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chapter 4

Before the Creation of Time in Plato’s Timaeus

Daniel Vázquez

4.1	 A Puzzle in Timaeus’ Cosmogony

In the Timaeus, Plato offers a detailed account of the beginning of the cosmos. In 
this account, a god creates an ordered, living, and intelligent cosmos by looking at 
a perfect model. Unlike the Christian god, who creates out of nothing,1 the god in 
the Timaeus creates from a pre-​existing receptacle and some traces of fire, water, 
air, and earth, which move in a disorderly fashion (Timaeus 30a2–​6; 52d2–​53b7; 
69a6–​c5). Along with the cosmos, the god also creates time:

Now when the Father who had begotten the universe observed it set in 
motion and alive, a thing that had come to be as a shrine for the everlast-
ing gods, he was well pleased, and in his delight he thought of making it 
more like its model still. So, as the model was itself an everlasting Living 
Thing, he set himself to bringing this universe to completion in such a 
way that it, too, would have that character to the extent that was possible. 
Now it was the Living Thing’s nature to be eternal, but it isn’t possible to 
bestow eternity fully upon anything that is begotten (gennētos). And so he 
began to think of creating2 a moving image of eternity: at the same time 
as he brought order to the universe, he would create an eternal image, 
moving according to number, of eternity remaining in unity. This number, 
of course, is what we now call ‘time’.

Timaeus 37c6–​d73

	1	 For the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (creation out of nothing), its history, biblical support, and 
Christian and Jewish proponents, see Erasmus (2018) and Anderson and Bockmuehl (2018).

	2	 Plato uses the verb poieō, “to produce,” “to make” or “to create” (out of something).
	3	 Unless otherwise stated, translations are by Zeyl (2000) with minor modifications. The Greek 

reads: Ὡς δὲ κινηθὲν αὐτὸ καὶ ζῶν ἐνόησεν τῶν ἀιδίων θεῶν γεγονὸς ἄγαλμα ὁ γεννήσας πατήρ, 
ἠγάσθη τε καὶ εὐφρανθεὶς ἔτι δὴ μᾶλλον ὅμοιον πρὸς τὸ παράδειγμα ἐπενόησεν ἀπεργάσασθαι. 
καθάπερ οὖν αὐτὸ τυγχάνει ζῷον ἀίδιον ὄν, καὶ τόδε τὸ πᾶν οὕτως εἰς δύναμιν ἐπεχείρησε τοιοῦτον 
ἀποτελεῖν. ἡ μὲν οὖν τοῦ ζῴου φύσις ἐτύγχανεν οὖσα αἰώνιος, καὶ τοῦτο μὲν δὴ τῷ γεννητῷ 
παντελῶς προσάπτειν οὐκ ἦν δυνατόν· εἰκὼ δ’ ἐπενόει κινητόν τινα αἰῶνος ποιῆσαι, καὶ διακοσμῶν 
ἅμα οὐρανὸν ποιεῖ μένοντος αἰῶνος ἐν ἑνὶ κατ’ ἀριθμὸν ἰοῦσαν αἰώνιον εἰκόνα, τοῦτον ὃν δὴ χρόνον 
ὠνομάκαμεν.
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112� Vázquez

Despite what Plato writes in this passage, the Timaeus contains numerous ref-
erences to the state of affairs before the creation of time.4 This gives rise to a 
famous puzzle: the creation of time seems inconsistent with the description of 
events that happened before its creation. Could something happen before time 
was created? Could time be created at all? What is the most charitable way to 
read the text?

Plato scholars react to this puzzle in two ways. Some (a) defend the con-
sistency of the Timaeus’ account, whereas others (b) acknowledge the incon-
sistency but minimize its importance. There are different ways to defend the 
first alternative. Many believe, for example, that the cosmogony (a1) is just a 
metaphor. They see no inconsistency because the creation of the cosmos and 
time is a metaphor that stands for relations of ontological dependence, not 
events in an actual timeline.5

Other scholars (a2) read the cosmogony as a literal and consistent descrip-
tion of facts but argue that the creation of time refers only to “cosmic time,” a 
time inextricably linked to counting and measuring the regular movements of 
the celestial bodies. Obviously, before the creation of the celestial bodies and 
its movement, there is no cosmic time. But there is an implicit “pre-​cosmic 
time,” uncreated and unmeasurable. When Plato refers to events before the 
creation of time, he means things that happened before the celestial bodies 
were created; a time before people could count days or years.6

A more recent proposal understands the cosmogony as (a3) a counterfac-
tual scenario. Here the description of a pre-​cosmic stage of the universe is 
meant literally, but only as a thought experiment of what things would look 
like if we could—​per impossibile—​subtract god’s actions from the picture.7 If 
the god were not permanently sustaining the cosmic order, then there would 

	4	 See Ti. 53a2–​b5, 52d2–​53b7, 69a6–​c5.
	5	 Modern advocates of this reading are, among others, Taylor (1928), Cornford (1935), Cherniss 

(1944), Tarán (1971), Brisson (1998), and Fronterotta (2003).
	6	 The modern champion of this view is Vlastos (1939, 1964), but see also Hackforth (1959), 

Guthrie (1978, 300–​304), and Mohr (1985). The dispute between a literal and a metaphorical 
reading goes back to Plato’s immediate successors. See Aristotle, Ph. 251b17 and Cael. 279b33–​
280a2. For more on this and the ancient discussion, see chapter 2 in this volume and footnote 
11, below.

	7	 Let me be clear about the difference between a metaphorical and counterfactual reading. In 
a metaphorical reading, temporal terms stand in for ontological relations of dependency. In 
contrast, in a counterfactual reading, temporal terms are read literally. The description of the 
pre-​cosmos is what would literally happen if only we could subtract god’s action.
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be only a huge cosmic mess. Since the pre-​cosmos and the cosmogony are not 
factual, the account’s consistency is preserved.8

Alternatively, some acknowledge that there is inconsistency in Timaeus’ cos-
mogony but downplay its importance (b1).9 We find some support for this last 
view at Timaeus 29c4–​d3, where Timaeus warns us that some inconsistencies in 
his account are unavoidable:

Don’t be surprised then, Socrates, if it turns out repeatedly that we won’t be 
able to produce accounts on a great many subjects—​on gods or the com-
ing to be of the universe—​that are completely and perfectly consistent and 
accurate. Instead, if we can come up with accounts no less likely than any, 
we ought to be content, keeping in mind that both I, the speaker, and you, 
the judges, are only human. So, we should accept the likely tale on these 
matters. It behooves us not to look for anything beyond this.10

Each of these alternatives has serious consequences for our reading of Timaeus’ 
cosmology. The decision determines, for example, whether the cosmos has 
always existed or had a punctual beginning. If the cosmogony is a metaphor 
or a counterfactual scenario, then the cosmos has always existed. Otherwise, 
it had a beginning. Our interpretation of the cosmogony also affects the way 
we conceive of divine causation. If it is a description of facts, then the god 
is an active agent that produces the cosmos. But if the cosmogony is a coun-
terfactual, the god could instead be a continuous, sustaining cause. If we 
assume the creation is metaphorical, the causation at play could be only for-
mal. Ultimately, the very nature of time is at stake. Depending on our reading, 
either time is everlasting and without limits at both ends, or it has a beginning 
and is unlimited only toward the future.11

	8	 The clearest advocates of this proposal are Carone 2004 and chapter 3 in this volume. 
See also Burnyeat 2005, 163. Brisson and Fronterotta sometimes refer to the cosmogony 
as some sort of thought experiment, even if they endorse a metaphorical reading of the 
Timaeus at a more general level. See Brisson 1998, 297 and Fronterotta 2010. For discus-
sion and a different alternative, see Johansen 2004, 89–​91.

