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Myth and Imagination in Olympiodorus’
Commentary on Aristotle’s Meteorology

Chiara Militello

That myth plays a crucial role in Olympiodorus’ thought—possibly
even more than in other fellow late Neoplatonists—has become clearer
and clearer in recent years.! Harold Tarrant has highlighted how
Olympiodorus’ distinction between poetic and philosophical myths
allows him to give a special status to the stories told in Plato’s
dialogues.> Michael Griffin has shown that Olympiodorus’ attitude
towards myths sheds light on his relationship with Christianity and on
his general exegetical principles.® Finally, Francois Renaud has made a
case for considering some of Olympiorodus’ statements as forms of
esoteric communication, which can only be really understood by
applying the same kind of interpretation Olympiodorus uses for myths.*
As one can see, scholars have recently become aware that the study of
Olympiodorus’ interpretation of myths is crucial to the understanding of
some of the main features of his teaching: his interpretation of Plato’s
dialogues, his relationship with Christians, his way to express his own
thought.

So far, the research on this topic has focused on Olympiodorus’
commentaries on Plato’s dialogues, but in the commentary on
Aristotle’s Meterology there are several notes on myth that not only
allow us to better understand Olympiodorus’ take elsewhere, but also
present ideas that are unique to this work.” Some of these statements
contribute to a more complete image of the philosopher’s view on
Platonic myths. In fact, in lecture 21, Olympiodorus gives a thorough
explanation of the relationship between Plato’s rational proofs of the

"'T have been able to write this paper thanks to University of Catania funding the
project CommAris. La filosofia come esegesi in eta imperiale e tardo-antica: i
commentatori aristotelici (P1Ano di inCEntivi per la RIcerca di Ateneo 2020/2022
- Linea di Intervento 3 “Starting Grant™).

2 Olympiodorus (1998) 48-50.

3 Olympiodorus (2015) 3-6.

4 Renaud (2021).

> On Olympiodorus’ commentary on Meteorology, see Viano (2006) and Baksa
(2013).
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immortality of the soul and the three different mythical accounts of the
underworld that can be found respectively in the Gorgias, in the Phaedo,
and in the Republic.® Even more interestingly, in lecture 24
Olympiodorus refers to the link between myth and the faculty of
imagination, a link that plays an important role in the explanation of the
significance of myths in lecture 46 of On Gorgias. Indeed, the passages
of On Gorgias are better understood in the light of the statements of On
Meteorology, where Olympiodorus highlights the similarities between
imagination, which gives shape and form to what is shapeless and
formless, and myth, which gives a body to the incorporeals.’

In the commentary on Meteorology one does not find just statements
touching topics also treated elsewhere, though. In some passages
Olympiodorus, inspired by the subject of the treatise he is commenting
on, focuses on the relationship between myth and natural philosophy—
something he does not dwell on in his commentaries on Plato. In lecture
10, Olympiodorus shows how the Pythagoreans used a myth (Phaeton
driving the chariot of the sun) to explain the existence of a natural entity
(the Milky Way),® and at the same time he explains why Aristotle, as a
natural philosopher, could ignore such an explanation, deeming it
unworthy of even a refutation.” Indeed, Olympiodorus stresses how
Aristotle treats mythical reports as unreliable (lecture 16).'° Generally,
the commentator distinguishes mythical and philosophical explanations
(lecture 24),'! and contrasts the attitude of the narrators of poetic myths
to the approach of the philosophers, arguing that the only the former can
conceive the end of the universe, an idea that, Olympiodorus advises his
students, budding philosophers should not entertain (lecture 18).'? Even
though philosophical myths do not have such dangerous literal
meanings, they should be treated as different from plain philosophy
nonetheless: this is the objection Olympiodorus raises to Aristotle, when
the latter interprets Plato’s description of the Tartarus in the Phaedo as
a physical account rather than as a myth (lecture 21).'3

¢ Olymp. in Mete. 144,14-145,4 (ed. Stiive).

7 See below.

8 Olymp. in Mete. 66,27-67,20. See Baksa (2013) 28; 55-56.
° Olymp. in Mete. 67,20-23; 70,3—4; 70,15-16.

101bid. 108,29-31.

