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Why is the Timaeus Different?

Peter Quigley

The Timaeus is significantly different from Plato’s other works and is a difficult work to 
analyse. This paper will comprise two parts. In the first part, I will present two issues 
that may contribute to us having problems with the Timaeus. Firstly, I will discuss how 
the style of the Timaeus is different from Plato’s other works. Secondly, I will review  
a number of inconsistencies between the Timaeus and Plato’s other works. In the sec-
ond part, I will review five possible explanations for these problems, ranging from the 
extreme view that it is a forgery, to the view that Plato had simply changed his mind 
on philosophical matters, and additionally was playing with a different writing style.

Part 1: Problems with the Timaeus
1.1 The problem of style
Plato’s writings form a largely consistent corpus in terms of style and topic. The Critias 
and Timaeus stand out as uniquely different. A 1971 study of Plato’s style by Morton 
and Winspear (Tarrant et al., 2011:97, 99) questioned whether Plato was the author 
of the Timaeus and suggested that its real author might have been Speusippus. This 
proposal has been rejected since Aristotle and other writers from antiquity accept 
Plato as its author. However, it does highlight just how different the Timaeus is, and 
it presents us with a problem.

Waterfield (2008:lviii), in his translation of the Timaeus comments that “Some 
of Timaeus, however, is written in condensed Greek, the difficulty of which is com-
pounded by Plato’s frequent use in this dialogue of artificial sentence structure and 
word order, which sometimes make his words resemble unmetrical poetry more 
than anything else, and by his occasionally taking abnormal liberties with the ‘rules’ 
of grammar”.

Many commentators acknowledge that the Timaeus is odd. Jowett (1891:1) calls 
it “obscure and repulsive to modern readers”. Zeyl (2000:ix) suggests that it contains  
a “complexity of thought and expression that is not easily grasped”. Cornford (1937:v) 
claims the Timaeus is “a long and intricate argument ... [and is obscure because it] 
covers an immense field at the cost of compressing the thought into the smallest 
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space”. Seeskin (2005:40 footnote 12) suggests that part of the obscurity is due to the 
overuse of metaphors which because they are metaphors lack precision and a unique 
interpretation. Lee (1972:24) suggests that “the characteristics of the original Greek: 
[are that it is] elaborate, often deliberately contrived, dealing with unfamiliar material 
for which no ready vocabulary existed, sometimes solemn, and lacking in the lively 
clarity and natural vigor of Plato’s earlier work”. Taylor (1928:442) suggests that in 
the Timaeus “Plato himself could not have made a hard-and-fast distinction between 
philosophical content and mythical form”. Finally, Dillon claims that “the line between 
literal truth and speculation is hard to discern” (Seeskin, 2005:48).

Consider also, the results of a 2011 stylometric analysis of the Timaeus by Tarrant, 
Benitez and Roberts (2011:117). They found that it, and Critias, were significantly 
different from Plato’s other works, and concluded that “the Timaeus when it purports 
to offer an eikos mythos at 29 d, must be taken seriously. Careful readers had long ago 
recognised, without the help of computers, that the style of both the Timaeus and the 
Critias was ‘to some extent intentionally mythic’ .... [However they also found that] 
we should not seek for one single epistemological status for the entire cosmology of 
the Timaeus”.

Plato’s other works are dialogues. In the dialogue, a reasoned argument is presented 
which leads to a conclusion about the given topic, although often the conclusion may 
be negative and sceptical. The dialogues also contain wit and irony and other rhetori-
cal devices which make them a lively and enjoyable read. The Timaeus is the opposite 
of all of these. Apart from a brief introductory section, it is mostly a monologue. No 
reasoned argument is presented. The nearest we get is the explanatory claim that the 
world has occurred as it is because the creator is good. The text consists of factual 
claims presented in a dry and objective language.

1.2 An issue of consistency

The epistemological requirements presented in the introductory discussion between 
Socrates and Timaeus are odd. Socrates, who is usually critical of claims to expertise 
and requires extensive justification for any claims made by experts, is totally uncritical 
and accepting of Timaeus’ account because he is an expert on the subject.

Gregory (2000:3–4) identifies four critical differences between Plato’s views in the 
Timaeus about astronomy, in comparison with three middle period works, the Phaedo, 
the Republic, and the Politicus. The first difference is that the heavens go from being 
chaotic and not amenable to mathematical description to being ordered and stable 
in the Timaeus. The planets were called wandering sheep which captures the idea of 
their random motion. The second difference is that Plato’s conception of the good 
changes from one based upon ethical and aesthetical ideas to an appreciation of unity, 
mathematical simplicity and elegance. The third difference is that the specific model of 
the earth and its place in the cosmos goes from being supported by pivots and bands 
and requiring Godly intervention to prevent degeneration, to being self-supporting 
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and self-sustaining. Finally, the fourth difference is that the mathematical description 
introduced in the Timaeus is an astronomical model based upon circular motion. The 
other works do not support these views.