	9	 See, for example, Sedley 2007, 98–​110.
	10	 ἐὰν οὖν, ὦ Σώκρατες, πολλὰ πολλῶν πέρι, θεῶν καὶ τῆς τοῦ παντὸς γενέσεως, μὴ δυνατοὶ 

γιγνώμεθα πάντῃ πάντως αὐτοὺς ἑαυτοῖς ὁμολογουμένους λόγους καὶ ἀπηκριβωμένους 
ἀποδοῦναι, μὴ θαυμάσῃς· ἀλλ’ ἐὰν ἄρα μηδενὸς ἧττον παρεχώμεθα εἰκότας, ἀγαπᾶν χρή, 
μεμνημένους ὡς ὁ λέγων ἐγὼ ὑμεῖς τε οἱ κριταὶ φύσιν ἀνθρωπίνην ἔχομεν, ὥστε περὶ τούτων τὸν 
εἰκότα μῦθον ἀποδεχομένους πρέπει τούτου μηδὲν ἔτι πέρα ζητεῖν.

	11	 For even more replies to this puzzle, see Sorabji (1988, ch. 17) and Baltes (1996). In antiq-
uity, Aristotle, Plutarch, Atticus, the Epicureans and probably Polemo, Antiochus, Cicero, 
Severus, Harpocriton, and other Platonists read the cosmogony in a literal way; see Sedley 
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In this chapter, I defend reading Timaeus’ creation of the cosmos and time 
as a consistent, literal, and factual account (i.e., a new [a2] reading).12 To this 
end, I shall answer the main objections scholars raise against this type of read-
ing. However, instead of assuming or positing some sort of pre-​cosmic time, 
like previous (a2) readings, I argue that in the Timaeus, Plato puts a lot of effort 
into showing that time presupposes but is not identified with a mere succes-
sion of events (i.e., an unbounded sequence where events can be placed in 
before, after, and simultaneous relations).

My main purpose, however, is not to persuade everybody that my reading 
of the text is the correct one—​after all, scholars tend to be stubborn on this 
issue. But I do wish to clarify the assumptions under which it becomes a sen-
sible and fruitful interpretation. In what follows, I will first assess the state of 
the debate and the most common objections to the traditional interpretations. 
Then, I will discuss some of my exegetical principles and articulate my reading 
of the Timaean cosmogony and time. Finally, I will evaluate whether my read-
ing delivers on what I have promised.

4.2	 Assessment of the Contemporary Debate

Scholars have offered strong objections to both a metaphorical cosmogony (i.e., 
a1) and the possibility of a consistent and factual creation (i.e., a2). The main 
problem with the first one is that—​despite its illustrious pedigree and wide-
spread acceptance—​some passages seem to rule it out. For example, scholars 
often quote Timaeus 28b2–​c5 as evidence against a metaphorical reading:

(2007, 107). The Stoics also seem to have developed their cosmology from a literal reading 
of Plato. See Sedley 2002. However, the metaphorical interpretation was the most wide-
spread reading of the text in the Academy and Neoplatonic circles. Supporters of this 
reading include Speusippus, Xenocrates, Crantor, and Proclus. See Guthrie (1978, 303) and 
Carone (2004, n. 2). Finally, in some passages, Simplicius seems to suggest that the cos-
mogony is a counterfactual. See In Cael. 303.34–​304.12.

	12	 Notice that a description of facts does not need to be perfectly accurate. It is committed 
to the existence of certain facts, but as a description, it only needs to be appropriate or 
reasonable given the available evidence, human limitations, or its announced purpose. 
For example, if a worker narrates an incident that happened at work, she might not get all 
the details right, but as far as she presents it as an incident, she commits herself to its 
factuality. She is claiming that what she describes really happened, even if there are some 
holes in her account. In that sense, a factual interpretation is compatible with the status 
of the speech as an eikōs mythos. For more on this, see footnote 22 below; for discussion, 
see chapters 2 and 3 in this volume.
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Now as to the whole universe or world order [kosmos]—​let’s just call 
it by whatever name is most acceptable in a given context—​there is a 
question we need to consider first. This is the sort of question one should 
begin with in inquiring into any subject. Has it always existed? Was there 
no origin from which it came to be? Or did it come to be and take its start 
from some origin? It has come to be. For it is both visible and tangible 
and it has a body—​and all things of that kind are perceptible. And, as we 
have shown,13 perceptible things are grasped by opinion, which involves 
sense perception. As such, they are things that come to be, things that are 
begotten. Further, we maintain that, necessarily, that which comes to be 
must come to be by the agency of some cause. Now to find the maker and 
father of this universe [to pan] is hard enough, and even if I succeeded, to 
declare him to everyone is impossible.14

In this passage, Timaeus seems to clearly state that the cosmos had a begin-
ning. Scholars point out, for example, the contrast between what “always 
existed” and the cosmos’ status as something that “has come to be” (see also 
Timaeus 27c4–​5), and the need of the agency of some cause to bring the cos-
mos into existence.15

Scholars also raise strong objections against reading the cosmogony as a 
consistent description of facts (i.e., a2). Four objections stand out. The first one 
argues that (i) the text rules out a “pre-​cosmic time” (see Timaeus 37e4–​38a8). 
A second objection contends that (ii) a factual cosmogony is incompatible 

	13	 See Ti. 27d5–​28a4.
	14	 ὁ δὴ πᾶς οὐρανὸς—​ἢ κόσμος ἢ καὶ ἄλλο ὅτι ποτὲ ὀνομαζόμενος μάλιστ’ ἂν δέχοιτο, τοῦθ’ ἡμῖν 

ὠνομάσθω—​σκεπτέον δ’ οὖν περὶ αὐτοῦ πρῶτον, ὅπερ ὑπόκειται περὶ παντὸς ἐν ἀρχῇ δεῖν 
σκοπεῖν, πότερον ἦν ἀεί, γενέσεως ἀρχὴν ἔχων οὐδεμίαν, ἢ γέγονεν, ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς τινος ἀρξάμενος. 
γέγονεν· ὁρατὸς γὰρ ἁπτός τέ ἐστιν καὶ σῶμα ἔχων, πάντα δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα αἰσθητά, τὰ δ’ αἰσθητά, 
δόξῃ περιληπτὰ μετ’ αἰσθήσεως, γιγνόμενα καὶ γεννητὰ ἐφάνη. τῷ δ’ αὖ γενομένῳ φαμὲν ὑπ’ 
αἰτίου τινὸς ἀνάγκην εἶναι γενέσθαι. τὸν μὲν οὖν ποιητὴν καὶ πατέρα τοῦδε τοῦ παντὸς εὑρεῖν 
τε ἔργον καὶ εὑρόντα εἰς πάντας ἀδύνατον λέγειν· One may worry that if the passage implies 
a punctual beginning, the argument does not work. It would illicitly conclude that the 
cosmos came to be from the fact that we can perceive becoming in the sense of constant 
change. But the contrast between γιγνόμενον καὶ ἀπολλύμενον (“comes to be and passes 
away”) at Ti. 28a3 indicates that Timaeus refers here not only to constant change but also 
to the fact that perceptible things come to be and pass away. This is also emphasized by 
γιγνόμενα καὶ γεννητὰ at Ti. 28c1–​2.