1 1bid. 164,24,

12 Ibid. 118,26-119,2.

3 Ibid. 144,11-14.
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In this paper, I will focus on one of the passages I have mentioned—
the one about the relationship between myth and imagination. This
passage is part of Olympiodorus’ comment of Aristotle’s discussion of
the cause of the saltiness of the sea in Meteorology 2.3. In order to
understand this discussion, it may be useful to give a brief summary of
the topics discussed by Aristotle when he studies the sea in the first three
chapters of the second book of Meteorology, together with an outline of
Olympiodorus’ comment on these chapters. In 2.1, Aristotle announces
that he wants to discuss the nature of the sea, its origin and its saltness.
He reports the views of the theologians, according to which the sea has
sources, and of the natural philosophers; the latter stated that the sea is
drying up, that it is the sweat of the earth, and that it is salty because
earth is mixed with its water. Then, Aristotle proceeds to refute the
theologians, i.e., to prove that the sea does not have sources. In lecture
19, Olympiodorus interprets this whole discussion as being about the
question whether the saltness of the sea was generated. In 2.2, Aristotle
refutes another thesis that previous philosophers held, i.¢., that it was the
main body of water; within this refutation, he explains evaporation.
Then, Aristotle criticizes Plato’s theory that the water we see on the
surface of the Earth comes from a body of water within the Earth. In
lecture 20, Olympiodorus argues that Aristotle agrees with the thesis that
the sea is the main body of water. In lecture 21, the commentator
explains that Plato’s theory should be interpreted as a myth, not as a
physical account. In 2.3, Aristotle gives his opinion about the origin and
saltiness of the sea. According to him, the sea is eternal, and the cause
of the saltiness of the sea is the dry exhalation present in rain;
contextually to the proofs of these theses, Aristotle refutes the opinions
he had cited in 2.1. Olympiodorus comments on Aristotle’s discussion
of the idea that the sea is drying up in lecture 21, and on Aristotle’s
account of the cause of saltiness in lectures 22 to 24.

As I have mentioned, according to Aristotle, the sea is salty because
its water is mixed with an earthy substance, namely the smoky
exhalation. In order to confirm this thesis, the philosopher mentions the
case of the Dead Sea, which Aristotle refers to as “a lake in Palestine”.

Arist. Mete. 2.359a,16-22 (ed. Fobes)

If there were any truth in the stories they tell about the lake in
Palestine it would further bear out what I say. For they say if you
bind a man or beast and throw him into it he floats and does not
sink beneath the surface; and that the lake is to bitter and salty that
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there are no fish in it, and that if you wet clothes in it and shake
them out it cleans them.' (tr. Lee)

On one hand, the water of the Dead Sea is particularly thick, as is
shown by the fact that it can support the body of an animal with its limbs
tied up. In the preceding lines, Aristotle has argued that water becomes
thicker when something is added to it, giving the examples of eggs put
in water and of mud. Eggs sink in fresh water, but if one adds enough
salt to the water, they float; this shows that the addition has made the
water thicker, so thick that it can bear the weight of the eggs. Similarly,
if you add a great amount of earth to water, it becomes mud, which is
obviously thicker than water.”> As the water of the Dead Sea is
particularly thick and the thickness of water is due to the presence of
some substance, the reader is left to conclude that in the Dead Sea, water
is mixed with a great amount of another substance. But—adds
Aristotle—the water of this lake is also particularly salty, as one can see
from the fact that no fish can survive in it, and that it is possible to clean
clothes by soaking them in it. For Aristotle, this confirms that the more
substance you add to water, the more it gets salty, and generally, that
saltiness is due to the admixture of something to the water.

Aristotle introduces all these features of the Dead Sea as reports whose
truth he cannot confirm. He says (1) that “some tell” (uvBoioyodoi
Tveg) that there is a lake whose water is so thick it can support a big
weight and (2) that “they say” (Aéyovot) that the water of this lake is so
salty that it is good for washing clothes but not for supporting animal
life. Of course, in the context of this paper, the most important phrase
is poBoroyovoi tivec. Generally, Aristotle uses pvBoioyelv to mean two
different acts: making a statement that is false—or, at least, that does not
have a clear truth state—about a natural phenomenon and telling tales
about the traditional gods.'® Here, puforoyeiv obviously has the former
meaning. Usually, Aristotle mentions the false accounts about natural
phaenomena produced by pvBoioyeiv to oppose his own true theory to
them, while he cites the other kind of tales that come from pvBoioyeiv

14 &1 8" Botv domep pvdoroyodot tveg &v Iokoiotivy totadTn Muvn, gic fiv éav Tig
EUParn cvvdnoag Gvlpwmov §| vmoldyov EmmAeiv kai 0 katadvechat kot Tod
Bdatog, paptoplov dv £ Tt Toig eipnuévolg Aéyovst yip mkpav obTog eivol THV
AMpvny kot aApopav Gote undéva ixBov Eyyiyvesba, ta 8¢ ipdrtia pomtewy, €4v Tig
dwceion Ppé&oc.

