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Plato’s k&AAioToV dpapa
in Greek Biography

Mauro TuULLI

Abstract

In the vast repertoire on Plato’s Nachleben in the ancient world conceived
by Dérrie, several passages, which derive from Greek biography, include
a judgement of great value and sharp originality on Plato’s corpus. This
judgement, mainly handed down through the code of Greek biography,
on the basis of his Peripatetic origin, has as its main feature the fruitful
commitment to project details from the work of an author on to his per-
sonal life experiences. The paper will give a critical assessment of the tes-
timonies of Hermippus on Demosthenes as Plato’s pupil, of Dicaearchus
on Socrates, of Alexander Polyhistor on the burning of the tragedies, of
Dionysius of Halicarnassus on Plato’s troubles, of Euphorion of Chalcis
and Panaitius on the incipit of the Politeia, and of the author of the com-
mentary in the Berlin Papyrus on the incipit of the Theaetetus. The prin-
cipal aim is to reconstruct in Greek biography the roots of the modern
interpretation of Plato’s corpus as being the outcome of an extremely im-
portant and thoroughly cognizant literary engagement, as, in Plato’s own
words, a kGAAoTOV dpayia.

It has long been argued that a major concern of Greek biography
is to recall individual experience in the life of an author, some-
thing which is often almost impossible to retrieve, through his
works. This results in a close intermingling of the reconstruction
of the one and the subjective interpretation of the other. It is a tru-
ly fruitful commitment, of Peripatetic origin, already detectable in
Aristotle’s thought, which in turn derives from Plato’s conception
of pipnoig (“imitation”). However, it is not difficult to retrieve suc-
cessfully from Greek biography distinguishing traits of the gen-
re, favoured topics of an author, style or crucial issues in his pro-
duction.’ In this way, the conventions of Greek biography reveal a

1 Cf. Arrighetti 1987: 141-59. In particular, Schorn (2004: 56-63) examines
Greek biography of Peripatetic origin after Chamaeleon.
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contribution of literary criticism, either through the objective re-
cord of a remote past or through the details of an anecdote. The
vast repertoire on Plato’s corpus in the ancient world derives of-
ten from Greek biography and offers a very valuable judgement on
Plato’s style.? This last, however, is mainly handed down through
the basic principles of Greek biography and is either revealed by
the recounting of personal experiences (yevopeva) or indicates the
meaning of an anecdote.

For example, Hermippus (fr. 49 Bollansée), Aristotle’s pu-
pil, who emphasizes the dependence of Demosthenes on Plato’s
style maintains, on the basis of Umopvrpata (“memoirs”) by an
unknown author, &décmota, that Demosthenes is Plato’s pu-
pil. This constitutes a double jump into the past:* in Plutarch’s
Demosthenes there is a judgement on Plato’s style that derives
from Hermippus, but was born earlier, in Omopvrjpata of an un-
known author, &déomota. This reconstruction gives rise to doubt.
If Plutarch’s relationship with the Peripatetic production is plau-
sible, its connection to the Umopvipata, of an unknown au-
thor, &déomorta, is out of the question. First of all, is it possible
to consider the diffusion of Umopvrpata as early as the IV cen-
tury? Moreover, were these Omopvipato on Demosthenes or on
Plato’s corpus? In any case this judgement is in the form of a sto-
ry: an unknown author, possibly Hermippus himself, recognis-
es Demosthenes as Plato’s pupil to prove that Demosthenes has
adopted Plato’s style. Certainly, Hermippus developed his argu-
ment in the form of a story, because Aulus Gellius (3.13) recalls a
passage from Hermippus which tells how Demosthenes was dis-
tracted, during his habitual practice of listening to Plato’s les-
sons, by the noisy enthusiasm of the crowd due to the impend-
ing event of Callistratus’ speech, the famous ITepi ‘Qpwmod (About
Oropous). According to the Peripatetic perspective, Demosthenes

2 In the third section of the second volume edited by Doérrie and Baltes
1990: 110-51 between Baustein 51 and Baustein 57.