	15	 Many of the difficulties with the metaphorical reading were already found in Alexander 
of Aphrodisias (ap. Philoponus, De aet. mundi 214, 10–​20; 215, 4216, 6; and Simpl., In Cael. 
297.26–​298.16). See Sorabji 1988, 275. For other strong objections against the metaphor-
ical reading see Vlastos 1939, 1964; Skemp 1942, 111; Hackforth 1959; Sorabji 1988, ch. 17; 
Johansen 2004, 48–​68; Sedley 2007, 98–​110.
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with the immutable relation the god maintains with the world (see Timaeus 
42e5–​6; see also Republic 381c1–​10). Some people also point out that (iii) this 
interpretation contradicts important Platonic doctrines found elsewhere. For 
example, the claims that souls are not generated and are the cause of all motion 
(Phaedrus 245c5–​246a2; Laws x, 892a1–​b2), or that generation and destruc-
tion are a pair that go hand in hand (Republic 546a2). Finally, some worry that 
(iv) a literal cosmogony cannot say why the world was created at the specific 
moment it was created and not sooner or later.16

Although many people still assume or support these two interpretations 
(a1 or a2), the discussion is at a standstill. Scholars often rephrase the same 
objections and offer the same passages for choosing one interpretation over 
the other.17 At this point, you might think that the two remaining options—​
understanding the cosmogony as a counterfactual scenario (a3) or concluding 
that the inconsistency is not so serious after all (b1)—​become the most plausi-
ble solutions to our puzzle.

However, when it is closely scrutinized, I find serious difficulties with the 
suggestion that the cosmogony could be a counterfactual scenario (a3). I see 
three main reasons to reject it. The most obvious one is that the textual sup-
port is weak. The passage often mentioned as hinting at a counterfactual cos-
mogony is found in the description of the pre-​cosmos at Timaeus 53a7–​b5:

Indeed, it is a fact that before this took place the four kinds all lacked 
proportion and measure, and at the time the ordering of the universe was 
undertaken, fire, water, earth and air initially possessed certain traces of 
what they are now. They were indeed in the condition one would expect 

	16	 See Cicero, Nat. D. i 18–​23 (LS13G); Carone 2004; Johansen 2004, 90. For other objections, 
see Tarán 1971; Baltes 1996; Dillon 1997.

	17	 One exception is Johansen (2004, 90–​91) who—​crediting Myles Burnyeat for the idea—​
offers a way to avoid both a metaphorical reading and most of the objections raised 
against reading the text as a consistent factual account. He suggests that the cosmogony 
is perpetually occurring as the world tends to chaos, and the god continuously intervenes 
to fix it. The pre-​cosmos could be a disorder that either happens occasionally or is just 
potentially prior to the Demiurge’s intervention. But just as in the metaphorical reading, 
this view struggles to explain the use of the perfect tense gegonen (“has come to be”) at 
Ti. 28b7. If the creation of the cosmos is a recurrent or continuous event, why did Plato 
not use the imperfect instead of the perfect tense? The same objection applies to Carone 
(2004), who thinks that the perfect tense could cover the meaning of the imperfect. 
Moreover, Ti. 31b, 37d, and 38b6–​c6 discard the possibility that the disorder occasionally 
happens after the cosmos has already come to be. If the pre-​cosmos only occurs poten-
tially but counterfactually, then Johansen’s view collapses into (a3), in which case, see the 
objections above.
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for anything whenever (hotan) the god is absent from it. So, finding them 
in this natural condition, the first thing the god then did was to give them 
their distinctive shapes, using forms and numbers.18

The pre-​cosmic state occurs whenever the god is absent from the things in 
the cosmos. Now, if one adds the thought that god would never abandon the 
world, since that would compromise his immutable relationship with it, then 
a counterfactual reading of this passage becomes more appealing. However, 
the text never really suggests that the pre-​cosmos may not have happened. It 
indicates that it happened and could in principle happen again—​although it 
would not. Moreover, Critias 106a3–​4 seems to completely discard this pos-
sibility: “Now I offer my prayer to that god [i.e., the cosmos] who came to be 
long ago in reality, but who has just now been created in my words” [τῷ δὲ 
πρὶν μὲν πάλαι ποτ᾽ ἔργῳ, νῦν δὲ λόγοις ἄρτι θεῷ γεγονότι προσεύχομαι].19 More 
importantly, even if Timaeus 53a8–​b4 allows a counterfactual reading of the 
cosmogony, it seems, then, that we should not only suppose that there is no 
cosmos but that there is no time either. Timaeus 53b3–​4 suggests god’s com-
plete absence, and both time and the cosmos seem inextricably linked.20 But if 
that is so, either the description of the pre-​cosmos is metaphorical, or we have 
to assume there is some type of pre-​cosmic time, which are prospects this kind 
of reading was supposedly trying to avoid. Finally, in the counterfactual inter-
pretation of the cosmogony, the god seems to collapse into the World Soul. 
Although some scholars are ready to accept this consequence, it seems to rely 
on assuming an even more widely metaphorical reading of the Timaeus.

Should we then settle for the interpretation that accepts the inconsis-
tency but minimizes its importance (b1)? One could still complain that even 
if Timaeus recognizes that inconsistencies will remain, claiming some things 
happen before the creation of time cannot be covered by this because it is 
not a minor slip. On the contrary, it is an inconsistency that threatens to col-
lapse the whole cosmological account. Accepting this inconsistency makes the 
Timaeus’ cosmology not a likely story but an impossible one. Thus, the real 

	18	 καὶ τὸ μὲν δὴ πρὸ τούτου πάντα ταῦτ’ εἶχεν ἀλόγως καὶ ἀμέτρως· ὅτε δ’ ἐπεχειρεῖτο κοσμεῖσθαι 
τὸ πᾶν, πῦρ πρῶτον καὶ ὕδωρ καὶ γῆν καὶ ἀέρα, ἴχνη μὲν ἔχοντα, παντάπασί γε μὴν διακείμενα 
ὥσπερ εἰκὸς ἔχειν ἅπαν ὅταν ἀπῇ τινος θεός, οὕτω δὴ τότε πεφυκότα ταῦτα πρῶτον 
διεσχηματίσατο εἴδεσί τε καὶ ἀριθμοῖς.

	19	 Translated by Diskin Clay in Cooper and Hutchinson 1997. The authenticity of the Critias 
has recently been doubted by Rashed and Auffret (2017) but this has been thoroughly 
debunked by Tarrant (2019). For a different reading of this passage, see chapter 3.2 in this 
volume.

	20	 See Ti. 38b6–​7, quoted below.
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question is whether we can offer something better than biting the bullet and 
accepting the inconsistency.

4.3	 Cosmogony without Inconsistency

In this section, I first explain the methodological considerations and assump-
tions that make my interpretation a plausible solution to the puzzle of the cre-
ation of time. Then, I offer my proposal and show how it avoids objections 
previous scholars have raised against similar interpretations.

4.3.1	 Methodology
Some exegetical principles operate in the background of discussions about 
Timaeus’ cosmogony. Interpretations often originate from different starting 
points and assumptions, and when these are not made explicit, the discussion 
gets muddled. To avoid this risk, let me briefly state five exegetical principles 
I presuppose in my interpretation. Some of them sound obvious and common-
sensical but will become crucial to the resistance of certain objections and 
explain the appeal of a factual reading of the cosmogony.