In passing, Gregory also notes that the views of the Timaeus are shared by three 
other works, the Philebus, Laws, and Epinomis. However, this grouping is problemati-
cal as there are issues of authenticity. For instance, Gregory (2000:3) “accepts that the 
Laws was ‘on the wax’ when Plato died and was subsequently ‘published’ (and possibly 
edited) by Philip of Opus, who also ‘published’ (and edited/wrote) the Epinomis”. 
If you set aside these other works as of questionable provenance, then the Timaeus 
rather stands alone, thus adding some justification to problems about its authenticity.

Additionally, the account of perception (sight) in the Timaeus differs from that 
presented in the Theaetetus. Gregory (2000:227–229) reports that Burnyeat, Taylor, 
Cornford, McDowell, and Fine all share this view. The Theaetetus makes sight per-
ceiver-dependent and hence not a possible source of knowledge, whilst the Timaeus 
has the opposite view.

In the Phaedo, the soul is the principle of life for human beings. In the Phaedrus 
and Timaeus, the soul inhabits the whole cosmos. However, there is an important 
difference between them. The soul of the Phaedrus is eternal and uncreated and 
hence part of the world of Forms. In the Timaeus, the soul is created by the demi-
urge and hence part of the world of becoming. Ricken (1991:107–108) proposes that 
this conflict be resolved by allowing the soul to inhabit both realms, but I find this 
unconvincing.

Ricken (1991:5) points out the “dualism that is characteristic of the entire Greek 
understanding of reality. Eternal being is always opposed to becoming and passing 
away”. In this system being and becoming are disjoint involving mutually exclusive 
entities and epistemic requirements. In the Timaeus Plato blurs this distinction. 
Eternal being, mathematical certainty and even the good itself, are part of our world 
of becoming and passing away when previously these properties would have been 
restricted to the provenance of the world of being. This blurring of the distinction 
between these two realms in the Timaeus may add some weight to the view that the 
Timaeus is not Plato’s work.

A further issue is the internal consistency of the Timaeus. In the introductory 
discussion, it is claimed that the account will be inconsistent due to the nature of 
the topic. For example, one question addressed in the Timaeus is how motion, and 
perhaps change more generally, can be possible. We are given a number of different 
explanations for motion. First, there is a kind of vitalism, the cosmos as a whole is 
alive. Soul and intelligence are also introduced as causal factors in motion. The planets 
move because they are deities. Motion due to gravity is explained as the four elements 
moving to their proper place and like attracting like. When the Timaeus discusses 
geometrical atomism, change is a basic property of the atoms and their sub-structures. 
In keeping with Plato’s warning, it is not at all clear that all of these explanations are 
compatible with each other. While some of these inconsistencies might be dismissed 
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as minor, and hence explainable as due to a change of mind, nonetheless skepticism 
about the senses and the epistemic worth of expertise, do seem to be core positions 
in Plato’s philosophy, so I think that the contrary position in the Timaeus cannot be 
so easily disregarded.

Part 2: Several possible explanations as to why the 
Timaeus has these characteristics

In the previous section, we have been looking at the distinctive characteristics of the 
Timaeus. But this now raises the question of how to explain their presence. So in this 
section six possible explanations are reviewed. The conclusion will be that there are 
several explanations, of differing weights, which do not necessarily exclude each other, 
though some are less reasonable than others.

First, at one end of the spectrum we recall Morton and Winspear (Tarrant et al., 
2011:97, 99), who proposed that it is not Plato’s work. This is not entirely absurd. There 
is the precedent of Locus Timaeus, which was once seen as one of Plato’s works but 
now recognised as a forgery (Waterfield, 2008:xi). This issue of Plato’s authorship is 
not an isolated case: Saunders (1987:213) tells us that “there is some controversy about 
the authenticity of Hippias Major”. Thus, there is some precedent for questioning the 
authenticity of Plato’s works.

Second, there is the possibility of translation and transcription errors over time. 
Waterfield (2008:lviii) tells us Plato threw away the rules of grammar. Closely related 
is the issue of ambiguity of individual words. An example is how to translate the word 
demiurgos. It literally means craftsman, but in the context of Plato’s creation account, 
it might be translated as Creator-God.

A slightly more subtle variation occurs when Timaeus describes the account as an 
eikos mythos or as an eikos logos. This might be translated as a “plausible, or possible or 
likely” “account or story”. A plausible account might be taken seriously. Whilst a likely 
story which is “as likely as any other”, almost sounds like it is just a piece of fiction. In 
this case, Plato may have been playing word games as the Greek for likely and likeness 
or image are similar (eikos, eikon), and the Timaeus is both a picture (i.e. likeness) of 
the world and a likely (i.e. plausible account). Gregory (2000) and Johansen (2004) 
point out that Critias’ claim at 27a that we will be getting “natural science” from the 
expert Timaeus, undermines the thesis that Plato was just engaging in writing a myth.