15 Ibid. 2.359a,11-15.

16 However, the latter meaning tends to collapse into the former, as the tales about
the Olympians are false.
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(i.e., the ones about natural phenomena that are not certainly true, and
all the ones about the gods) to show that such tales agree with his own
theory.!” As we have seen, the passage on the Dead Sea is an example
of the latter kind of reference to pvBoroyeiv, as Aristotle notes that, if
the reports about the Dead Sea are true, they confirm his theory about
the cause of saltiness. However, no myth is necessary for Aristotle to
reach philosophical truths.'® For Aristotle, myths were useful before
philosophy, but are generally not worthy of interest for a philosopher. "’

It may be useful to quote the whole comment on this passage given by
Olympiodorus before analyzing it:

Olymp. in Mete. 163,9—164,7 (ed. Stiive)

In this text, in five dialectical proofs, Aristotle proves the same
thing again, i.e., that the reason that the sea is salty is that some
earthy substance, i.e., the smoky exhalation, is mixed with it.

The first of the five dialectical proofs here is this: if we see that
everything salty is thick, and that if the thickness of the water
increases, the saltiness also increases in the same measure, so that
what is very thick is very salty, then clearly the sea is salty,
because it is also thick; and it is thick because the smoky
exhalation, which is very thick, has been mixed with it. So far as
the water is very thick, it is very salty. As a matter of fact, the
Dead Sea in Palestine (which is spoken of mythically), being the
thickest of all the waters, is also the saltiest. That it is the thickest
is clear. A man or another animal, if bound and thrown into the
Dead Sea, will be supported by the water and will not sink,
because the water is very thick and bears what has fallen upon it.
Let no one say that the animal floats because of its power to swim,
for we assumed that it has been bound. So, in this way the
thickness of the water <of the Dead Sea> is clear. However, it is
also clear that it is the Dead Sea water is the saltiest water. First,
because it is fit for cleansing all dirt (for it washes the dirt of the
clothes more than any other soap), but to cleanse is characteristic
of extreme saltiness. Even though salts are cleansing, soda, as it
is saltier, cleanses more than salts. For this reason—that is to say,

17 Also, some tales produced by p@oloyeiv are mentioned by Aristotle as simples
asides.

18 On pvBoloyeiv in Aristotle, see Militello (2021).
19 Arist. Metaph. 2.995a,3-6; 3.1000a9-19; 12.1074a,36-1074b,13.
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because of the higher salinity—soda is also somewhat bitter.
Therefore, it is also clear that this water is infertile, due to its
excessive saltiness. In fact, neither fish nor other animals are born
in the Dead Sea, because of its saltiness and bitterness.

This is worthy of a difficulty: why did the philosopher say that
the Dead Sea is spoken of mythically, even though the existence
of such water is visible? Well, we say that he said that it is spoken
of mythically insofar it is called dead. For it is mythically called
dead, because it is altogether infertile. It is not absurd at all that,
being a natural philosopher, Aristotle referred to this sea
mythically when he called it dead, if there really is something
mythical in natural things, as for example imagination, as it is
similar to a myth. For it produces the contents of myth, giving a
shape to what has no shape and a figure to what has no figure, just
as also myth bestows a body, affections and all such things to
incorporeals. This is the first dialectical proof.*

