delian League. The resulting imperial ambitions brought both prosperity and resentment among allied states. While the dialogue does not treat Athenian politics directly, its emphasis on harmony and proportion in the cosmos reflects Plato’s broader concern with balancing individual interests and civic unity.  

The Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE) and its toll on Athenian democracy provided a backdrop to Plato’s thought. The conflict with Sparta, the subsequent rule of the Thirty Tyrants (404–403 BCE) and the restoration of democratic government highlighted for him the fragility of political systems. This sense of instability underlies the dialogue’s search for immutable principles of justice, in contrast to the shifting fortunes of human polities.  

The rise of the Sophists in the 5th century BCE, with figures such as Protagoras and Gorgias questioning objective knowledge and elevating rhetorical skill, prompted Plato to defend the existence of eternal Forms. Throughout the cosmological account, he presents an intelligible order grounded in mathematical relations, implicitly countering any claim that virtue or truth is merely a matter of persuasion.  

Pre-Socratic philosophers like Heraclitus and the Pythagoreans provided conceptual foundations for his cosmology. Heraclitus introduced the tension of opposites as a dynamic principle, and Pythagorean study of number relations suggested a harmonizing structure underlying reality. The dialogue synthesizes these insights in its portrayal of the Demiurge, a rational craftsman who shapes the world according to geometric patterns.  

The trial and execution of Socrates in 399 BCE cast a long shadow over Plato’s work. Though Socrates appears only in the dialogue’s frame, his commitment to reasoned inquiry and moral inquiry permeates the discussion. By describing a universe ordered by intelligence and purpose, the dialogue honors his legacy and underscores the philosopher’s role as guardian of truth.  

Class stratification in classical Greece—among citizens, resident foreigners (metics) and slaves—raised questions about social cohesion. While the dialogue does not discuss civic classes explicitly, its tripartite model of soul and world suggests that justice arises when each element performs its proper function in harmony with the whole.  

Intellectual life in 5th- and 4th-century BCE Athens included drama, history and rhetoric alongside philosophy. Playwrights such as Aeschylus and Sophocles dramatised moral dilemmas, while historians like Thucydides examined human affairs. By contrast, the dialogue seeks not dramatic representation but a metaphysical account of why the cosmos exists in its present form, moving beyond artistic and historical narrative to a systematic vision.  

Debates about regime types—democracy, oligarchy and tyranny—were central to Athenian political discourse. Plato’s earlier work had already criticised popular rule unchecked by expertise. Here he extends that critique by depicting a cosmos governed by reason, suggesting that in human affairs, as in nature, order arises when knowledge guides decision-making rather than mere majority opinion.  

Legal reforms in Athens, including procedures for homicide cases and citizen rights, reflected evolving notions of justice. The dialogue situates justice at a cosmic level, portraying it as a principle that binds all parts of the world-soul. In so doing, it contrasts the variability of human legal outcomes with the consistent moral framework that underpins the universe.  

Economic developments in the 4th century BCE saw a growing merchant class whose wealth challenged traditional aristocratic values. Although the dialogue does not address commerce directly, its insistence on a well-ordered community—where each person’s role contributes to the common good—can be read as a response to social tensions caused by unequal distribution of resources.  

Trade across the Aegean and beyond fostered cultural exchange and new ideas about wealth and status. The cosmology’s focus on measure and proportion offers an implicit warning against excess, suggesting that both individual character and civic life flourish only within limits set by reason.  

By presenting the universe as a living being endowed with soul and intelligence, this dialogue influenced later Platonic and Neoplatonic thinkers, notably Plotinus. Its model of emanation and hierarchical reality provided a conceptual framework that resonated through Hellenistic and Roman philosophical traditions.  