My first exegetical principle is that (EP1) for any account, coherence implies 
and is better than consistency, which, in turn, is preferable to inconsistency.21 
Second, I think (EP2) that all things being equal, the more explanatory an 
interpretation, the better (i.e., if an interpretation leaves certain elements 
unexplained, that counts as a disadvantage). Furthermore, I assume (EP3) a 
literal reading of a text is preferable to a metaphorical one unless we find clear 
evidence of a frame setting the metaphor, or the literal meaning of the pas-
sage is unintelligible (internally and in conjunction with the rest of the text).22 
A fourth principle establishes the following hierarchy: (EP4) having textual 
evidence for X is preferable to simply inferring X from the main text. But infer-
ences from the main text are preferable to referring to quotes from other texts. 
All this is better than providing missing premises that cannot be inferred but 

	21	 I use “consistent account” to refer to an account without contradictions, whereas I use 
“coherent account” to mean a consistent account whose parts fit together to form a whole.

	22	 The status of Timaeus’ speech has been widely discussed and I will not examine this issue 
here. However, it should suffice to say that the phrases eikōs logos and eikōs mythos are not 
clear evidence for a metaphorical reading. If I offer a likely or probable story of my long-​
forgotten childhood, I do not need to resort to metaphors. I can offer a literal account 
(I mean what I am saying) that aims to be factual (I am not embellishing anything nor 
taking any poetical license). For discussion see Johansen 2004, ch. 3; Burnyeat 2005; 
Betegh 2010.
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are compatible with the textual evidence. That is better still than resorting to 
claims with no textual support that are incompatible, contradictory, or, worse, 
that require emending the main text on contentious philosophical grounds 
alone. Finally, I assume that (EP5) internal coherence and consistency of a text 
is more important than coherence and consistency between different texts 
from the same author (or with later interpreters), even when the latter is still 
desirable if allowed by the other exegetical principles.

According to this, whenever possible, we should prefer a literal, coherent 
reading, based on textual evidence and inferences directly deriving from it. 
Furthermore, we should give priority to the internal coherence of a text and 
the explanatory power of a given interpretation. Finally, the overall purpose is 
to uphold these principles together, avoiding as far as possible the fulfilment of 
one of them at the expense of another (e.g., achieving coherence by forcing a 
metaphorical reading that has not enough textual support).

4.3.2	 Defense of a Consistent and Factual Cosmogony
4.3.2.1	 Time Means Cosmic Time
I agree with previous defenses of a factual cosmogony (i.e., a2) regarding 
claims that in the Timaeus, chronos (“time”) refers only to cosmic time. That 
is to say that time in the Timaeus is created, measurable, regular, dependent 
on recurring motion, and linked to the life and movement of the celestial bod-
ies.23 Consider for example Timaeus 37e1–​38a8:

For before the heavens came to be, there were no days or nights, no 
months or years. But now, at the same time as he framed the heavens, he 
devised their coming to be. These all are parts of time, and was and will 
be are forms of time that have come to be. Such notions we unthinkingly 
but incorrectly apply to everlasting being. For we say that it was and is 
and will be, but according to the true account only is is appropriately said 
of it. Was and will be are properly said about the becoming that passes 
in time, for these two are motions. But that which is always changeless 
and motionless cannot become either older or younger in the course of 
time—​it neither ever became so, nor is it now such that it has become so, 
nor will it ever be so in the future. And all in all, none of the character-
istics that becoming has bestowed upon the things that are borne about 
in the realm of perception are appropriate to it. These, rather, are forms 

	23	 Or even identified with the movement of the planets, see Ti. 39c7–​d1.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daniel Vázquez - 9789004504691
Downloaded from Brill.com02/19/2022 07:52:14AM

via free access



120� Vázquez

of time that have come to be—​time that imitates eternity and circles 
according to number.24

Before the creation of time, there were no measurable units of time (days, 
months, years). A little later, at Timaeus 38b6–​c6, Timaeus explains that the 
planets are brought into being with the express purpose of producing time, 
setting limits and numbers to it:25

Time, then, came to be together with the universe so that just as they were 
begotten together, they might also be undone together, should there ever 
be an undoing of them. And it came to be after the model of that which is 
sempiternal, so that it might be as much like its model as possible. For the 
model is something that has being for all eternity, while it, on the other 
hand, has been born (gegonōs), is, and shall be for all time, forevermore. 
Such was the reason, then, such the god’s design for the coming to be of 
time, that he brought into being the Sun, the Moon and five other stars, 
for the begetting of time. These are called ‘wanderers,’ and they came to 
be in order to set limits to and stand guard over the numbers of time.26

Time—​as understood by Timaeus—​has come to be, could be stopped, and is 
produced by or is the circular and countable movements of the planets.27 In 
other words, time here only means the countable movements of the celestial 
clock, which has been set into motion by the Demiurge. There is no evidence 

	24	 ἡμέρας γὰρ καὶ νύκτας καὶ μῆνας καὶ ἐνιαυτούς, οὐκ ὄντας πρὶν οὐρανὸν γενέσθαι, τότε ἅμα 
ἐκείνῳ συνισταμένῳ τὴν γένεσιν αὐτῶν μηχανᾶται· ταῦτα δὲ πάντα μέρη χρόνου, καὶ τό τ’ ἦν 
τό τ’ ἔσται χρόνου γεγονότα εἴδη, ἃ δὴ φέροντες λανθάνομεν ἐπὶ τὴν ἀίδιον οὐσίαν οὐκ ὀρθῶς. 
λέγομεν γὰρ δὴ ὡς ἦν ἔστιν τε καὶ ἔσται, τῇ δὲ τὸ ἔστιν μόνον κατὰ τὸν ἀληθῆ λόγον προσήκει, τὸ 
δὲ ἦν τό τ’ ἔσται περὶ τὴν ἐν χρόνῳ γένεσιν ἰοῦσαν πρέπει λέγεσθαι—​κινήσεις γάρ ἐστον, τὸ δὲ 
ἀεὶ κατὰ ταὐτὰ ἔχον ἀκινήτως οὔτε πρεσβύτερον οὔτε νεώτερον προσήκει γίγνεσθαι διὰ χρόνου 
οὐδὲ γενέσθαι ποτὲ οὐδὲ γεγονέναι νῦν οὐδ’ εἰς αὖθις ἔσεσθαι, τὸ παράπαν τε οὐδὲν ὅσα γένεσις 
τοῖς ἐν αἰσθήσει φερομένοις προσῆψεν, ἀλλὰ χρόνου ταῦτα αἰῶνα μιμουμένου καὶ κατ’ ἀριθμὸν 
κυκλουμένου γέγονεν εἴδη.

	25	 See also Ti. 38e3–​39a3.
	26	 Χρόνος δ’ οὖν μετ’ οὐρανοῦ γέγονεν, ἵνα ἅμα γεννηθέντες ἅμα καὶ λυθῶσιν, ἄν ποτε λύσις τις 

αὐτῶν γίγνηται, καὶ κατὰ τὸ παράδειγμα τῆς διαιωνίας φύσεως, ἵν’ ὡς ὁμοιότατος αὐτῷ κατὰ 
δύναμιν ᾖ· τὸ μὲν γὰρ δὴ παράδειγμα πάντα αἰῶνά ἐστιν ὄν, ὁ δ’ αὖ διὰ τέλους τὸν ἅπαντα 
χρόνον γεγονώς τε καὶ ὢν καὶ ἐσόμενος. ἐξ οὖν λόγου καὶ διανοίας θεοῦ τοιαύτης πρὸς χρόνου 
γένεσιν, ἵνα γεννηθῇ χρόνος, ἥλιος καὶ σελήνη καὶ πέντε ἄλλα ἄστρα, ἐπίκλην ἔχοντα πλανητά, 
εἰς διορισμὸν καὶ φυλακὴν ἀριθμῶν χρόνου γέγονεν·