20 Kai 314 Tfig mapovong AéEewmg 6 AptoTotéAng T 00TO TOAY KaTACKELALEL S0t
TEVTE EMEPNUATOV, OTL GApLpd €0ty 1 BdAacoa did tO cuupiyvucOat ot Tva
Ye®OM ovoiav, TOVTEGTL Kamvmddn avabupiacty. E6TtL 8E T@V VOV Aeyouévav TEVTE
EMYEPNULATOV TO TPOTOV To0VTOV" €l OpdUEY, OTL AV GALLPOV T D, Kol GGoVv Gv
dmretvnron 1 tod Ddatog mayding tocodtov KAl ) GApLPOTNG, B¢ Eivar TO
o HTOTOV AApVPOTOTOV, SNAOVOTL 1) BdAacoa aApvpd éotiv, Emedn Kol moyeio
mayeio &' €otl 010 TO0 cvupepiyBal oot TV KaTvddn avabupiocty wayvTdTny
odoav. &1L yap dcov maydTaToV EoTl TO DOWp, TocodToV Yivetan dAuvpdTaTOV,
dfiov. idov yap 1 év IMoAaotiv Nexpd pobsvopévn OdAacca moxvTdty ovoa
OAPLPO-TATN TAVTOV 0Tl TAV VOGT®V. Kol &1L ToyvTdtn €oti, dfjAov: €l yap Tig
avBpomov 1 Etepdv t1 {Hov katadnoag EuPairot gig to tiig Nekpag Oardting Dowp,
dvmBeitar vmo Tod Hatog kai ov yiveton VmoPpdylov 1t T elvon moyD TEVL Kol
Bootalewv O éumecdv. kol pun TG Aeyétm, 0Tt T VNKTIK]] duvapel mwvnyetot To
{@ov' vmokerton yap Sedepévoy. obtw pdv odv SHAN Eotiv 1) Tod Bdartog moydTNG.
GALG puny Kol 6Tt aApvpdTaToV BOIWP €0Ti, STIAOV: TPGTOV LV EMELOT) PLTLTIKOV EO0TL
TavTOg Pumov (SUnyeL Yop tOv pdmov TdV ipatiov T frep dAlo Tt oufjyua), o 6
pOTTEWY AKpag 0TIV AAUVPOTNTOG. 180V Yap BAEG HEV KOl avTOl PVTTOVGL, VITPOV
0¢ mAéov ¢ EmreTapéviy €xov TV aApvpotnta fimep ol dAeg 60ev kai S v
gnitacty HIOTIKPOV £6TL TO ViTpov. EMerto kKod TO etvol dyovov o Bdmp TodTo SHAOY
€otv VmepPariovong aApvpdTTOS 003E Yap 1xBUG 7| Ao TL &yyiveTon (Bov Ti|
Nexpd OaArdoon dwd v aipopdTa Kol TikpoTnTa. GAL &6V éotv dnopiag, Ti
dMmote 0 PILOG0POC PVBevecBon eine Thv Nekpdy Bdhaccay kaitor évapyodc dviog
10D TolovTov Hdatoc. 1§ Aéyouev, 611 poOevEcO odTHY elne Katd TO AéyecBon
VEKPAV" vekpd yop Aéyetar podikdg S O dyovov etvon TavieAd. £l & puoikdg
OV PLAOG0(P0g APIoTOTEING HVbIKdG mepl avTiig SiElaPe vekpav avtiv Adywv,
dromov 0084V, &l ye kai 8v Toic puotkoic éoti T1 pLOMSEC, olov 1) povTacio. kol Yap
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Olympiodorus frames the passage about the Dead Sea as part of the
sixth of eleven arguments used by Aristotle to prove that the saltiness of
the sea is due to the presence of the smoky exhalation in it.?! The
argument goes like this: the level of saltiness and the thickness of a given
body of water are directly proportional, so what makes a body of water
salty is the same thing that makes it thick; what makes the sea thick is
the smoky exhalation, which is very thick;?*? so the smoky exhalation is
also the cause of the saltiness of the sea. This argument is not explicit
in Aristotle, and what Aristotle actually says—i.e., the description of the
peculiar features of the Dead Sea—is interpreted by Olympiodorus as a
proof of the premise that saltiness and thickness go hand in hand. The
fact that the water of the Dead Sea is both extremely thick and extremely
salty shows that these two attributes are correlated. Here Olympiodorus
rephrases Aristotle’s proofs of the thickness and saltiness of the Dead
Sea, but he also adds some clarifying remarks of his own. For example,
he makes it clear that the “lake in Palestine” Aristotle refers to is the
body of water that at the time Olympiodorus lived was already called
the Dead Sea. Olympiodorus also explains the reason why Aristotle
specifies that the floating animal was bound before it was thrown in the
lake. Without this specification, one could argue that the animal floats
because it swims. By making it clear that the limbs of the animal have
been tied, Aristotle rules out this explanation, leaving water’s high
thickness as the only cause of the phenomenon. Finally, while Aristotle
leaves the link between the cleaning power of a given kind of water and
its salinity level implicit, Olympiodorus briefly discusses this link. He
proves that saltier water makes for better washing by noting that soda
(vitpov) is both more effective when washing and more saltier than salt
(8ec).”® Given this premise, one can understand why Aristotle says that
the water of the Dead Sea, which is the best cleaning agent in the world,
must be the saltiest water.

abtn oldov Tic udlée ot Th yap pwolov molel popeodoa T fpopeo Kai
oynuarifovoa td doynudriota, dg Kol 6 pdbog 10ig dompdrog odpa Kol Tdon kai
o0 toadta TepLTidnot. TovTo PV TO TPAOTOV EmLyelpNLaL.

