A Small Portion of Fire in Plato

The Ancient Greek word for fire, mOp (pur), is present throughout Plato’s dialogues and the
discussions of the commentators, ranging from describing what can barely be described
along the dance from the One and the Henads to the fire within the cosmos as described in
the Timaeus to trying to find an etymology in the Cratylus." Taking a deep look at fire
everywhere would require many hours, many days, and many years — the Platonic tradition
provides a truly prodigious amount of fuel for discussion — so we will focus our intellectual
rays on kindling light in a few interesting passages from Plato’s dialogues and elsewhere.

In the bodies of all animals, somehow, we discover that fire, water, and air,
must be in their composition by nature; and earth, which gives support to the other
ingredients in their frame, we see plainly; as mariners say, when they are tossed about
in a thunder-storm at sea, and descry land.

True, and tossed about indeed are we too in these discourses; but for a
port to anchor in we are entirely at a loss.

Let us proceed then: Concerning each of those elementary ingredients in our
frame, understand this.

What?

That which there is in us of each element is small and inconsiderable; no
where in any part of our frame have we it at all unmixed and pure; neither hasitinus a
power worthy of its nature. Take one of them for a sample, by which you may estimate
all the rest. Fire in some manner there is in us; fire there also is in the universe.

: Most certainly.

Now the fire which is in our composition is weak and inconsiderable: but that
which is in the universe is admirable for the multitude of it, for the beauty which it
exhibits, and for every power and virtue which belong to fire.

Perfectly true.

Well then: is the fire of the universe generated, fed, and ruled by the fire
which we have in us? Or, on the contrary, does my fire, and yours, and that of every
other living thing, receive its being, support, and laws, from the fire of the universe?’

! While we won’t focus on it because we only have an hour and a half, Cratylus 409d-410c is an interesting set of
passages: What does it mean that Socrates says that the words for fire and water were assimilated from other
languages but that air and earth are directly from Greek?

2 Plato, Philebus. In The Works of Plato IV, trans. Thomas Taylor. Prometheus Trust. 29a-29¢
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In this first passage, fire is being used as an example in a set of arguments that are being made
for why intelligence is classified under limit. The first argument concluded that the cosmos is
governed by intelligence. According to Damascius, this second argument states that “if we
consist of body and soul, soul being of greater worth than body, and if we have our bodies
from the universe, this is even more certainly true of the soul.*” It is no accident that fire was
chosen among all of the elements for describing the soul — the fiery, expansive nature of the
soul is something that will continue to be emphasized in Platonism.

Protagoras, in the dialogue by the same name, tells a myth about Prometheus and
Epimetheus in which the pair is tasked with distributing each species of animal with the types
of gifts that are adapted to what the animal is. Epimetheus ran out of gifts before he arrived at
humanity, and Prometheus took pity on us.

Prometheus, therefore, came to [Epimetheus]
while he was doubting, and considered the distribution which he had made. And he
saw that other animals were well provided for, but that man was naked, without
shoes, without a bed, and unarmed. But now the fatal day was arrived, in which it was
necessary that man should emerge from the earth into light. Prometheus, therefore,
being dubious what safety he could find for man, stole the artificial wisdom* of
[Hephaistos] and [Athene], together with fire; since it was impossible that the
possession of this wisdom could be useful without fire, and thus he imparted it to
man. By these means, therefore, man possessed the wisdom pertaining to life.

Fire and wisdom are related. We could even map all of the virtues to the four elements:
prudence, to air; courage, to water; and temperance, to earth. Proclus writes that “[Zeus]
administers the summit of generated natures, and governs the spheres of fire and air. But
[Poseidon] all-variously moves the middle and very-mutable elements, and is the inspective
guardian of every moist essence, which is beheld in air and water. And [Hades] providentially
attends to the earth, and to every thing in the earth. Hence also he is called terrestrial [Zeus].”®
This relation between Zeus and fire and air can clearly be brought to bear on the association
with wisdom and prudence respectively.

In the Timaeus, fire is the sharpest and the lightest of the elements. Also noteworthy is what
Damascius has shared about Prometheus: “[T]he distinctive character of this deity is to reveal

® Damascius. Philebus commentary. Prometheus Trust, trans. L.G. Westerink, §129.

* Thomas Taylor writes in the footnote, “In these two divinities the cause of all arts is primarily comprehended:
the former of these first imparting the fabricative power which the arts possess; and the latter illuminating them
with that which is gnostic and intellectual.”

* Plato, Protagoras. In The Works of Plato V, trans. Thomas Taylor. Prometheus Trust, 321c-d.