3 "Eppummog 8¢ ¢now &decmdrtolg Umopvipacty Evtuyeiv, €v oig
éyéypastto tov AnpocBévn cvveoyorakévor IIA&TwvL kai mAgloTov €ig TOOG
Aoyoug wgerficbar (“Hermippus says that he once came upon some anony-
mous memoirs in which it was recorded that Demosthenes was Plato’s pupil
and found his speeches of great help”). Cf. Bollansée 1999: 398-405.
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has a sudden flash of inspiration, giving rise to inevitable an-
guish, as he finds himself at a life and career crossroads and he de-
cides he will no longer attend Plato’s lessons at the Academy. In
other words, from now on, Demosthenes, motus, demultus, cap-
tus (“moved, charmed, captivated”) will be Callistratus’ pupil. The
relationship that Demosthenes has with the Academy is immedi-
ately apparent in Ammianus Marcellinus (30.4.5) and culminates
in Philostratus (1.18). It is a question that interests Cicero, for ex-
ample in De Oratore (1.89), when distinguishing between ingeni-
um and ars. Diogenes Laertius (3.46-7) confirms this point and in-
dicates Sabinus as the source, who in turn uses Mnesistratus of
Thasus as the source.* The tradition is handed down over a long
period of time, but its evident need to depict a contribution of lit-
erary criticism, with the semblance of an objective record of a re-
mote past, demonstrates that it certainly originates from the
Peripatetic School. According to their version, Demosthenes is
influenced by Plato’s style and his dependence takes the form
of a discipleship. But his own style does not show any real debt
to the conventions of dialogue because he is an orator, which is
why, from the Peripatetic standpoint, his change of heart must be
caused by Callistratus’ famous Ilepi ‘Qpwmod (About Oropous).

As for Plato’s literary production, Greek biography offers
a model for this shift through the tradition from which Diogenes
Laertius (3.4-5) conveys details on Plato’s youth and in particular
on his encounter with Socrates. This tradition has a Peripatetic im-
print and constantly emerges in a new form. Diogenes Laertius
attributes to Plato’s youth a literary production consisting of dith-
yrambs, lyric production, and tragedies. He indicates the source,
Dicaearchus (47 Mirhady), Aristotele’s pupil, perhaps the great-
est together with Theophrastus.® This is nothing but a contribu-

4 Cf. Worthington 2013: 38-41. The scheme that Erbi (2011: 157-90) offers
on the relationship between the Peripatetic production and the theatrical
production on Demosthenes is very useful.

5 Cf. Regali 2016: 275-308.

6 ko kol Awkaiopyog &v mpdte Iepi Plwv, kol ypagikig émpeAndnvot
kol mwowjpato ypayal, mpdtov pév dbvpapPoug, Emertar kol péAN Kol
tpaywdiag. (“It is stated also by Dicaearchus in the first book of Lives that he
applied himself to painting as well as writing poems, first dithyrambs, then
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tion of literary criticism. Already in the fourth-century Peripatetic
reasoning indicates the relationship of Plato’s corpus with dithy-
rambs, lyric production and tragedies, but this is embedded in the
conventions of Greek biography and takes the form of yevopeva,
of personal experiences. An author of dialogues, who becomes the
convinced heir of the poetic tradition both from the point of view
of style and that of general structure, is one who, before writ-
ing the dialogues, develops surrounded by dithyrambs, lyric pro-
duction, and tragedies. From the Peripatetic perspective, he of-
fers outstanding evidence of this, even though it has been lost
in the course of time. In the same way, Diogenes Laertius offers
the image of Plato’s first meeting with Socrates, who recognis-
es in Plato’s profile the young swan of his dream, the young swan
which landed in his lap and shortly after flew away, singing sweet-
ly. Here, once again, Dicaearchus is a possible source.” The meta-
phor of the young swan reveals the strength behind Plato’s sub-
sequent creation of dialogues: certainly, its function here is made
clear through Socrates, who indicates the juxtaposition, todtov
eimeiv elvou Tov 8pviv (“said that he was the bird”). It is the best in-
terpretation of Plato’s corpus: the sweet song of a young swan, the
harmony of the Phaedo, the Symposium or the Phaedrus, mellowed
through his meeting with Socrates, on the lap of his elenchus and
maieutics.®

The anecdote of the young swan has a long Nachleben,
which is not worth pursuing any further here. Diogenes Laertius
includes it in the pages on Plato’s life, after Herodicus of
Babylon via Athenaeus (11.507c), after Apuleius in De Platone (1.1),
Tertullian’s De Anima (46.9) and Origen’s Celso (6.8). It is already
quoted by Pausanias (1.30.3) as a gloss to the description of Plato’s

lyric production and tragedies”). Cf. Mirhady 2001: 218-28.