21 Olympiodorus analyzes the first six proofs in lecture 23, and the following five
in lecture 24.

22 Technically, this does not prove that the smoky exhalation must be the cause of
the thickness of the sea.

23 Again, that the correlation between cleaning power and saltiness is true in the
case of soda and salt is not strictly a proof that this correlation applies in all cases.
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Olympiodorus is not only interested in explaining why the peculiar
features of the Dead Sea prove that the saltiness of the water of the sea
is due to the admixture of the smoky exhalation, though. Indeed, he is
particularly impressed by Aristotle’s use of poBoroygiv—so impressed
that, according to him, this verb deserves a specific analysis.>* At first,
Olympiodorus may seem to consider the meaning of pvBoloyeiv as
giving a report that may turn out false (the correct reading in my eyes),
as he wonders why Aristotle uses this verb, “even though the existence
of such water is visible” (kaitot évapyodg dvtog 10D T0100VTOV VOATOG).
One may think that Olympiodorus is stating that it is odd for Aristotle to
talk about a possibly false account in the case of a phenomenon that is
clearly true. I do not think this is the case, though. In fact, in the rest of
the excursus Olympiodorus will clearly refer to myth, that is to say, to
the kind of tale that poets and philosophers sometimes tell. Specifically,
he will say that myth bestows a body to what has no body. But évapyng
means “having a visible form, a bodily shape”. So, when Olympiodorus
says that he is bewildered by the reference to pvboroyeiv in the case of
something évapyng, he does not mean that it is odd to speak of a possibly
false report on something that is clearly true, but rather that, given that
myths give a body to incorporeals, it is odd to speak of a myth about
something that already has a body. 1 think that the reason why
Olympiodorus interprets poBoloyeiv as a reference to myth rather than
to accounts whose truth status is uncertain is that he is accustomed to
think about pud0og as a specific kind of discourse, the one where a false
surface meaning refers to a hidden truth. As a result, Olympiodorus is
led to interpret any mention of pdfot as a reference to the images poets
and philosophers use to allude to higher truths. Olympiodorus is reading
Aristotle from a Platonic point of view.

The exact wording of the question asked by Olympiodorus is probably
influenced by the answer he has in mind. The commentator does not ask
why Aristotle states that “some say mythically” (pvBoroyodot tiveg) that
the Dead Sea is particularly thick. The commentator wonders instead
why Aristotle says that the Dead Sea “is spoken of mythically”

24 This attitude sharply differs from the other author of a commentary on
Meteorology that has reached us, Alexander of Aphrodisias, who does not elaborate
on Aristotle’s use of pvBoroyeiv. In his analysis of the passage, Alexander just
says that an example of the addition of an earthy substance to water is given “by
some stories” (ano ioTop1®V Tvedv, Alex. Aphr. in Mete. 88,9 [ed. Hayduck]) about
a lake in Palestine. Alexander’s comment on the features of the Dead Sea is ibid.
in Mete. 88,7-14.
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(LBevecbon). It may seem that this choice of word is accidental, but I
argue that this is not the case. First, Olympiodorus has already used the
same wording earlier in this passage: when he paraphrased Aristotle’s
reference to the lake in Palestine, he introduced the subject as “the Dead
Sea in Palestine, which is spoken of mythically (uvBgvopévn)”. Second,
this more general way of asking the question about Aristotle’s reference
to myth allows Olympiodorus to give an answer that does not refer
anymore to the original report that is called ‘not necessarily true’ or
‘mythical’ by Aristotle. Had Olympiodorus repeated Aristotle’s words
faithfully when formulating the question about them, he would have had
to focus his answer on the thickness of the water of the Dead Sea. That
is to say, let us assume that the question were the following: why did
Aristotle say that some say mythically that the water of the Dead Sea
can support a bound animal? In this case, Olympiodorus would have
been forced to answer that the report about the peculiar thickness of this
water is categorized as mythical by Aristotle because of such and such
reason. However, given that Olympiodorus has phrased the question as
being about the Dead Sea as a whole, his answer does not have to refer
to its thickness. The question is: why did Aristotle say that the Dead Sea
is spoken of mythically? As a consequence, the number of possible
answers is way higher than in the case of the more intuitive question, as
any feature of the Dead Sea, even if it is not the thickness of its water,
can explain the reference to myth.

Indeed, according to Olympiodorus, Aristotle’s mention of myth is
explained by a feature of the Dead Sea that is totally different from the
density of its water—such feature being its name. The commentator
states that what is mythical in the Dead Sea is that it is called “dead”.
Olympiodorus explains that this name alludes to the fact that no fish can
live in it. This answer to the question why Aristotle refers to mythical
language in the commented passage is not satisfactory, for at least three
reasons. First of all, calling the lake “Dead Sea” does not seem a good
example of speaking mythically. Sure, there is a label (“dead”) that is
literally false (as a body of water is not something that can be alive or
dead) but refers to a truth (the inability of the lake to support life).
However, a label is not a tale, and myths should be tales; also, the
‘concealed’ truth is not about something invisible, as in the case of
proper myths. Moreover, Aristotle does not mention the name “Dead
Sea”, so it would be odd for him to mean that name when he refers to
the object of the pvBoroyelv. Indeed (and this is the third reason why
Olympiodorus’ answer is not particularly good), Aristotle could not
mention this name, as it was given after his death. The first mentions of



82 Platonism and its Heritage

the name Dead Sea can be found in authors of the second century AD
such as Pausanias and Galen.> However, we can exonerate
Olympiodorus from this last mistake, as generally commentators had
little awareness of the differences between their world and Aristotle’s.