	27	 For discussion regarding the ontological status of time in the Timaeus, see Cornford 
([1935] 1997, 97–​116), Mohr (1985, ch. 2; 1986), and chapter 5 in this volume.
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to suggest that Timaeus understands time (i.e., chronos) as an absolute notion 
unrelated to planetary movements. Time in the Timaeus only means intra-​cos-
mic, created time.28

4.3.2.2	 Pre-​Cosmos without Cosmic Time
If the previous point is correct, we can explain the pre-​cosmic stage without 
cosmic time. The only features we need are the notions of before, after, simul-
taneity, and succession. Cosmic time presupposes all these features, of course, 
but they are independent of it. Consider the following case: imagine I find my 
son’s room in a complete mess because he has been playing all day. I enter the 
room and I tell him that he has ten minutes to tidy up and that I am setting a 
timer. Now I can tell with precision at what time he put each toy in its place, 
I can measure how fast he is doing it, and so on. Yet, I can still meaningfully 
refer to the room’s state before I set the clock and offer a broad account of what 
things looked like, even if I cannot place any of the events in a determinate 
time. Also notice that in the dialogue, Timaeus never claims that the god cre-
ates the basic temporal features required to make sense of the pre-​cosmos. On 
the contrary, the cosmogony presupposes them as given.29

Some scholars resist this interpretation. Von Leyden (1964, 43), for exam-
ple, thinks that the cosmogony does not imply time has a beginning because 
the god creates temporality as a whole, not the opening moment of the time 
series. This seems to be suggested, for instance, by 37e4, where Timaeus says 
that “was and will be are Forms of time that have come to be” [τό τ’ ἦν τό τ’ 
ἔσται χρόνου γεγονότα εἴδη].30 However, and despite how attractive this reading 
might sound, the “creation” of temporality turns out either to be a metaphor 
or to presuppose a second timeline, in which case the objections against (a1) 
or (a2) would still apply, respectively. More importantly, the context of 37e4 
makes it clear that Timaeus already presupposes the circular movement of the 
celestial bodies that allow counting and measuring. The text refers to kinds of 
time where events and things are stable enough to be measured and numeri-
cally determined. In the pre-​cosmos this is not the case. The traces’ instability 
and ephemeral ontological status make this impossible. Measurable, stable, 
identifiable tensed existence only occurs inside the created cosmos and inside 

	28	 It is unclear, however, whether this applies to other Platonic dialogues. In the Statesman 
myth, for example, the god changes the direction of the rotation of the celestial bodies, 
and although this intervention reverses ageing and generation, does not seem to reverse 
time. For the Statesman myth, see chapter 1 in this volume.

	29	 See, for example, prin at Ti. 37e2, 52d4, 53a7; tote at Ti. 53a2; pro at Ti. 53a8.
	30	 For more on this passage, see chapter 5.3.
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cosmic time. But it does not follow that all possible references to “before” are 
like this. This is confirmed just a couple of lines later at 38a1–​2: “Was and will 
be are properly said about the becoming that passes in time, for these two are 
motions” [τὸ δὲ ἦν τό τ’ ἔσται περὶ τὴν ἐν χρόνῳ γένεσιν ἰοῦσαν πρέπει λέγεσθαι—​
κινήσεις γάρ ἐστον]. Furthermore, Timaeus is comparing the eternal existence 
of the paradigm with the created cosmos. The pre-​cosmic stage is simply 
ignored in this passage.31

Another reason for thinking that the cosmogony presupposes the basic 
features of before, after, and simultaneity independent from cosmic time is 
that the pre-​cosmos is not in absolute chaos. Its interactions are just non-​
progressive.32 We can identify one type of movement (rectilinear), there is 
a like-​to-​like sorting principle, and there are traces that can be generally 
located and differentiated. A broad sequence of events can be described, 
even if the duration of these stages or events cannot be properly determined 
with temporal units (i.e., days, months, and years):33

There are being, space, and becoming, three distinct things which existed 
even before the universe came to be. Now as the wetnurse of becoming 
turns watery and fiery and receives the character of earth and air, and as 
it acquires all the properties that come with these characters, it takes on 
a variety of visible aspects, but because it is filled with powers that are 
neither similar nor evenly balanced, no part of it is in balance. It sways 
irregularly in every direction as it is shaken by those things, and being set 
in motion it in turn shakes them. And as they are moved, they drift con-
tinually, some in one direction and others in others, separating from one 
another. They are winnowed out, as it were, like grain that is sifted by win-
nowing sieves or other such implements. They are carried off and settle 
down, the dense and heavy ones in one direction, and the rare and light 
ones to another place. That is how at that time the four kinds were being 
shaken by the receiver, which was itself agitating like a shaking machine, 
separating the kinds most unlike each other furthest apart and pushing 
those most like each other closest together into the same region. This, 
of course, explains how these different kinds came to occupy different 

	31	 On this topic, see also Mohr 1985, 64–​66.
	32	 See Gregory 2008, xliii–​xlv.
	33	 This is the way I understand εἶχεν ἀλόγως καὶ ἀμέτρως at Ti. 53a8. The traces are “irrational” 

in the sense that they cannot be determined, like irrational numbers.
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regions of space, even before the universe was set in order and consti-
tuted from them at its coming to be.

Timaeus 52d3–​53a734

The events in the pre-​cosmos can be ordered according to before, after, and 
simultaneity without implying they could be counted or measured, or that 
there is any recurring regular motion or celestial body. All these things, how-
ever, are essential features of time as described by Timaeus. In other words, in 
Timaeus’ account, time presupposes but cannot be identified with the features 
derived from a simple succession of events.35 There is no need to assume that 
succession of events is another type of time or a pre-​cosmic time. What the 
text suggests is that without number, regular movement, and celestial bodies, 
a succession of events and the basic features this implies (before, after, simul-
taneity)—​which are fundamental—​are not what people call time.

Confusion arises if we start from the presupposition that time in the 
Timaeus is an absolute notion, independent from events. But that is to impose 
a Newtonian conception of time on a text that repeatedly insists this is not 
the case. Think about it in this way. When we find any temporal notion in a 
narrative, we immediately tend to assume it happens in time. But the Timaeus 

	34	 ὄν τε καὶ χώραν καὶ γένεσιν εἶναι, τρία τριχῇ, καὶ πρὶν οὐρανὸν γενέσθαι· τὴν δὲ δὴ γενέσεως 
τιθήνην ὑγραινομένην καὶ πυρουμένην καὶ τὰς γῆς τε καὶ ἀέρος μορφὰς δεχομένην, καὶ ὅσα ἄλλα 
τούτοις πάθη συνέπεται πάσχουσαν, παντοδαπὴν μὲν ἰδεῖν φαίνεσθαι, διὰ δὲ τὸ μήθ’ ὁμοίων 
δυνάμεων μήτε ἰσορρόπων ἐμπίμπλασθαι κατ’οὐδὲν αὐτῆς ἰσορροπεῖν, ἀλλ’ ἀνωμάλως πάντῃ 
ταλαντουμένην σείεσθαι μὲν ὑπ’ ἐκείνων αὐτήν, κινουμένην δ’ αὖ πάλιν ἐκεῖνα σείειν· τὰ δὲ 
κινούμενα ἄλλα ἄλλοσε ἀεὶ φέρεσθαι διακρινόμενα, ὥσπερ τὰ ὑπὸ τῶν πλοκάνων τε καὶ ὀργάνων 
τῶν περὶ τὴν τοῦ σίτου κάθαρσιν σειόμενα καὶ ἀνικμώμενα τὰ μὲν πυκνὰ καὶ βαρέα ἄλλῃ, τὰ δὲ 
μανὰ καὶ κοῦφα εἰς ἑτέραν ἵζει φερόμενα ἕδραν· τότε οὕτω τὰ τέτταρα γένη σειόμενα ὑπὸ τῆς 
δεξαμενῆς, κινουμένης αὐτῆς οἷον ὀργάνου σεισμὸν παρέχοντος, τὰ μὲν ἀνομοιότατα πλεῖστον 
αὐτὰ ἀφ’ αὑτῶν ὁρίζειν, τὰ δὲ ὁμοιότατα μάλιστα εἰς ταὐτὸν συνωθεῖν, διὸ δὴ καὶ χώραν ταῦτα 
ἄλλα ἄλλην ἴσχειν, πρὶν καὶ τὸ πᾶν ἐξ αὐτῶν διακοσμηθὲν γενέσθαι. For this passage as an 
implicit critique of Democritus, Leucippus, and Empedocles, see Cornford (1935, 198-​
203), and Gregory (2001, 22-​26; 2007, 144).