Waterfield (2008:lviii) raises a thorny question for translators. In this case, does the 
translator try to capture Plato’s wit, which might not be translatable into English, and 
recognised as such by later readers, or try to capture his intended meaning? Gregory 
(2000:82) suggests that one way of dissolving tensions in Plato’s writing is to suppose 
that the description is “ironic and not to be taken seriously” or some kind of unreal 
idealisation. This strategy may allow too much leeway in translation and can lead to 
numerous equally good but totally different translations. Thus, the meaning of the 
Timaeus may be lost or become arbitrary.
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Translator bias especially among later Christian Neoplatonists who either inten-
tionally or even unconsciously make Plato’s creation story almost match Hebrew/
Christian scripture, especially in how they present the nature of God and the world-
soul, cannot be dismissed (Jowett, 1891:1–2).

Still on the matter of translator bias, in his book on superstition among the pre-
Socratic Greeks, Gregory (2013:23) claims that we treat Plato and the ancient Greeks 
as the first rationalists and scientists, and that this may also introduce a bias in how 
we read them and translate their works.

Even acknowledging all these issues, we can say that translator bias seems to be 
no more likely for one dialogue than another.

Third in the line of explanation, we may ask whether the Timaeus is incomplete. 
Plato died before the Laws was finished and it was edited by someone else. Whilst the 
Timaeus looks complete in terms of content, Plato claimed it to be the first of a trilogy 
with the Critias and Hermocrates to follow. We have no record of Hermocrates, and 
the Critias is incomplete (Waterfield, 2008:xiii). Perhaps the Timaeus is incomplete in 
the sense of being a first draft. In which case, Plato may have been intending to edit 
it but never got around to it. Gregory (2000:304 note 43) informs us that “Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus in his On Literary Composition, ... [claimed that] Plato painstak-
ingly wrote and re-wrote each of his works”. That the Timaeus has stylistic flaws and 
inconsistencies means that it does not meet Plato’s high standards and suggests that 
it might have not been completed.

Fourth, delving further into mysteries, we have what Ricken (1991:117–118)
describes as the problem of writing and unwritten doctrines. In the Phaedrus (and 
Phaedo) Plato compares writing and an oral conversation and claims that bad writing 
is like a dead picture: it can’t be questioned and true understanding might be missing 
when someone reads the text out of context. One significant claim here is that Plato’s 
real ideas were communicated orally in lectures and conversations with pupils and 
that the written texts were popular pieces for the entertainment of the masses. Since 
they were just for popular consumption concerns about truth and consistency were 
absent. There are different versions of this thesis which assign different, but always  
a lesser, role to writing. On one view, the oral message was a secret teaching, and this 
secrecy led to the written work being deliberately misleading. Alternatively, the writ-
ten text rather than being misleading was incomplete, like the lecture notes a student 
might take at a lecture to remind him of the topics covered but not a detailed account. 
The text then might contain a list of topics or views discussed but not whether Plato 
rejected or approved of them and not the justifications, which the student would be 
expected to remember. This might contribute to the apparent obscurity of a written 
work, like the Timaeus.

Apart from these methodological considerations, Gregory (2000) and Johansen 
(2004) suggest that the subject matter was an important influence on the Timaeus. 
At 27a Critias introduces Timaeus as a specialist in natural science, and hence, we 
can see Plato as engaged in a different enterprise, that of natural science or physics. 



PETER QUIGLEY

96

In line with a Socratic requirement rejecting simple and reductive descriptions 
as explanations, Plato goes further than the prevailing naturalist and mechanist 
accounts by introducing a strong teleology and a more extensive (deeper) style of 
explanation in the Timaeus. This extra requirement may have been at the cost of 
simplicity and clarity.

Finally, the simplest explanation for the changes from his earlier views is that, as 
he got older and more experienced, Plato just changed his mind and tried different 
styles of presentation.

Conclusion

We are left with a bit of a mystery, a mystery which seems to have persisted in puzzling 
scholars. We have seen that there is merit in some of the suggestions to explain the 
distinctiveness of the Timaeus, as well as its internal inconsistencies and its external 
inconsistencies with others of his works. It may well have been worked over and so 
not all his work. It may well have been under revision and so essentially incomplete. 
Lack of consistency might have been ironic, which Plato did not shirk from. Since 
the natural world is a complex place the specific subject matter may also have had  
a role to play. And then, of course, there is the obvious thing to say, that as he got older 
Plato just changed his mind so that as a corpus his later writings are incompatible with 
his earlier. In the end, that is perhaps the best we can hope for.
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