Summing up, Olympiodorus gives an unsatisfactory answer to an ill-
posed question. Specifically, Olympiodorus asks why Aristotle said that
the Dead Sea is talked of mythically, but Aristotle wrote of an unreliable
tale (not a myth) about the density of the water of that lake specifically
(not about the lake generally). Similarly, Olympiodorus’ answer refers
to a feature of the Dead Sea (its name) that Aristotle did not mention—
indeed, he could not even know about it—and that is not a good example
of mythical language anyway.

Given these shortcomings of Olympiodorus’ excursus on Aristotle’s
use of puBoroyelv, one may wonder why the commentator even made
this digression. [ think that the answer could be that he wanted to tell
his students about the relationship between myth and imagination. As a
matter of fact, after explaining what is mythical in Aristotle’s account of
the Dead Sea, Olympiodorus wonders whether we should consider odd
that a natural philosopher like Aristotle expresses himself mythically,
and this question gives him the chance to make a digression within the
digression and talk about myth and imagination, as he answers that it is
not out of place for someone who studies nature to refer to myth, because
there are things that are akin to myth (LvO®deg) in nature, for example
imagination.

Olympiodorus also tells that myth and imagination are related in his
46th lecture on Gorgias. Here, the commentator states that “the
imagination enjoys myths”,?¢ that, if the only psychological faculty we
had were imagination, “it would be necessary for us to live all our life
as if in a myth” (85e1 Npdg Gmoavra toV Biov pobmdn &yew),?” and that
myths have the function of stimulating those human beings who, living
according to imagination, do not benefit from demonstrations or
opinions.”

25 Paus. 5.7.4,10; 5.7.5,1 (ed. Spiro). Gal. De simplicium medicamentorum
temperamentis ac facultatibus 11.690,10; 11.692,8-9; 12.203,11; 12.373,1-2;
375,12—13 (ed. Kiihn).

26 10D @avtactikod yaipovtog toig woboig. Olymp. in Gorg. 46.3,4-5 (ed.
Westerink). Tr. Jackson, Lycos and Tarrant.

27 1bid. 46.6,21. Tr. Jackson, Lycos and Tarrant.

28 Ibid. 46.6,26-27.
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In the commentary on Meterology, Olympiodorus says something
more about the link between @avtacio and pdbog. He explains the
statement that imagination is like myth by saying that imagination
“produces the contents of myth, giving a shape to what has no shape
(noppodoa. ta Auopea) and a figure to what has no figure
(oymuotilovca ta doynudtiota), just as (wg) also myth bestows
(meprtiOnot) a body (odpa), affections and all such things to
incorporeals (toic dcopdToig).”*

Before focusing on the relationship between myth and imagination, it
is necessary to check whether the reference to both shape (pnoper]) and
figure (oyfjpa) is significant, as this could be a crucial element to
understand the meaning of this passage. On one hand, Olympiodorus
may mean to distinguish these two kinds of physical forms, just as he
does in the commentary on chapter 8 of the Categories, on quality.
There Olympiodorus states that figure belongs to inanimate things,
shape to animate beings; in another sense, mathematical entities have
figures, natural beings have shapes.*°

On the other hand, no meaningful distinction between oyfjuo and
popen has been detected in the texts that could have been
Olympiodorus’ source.  Indeed, the two closest passages to
Olympiodorus’ in authors who lived before him can be found in two of
Proclus’ works.*! In his commentary on the first book of Euclid’s
Elements, Proclus formulates a problem in the following manner:

Procl. in Euc. 94,19-25 (ed. Friedlein)

Similarly, someone could raise the following difficulty: Given
that imagination receives everything as shaped (popewtik®dc) and
divided, how does the geometer contemplate in imagination a
point, i.e. something without parts? For imagination receives not

2 There can be no doubt that here @g introduces a simile. In the previous sentence,
Olympiodorus has likened imagination and myth, stating that the former “is similar
to a myth” (016v Tic udOdg €011, line 4), so now he explains what makes these two
things similar to each other.

30 Olymp. in Cat. 116,33-36 (ed. Busse). On the difference between shapes and
figures in Neoplatonism, see Kobec (2017) 789 n. 38 and Schwark (2019).