	35	 Skemp (1942, 111) makes a similar point but, instead of a succession of events, talks about 
duration: “One cannot dismiss the doctrine of a literal creation of the formed universe 
in time by quoting the saying that time came into being with the universe. This does not 
imply that there was no duration before the creation of the formed universe. Χρόνος is the 
image of eternity moving according to number: it is the πέρας imposed upon an ἄπειρον of 
duration.” See also Hackforth 1959, 22. But Skemp’s duration may face the same objection 
as Vlastos’ precosmic time. It is a notion that is not in the text and has to be posited by 
the reader. But this can be seen as imposing a unified and anachronistic concept or dis-
tinction which is absent in the text. What I argue, instead, is only that before the creation 
of time we have a succession of events that cannot be counted or measured but that it is 
described with the vocabulary of the relations of before, after, and simultaneity. Given the 
way Timaeus defines time, the precosmic sequence of events cannot be said to happen 
in time.
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operates with a restricted notion of time that sets a higher threshold. For a 
sequence of events to occur in time as defined by Timaeus, we need more than 
simple relations of before, after, and simultaneity.

4.3.2.3	 God’s Activity Is Always the Same If Correctly Specified
The god’s proper activity is being wholly good. Specified as such, it is true before, 
during, and after the creation of the cosmos. It is not difficult to see why the god 
is good during the creation of the cosmos since he is performing a good deed. In 
fact, he creates and orders because he is good, not the other way around:36

Very well then. Now why did he who framed this whole universe of 
becoming frame it? Let us state the reason why: He was good, and one 
who is good can never become jealous of anything. And so, being free of 
jealousy, he wanted everything to become as much like himself as was 
possible. In fact, men of wisdom will tell you (and you couldn’t do better 
than to accept their claim) that this, more than anything else, was the 
most preeminent reason for the origin of the world’s coming to be. The 
god wanted everything to be good and nothing to be bad so far as that 
was possible, and so he took over all that was visible—​not at rest but in 
discordant and disorderly motion—​and brought it from a state of dis-
order to one of order, because he believed that order was in every way 
better than disorder. Now it wasn’t permitted (nor is it now) that one who 
is supremely good should do anything but what is best. Accordingly, the 
god reasoned and concluded that in the realm of things naturally visible 
no unintelligent thing could as a whole be better than anything which 
does possess intelligence as a whole, and he further concluded that it is 
impossible for anything to come to possess intelligence apart from soul.37 
Guided by this reasoning, he put intelligence in soul, and soul in body, 
and so he constructed the universe. He wanted to produce a piece of 
work that would be as excellent and supreme as its nature would allow. 
This, then, in keeping with our likely account, is how we must say divine 
providence brought our world into being as a truly living thing, endowed 
with soul and intelligence.

Timaeus 29d7–​30c138

	36	 A point also made by Harte (2002, 221) who reminds us of Euthphr. 10a2–​3.
	37	 See Ti. 46d5–​6.
	38	 Λέγωμεν δὴ δι’ ἥντινα αἰτίαν γένεσιν καὶ τὸ πᾶν τόδε ὁ συνιστὰς συνέστησεν. ἀγαθὸς ἦν, ἀγαθῷ 

δὲ οὐδεὶς περὶ οὐδενὸς οὐδέποτε ἐγγίγνεται φθόνος· τούτου δ’ ἐκτὸς ὢν πάντα ὅτι μάλιστα 
ἐβουλήθη γενέσθαι παραπλήσια ἑαυτῷ. ταύτην δὴ γενέσεως καὶ κόσμου μάλιστ’ ἄν τις ἀρχὴν 
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Consider now the situation after the creation of the cosmos. At this point, the 
god’s activity is contemplating his creation and abstaining from destroying 
what he created.39 The immortality of the cosmos and time depends on the 
god’s active and continuous decision not to destroy the cosmos. That is what it 
means to be good once the cosmos has been created.

Some scholars argue that a literal reading would imply that after the cre-
ation, the god undergoes some change. The passage that seems to suggest this 
is Timaeus 42e5–​6: Καὶ ὁ μὲν δὴ ἅπαντα ταῦτα διατάξας ἔμενεν ἐν τῷ ἑαυτοῦ κατὰ 
τρόπον ἤθει. Zeyl (2000, 30), for example, translates as follows: “When he [i.e., 
the god] had finished assigning all these tasks, he proceeded to abide at rest in 
his own customary nature.” This seems to imply that the god’s activity stops. 
However, this is incorrect because—​as Cornford ([1935] 1997, 147) has pointed 
out—​emenen does not mean rest or cessation of activity. Some other transla-
tions suggest that the god changed because he returned to his habitual state.40 
But again, the text does not imply a return to a previous state but only that 
he remained in character. In this regard, Cornford’s translation is more pre-
cise: “When he had made all these dispositions, he continued to abide by the 
wont of his own nature” (my emphasis). Then, the text only amounts to saying 
that after the creation, the god was still good.

The real problem, you may think, is explaining god’s activities before the 
creation of the cosmos. Although Timaeus’ account does not say anything 
about this, there are various possible options compatible with the god’s good-
ness. For example, the god could have been looking at the Forms. After all, 
Forms are the proper object of his intelligence.41 Or, perhaps he was busy with 
previous, unsuccessful attempts at creating the best possible cosmos. Here, it is 

κυριωτάτην παρ’ ἀνδρῶν φρονίμων ἀποδεχόμενος ὀρθότατα ἀποδέχοιτ’ ἄν. βουληθεὶς γὰρ ὁ θεὸς 
ἀγαθὰ μὲν πάντα, φλαῦρον δὲ μηδὲν εἶναι κατὰ δύναμιν, οὕτω δὴ πᾶν ὅσον ἦν ὁρατὸν παραλαβὼν 
οὐχ ἡσυχίαν ἄγον ἀλλὰ κινούμενον πλημμελῶς καὶ ἀτάκτως, εἰς τάξιν αὐτὸ ἤγαγεν ἐκ τῆς 
ἀταξίας, ἡγησάμενος ἐκεῖνο τούτου πάντως ἄμεινον. θέμις δ’ οὔτ’ ἦνοὔτ’ ἔστιν τῷ ἀρίστῳ δρᾶν 
ἄλλο πλὴν τὸ κάλλιστον·λογισάμενος οὖν ηὕρισκεν ἐκ τῶν κατὰ φύσιν ὁρατῶν οὐδὲν ἀνόητον 
τοῦ νοῦν ἔχοντος ὅλον ὅλου κάλλιον ἔσεσθαί ποτε ἔργον, νοῦν δ’ αὖ χωρὶς ψυχῆς ἀδύνατον 
παραγενέσθαι τῳ. διὰ δὴ τὸν λογισμὸν τόνδε νοῦν μὲν ἐν ψυχῇ, ψυχὴν δ’ ἐν σώματι συνιστὰς τὸ 
πᾶν συνετεκταίνετο, ὅπως ὅτι κάλλιστον εἴη κατὰ φύσιν ἄριστόν τε ἔργον ἀπειργασμένος. οὕτως 
οὖν δὴ κατὰ λόγον τὸν εἰκότα δεῖ λέγειν τόνδε τὸν κόσμον ζῷον ἔμψυχον ἔννουν τε τῇ ἀληθείᾳ 
διὰ τὴν τοῦ θεοῦ γενέσθαι πρόνοιαν.

