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Plato’s Cosmology
Plato — Timaeus 27e-34b
Tim. First then, in my judgment, we must make a distinction and ask. What is that which
always is and has no becoming; and what is that which is always becoming and never is? That
which is apprehended by intelligence and reason is always in the same state; but that which is
conceived by opinion with the help of sensation and without reason, is always in a process of
becoming and perishing and never really is. Now everything that becomes or is created must
of necessity be created by some cause, for without a cause nothing can be created. The work
of the creator, whenever he looks to the unchangeable and fashions the form and nature of his
work after an unchangeable pattern, must necessarily be made fair and perfect; but when he
looks to the created only, and uses a created pattern, it is not fair or perfect. Was the heaven
then or the world, whether called by this or by any other more appropriate name — assuming
the name, I am asking a question which has to be asked at the beginning of an enquiry about
anything — was the world, I say, always in existence and without beginning? or created, and
had it a beginning? Created, I reply, being visible and tangible and having a body, and therefore
sensible; and all sensible things are apprehended by opinion and sense and are in a process of
creation and created. Now that which is created must, as we affirm, of necessity be created by
a cause. But the father and maker of all this universe is past finding out; and even if we found
him, to tell of him to all men would be impossible. And there is still a question to be asked about
him: Which of the patterns had the artificer in view when he made the world, — the pattern
of the unchangeable, or of that which is created? If the world be indeed fair and the artificer
good, it is manifest that he must have looked to that which is eternal; but if what cannot be said
without blasphemy is true, then to the created pattern. Every one will see that he must have
looked to the eternal; for the world is the fairest of creations and he is the best of causes. And
having been created in this way, the world has been framed in the likeness of that which is
apprehended by reason and mind and is unchangeable, and must therefore of necessity, if this
is admitted, be a copy of something. Now it is all-important that the beginning of everything
should be according to nature. And in speaking of the copy and the original we may assume that
words are akin to the matter which they describe; when they relate to the lasting and permanent
and intelligible, they ought to be lasting and unalterable, and — as far as their nature allows,
irrefutable and immovable — nothing less. But when they express only the copy or likeness and
not the eternal things themselves, they need only be likely and analogous to the real words. As
being is to becoming, so is truth to belief. If then, Socrates, amid the many opinions about the
gods and the generation of the universe, we are not able to give notions which are altogether
and in every respect exact and consistent with one another, do not be surprised. Enough, if we
adduce probabilities as likely as any others; for we must remember that I who am the speaker,
and you who are the judges, are only mortal men, and we ought to accept the tale which is
probable and enquire no further.
Soc. Excellent, Timaeus ; and we will do precisely as you bid us. The prelude is charming,
and is already accepted by us — may we beg of you to proceed to the strain?
Tim. Let me tell you then why the creator made this world of generation. He was good, and
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the good can never have any jealousy of anything. And being free from jealousy, he desired
that all things should be as like himself as they could be. This is in the truest sense the origin of
creation and of the world, as we shall do well in believing on the testimony of wise men: God
desired that all things should be good and nothing bad, so far as this was attainable. Wherefore
also finding the whole visible sphere not at rest, but moving in an irregular and disorderly
fashion, out of disorder he brought order, considering that this was in every way better than
the other. Now the deeds of the best could never be or have been other than the fairest; and the
creator, reflecting on the things which are by nature visible, found that no unintelligent creature
taken as a whole was fairer than the intelligent taken as a whole; and that intelligence could
not be present in anything that was devoid of soul. For which reason, when he was framing the
universe, he put intelligence in soul, and soul in body, that he might be the creator of a work
which was by nature fairest and best. Wherefore, using the language of probability, we may
say that the world became a living creature truly endowed with soul and intelligence by the
providence of God.