Through its blend of metaphysics, mathematics and moral insight, the dialogue remains a foundational text for understanding how, in Plato’s view, knowledge of the eternal order must inform both personal virtue and political life.
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    Introduction
Benjamin Jowett (1817–1893) was an English classical scholar, theologian, and reforming Master of Balliol College, Oxford. He is best known for his lucid translations of Plato’s dialogues, which shaped the English-speaking world’s understanding of ancient Greek philosophy for generations. A leading figure of the Broad Church movement, Jowett combined rigorous philology with a moral, humanistic vision of education. His career encompassed influential teaching, university administration, and major scholarly works, including translations of Plato, Thucydides, and Aristotle’s Politics, as well as an early commentary on St Paul’s Epistles. Through scholarship and governance, he helped modernize Oxford and broaden access to higher learning.
Education and Literary Influences
Jowett was educated at St Paul’s School in London before entering Balliol College, Oxford, where he achieved distinction in classics and was elected to a fellowship while still a young man. Early mastery of Greek language and philosophy set the course for his life’s work. Travel and study widened his horizons, and his training at Oxford inculcated the habits of careful textual criticism, emphasis on moral philosophy, and a strong tutorial ethos. As a tutor, he honed the pedagogical clarity that later marked his translations, seeking not only fidelity to sources but also intelligibility for readers and students new to Greek thought.
Intellectually, Jowett drew on several currents: the classical tradition of Plato and Aristotle; the Broad Church desire to reconcile faith with reason; and the methods of German biblical criticism and classical philology circulating in mid‑19th‑century scholarship. He engaged closely with contemporary debates on interpretation, which encouraged him to read ancient texts historically and philosophically rather than dogmatically. Friendships with like‑minded Oxford reformers further sharpened his commitment to moral and educational seriousness. Above all, sustained engagement with Plato’s ethical and political dialogues influenced his conviction that education should shape character, public virtue, and a sense of duty to the common good.
Literary Career
Jowett’s early publications signaled his dual commitments to theology and classics. In the mid‑1850s he produced an influential commentary on St Paul’s Epistles to the Thessalonians, Galatians, and Romans, coupling linguistic analysis with historical insight. Around the same period he was appointed Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, positioning him at the center of classical studies. As a Balliol tutor, he developed a style of clear exposition and patient questioning that informed both his teaching and later prose. He approached texts with a historian’s care and a moralist’s sensibility, seeking to render ancient arguments accessible to contemporary readers without sacrificing conceptual rigor.
His essay on scriptural interpretation in Essays and Reviews (early 1860s) drew intense controversy. Advocating historical and critical methods, he argued that understanding sacred texts required attention to context, language, and development. The reaction was fierce: critics accused him of undermining orthodoxy, and his position came under prolonged attack. For several years, his professorial stipend was withheld amid disputes, though it was restored in the mid‑1860s. The episode, however, solidified his public profile as a principled advocate of academic freedom. It also reinforced his resolve to pursue scholarship that combined intellectual honesty with pastoral concern for students and readers.
Jowett’s most celebrated achievement was his translation of Plato’s dialogues, first issued in the early 1870s with analyses and introductions. He aimed for English that was idiomatic and clear, allowing readers to follow the turns of argument without stumbling over technicalities. His version of the Republic, alongside other dialogues, became standard reading in schools and universities throughout the English‑speaking world. While some critics later judged his renderings paraphrastic at points, many praised their readability, the helpful analytical summaries, and the moral seriousness animating them. Revised editions over subsequent decades reflected his ongoing engagement with textual questions and Platonic interpretation.
Beyond Plato, Jowett translated Thucydides, bringing the historian’s compressed Greek into a dignified, intelligible English that served students of history and politics. He also produced a substantial edition and translation of Aristotle’s Politics, complete with introductions and notes that situated the work within classical political theory and contemporary questions of governance. These projects extended his reach from philosophy into historiography and political thought, reinforcing his reputation as a scholar‑teacher who could connect ancient texts to modern civic education. His classical works became fixtures in curricula, shaping how generations encountered Greek ideas about war, democracy, law, and virtue.
As Master of Balliol from the early 1870s, Jowett coupled scholarship with institutional leadership. He cultivated a tutorial environment that prized plain speaking, exact scholarship, and ethical purpose. Many students who passed through Balliol later held prominent positions in public life, a fact often linked to his insistence on broad humanistic formation. He supported reforms that professionalized study, expanded competitive scholarships, and linked Oxford more closely to national service, including training for the Indian Civil Service. In the 1880s he served as Vice‑Chancellor of the University of Oxford, a role that amplified his influence on governance, curriculum, and academic standards.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Jowett’s core convictions were Broad Church and humanistic. He emphasized religion as a guide to moral life rather than a set of rigid dogmas, insisting that faith should withstand historical scrutiny. His celebrated essay on interpretation outlined principles—attention to language, context, and development—that he applied equally to classical and scriptural texts. He saw no contradiction between reverent reading and critical method. In public controversy he defended freedom of inquiry for scholars and students, contending that universities must be places where questions could be asked without fear. This stance informed his translations, lectures, and pastoral guidance to generations at Balliol.
In educational policy, Jowett advocated access and merit. He supported reform of fellowships and scholarships, competitive examinations, and the easing of religious tests that had restricted university participation. He believed that a liberal education should prepare citizens for public duty, not merely cultivate erudition. This outlook shaped Balliol’s tutorships, the integration of classical studies with contemporary ethics and politics, and the university’s service to the state, including preparation for the civil service. Through correspondence and counsel—famously with figures involved in administration and social reform—he connected scholarly ideals to practical governance, insisting that intellectual integrity and public responsibility go hand in hand.
Final Years & Legacy
In his final decades, Jowett continued to revise and republish his translations, most notably the Plato volumes, adding refined analyses and clarifying notes. He remained an engaged college head, mentoring fellows and students while navigating the administrative demands of a growing university. Though age and workload affected his health, he kept an active interest in curricular reform and the moral tone of academic life. He died in the 1890s while still Master of Balliol. Tributes from colleagues and former pupils emphasized his kindness, intellectual candor, and the formative effect of his teaching on private character and public service.
Jowett’s long‑term impact rests on three pillars: his Platonic translations, which for decades shaped English readers’ first encounter with Greek philosophy; his role in modernizing Oxford through meritocratic and pedagogical reforms; and his defense of a liberal, historically informed Christianity. Later scholarship has revised many judgments and produced new translations, yet Jowett’s versions remain historically important for their clarity and educational reach. Balliol’s ethos of rigorous, morally serious study bears his imprint, and posthumous accounts of his life and letters helped consolidate his image as scholar‑administrator. Today, he stands as a key Victorian mediator between classical antiquity and modern public culture.
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Of all the writings of Plato the Timaeus[1] is the most obscure and repulsive to the modern reader, and has nevertheless had the greatest influence over the ancient and mediaeval world. The obscurity arises in the infancy of physical science, out of the confusion of theological, mathematical, and physiological notions, out of the desire to conceive the whole of nature without any adequate knowledge of the parts, and from a greater perception of similarities which lie on the surface than of differences which are hidden from view. To bring sense under the control of reason;[1q] to find some way through the mist or labyrinth of appearances, either the highway of mathematics, or more devious paths suggested by the analogy of man with the world, and of the world with man; to see that all things have a cause and are tending towards an end—this is the spirit of the ancient physical philosopher. He has no notion of trying an experiment and is hardly capable of observing the curiosities of nature which are 'tumbling out at his feet,' or of interpreting even the most obvious of them. He is driven back from the nearer to the more distant, from particulars to generalities, from the earth to the stars. He lifts up his eyes to the heavens and seeks to guide by their motions his erring footsteps. But we neither appreciate the conditions of knowledge to which he was subjected, nor have the ideas which fastened upon his imagination the same hold upon us. For he is hanging between matter and mind; he is under the dominion at the same time both of sense and of abstractions; his impressions are taken almost at random from the outside of nature; he sees the light, but not the objects which are revealed by the light; and he brings into juxtaposition things which to us appear wide as the poles asunder, because he finds nothing between them. He passes abruptly from persons to ideas and numbers, and from ideas and numbers to persons,—from the heavens to man, from astronomy to physiology; he confuses, or rather does not distinguish, subject and object, first and final causes, and is dreaming of geometrical figures lost in a flux of sense. He contrasts the perfect movements of the heavenly bodies with the imperfect representation of them (Rep.), and he does not always require strict accuracy even in applications of number and figure (Rep.). His mind lingers around the forms of mythology, which he uses as symbols or translates into figures of speech. He has no implements of observation, such as the telescope or microscope; the great science of chemistry is a blank to him. It is only by an effort that the modern thinker can breathe the atmosphere of the ancient philosopher, or understand how, under such unequal conditions, he seems in many instances, by a sort of inspiration, to have anticipated the truth.