	39	 See e.g., Ti. 37c, and 53a–​b.
	40	 See, for example, Fronterotta’s (2003) translation: “E, una volta disposto tutto quanto, 

eglio tornò a permanere nella propria condizione abituale.” Waterfield (2008) offers a 
similar translation: “With these arrangements in place, he resumed his life in his proper 
abode.”

	41	 See Ti. 51b6–​e6.
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crucial to remember that the god of the Timaeus may be wholly good but there 
is no evidence to suggest he is almighty. Thus, there is no reason to acknowl-
edge an inconsistency, or jump to a metaphorical or counterfactual reading. 
The cosmos’ punctual creation is explained by god’s limited power, not by his 
goodness. Think about it in this way. If I want to give you a pot for your birth-
day—​because that is the kind of thing you like—​but it takes me a long time 
to master the technique, and even various failed attempts before I produce the 
final version, at no point do I love you any less because of my clumsy hands.

As can be seen, then, even if we take the cosmogony as a description of facts, 
the god is at no point lazy, envious, or inactive. He is just as good as he can 
be.42 Think about my son and his room again. Did he behave well today? Even 
if I am ignorant about the specifics of his behaviour during the day, I know he 
was playing in his room and that this is what normal children do. Then, when 
I asked him to tidy up his room, he complied. After that, content with what he 
had just done, he waited quietly to show me his ordered room, refraining from 
taking things out of their place again. It would be silly to say that before tidying 
up, or while he was waiting, he stopped behaving well.

4.3.2.4	 Traces of the Elements and Disorderly Motion in the Pre-​cosmos
The pre-​cosmos has to be in movement because changeless existence is the 
prerogative of what always is, but then there is a question about the origin of 
that motion. It seems that if it is divine, it has to be ordered. Yet, the pre-​cos-
mos is in huge disarray. So, what could be the source of these movements? The 
answer depends on whether souls are the origin of all motion or not. This is a 
highly contentious issue, given that the Timaeus is not completely clear in this 
respect. But in both cases, there are various possible solutions compatible with 
a factual reading of the cosmogony. Let me briefly explain why I prefer one of 
these alternatives over the others.

Vlastos (1964, 390–​99) argues that Timaeus’ cosmogony does not need to 
assume that the soul is the only source of movement. For him, the traces intro-
duce a type of causation that does not depend on the soul.43 The traces may 
have an unmediated, but tenuous, causal relation with the Forms of the ele-
ments.44 How this relation is possible is, however, left unexplained. In contrast, 
Harte (2010, 133) suggests that the traces may not be the causal consequence 

	42	 Although it went unnoticed, I think this is exactly what Vlastos (1964, 406) was trying 
to say.

	43	 See Ti. 52d4–​53a3 and 53b.
	44	 But see O’Meara’s (2017, 58–​63) argument against the idea that the traces are imitations of 

the Forms.
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of anything, but just a “brute fact that is left unexplained.”45 After all, even if 
all perceptible bodies must come into existence, traces may not be bodies (see 
Ti. 28b2–​c2; 31b4–​6). This, of course, might sound unsatisfactory. After all, by 
calling them “traces,” the text invites us to reflect on how they could resemble 
the elements at all, and what ontological status they have. We are told they are 
powers, offer resistance, are causally active, have certain natures, and can be 
distinguished in terms of their kinds at some minimal level (see Timaeus 52d2–​
53b7). So, if they are not bodies in the proper sense, they at least display some 
corporeal features. Thus, the traces may not be completely unexplainable; per-
haps there is some way to explain them through the tenets explicitly endorsed 
in the dialogue. In any case, notice that these alternatives imply no inconsis-
tency. They just acknowledge that the pre-​cosmic traces lie at the explanatory 
limit of their interpretations (this, however, is not ideal, given EP2).

Consider now the idea that souls are the origin of all motion. This is sug-
gested at Laws x, 892a1–​b2:

	 athenian:	 It’s the soul, my good friend, that nearly everybody seems 
to have misunderstood, not realizing its nature and power. 
Quite apart from the other points about it, people are partic-
ularly ignorant about its birth. It is one of the first creations, 
born long before all bodies, and is the chief cause of all their 
alterations and transformations. Now if that’s true, anything 
closely related to soul will necessarily have been created 
before body, won’t it, since soul itself is older than body?

	 clinias:	 Necessarily.46

The passage, of course, is far from conclusive. Soul may be the cause of all 
motion inside the created cosmos where proper bodies exist. But if we accept 
the suggestion, it is still possible to argue for various interpretations. Perhaps 
the best-​known option here is the one defended by Proclus—​and more recently 
Clegg (1976)—​who argues that the pre-​cosmos as a whole has a non-​rational, 

	45	 See also Jelinek (2011).
	46	 Translated by Saunders in Cooper and Hutchinson (1997), with minor modifica-

tions. The Greek reads as follows: ΑΘ. Ψυχήν, ὦ ἑταῖρε, ἠγνοηκέναι κινδυνεύουσι μὲν 
ὀλίγου σύμπαντες οἷόν τε ὂν τυγχάνει καὶ δύναμιν ἣν ἔχει, τῶν τε ἄλλων αὐτῆς πέρι καὶ δὴ 
καὶ γενέσεως, ὡς ἐν πρώτοις ἐστί, σωμάτων ἔμπροσθεν πάντων γενομένη, καὶ μεταβολῆς τε 
αὐτῶν καὶ μετακοσμήσεως ἁπάσης ἄρχει παντὸς μᾶλλον· εἰ δὲ ἔστιν ταῦτα οὕτως, ἆρ’ οὐκ ἐξ 
ἀνάγκης τὰ ψυχῆς συγγενῆ πρότερα ἂν εἴη γεγονότα τῶν σώματι προσηκόντων, οὔσης γ’ αὐτῆς 
πρεσβυτέρας ἢ σώματος; ΚΛ. Ἀνάγκη.
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appetitive, evil soul. But this is not the only possibility. There is no reason to 
assume that the pre-​cosmos as a whole has a strong unity. Perhaps, then, each 
trace has a non-​rational soul. A problem remains, though—​non-​rational souls 
could explain the erratic movements of the traces, but it is difficult to see how 
they can explain the traces’ resemblance to the elements.