This being supposed, let us proceed to the next stage: in the likeness of what animal did the
Creator make the world? It would be an unworthy thing to liken it to any nature which exists
as a part only; for nothing can be beautiful which is like any imperfect thing; but let us suppose
the world to be the very image of that whole of which all other animals both individually and in
their tribes are portions. For the original of the universe contains in itself all intelligible beings,
just as this world comprehends us and all other visible creatures. For the Deity, intending to
make this world like the fairest and most perfect of intelligible beings, framed one visible
animal comprehending within itself all other animals of a kindred nature. Are we right in saying
that there is one world, or that they are many and infinite? There must be one only, if the created
copy is to accord with the original. For that which includes all other intelligible creatures cannot
have a second or companion; in that case there would be need of another living being which
would include both, and of which they would be parts, and the likeness would be more truly
said to resemble not them, but that other which included them. In order then that the world
might be solitary, like the perfect animal, the creator made not two worlds or an infinite number
of them; but there is and ever will be one only begotten and created heaven.
Now that which is created is of necessity corporeal, and also visible and tangible. And
nothing is visible where there is no fire, or tangible which has no solidity, and nothing is solid
without earth. Wherefore also God in the beginning of creation made the body of the universe
to consist of fire and earth. But two things cannot be rightly put together without a third ; there
must be some bond of union between them. And the fairest bond is that which makes the most
complete fusion of itself and the things which it combines; and proportion is best adapted to
effect such a union. For whenever in any three numbers, whether cube or square, there is a
mean, which is to the last term what the first term is to it; and again, when the mean is to the first
term as the last term is to the mean, — then the mean becoming first and last, and the first and
last both becoming means, they will all of them of necessity, come to be the same, and having
become the same with one another will be all one. If the universal frame had been created a
surface only and having no depth, a single mean would have sufficed to bind together itself and
the other terms; but now, as the world must be solid, and solid bodies are always compacted
not by one mean but by two, God placed water and air in the mean between fire and earth, and
made them to have the same proportion so far as was possible (as fire is to air so is air to water,
and as air is to water so is water to earth) ; and thus he bound and put together a visible and
tangible heaven. And for these reasons, and out of such elements which are in number four, the
body of the world was created, and it was harmonized by proportion, and therefore has the spirit
of friendship; and having been reconciled to itself, it was indissoluble by the hand of any other
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than the framer.
Now the creation took up the whole of each of the four elements ; for the Creator compounded
the world out of all the fire and all the water and all the air and all the earth, leaving no part
of any of them nor any power of them outside. His intention was, in the first place, that the
animal should be as far as possible a perfect whole and of perfect parts: secondly, that it should
be one, leaving no remnants out of which another such world might be created: and also that
it should be free from old age and unaffected by disease. Considering that if heat and cold and
other powerful forces which unite bodies surround and attack them from without when they
are unprepared, they decompose them, and by bringing diseases and old age upon them, make
them waste away — for this cause and on these grounds he made the world one whole, having
every part entire, and being therefore perfect and liable to old age and disease. And he gave
to the world the figure which was suitable and also natural. Now to the animal which was to
comprehend all animals, that figure was suitable which comprehends within itself all other
figures. Wherefore he made the world in the form of a globe, round as from a lathe, having its
extremes in every direction equidistant from the centre, the most perfect and the most like itself
of all figures; for he considered that the like is infinitely fairer than the unlike. This he finished
off, making the surface smooth all round for many reasons; in the first place, because the living
being had no need of eyes when there was nothing remaining outside him to be seen; nor of ears
when there was nothing to be heard; and there was no surrounding atmosphere to be breathed;
nor would there have been any use of organs by the help of which he might receive his food
or get rid of what he had already digested, since there was nothing which went from him or
came into him: for there was nothing beside him. Of design he was created thus, his own waste
providing his own food, and all that he did or suffered taking place in and by himself. For the
Creator conceived that a being which was self-sufficient would be far more excellent than one
which lacked anything; and, as he had no need to take anything or defend himself against any
one, the Creator did not think it necessary to bestow upon him hands: nor had he any need of
feet, nor of the whole apparatus of walking; but the movement suited to his spherical form was
assigned to him, being of all the seven that which is most appropriate to mind and intelligence;
and he was made to move in the same manner and on the same spot, within his own limits
revolving in a circle. All the other six motions were taken away from him, and he was made not
to partake of their deviations. And as this circular movement required no feet, the universe was
created without legs and without feet.