The influence with the Timaeus has exercised upon posterity is due partly to a misunderstanding. In the supposed depths of this dialogue the Neo-Platonists[2] found hidden meanings and connections with the Jewish and Christian Scriptures, and out of them they elicited doctrines quite at variance with the spirit of Plato. Believing that he was inspired by the Holy Ghost, or had received his wisdom from Moses, they seemed to find in his writings the Christian Trinity, the Word, the Church, the creation of the world in a Jewish sense, as they really found the personality of God or of mind, and the immortality of the soul. All religions and philosophies met and mingled in the schools of Alexandria, and the Neo-Platonists had a method of interpretation which could elicit any meaning out of any words. They were really incapable of distinguishing between the opinions of one philosopher and another— between Aristotle and Plato, or between the serious thoughts of Plato and his passing fancies. They were absorbed in his theology and were under the dominion of his name, while that which was truly great and truly characteristic in him, his effort to realize and connect abstractions, was not understood by them at all. Yet the genius of Plato and Greek philosophy reacted upon the East, and a Greek element of thought and language overlaid and partly reduced to order the chaos of Orientalism. And kindred spirits, like St. Augustine, even though they were acquainted with his writings only through the medium of a Latin translation, were profoundly affected by them, seeming to find 'God and his word everywhere insinuated' in them (August. Confess.)