7 Myetow 8 811 Swkpdtng dvap eide kbxvov veottdv €v Tolg yovaoLy
EXEW, OV Kol Tapoypipa mrepoguriocavta avomtivar 1oL kAdyEavto: kal
ued’ Hpépov MAdrwva adtd cvotival, Tov 8¢ TodTov eimeiv elvar TOV dpviv.
(“It is stated that Socrates in a dream saw a cygnet on his knees, which all at
once put forth plumage, and flew away after uttering a loud sweet note. And
the next day Plato came to him, and Socrates said that he was the bird which
he had seen”). Cf. Nunlist 1998: 39-67.

8 Gaiser 1984: 103-23 = 2004: 43-55.
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gravestone. Here emerges the relationship of the young swan
with povowkrp which has its root in the myth of the King of the
Ligures and the will of Apollo, and which certainly derives from
a Peripatetic reflection on the pages of the Phaedo (60e-61c), that
is on philosophy as povoikn}, the greatest, peyiotn.* Greek biog-
raphy derives a feature from the literary production of an author
and weaves it into his life, together with the distinctive quality of
the record of a far distant past, as it does both with philosophy as
the povown for Socrates, and with the image of the young swan
which represents an apt metaphor of the sweet music of the dia-
logues.® As far as Plato’s dithyrambs, lyric production, and trag-
edies is concerned, Diogenes Laertius is immediately confirmed
by Alexander Polyhistor (273 F 89 Jacoby). Plato’s encounter with
Socrates is described as a flash of inspiration and the result is the
burning of his tragedies, despite his intention to compete, péAlwv
ayovieioBot, not far from Dionysus’ theatre.” Greek biogra-
phy makes a contribution to literary criticism: the comparison of
Plato’s corpus with his dramatic production, in particular of the
dialogues, the Phaedo, the Symposium and the Phaedrus, with trag-
edies, takes shape. Without any actual evidence to corroborate this
story, Plato’s sudden decision to burn his tragedies represents the
separation between his dramatic works, and his subsequent pro-
duction, which finds its highest form in the dialogues and which is
the unquestionable consequence of his previous dramatic works. It
is a contribution of literary criticism, which here too, through the

9 Cf. Giuliano 2005: 80-100.

10 Lasserre (1986: 49-66) illustrates Plato’s image of the swan in the
Phaedo (84e-85b). Cf. Erler 2003: 107-16.

11 épuhocogeL 8¢ v dpynv &v Axadnueiq, eita év 1O kAT TG TOPX
tov Kodwvov, &g onowv AléEavdpog év Awdoyaig, kad’ ‘Hpdxleitov.
émerta pévtol péAAWV aywvieiobor Tpaywdig mpod 100 Atovuoiakod Bedtpov
Swkphtovg dxovoag koatéplefe T moujpata eindv- "Heouote, mpopol’
&8¢+ TIAGtwv vO 1L oelo yartilel. (“At first he used to study philosophy in the
Academy, and afterwards in the garden at Colonus - as Alexander states in
his Successions — as a follower of Heraclitus. Afterwards, when he was about
to participate in a competition with a tragedy, he listened to Socrates in front
of the theatre of Dionysus, and then consigned his poems to the flames, with
the words: “Come hither, Hephaestus, Plato now has need of thee”). Cf. Erler
2007: 35-60.
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Peripatetic imprint, finds comfort in Plato’s corpus, through the
profitable commitment towards projecting details from the works
of an author on to episodes from his life. A famous passage in the
VII book of Laws (816d-817d) offers a persuasive interpretation of
the dialogues as the most noble, k&AAioTov, paradigm for dramatic
writing and makes the inevitable comparison between the Phaedo,
the Symposium and the Phaedrus with the tragedies, indeed with
the greatest, &piotn, on the basis of research.” If this is Plato’s
opinion, why not depict, following the code of Greek biography, a
young man, who is standing not far from Dionysus’ theatre after
his encounter with Socrates, and burning his tragedies?