Such was the whole plan of the eternal God about the god that was to be, to whom for this
reason he gave a body, smooth and even, having a surface in every direction equidistant from
the centre, a body entire and perfect, and formed out of perfect bodies. And in the center he put
the soul, which he diffused throughout the body, making it also to be the exterior environment
of it; and he made the universe a circle moving in a circle, one and solitary, yet by reason of
its excellence able to converse with itself, and needing no other friendship or acquaintance.
Having these purposes in view he created the world a blessed god.
Now when the Creator had framed the soul according to his will, he formed within her the
corporeal universe, and brought the two together, and united them center to center. The soul,
interfused everywhere from the center to the circumference of heaven, of which also she is the
external envelopment, herself turning in herself, began a divine beginning of never-ceasing
and rational life enduring throughout all time. The body of heaven is visible, but the soul is
invisible, and partakes of reason and harmony, and being made by the best of intellectual and
everlasting natures, is the best of things created. And because she is composed of the same and
of the other and of the essence, these three, and is divided and united in due proportion, and
in her revolutions returns upon herself, the soul, when touching anything which has essence,
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whether dispersed in parts or undivided, is stirred through all her powers, to declare the
sameness or difference of that thing and some other; and to what individuals are related, and by
what affected, and in what way and how and when, both in the world of generation and in the
world of immutable being.
And when reason, which works with equal truth, whether she be in the circle of the diverse
or of the same — in voiceless silence holding her onward course in the sphere of the self-moved
— when reason, I say, is hovering around the sensible world and when the circle of the diverse
also moving truly imparts the intimations of sense to the whole soul, then arise opinions and
beliefs sure and certain. But when reason is concerned with the rational, and the circle of the
same moving smoothly declares it, then intelligence and knowledge are necessarily perfected.
And if any one affirms that in which these two are found to be other than the soul, he will say
the very opposite of the truth.
When the father and creator saw the creature which he had made moving and living, the
created image of the eternal gods, he rejoiced, and in his joy determined to make the copy still
more like the original; and as this was eternal, he sought to make the universe eternal, so far
as might be. Now the nature of the ideal being was everlasting, but to bestow this attribute in
its fullness upon a creature was impossible. Wherefore he resolved to have a moving image of
eternity, and when he set in order the heaven, he made this image eternal but moving according
to number, while eternity itself rests in unity; and this image we call time. For there were no
days and nights and months and years before the heaven was created, but when he constructed
the heaven he created them also. They are all parts of time, and the past and future are created
species of time, which we unconsciously but wrongly transfer to the eternal essence; for we say
that he ‘was’, he Ms’, he ‘will be’, but the truth is that ‘is’ alone is properly attributed to him,
and that ‘was’ and ‘will be’ are only to be spoken of becoming in time, for they are motions, but
that which is immovably the same cannot become older or younger by time, nor ever did or has
become, or hereafter will be, older or younger, nor is subject at all to any of those states which
affect moving and sensible things and of which generation is the cause. These are the forms of
time, which imitates eternity and revolves according to a law of number. Moreover, when we
say that what has become is become and what becomes is becoming, and that what will become
is about to become and that the non-existent is non-existent, — all these are inaccurate modes
of expression. But perhaps this whole subject will be more suitably discussed on some other
occasion. Time, then, and the heaven came into being at the same instant in order that, having
been created together, if ever there was to be a dissolution of them, they might be dissolved
together. It was framed after the pattern of the eternal nature, that it might resemble this as far
as was possible; for the pattern exists from eternity, and the created heaven has been, and is,
and will be, in all time. Such was the mind and thought of God in the creation of time. The
sun and moon and five other stars, which are called the planets, were created by him in order
to distinguish and preserve the numbers of time; and when he had made their several bodies,
he placed them in the orbits in which the circle of the other was revolving, — in seven orbits
seven stars. First, there was the moon in the orbit nearest the earth, and next the sun, in the
second orbit above the earth; then came the morning star and the star sacred to Hermes, moving
in orbits which have an equal swiftness with the sun, but in an opposite direction ; and this is
the reason why the sun and Hermes and Lucifer overtake and are overtaken by each other. To
enumerate the places which he assigned to the other stars, and to give all the reasons why he
assigned them, although a secondary matter, would give more trouble than the primary. These
things at some future time, when we are at leisure, may have the consideration which they
deserve, but not at present.