There is no danger of the modern commentators on the Timaeus falling into the absurdities of the Neo-Platonists. In the present day we are well aware that an ancient philosopher is to be interpreted from himself and by the contemporary history of thought. We know that mysticism is not criticism. The fancies of the Neo-Platonists are only interesting to us because they exhibit a phase of the human mind which prevailed widely in the first centuries of the Christian era, and is not wholly extinct in our own day. But they have nothing to do with the interpretation of Plato, and in spirit they are opposed to him. They are the feeble expression of an age which has lost the power not only of creating great works, but of understanding them. They are the spurious birth of a marriage between philosophy and tradition, between Hellas and the East—(Greek) (Rep.). Whereas the so-called mysticism of Plato is purely Greek, arising out of his imperfect knowledge and high aspirations, and is the growth of an age in which philosophy is not wholly separated from poetry and mythology.

A greater danger with modern interpreters of Plato is the tendency to regard the Timaeus as the centre of his system. We do not know how Plato would have arranged his own dialogues, or whether the thought of arranging any of them, besides the two 'Trilogies' which he has expressly connected; was ever present to his mind. But, if he had arranged them, there are many indications that this is not the place which he would have assigned to the Timaeus. We observe, first of all, that the dialogue is put into the mouth of a Pythagorean philosopher, and not of Socrates[3]. And this is required by dramatic propriety; for the investigation of nature was expressly renounced by Socrates in the Phaedo. Nor does Plato himself attribute any importance to his guesses at science. He is not at all absorbed by them, as he is by the IDEA of good. He is modest and hesitating, and confesses that his words partake of the uncertainty of the subject (Tim.). The dialogue is primarily concerned with the animal creation, including under this term the heavenly bodies, and with man only as one among the animals. But we can hardly suppose that Plato would have preferred the study of nature to man, or that he would have deemed the formation of the world and the human frame to have the same interest which he ascribes to the mystery of being and not-being, or to the great political problems which he discusses in the Republic and the Laws. There are no speculations on physics in the other dialogues of Plato, and he himself regards the consideration of them as a rational pastime only. He is beginning to feel the need of further divisions of knowledge; and is becoming aware that besides dialectic, mathematics, and the arts, there is another field which has been hitherto unexplored by him. But he has not as yet defined this intermediate territory which lies somewhere between medicine and mathematics, and he would have felt that there was as great an impiety in ranking theories of physics first in the order of knowledge, as in placing the body before the soul.

