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On Plato's Precosmos

The aim of this paper is to provide a new reading of Plato’s precosmos (Ti. 52d2-53c3) which
accounts for why the Receptacle in itself is absolutely amorphon, and for Timaeus’ notion of
generation: it detects an effective philosophical pay-off in Plato’s reference to this puzzling
dimension. More specifically, | shall argue that the precosmos is populated by sensible particular
bodies consisting of redundant complexes of properties, and that this is the effect of the
Receptacle’s full precosmic participation in the Paradigm. This will turn out to be consistent with
a robust notion of ‘precosmic generation’ and will reveal why Plato may have sought to refer to
this otherwise puzzling scenario: representing the precosmos in this way allows Plato to
effectively justify why the Demiurge is responsible only for the goodness and perfection of the

universe, and why it is properly the best possible cause.

T1. Timaeus 52d2-53c3 (Transl. Cornford 1937; modifications highlighted with asterisks)

Let this, then, be given as the tale summed according to my judgment: that there are Being, Space,
*Generation* — three distinct things, even before the Heaven *had generation*. Now the nurse of
*Generation*, being made watery and fiery and receiving the *shapes* of earth and air, and qualified by all
the other affections that go with these, had every sort of diverse appearance to the sight; but because it was
filled with powers that were neither alike nor evenly balanced, there was no equipoise in any region of it; but
it was everywhere swayed unevenly and shaken by these things, and by its motion shook them in turn. And
they, being thus moved, were perpetually being separated and carried in different directions; just as when
things are shaken and winnowed by means of winnowing-baskets and other instruments for cleaning corn,
the dense and heavy things go one way, while the rare and light are carried to another place and settle there.
In the same way at that time the four kinds were shaken by the *Receptacle*, which itself was in motion like
an instrument for shaking, and it separated the most unlike kinds farthest apart from one another, and thrust
the most alike closest together; whereby the different kinds came to have different regions, even before the
ordered whole consisting of them came to be. Before that, all these kinds were without proportion or measure.
Fire, water, earth, and air possessed indeed some *traces* of their own nature, but were altogether in such a
condition as we should expect for anything when *God* is absent from it. Such being their nature at the time
when the ordering of the universe was taken in hand, the god then began by giving them a distinct
configuration by means of shapes and numbers. That the god framed them with the greatest possible
perfection, which they had not before, must be taken, above all, as a principle we constantly assert; what |
must now attempt to explain to you is the distinct formation of each and their origin. The account will be
unfamiliar; but you are schooled in those branches of learning which my explanations require, and so will
follow me.



Obtog pév odv 81 mapd tiig ufic yReov Aoyisheic év kepohaip 5e8660m Adyoc, 8V Te Kai ydpov Koi YEvesty
glvat, Tpio Tpryfi, Kkod Tpiv 0Vpavdy yevécOar THvV 88 81 yevéceme TIORVNY DYPAVOLEVIV KoL TUPOVUEVTV Koi
TAG YTG T€ Kol AEPOG LOPPAS dEXOUEVNY, Kol doa dAAG TOVTOLG TAON CLUVETETAL TAGYOVOAY, TAVTOOUTNY UEV
id€lv paivesat, d10 6€ TO U’ Opoiwv duvapemv unte icoppommv Eumiptiactat Kot ovdgy adtig icoppomely,
AN GvopdAog TavTn TakavTovpévy oeiecOat pugv O dketvav oy, Kivovpévny 8" ad mhAy 8keivo oeisty:
Ta 08 Kvovueva GAAa GAAocE del @épecbarl dtakpivoueva, AoTEP TA VO TMV TAOKAVOV TE Kol Opyavmy T@dv
mePl TNV TOD GITOL KABUPGIV GELOUEVA KOl AVIKUMUEVE, TOL LEV TTOKVA Kol Bapéa GAAY, Ta 6€ pava Kol KoDea
glg étépav el pepopeva Edpav TOTE OVTM TA TETTAPA YEVN GELOUEVE VTO THG OEEAUEVTG, KIVOOUEVNG OOTHG
010V OpYAVOL GEIGHOV TAPEXOVTOC, TH PEV AVOROIOTATO TAEIGTOV avTd G’ adTdV Opiletv, T 8¢ OpoldTaTO
udAioto €ic Tadtov cuvebelv, 510 oM kal ydpav Todta dAAa GAANV Toyewv, mpiv kol TO wAv €€ avTdV
Staxooun0&v yevésBat. kol T pév 81 mpd tovToV TAvVTo TadT ElxeV GAOY™G Kai dpéTpog 8te &' Emexelpsito
Koo peichon 16 Thv, TP TPOTOV Kol HVOWP Kai yijv Kol aépa, Tyvn pEv Egovta avT®V §TTa, TOVIAnacl Y& unv
dwokeipeva domep €ikdg Exewv Gmav Otav Amfj Twvog 0edc, obtw On TOTE MEPULKOTA TODTO TPATOV
dteoymuaticato £18eci te kol apLOpoic. TO 8& N Suvatdv Mg KAAMGTO aP1oTd TE &€ 0Oy 0DTMC £xdVImV TOV OOV
avTé GLVIGTAVAL, TTapd TavTe NIV O¢ del Todto Aeyduevov Vmoapyétm: viv &' odv TV Stdtaly adTév
EMYEPNTEOV EKAGTOV Kal Yéveoty anbel Aoym mpog DUAG dSnAoDv, AAAL Yap Emel LETEYETE TAV KATO TAIOELOY
08V St v évdeikvuoBou T Aeyopeva dvaykn, cuvéyecOe. Translation after Cornford 1937; modifications are

highlighted with asterisks.