3" Another text that has some similarities with Olympiodorus’, even though
arguably it is not as close as the Proclean passages I cite, is Phlp. in Ph. 114,512
(ed. Vitelli). Here, Philoponus states that the arts that apply figure and shape to
what has no figure and shape do not make their object from its contrary, but rather
from its privation.
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only the concepts that are in reason, but also the appearances of
intelligible and divine forms according to its own nature, offering
shapes of what has no shape and figures of what has no figure
(T@V pEV AUOPPOV HOPEAC TOV Of ACYNUOTIOTOV GYNUATO
mpoteivovsa).®

Proclus expresses himself in similar terms in his commentary on the
Republic, when, discussing the description of the Fates (who are
goddesses) in the myth of Er, he states that it is normal to conceive what
is incorporeal as having a body,** and explains the reason why this is the
case:

Procl. in R. 2.241,22-27

The ancient theurgists taught us that it is necessary that the
appearances of the gods are shaped <appearances> of what is
without shape (pepopoopévag @V auopeodtmv) and
<appearances> arranged in figures of what has no figure
(éoymuatiopévag TV doynuotiotov), because the soul receives
the stable and simple appearances®® of the gods according to its
own nature—<that is to say> as divided—and with the aid of
imagination joins figure and shape (oyfjpa koi popenv) to what it
sees. ™

In both passages, Proclus states that imagination gives shape to the
shapeless and figure to the figureless.*® Also, in the context of the

327"Towg §' 8v TIG AmophoEley, THG TAVTH LOPPOTIKAG KOl LEPIOTAG TS PovTuciog
deyopévng apepés T onueiov 0 yeouétpng &v auti) Bempel. ur yop 6Tt T00G €V
Sdwavoig Adyovg, A Kol TaG T®V voep®dv Kol Beiov eld®dV Eppdcelg 1 pavtacio
KOTA TV OIKEIOV SEYETOUL VGV, TOV LUEV AUOPPOV HOPPUG TOV O ACYNLOTICTOV
oynpaTo TpoTeivovoa.

3 Procl. in R. 2.241,19-22 (ed. Kroll).

3 koi o dTpepf] kol T amAd edopata: this is a quotation from Phdr. 250c] (ed.
Burnet).

3 wéhon kai TV <Beovpy®dv> Mudg didatdvtov, 8Tt Tog avTogaveiag TOV Oedv
HELOPOMUEVAG TAV ALOPPDTOV KOl EGYNUOTICUEVOG TOV AoYNUOTIOTOV AvAYKT
yivecBat, Tiig woyflg Kol T dtpepdi Kol To amAd eacpata TV 0e®dv Kot TV E0VTiig
QUGLV DTTOSEYOUEVNG LEPLOTMG KO LLETA PAVTAGIOG OYTiHO KOl LOPOT)V GUVOYOVOTG
101G Oedpootv.

36 Of course there are more paralleles between the two passages: imagination
receives (the verb used by Proclus is 6&yopar/dmodéyopar) images; it does so
according to its own nature (Kot TV oikelav/Eavtiig eVowv); this means that it
receives them as divided (pepiotdg); even the nouns used by Proclus to denote the
objects received by imagination (§p@acic, avtopdvela, dcpa) are closely related,
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second passage, Proclus talks about the gods as incorporeals that are
imagined as having a body. Since both these theses can be found in
Olympiodorus’ discussion of the similarities between myth and
imagination, it is likely that Olympiodorus is influenced—either directly
or indirectly—by Proclus, as is generally the case with Olympiodorus’
theses about gavtacio and pwoloc.>” 1 have not been able to find any
study where Proclus’ mention of both popen and oyfjuo in these
passages is considered significant.*

All in all, there is not enough evidence to tell what Olympiodorus
means when he refers to shape and figure separately as the means by
which imagination makes the intelligible easier to grasp. It is possible
that he just copied the words his ultimate source, Proclus, used when
describing the activity of imagination. Proclus, in turn, uses popor and
oyxfua as two qualities that, for example, the appearances of gods can
have. This seems to rule out the possibility that for him shape and figure
belong to different kinds of beings (as in the two hypotheses put forward
by Olympiodorus in his commentary on the Categories). Rather,
Proclus may have accepted the thesis we find in Simplicius: shape is
figure with color.®® If this were the case, Proclus would mean that
imagination gives physical boundaries and (at least in some cases) hues
to intelligible beings. In any case, the mention of both shape and figure
by Olympiodorus does not seem relevant to his account of how
imagination and myth are related. The commentator just wants to say,
using a standard phrasing, that imagination gives physical qualities to
things that do not belong to the physical realm. It is this that is relevant
to the relationship between pv6og and eavrtacio.

We can now try to understand how imagination is linked to myth in
the quoted passage. Olympiodorus seems to highlight two different

as they all derive from @aivopot (also, Bewpém is used to denote the act of
contemplating the objects of imagination both at in Fuc. 94,21 and at in R.
2.241,19). However, these parallels are not particularly relevant to the discussion
of Olympiodorus’s passage on imagination and myth in the commentary on
Meteorology.