It is true, however, that the Timaeus is by no means confined to speculations on physics. The deeper foundations of the Platonic philosophy, such as the nature of God, the distinction of the sensible and intellectual, the great original conceptions of time and space, also appear in it. They are found principally in the first half of the dialogue. The construction of the heavens is for the most part ideal; the cyclic year serves as the connection between the world of absolute being and of generation, just as the number of population in the Republic is the expression or symbol of the transition from the ideal to the actual state. In some passages we are uncertain whether we are reading a description of astronomical facts or contemplating processes of the human mind, or of that divine mind (Phil.) which in Plato is hardly separable from it. The characteristics of man are transferred to the world-animal, as for example when intelligence and knowledge are said to be perfected by the circle of the Same, and true opinion by the circle of the Other; and conversely the motions of the world-animal reappear in man; its amorphous state continues in the child, and in both disorder and chaos are gradually succeeded by stability and order. It is not however to passages like these that Plato is referring when he speaks of the uncertainty of his subject, but rather to the composition of bodies, to the relations of colours, the nature of diseases, and the like, about which he truly feels the lamentable ignorance prevailing in his own age.

We are led by Plato himself to regard the Timaeus, not as the centre or inmost shrine of the edifice, but as a detached building in a different style, framed, not after the Socratic, but after some Pythagorean model. As in the Cratylus and Parmenides, we are uncertain whether Plato is expressing his own opinions, or appropriating and perhaps improving the philosophical speculations of others. In all three dialogues he is exerting his dramatic and imitative power; in the Cratylus mingling a satirical and humorous purpose with true principles of language; in the Parmenides overthrowing Megarianism by a sort of ultra-Megarianism, which discovers contradictions in the one as great as those which have been previously shown to exist in the ideas. There is a similar uncertainty about the Timaeus; in the first part he scales the heights of transcendentalism, in the latter part he treats in a bald and superficial manner of the functions and diseases of the human frame. He uses the thoughts and almost the words of Parmenides when he discourses of being and of essence, adopting from old religion into philosophy the conception of God, and from the Megarians the IDEA of good. He agrees with Empedocles and the Atomists in attributing the greater differences of kinds to the figures of the elements and their movements into and out of one another. With Heracleitus, he acknowledges the perpetual flux; like Anaxagoras, he asserts the predominance of mind, although admitting an element of necessity which reason is incapable of subduing; like the Pythagoreans he supposes the mystery of the world to be contained in number. Many, if not all the elements of the Pre-Socratic philosophy are included in the Timaeus. It is a composite or eclectic work of imagination, in which Plato, without naming them, gathers up into a kind of system the various elements of philosophy which preceded him.

If we allow for the difference of subject, and for some growth in Plato's own mind, the discrepancy between the Timaeus and the other dialogues will not appear to be great. It is probable that the relation of the ideas to God or of God to the world was differently conceived by him at different times of his life. In all his later dialogues we observe a tendency in him to personify mind or God, and he therefore naturally inclines to view creation as the work of design. The creator is like a human artist who frames in his mind a plan which he executes by the help of his servants. Thus the language of philosophy which speaks of first and second causes is crossed by another sort of phraseology: 'God made the world because he was good,[3q] and the demons ministered to him.' The Timaeus is cast in a more theological and less philosophical mould than the other dialogues, but the same general spirit is apparent; there is the same dualism or opposition between the ideal and actual—the soul is prior to the body, the intelligible and unseen to the visible and corporeal.[2q] There is the same distinction between knowledge and opinion which occurs in the Theaetetus and Republic, the same enmity to the poets, the same combination of music and gymnastics. The doctrine of transmigration is still held by him, as in the Phaedrus and Republic; and the soul has a view of the heavens in a prior state of being. The ideas also remain, but they have become types in nature, forms of men, animals, birds, fishes. And the attribution of evil to physical causes accords with the doctrine which he maintains in the Laws respecting the involuntariness of vice.