Diogenes Laertius (3.9-17) has the same point of view in
the general analysis of Plato’s relationship with Epicharmus. It
is difficult to retrieve the source of the anecdote on Plato’s rela-
tionship with Sophron’s works, which Diogenes introduces at
the end (3.18): it is a claim of Plato’s role in the diffusion of the
pipor (“mimes”) in Attica, a claim that culminates in the image of
Sophron’s book discovered under Plato’s head, immediately after
the latter’s death.” However, the meaning of the anecdote is clear.
Through the code of Greek biography, the Peripatetic tradition in-
dicates Plato’s dependence on Sophron’s production and more in
general on the production of pipor. Certainly, the production of
Hipot is still a mystery for us.* However, it is possible to postu-
late a gripping dramatic feature in the production of pipot, and
therefore, using the code of Greek biography, the Peripatetic tra-
dition offers here, once again, a contribution of literary criticism,
by stressing, for example, the same feature for the Protagoras, the
Symposium or the Gorgias.

If Diogenes Laertius derives this reflection on Plato’s cor-
pus from Dicaearchus and Alexander Polyhistor, it is not difficult

12 Cf. Tulli 2015: 41-51.

13 doxel 8¢ ITAGTwv kol Ta Zd@povog oD pipoypaeov PBipAio nueAnpéva
pdTOC eig ABrvoag Sakopicon kai oot TpoOG adTOHV- & kol evpedvan
0o T kepodfj avtod (“Plato, it seems, was the first to bring to Athens the
mimes of Sophron which had been neglected, and to draw characters in the
style of that writer: a copy of the mimes, they say, was actually found under
his pillow”). Cf. Haslam 1972: 17-38.

14 Cf. Hordern 2008: 4-10.
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to recognize a contribution of literary criticism, adopting the typ-
ical guise of Greek biography, in the pages of an author far-re-
moved from the Peripatetic perspective, who generally rejects the
code of Greek biography and offers us a well-founded analysis of
Plato’s corpus, both in its form and in its content. As to Plato’s
style, Dionysius of Halicarnassus in De Compositione (25.31-3) sug-
gests the image that frequently comes as a surprise, Plato’s im-
age, who in his eighties intervenes in every section of his works
kTevilwv kol Pootpuyilwv kal mavta TpoToV AvamAékwy, comb-
ing, curling, and intertwining.® Hence derives the story, which
Dionysius of Halicarnassus indicates as an extremely widespread
one, and of course useful for literary criticism on Plato’s style,
naoL yop dnmov toig grrordyolg yvopya (“of course every schol-
ar is familiar with”), the story about the small wooden tablet, dis-
covered immediately after Plato’s death, with the changed incip-
it of the Politeia, filled with trouble, towilwg (“in various ways”).'®
The shifting of words, a process of refining and polishing, the tor-
ment of an author who in the dialogues recognises the opportuni-
ty for his elaborate style, born from a great commitment. It is the
story for which Dionysius of Halicarnassus, in actual fact, found
the title: mepi tAg @rhomoviag tavdpdg (“about the industry of the
man”). Objectively — and inevitably - the doubt remains, concern-
ing the small wooden tablet itself. This image is not compatible
with the mass of the Politeia and with what is known of the art of
writing in the IV century.” It is senseless to invoke a possible met-
aphorical interpretation of the story. Obviously, this interpretation
offers the solution for the expression év knp® (“on wax”) which

15 Cf. Berti 2011: 17-32.

16 aoL yop SYov Toig PLAOAOYOLG YVOpLa Ta mepl TRG @Liomoviog
Tavdpog loTopolpeva té Te GAla kol On kol Tt mepl TV déAtov, TV
TeAEVLTHOOVTOG OTOD Aéyovoty ebpedfvon Tolkidwg petorkelpévny v dpynv
g Holteiag €xovoav tvde ‘Katéfnv x0ég eig Hewpond petdt TAadkwvog
to0 Apiotwvog’. (“Of course every scholar is familiar with the stories told
about Plato’s industry, especially the one about the writing tablet which they
say was found after his death, with the opening words of the Republic ar-
ranged in various ways, that is: ‘I went down yesterday to the Piraeus with
Glaucon the son of Ariston’”). Cf. Thesleff 1997: 149-74 = 2009: 519-40.