Thus far and until the birth of time the created universe was made in the likeness of the
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original, but inasmuch as all animals were not yet comprehended therein, it was still unlike.
What remained, the creator then proceeded to fashion after the nature of the pattern. Now as in
the ideal animal the mind perceives ideas or species of a certain nature and number, he thought
that this created animal ought to have species of a like nature and number. There are four such;
one of them is the heavenly race of the gods; another, the race of birds whose way is in the air;
the third the watery species, and the fourth, the pedestrian and land creatures. Of the heavenly
and divine, he created the greater part out of fire, that they might be the brightest of all things
and fairest to behold, and he fashioned them after the likeness of the universe in the figure of a
circle, and made them follow the intelligent motion of the supreme distributing them over the
whole circumference of heaven, which was to be a true cosmos or glorious world spangled with
them all over. And he gave to each of them two movements: the first, a movement on the same
spot after the same manner, whereby they ever continue to think consistently the same thoughts
about the same things; the second, a forward movement, in which they are controlled by the
revolution of the same and the like; but by the other five motions they were unaffected, in order
that each of them might attain the highest perfection. And for this reason the fixed stars were
created, to be divine and eternal animals, ever-abiding and revolving after the same manner and
on the same spot; and the other stars which reverse their motion and are subject to deviations of
this kind, were created in the manner already described. The earth, which is our nurse, clinging
around the pole which is extended through the universe, he framed to be the guardian and
artificer of night and day, first and eldest of gods that are in the interior of heaven. Vain would
be the attempt to tell all the figures of them circling as in dance, and their juxtapositions, and the
return of them in their revolutions upon themselves, and their approximations, and to say which
of these deities in their conjunctions meet, and which of them are in opposition, and in what
order they get behind and before one another, and when they are severally eclipsed to our sight
and again reappear, sending terrors and intimations of the future to those who cannot calculate
their movements — to attempt to tell of all this without a visible representation of the heavenly
system would be labor in vain. Enough on this head; and now let what we have said about the
nature of the created and visible gods have an end.
To know or tell the origin of the other divinities is beyond us, and we must accept the
traditions of the men of old time who affirm themselves to be the offspring of the gods — that
is what they say — and they must surely have known their own ancestors. How can we doubt
the word of the children of the gods? Although they give no probable or certain proofs, still, as
they declare that they are speaking of what took place in their own family, we must conform to
custom and believe them. In this manner, then, according to them, the genealogy of these gods
is to be received and set forth.
Oceanus and Tethys were the children of Earth and Heaven, and from these sprang Phorcys
and Cronos and Rhea, and all that generation ; and from Cronos and Rhea sprang Zeus and
Here, and all those who are said to be their brethren, and others who were the children of these.
Now, when all of them, both those who visibly appear in their revolutions as well as those
other gods who are of a more retiring nature, had come into being, the creator of the universe
addressed them in these words : ‘Gods, children of gods, who are my works, and of whom I
am the artificer and father, my creations are indissoluble, if so I will. All that is bound may
be undone, but only an evil being would wish to undo that which is harmonious and happy.
Wherefore, since ye are but creatures, ye are not altogether immortal and indissoluble, but ye
shall certainly not be dissolved, nor be liable to the fate of death, having in my will a greater
and mightier bond than those with which ye were bound at the time of your birth. And now
listen to my instructions: — Three tribes of mortal beings remain to be created — without them
the universe will be incomplete, for it will not contain every kind of animal which it ought
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to contain, if it is to be perfect. On the other hand, if they were created by me and received
life at my hands, they would be on an equality with the gods. In order then that they may be
mortal, and that this universe may be truly universal, do you, according to your natures, betake
yourselves to the formation of animals, imitating the power which was shown by me in creating
you. The part of them worthy of the name immortal, which is called divine and is the guiding
principle of those who are willing to follow justice and you — of that divine part I will myself
sow the seed, and having made a beginning, I will hand the work over to you. And do you then
interweave the mortal with the immortal, and make and beget living creatures, and give them
food, and make them to grow, and receive them again in death.
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