37 See Sheppard (2014) 62-63 and 92.

38 Christoph Helmig cites the passage of the commentary on Euclid as an example
of Proclus stating that imagination is popootik®dg (Helmig [2012] 230 n. 45). Itis
not clear whether Alain Lernould is referring to a distinction between popen and
oyfpa when he states that, in the mentioned passage of the commentary on Euclid,
Proclus expresses the idea that imagination gives “extension, shape, divisibility”
(Lernould [2013] 605 n. 32) to both mathematical objects and intellective forms.

39 On Simplicius’ thesis, see Schwark (2019).
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sides of the relationship between imagination and myth. On one hand,
Olympiodorus expresses the similitude between them, in that they both
provide a sensible nature to things that are not sensible. Olympiodorus
does not provide examples here, but he would probably agree with the
following ones. Thanks to imagination, we can visualize the concept of
the circle as a visible figure; that is to say, imagination gives a figure to
the circle, which in itself has no figure. As for myth, one can quote
Olympiodorus himself. For example, in his commentary on Gorgias he
says that the idea that intellect turns into itself is represented by poets
through the myth of Cronus eating his own children.*’ In this way, myth
gives a body to the incorporeal power of intellect. The circle and the
intellect are not sensible beings, but they become such thanks
respectively to imagination and myth.

Olympiodorus is not just comparing imagination and myth, though.
He is also linking these two parts of human life through a causal link.
As a matter of fact, he states that imagination is what produces myths.
The psychological power that lets us conceive what is not bodily as
bodily is imagination, so in order to translate (so to speak) incorporeals
in bodily beings, we need imagination. From this point of view,
Olympiodorus is not making a distinction between different kinds of
sensible properties that, respectively, imagination and myth bestow on
non-sensible realities. He is not stating that imagination gives shape and
figure, whereas myth gives body and affections. If this were what
Olympiodorus was saying, he could not state that imagination produces
the element of myths. But this is what he states, so, if in myth
incorporeals take a body, it must be imagination that gives them that
body. Indeed, that imagination provides a body to what has no body is
something Olympiodorus says explicitly elsewhere, referring even to
gods specifically. In his commentary on First Alcibiades, he says:

in Alc. 151,12-15 (ed. Westerink)

For imagination is always available to our soul, as our soul is
constantly fashioning impressions of what it does not know, and
bestowing (meprtifeioa) shapes (oynuota), sizes, and bodies
(couata) on the non-bodily (toig dowpdroig), and confining even
the god in terms of place.*' (tr. Griffin)

40 Olymp. in Gorg. 47.3,6-8.

4 wapeott yap el tf] NHETEPQ WuxT] 1| pavTacia, TOTOVS AVATAGTTONGO MV (ryvoel
1 Yoyn Kai 7015 AompdTols oyfuate Kol Heyedn kai copota tepttifeica Kol Tom®
neplopifovoa tov Bedv.
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And in the sixth lecture on Phaedo he says:

Olymp. in Phd. 6.2,14-15 (ed. Westerink)

This, the influence of imagination upon their thought, also
caused the Stoic community to think of God as corporeal, for it is
imagination that clothes incorporeal realities in bodies (toig
acopdtolg copota meptrinow).* (tr. Westerink)

For Olympiodorus, it is imagination that gives a body to what has no
body.

The two theories of the relationship between imagination and myth
conveyed in the statement from the commentary on Meteorology may
seem contradictory. The first theory has imagination and myth as two
items that can be compared: as imagination gives a figure to what has
no figure, so myth gives a body to what has no body. However, in the
second theory, imagination is the cause of myth: imagination gives a
body to incorporeals, and this makes myths possible. However, there is
no contradiction, if one considers bodies (and the passions they cause)
as a subset of the figures and shapes that imagination produces. In other
words, Olympiodorus is stating that imagination generally gives
sensible properties to what is not sensible; this includes giving a body to
incorporeals, which is the basis of myths; so imagination is the maker of
myths.*

We have seen that some statements on imagination and myth in
Olympiodorus’ commentaries on Plato’s dialogues can be better
understood in light of a passage of his commentary on Aristotle’s
Meteorology. The meaning of this passage, in turn, can be fully grasped
only by turning to the Platonic commentaries. All in all, considering
both the Platonic and the Aristotelian commentaries seems the best way
to understand Olympiodorus’ thought.

42 310 ki 6 PLOGOPOG Y0POG O TV ZTOIKMV 10 TO KoTh PovTasioy Evepysiv odpo
1oV 00V VmélaPov: abtn yap toig domudtolg copata TepTionoy.

43 On a different role that imagination plays according to Olympiodorus, see Layne
(2021) 97-100.
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