17 Cf. Dorandi 2007: 13-24.
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Diogenes Laertius (3.37-8) introduces for the Laws, as a fruitful ar-
ea of activity for Philip of Opus, just after Plato’s death: the ex-
pression év knp@ signifies a quick sketch for the general scheme
of the Laws, perhaps for the last section on the nocturnal council.”®
But what about the story on the changed incipit of the Politeia? Of
course, it does not refer to the above-mentioned sketch. Instead,
it conceals a contribution of literary criticism through the code of
Greek biography: the story of the changed incipit of the Politeia,
with many an afterthought, mowcilwg, is a sign of the reflection on
the Politeia or perhaps more in general on Plato’s corpus, which
stands out for its elaborate style and culminates in the Politeia
itself.

Diogenes Laertius (3.37-8) confirms the story of Dionysius
of Halicarnassus and recalls its source, through key figures such
as Euphorion of Chalcis (187 Van Groningen), who is famous for
his poetry, but not less so for his literary criticism, and Panaetius
(130 Van Groningen), the Stoic of the second century whose tra-
dition links to the reflection on Plato’s corpus. The story about
the changed incipit of the Politeia may be seen as an invita-
tion to a correct analysis of details in Plato’s corpus, for example
the xatéfnv (“I went down”) which in the opening words of the
Politeia refers to relationship of Socrates with politics.” However,
it is not really possible to believe in the story of the small wood-
en tablet discovered immediately after Plato’s death containing
the changed incipit of the Politeia. The story has no basis in fact:
through the conventions of Greek biography it demonstrates the
inevitability of projecting various details from the works of an au-
thor on to episodes from his life. Both for Euphorion of Chalcis
and for Panaetius it is not difficult to prove their relationship with
the basic tenets of the Peripatetic tradition. Euphorion of Chalcis
could be seen to publish a Hesiod (130 Van Groningen) following
the code of Greek biography in relationship with the tradition of
the Certamen, and of course Panaetius is the Stoic most receptive
of Aristotle’s system.” The dependence is plausible: Euphorion of

18 Cf. Aronadio 2009: 9-14.
19 Cf. Vegetti 1998: 93-104.
20 Cf. Alesse 1997: 289-90.
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Chalcis developed the story in the III century, Panaetius finds the
story among his works, and very soon Dionysius of Halicarnassus
includes it in the reflection on Plato’s corpus, before Diogenes
Laertius, who is the last link in the chain. Between Dionysius
of Halicarnassus and Diogenes Laertius the story, according to
Quintilian (8.6.64), demonstrates the strength that the ordo ver-
borum possesses. What then is the origin of the story? Perhaps
the famous passage of the Phaedrus (278d-e) on writing, which is
Plato’s reflection on the myth of Thamus and Theuth.? Certainly,
the fruitful effort of the research on the dialogues with the master
is in conflict with the writing of an author who spends his time on
possible alternative words, on refining and polishing, &vew k&t
otpépwv (“turning up and down”), spinning them to and fro, who
goes ahead pasting and cutting, koA @V Te kol apopdv (“add-
ing and taking away”). According to the code of Greek biogra-
phy, the image of writing becomes an objective record of a remote
past and the technique of writing, presented in a negative light in
Plato’s reflection on the myth of Thamus and Theuth, is actually
nothing but his own style. If Dionysius of Halicarnassus describes
Plato’s style with ktevifwv kai Pootpuyilwv kal mavta TpdTOV
avamAékwv in a plastic dimension on the basis of the scheme of
Ve KATO 0TPEPWV Or KOAADV Te Kol apotpdv, the Peripatetic tra-
dition gives the input to the story of the small wooden tablet with
the changed incipit of the Politeia.