The style and plan of the Timaeus differ greatly from that of any other of the Platonic dialogues. The language is weighty, abrupt, and in some passages sublime. But Plato has not the same mastery over his instrument which he exhibits in the Phaedrus or Symposium. Nothing can exceed the beauty or art of the introduction, in which he is using words after his accustomed manner. But in the rest of the work the power of language seems to fail him, and the dramatic form is wholly given up. He could write in one style, but not in another, and the Greek language had not as yet been fashioned by any poet or philosopher to describe physical phenomena. The early physiologists had generally written in verse; the prose writers, like Democritus and Anaxagoras, as far as we can judge from their fragments, never attained to a periodic style. And hence we find the same sort of clumsiness in the Timaeus of Plato which characterizes the philosophical poem of Lucretius. There is a want of flow and often a defect of rhythm; the meaning is sometimes obscure, and there is a greater use of apposition and more of repetition than occurs in Plato's earlier writings. The sentences are less closely connected and also more involved; the antecedents of demonstrative and relative pronouns are in some cases remote and perplexing. The greater frequency of participles and of absolute constructions gives the effect of heaviness. The descriptive portion of the Timaeus retains traces of the first Greek prose composition; for the great master of language was speaking on a theme with which he was imperfectly acquainted, and had no words in which to express his meaning. The rugged grandeur of the opening discourse of Timaeus may be compared with the more harmonious beauty of a similar passage in the Phaedrus.

To the same cause we may attribute the want of plan. Plato had not the command of his materials which would have enabled him to produce a perfect work of art. Hence there are several new beginnings and resumptions and formal or artificial connections; we miss the 'callida junctura' of the earlier dialogues. His speculations about the Eternal, his theories of creation, his mathematical anticipations, are supplemented by desultory remarks on the one immortal and the two mortal souls of man, on the functions of the bodily organs in health and disease, on sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. He soars into the heavens, and then, as if his wings were suddenly clipped, he walks ungracefully and with difficulty upon the earth. The greatest things in the world, and the least things in man, are brought within the compass of a short treatise. But the intermediate links are missing, and we cannot be surprised that there should be a want of unity in a work which embraces astronomy, theology, physiology, and natural philosophy in a few pages.

It is not easy to determine how Plato's cosmos may be presented to the reader in a clearer and shorter form; or how we may supply a thread of connexion to his ideas without giving greater consistency to them than they possessed in his mind, or adding on consequences which would never have occurred to him. For he has glimpses of the truth, but no comprehensive or perfect vision. There are isolated expressions about the nature of God which have a wonderful depth and power; but we are not justified in assuming that these had any greater significance to the mind of Plato than language of a neutral and impersonal character... With a view to the illustration of the Timaeus I propose to divide this Introduction into sections, of which the first will contain an outline of the dialogue: (2) I shall consider the aspects of nature which presented themselves to Plato and his age, and the elements of philosophy which entered into the conception of them: (3) the theology and physics of the Timaeus, including the soul of the world[4], the conception of time and space, and the composition of the elements: (4) in the fourth section I shall consider the Platonic astronomy, and the position of the earth. There will remain, (5) the psychology, (6) the physiology of Plato, and (7) his analysis of the senses to be briefly commented upon: (8) lastly, we may examine in what points Plato approaches or anticipates the discoveries of modern science.
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Socrates begins the Timaeus with a summary of the Republic. He lightly touches upon a few points,—the division of labour and distribution of the citizens into classes, the double nature and training of the guardians, the community of property and of women and children. But he makes no mention of the second education, or of the government of philosophers.

And now he desires to see the ideal State set in motion; he would like to know how she behaved in some great struggle
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