® Proclus, Theology of Plato, trans. Thomas Taylor, Book 6, Chapter 10.
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the good that is hidden with the Gods; therefore he is said to have stolen the fire, that is to
say, to have disclosed the mystic treasure” and continues, saying that

[t]he fire that Prometheus stole and gave to man is all elevatory existence and
elevatory perfection, not viewed in its upward motion, but in the process of being
distributed through him to the lowest stratum of the universe. This is why it is said to
be stolen, because, though elevatory, it is brought down; and through him, because
only its descent is effected by Titanic powers; while its existence as form is due to other
Gods.’

We have, it seems, jumped like wind-blown embers from the fire within the cosmos to the fire
that is elevatory, and with this shift, it is time for us to look at Porphyry’s comments in On the
Cave of the Nymphs surrounding the dryness cultivated by an elevating soul:

Indeed, Boreas is proper to souls passing into generation: for the northern blasts
recreate those who are on the verge of death; and refresh the soul reluctantly detained
in the body. On the contrary, the southern gales dissolve life. For the north, from its
superior coldness, collects into one, detains and strengthens the soul in the most
moist and frigid embraces of terrene generation: but the south dissolves the humid
bands, and by its superior heat, having freed the soul from the dark and cold tenement
of the body, draws it upward to the incorporeal light and heat of divinity.®

The heat and light in this passage evoke (kindle?) an image of flames and fire. Proclus, too,
will look at fire — this time in terms of the Chaldean Oracles and the copious fire-and-light
imagery within them. Proclus is also referring to angels in terms of the upper levels of the
daimonic classes (which is made up of angels, daimons, and heroes respectively, with the
angelic class being closest to the Gods and the heroic class the most distant).

How does the order of angels cause the soul to ascend? “By making the soul bright with
fire...” (the oracles says). That is, illuminating the soul on all sides and filling it with
pure fire,’ which gives it an unswerving order and power through which it does not
rush into material disorder but makes contact with the light of the divine beings.

" Damascius, Philebus commentary, §58, §61.

& Porphyry, “On the Cave of the Nymphs,” in Select Works of Porphyry, trans. Thomas Taylor, p. 156.

° The French translation of Proclus’ Platonic Theology, Book Ill, Chapter One, from Saffrey and Westerink uses the
phrase “allume le feu intérieur par lequel elles sont au plus haut point unies a la transcendance inconnaissable
de 'Un” where Taylor translates it as “and enkindling that torch in them, by which they are especially conjoined
with the unknown transcendency of the one” — so it’s worth comparing across different Proclus texts to see the
extent to which he employs fiery language.
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And (the order of angels) causes a separation with matter by “lightening (the soul) with
a warm breath,” and causing a rising up through the anagogic life. For the “warm
breath” is the sharing of life."

He uses much of the same imagery, and some similar references to the Chaldean Oracles,
when discussing how prayer to the Gods works, where fire is active at both the beginning and
at the latter stages of the ascent to divine contact:

To a perfect and true prayer, however, there is required in the first place, a knowledge
of all the divine orders to which he who prays approaches. For no one will accede to
the Gods in a proper manner, unless he has a knowledge of their peculiarities. Hence
also the oracle admonishes, that a fire-heated conception has the first order in sacred
worship. But in the second place, there is required a conformation of our life with that
which is divine; and this accompanied with all purity, chastity, discipline, and order,
through which our concerns being introduced to the Gods, we shall attract their
beneficence, and our souls will become subject to them. In the third place, contact is
necessary, according to which we touch the divine essence with the summit of our
soul, and verge to a union with it. But there is yet farther required, an approximating
adhesion: for thus the oracle calls it, when it says, the mortal approximating to fire will
possess a light from the Gods. For this imparts to us a greater communion with, and
more manifest participation of, the light of the Gods. In the last place, union succeeds,
establishing the one of the soul in the one of the Gods, and causing our energy to
become one with divine energy; according to which we are no longer ourselves, but
are absorbed as it were in the Gods, abiding in divine light, and circularly comprehend
by it. And this is the best end of true prayer, in order that the conversion of the soul
may be conjoined with its permanency, and that everything which proceeds from the
one of the Gods may again be established in the one and the light which is in us may be
comprehended in the light of the Gods."

% Proclus, Chal. Or. Fragments 122 & 123 in Majercik, R. The Chaldean Oracles, p. 96-97.
1 proclus, Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, Book Il. In Timaeus Commentary, Volume I, trans. Thomas Taylor.
Prometheus Trust. 211,9-32 (p. 198).

4/4