But perhaps it is possible to go a step further. What is strik-
ing in the opening words of the Theaetetus (142a-143¢c) is Plato’s
programme. If the story of the research that Theaetetus developed
with Socrates is to be excluded &mo otéparog, that is by means
of the memory, a faithful record is not missing. The plot of the
Theaetetus offers it and it is the faithful record of Euclid, who al-
most immediately indicates the phases of his reconstruction, that
is a short scheme jotted down straight after the end of the re-
search, 000¢ oikad’ éAOwv (“as soon as I reached home”), the draft
developed more slowly, kata oyxoAfjv (“at leisure”), and the mon-
itoring, énavopbwoig, through Socrates, while being interrogat-

21 The reconstruction by Swift Riginos (1976: 185-6) is here convincing,
despite the rapid juxtaposition of her cards.
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ed by Euclid.** Both for the slower draft, kot oxoAnv, and for
the monitoring, ¢ravopBwoig, through Socrates, it is not difficult
to assume the choice of different words, a refining and polishing
process, which is a useful hypothesis, using the code of Greek bi-
ography, for the small wooden tablet with the changed incipit of
the Politeia. However, here Plato’s image of the faithful record of
Euclid lays the foundation not for a story, but for a forgery. The
commentary preserved by the Berlin Papyrus 9782 (3.28-37) quotes
the words &pd ye, ® mai (“Well, boy”), as the opening words of
the Theaetetus, a fake, because the commentary sees in the open-
ing words &pti, ® Tepyiwv (“recently, Terpsion”), which the medi-
eval tradition offers us, with B, with T, and with W, the true text,
yvnolov.” During the Imperial era, not later than 150, terminus an-
te quem for the commentary preserved by the Berlin Papyrus 9782,
both a fake and the true text were being circulated with the open-
ing words of the Theaetetus. The commentary preserved by the
Berlin Papyrus 9782 recognises them as very similar, if not identi-
cal, in size, oxedov TV iowv otiywv (“more or less the same num-
ber of lines”). However, according to the commentary it is not dif-
ficult to make the right choice because Plato’s style suggests the
canon which needs to be met, Plato’s style, which is not compat-
ible with the words &pé& ye, & mai, a cold, dméYvypov, text. With
the choice of different words, and a process of refining and pol-
ishing, the Peripatetic reflection derives from the Phaedrus and
from the Theaetetus the details for the story about the small wood-
en tablet with the changed incipit of the Politeia and the tradition
offers a modified text for the incipit of the Theaetetus, the incipit
which recalls the more slowly developed draft, xata oxoAnv, and
indicates the monitoring, éravopBwoig, through Socrates.* The

22 It is possible to notice here the requirement of a faithful mirroring in the
general production of dialogues in the the 4th century. Cf. Clay 1994: 23-47.

23 ép[e-]|[t]on 8¢ Kol dAlo mpooilpiov Hdy[v]ypov | oxedov tdv icwv |
otixov. 00 dpyn: | “dpd ye, @ mod, pépeic Tov | [n]e[pi Ocontitov Adyov;” | 1O
3¢ ywioov €otty, | od apyn: “apti, & Tepyilov” (“Another foreword has been
handed down, quite cold in tone, of about the same number of lines, which be-
gins, ‘Well, boy, have you the speech that concerns Theaetetus?’ The authentic
one, on the other hand, begins, ‘Recently, Terpsion’.”). Cf. Regali 2005: 83-97.

24 Cf. Ferrari 2011: 10-39.
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text is a fake: the commentary preserved by the Berlin Papyrus
9782 rejects the tradition because the text is not compatible with
Plato’s style. So, the question remains. Does the tradition conceal a
Peripatetic origin? Or does the text come from the Academy in re-
lation to the creation of Plato’s corpus? It is difficult to say. But, as
for the story on the small wooden tablet with the changed incip-
it of the Politeia as well as for the reflection the commentary of-
fers, the cornerstone is Plato’s style, the most well developed style,
the style that derives from a great commitment, the style that
Dionysius of Halicarnassus recalls with his metaphorical language,
through a contribution of literary criticism free from the code of
Greek biography, from the Peripatetic tradition: by combing, curl-
ing and intertwining.

English translation by Jennifer Battiglia
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