Consider the Greek word used here for the traces: ichnē (pl. of ichnos). 
A trace or footprint is the mark or residue left by something’s or someone’s 
actions. It is often the term used to refer to the footprints or signs left by divine 
action. The choice of words here suggests that the traces’ movements and 
resemblance to Forms are caused not by non-​rational souls, but by god’s pre-
vious activity.47 The traces could be, for example, the remains of a previous 
cosmos the god destroyed to create a better one. In the Statesman’s cosmo-
logical myth, for instance, the god causes huge chaos and natural disasters as 
collateral damage during his intervention to re-​establish the immortality of 
the cosmos.48 Similarly, the god of the Timaeus might have needed a trial-​and-​
error period to perfect his crafting skills. Of course, the decay of a previous cos-
mos may not have been due to god’s direct activity but to that previous cosmos’ 
limitations. The god’s previous attempt might have crumbled unintentionally. 
If we go back to the pottery example, when I am practicing the skill, I might 
destroy a pot because I am unhappy with the results, or it could plummet from 
my fingers despite my best efforts (notice that I can use the clay again, and the 
clay might retain some properties of its previous shape).

This interpretation, however, raises a question about what happened before 
those previous attempts or divine actions, which is certainly left unexplained 
by the text. But notice that this is not the same as leaving passages of the text 
unexplained by the interpretation, and it certainly does not amount to an 
inconsistency. If I give you a recipe for bread pudding, one of the ingredients 
is pieces of stale bread, but I will not give you any instructions or explanations 

	47	 Another reason to think that the traces do not move themselves is the hierarchy of 
motion at Ti. 89a1–​5. There, Timaeus claims that “the best of the motions is one that 
occurs within oneself and is caused by oneself. This is the motion that bears the greatest 
kinship to understanding and to the motion of the universe. Motion that is caused by the 
agency of something else is less good. Worst of all is the motion that moves, part by part, 
a passive body in a state of rest, and does so by means of other things” (τῶν δ’ αὖ κινήσεων 
ἡ ἐν ἑαυτῷ ὑφ’ αὑτοῦ ἀρίστη κίνησις—​μάλιστα γὰρ τῇ διανοητικῇ καὶ τῇ τοῦ παντὸς κινήσει 
συγγενής—​ἡ δὲ ὑπ’ ἄλλου χείρων· χειρίστη δὲ ἡ κειμένου τοῦ σώματος καὶ ἄγοντος ἡσυχίαν 
δι’ἑτέρων αὐτὸ κατὰ μέρη κινοῦσα).

	48	 Sorabji (1983, 271) reminds us that Severus, a Middle Platonist from the second century 
ce, held a similar position. See ap. Procl. In Ti. (Diehl) 1.289, 7–​13; 2.95, 29–​96, 1. On the 
Statesman myth, see also chapter 1.
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about how to get those pieces of stale bread. My recipe assumes those ingre-
dients, just as Timaeus’ cosmogony presupposes the traces. Timaeus’ task is 
to offer an account of the origin of the current cosmos only. Nothing in the 
Timaeus implies that the current cosmos is the only one that has ever existed, 
and if there were more, Timaeus is not obliged to give an account of the pre-
vious ones.49 Moreover, we can even conceive of this situation as laying the 
groundwork for further discussion on the matter (I have the Stoic reception of 
the Timaeus in mind here).

To sum up, we can describe the pre-​cosmos as a non-​temporal, incorporeal, 
and disordered stage of the chora and the powers in it. At the same time, and 
without implying any inconsistency, we can add that the pre-​cosmic events 
happen in a sequence of events that presupposes relations of before, after, 
and simultaneity, the traces show certain corporeal features, and there is some 
basic but non-​progressive order. Ontologically, traces in the chora have the 
most minimal degree of existence possible (even created elements rank very 
low on the scale, cf. Timaeus 49c7–​50a4). They sit at the antipodes of the cre-
ated cosmos, which is as close to “what always is” as it could be. This should 
help us understand what Plato means by time, bodies (and individuation), and 
divine order.

4.4	 Conclusions

Let me check whether I have delivered on my promises. Can my interpreta-
tion avoid the objections raised against previous attempts at reading the cos-
mogony as a factual and consistent account? The first complaint is that the 
type of reading I am proposing has no choice other than to posit a pre-​cosmic 
time without sufficient textual evidence. However, as I have insisted, this is 
not true. There is no evidence to suggest that, in the Timaeus, a simple suc-
cession of events implies the presence of time. As I have shown, it is the other 
way around. The evidence suggests that in the dialogue, time presupposes the 
succession of events and the relations derived from it, but not vice versa.50 
However, again and again, readers of Plato assume that succession of events 
implies time. But by doing this, they impose a (Newtonian) conception of time 
that is completely absent from the text.

	49	 See Ti. 29b1–​2 and 31a–​b. The text says there cannot be two simultaneous cosmoi but does 
not rule out a series of previous cosmoi.

	50	 This is one of the main differences between my interpretation and previous factual and 
literal readings (i.e., a2).
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The second objection against a consistent and factual reading of the cos-
mogony is that it is incompatible with the immutable relationship the god has 
with the world. However, as I have explained, once the activity of the god is 
properly specified, the proposal is compatible with the claim that god’s activ-
ity is immutable. God is always good. If the god’s relation to the world is to be 
good to it, then there is no inconsistency in saying that he did not create it until 
he was ready, then kept creating until there was nothing he could do to make 
it better. After that, the appropriate thing for him to do was to stop creating 
and refrain from destroying what he had made. Acting otherwise at any stage 
would change his good relationship with the cosmos.

A third objection is that this type of interpretation contradicts important 
Platonic doctrines found elsewhere. But as I reject a strong unitarian doctrinal 
reading of Plato, for me there is no serious problem with contradicting claims 
and arguments Plato offers in other texts (see EP4 and 5). Some souls in the 
Timaeus are generated. This is inconsistent with the Phaedrus, but consistent 
with the Laws (see Laws x, 892a1–​b2).

Finally, you may ask whether I can explain why the world was created at that 
specific moment and not sooner or later. To this, one might answer that the 
god is not omnipotent, and all we need to know is that it created the cosmos 
at some point. It does not follow from the fact that we cannot determine when 
the cosmos started that there is no punctual beginning; humans would have 
no way of knowing. But the issue does not really depend on humans’ cogni-
tive limitations. The objection presupposes a pre-​cosmic time, and since in my 
reading there is no such thing, the objection no longer makes sense. All we can 
say is that the cosmos began at the first moment of cosmic time, a punctual 
beginning established in relation to the pre-​cosmic states that happen before 
and the ordered sequence afterwards.

Scholars have raised many more objections to the type of interpretation 
I am defending. I cannot possibly address every single one of them here. 
However, the exegetical principles proposed in section 4.3 block many of these 
objections. For example, metaphorical interpreters often resort to the author-
ity of the Platonic tradition, even if it imposes a reading with insufficient tex-
tual evidence and forces a metaphorical reading (which go against EP3 and 
4). Similarly, some objections only arise if one upholds a doctrinal reading of 
Plato, to the detriment of internal cohesion and explanatory power (which 
conflicts with E1 and E2).

I hope I have shown that reading the Timaeus in the way I am proposing is 
not impossible or mistaken but, on the contrary, close to the text, explanatory, 
and philosophically interesting. There is no need, then, to revert to interpre-
tations that accept the inconsistency of the creation of time and risk turning 
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a likely story into an impossible one. Moreover, the reading I propose is not 
rejected by the entire Platonic tradition. It is the type of reading that seems to 
have led the Stoics to their own cosmology and, on this issue, it is the interpre-
tation championed by Plutarch in the Neoplatonic circle. Finally, if this read-
ing is correct, it may mean that the rest of the Neoplatonic tradition was not 
reading Plato as closely as we would like to imagine, but this is compensated 
for by the fact that the powerful metaphysics derived from their metaphorical 
reading of the Timaeus belongs to their genius and not to Plato’s.51
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