The Cave and the Light of God: Idolatry, Platonism, Transcendentalism
and the Foundations of the Environmental Movement
Introduction
It is a commonplace in the most intellectual environmental circles, that Plato denigrated
physical reality with his theory of the Forms, and that Christian Platonism is responsible for much of
the damage that European cultures have done and continue to do to nature (most notably Nietzsche
and later the American novelist and essayist Edward Abbey). This theory has bothered me for some
time because Ralph Waldo Emerson, the philosophical originator of the environmental movement,
was a neo-Platonist. How could Platonism have been the cause of very negative attitudes toward
nature and two thousand years later be the root of the rediscovery of the value of nature? That is the
central question in this essay.

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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The idea of the Forms is most powerfully present in Plato’s myth of the cave, that depends on
the image of light as truth and goodness, versus matter, shadow and darkness as error and ignorance
and perhaps evil. This essay will ask the questions: what is the relationship between the European
association of darkness and the earth and evil? What role does the image of light and shadow play in
the history of our feeling for nature in general? Is light necessarily associated with goodness, and
truth? When and where has light or shadow also been associated with all of nature? This essay is a
history of Zoroastrianism and Platonism and their influence on the feelings for and against nature in
European thought as these powerful ideas and images twisted and doubled back on themselves over
3500 years of religion, philosophy, literature and science.

Speculations on the Biological Roots to Feelings Toward Light and Dark
Are the moral feelings about light and dark purely social constructs or are there genetic
components to our fears? Citizens of European cultures tend to believe that there is a natural
association between darkness, ignorance, danger and evil. But long ago, in a kingdom that might not
be far from where you are now situated, our ancestors were mere spots of mammalian protoplasm
scampering between the elephantine but reptilian footprints of the dinosaurs. They were insectivores
who preyed on giant and not so giant insects. They roamed that tropical and not so tropical jungle
world where cockroaches approached the size of cocker spaniels. Some hunted during the day, but
most probably hunted at night. Modern insectivores, the mole, shrew, and bat, are all nocturnal
hunters, probably because they would be easily seen and eaten by a hawk during the day. Even the
charming but armored hedgehog is nocturnal. During the day the insectivores hide in their comfy,
safe, dark holes. What do they do in their holes? They mostly sleep, perchance they dream.

Sinodelphys a Mesozoic mammal
One of the functions of sleep is simply to keep animals busy while they are in danger. So
nocturnal animals have a circadian rhythm that forces them to sleep when they would probably be
2

eaten, or when they would find little of the food to which they are particularly adapted. In every
generation there are variations among individuals, some of them mutants, who do not follow the
circadian rhythms of the species. In most cases these are swiftly eliminated by predation. In a few
rare cases these turn out to be more adaptive and a new race, eventually a new species evolves.
What do these little animals do in their sleep? No one who lives with cats, dogs, pigs, or even
horses doubts that animals dream. Nor do we doubt that they usually seem to dream of running,
fighting, and eating. What do the insectivores think and dream of the sun light? Perhaps they dream
of its dangers, and the horrid feathered specters that swoop from a hidden place in the sky, bringing
death. Do the insectivores have lucid dreams; that is, do they know they are “only dreaming” or are
they like Chuang Tzu (c. 350 BCE), who dreamed he was a butterfly, and while he was a butterfly,
he had no feeling that he was a man? It seems likely that our ancient ancestors feared the light and
loved the gentle protective darkness. Even now, do the insectivores sometimes dream daymares of
blazing light and evil bird-monsters?

Griffin, a mythological lion eagle
Our ancestor the tree shrew, the first primate, had and still has shrew-like teeth, but they
listen for their prey with little human ears, and they catch their prey with little hands ending in claws
but at the end of little human fingers like a baby. The tree shrew is also nocturnal, as is the later
fruit-eating lemur with giant eyes. Many of the small, long-tailed monkeys are still nocturnal,
probably because their main predators are eagles, as for example, in the Amazon jungle today. But it
is easier to find fruit in the daylight, and the larger monkeys tend to forage by day. The great apes:
the baboons, gibbon, orangutan, gorilla, and chimpanzee, and the large monkeys of the new world
are active at various time of the day and night. What do they do when they are not gathering food?
They sleep quietly, and try not to be noticed by their predators that include, depending on their
location, lions, leopards, jaguars, tigers, and the largest snakes such as the old world python and the
new world anaconda. It is possible that as monkeys and apes sleep in trees or caves they have
dreams of these predators to remind them to be still so that they are unnoticed.
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Human beings are usually daytime hunters and gatherers. Most pre-industrial people in the
past slept during the hours of darkness, and the few similar people today are the same. Many, but by
no means all societies have a large number of people who fear the dark. Often these fears are related
to images of predation by hairy, toothy monsters, but snake-like and bird-like monsters are also
common images. It is interesting to speculate that the imagined monsters painted and sculpted by the
ancient Mediterraneans, Mesopotamians, and medieval Europeans that combine body parts of
snakes, eagles and felines, may represent the biologically inherited images from our primate past.

modern tree shrew
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What do we know of the minds of cavemen?

The cave was a powerful suggestive place for pre-industrial people. Even before we were
sapiens we were Homo and some of us lived in caves. Three hundred thousand years ago, “Beijing
Man” and Women lived in caves and ate each other, either for ritual purposes or for sustenance. The
remains of such repasts were scattered about in the caves until they were removed to the museums
and laboratories in which we do curious honor to our most distant relations. The dry conditions in
many caves preserve Mammalian remains much better than elsewhere, so we tend to find more
human remains in caves. Indeed, we tend to call these ancient persons “Cave Men” whereas there
may have been many more members of these species living in the open, or in brush shelters.
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the cave where Beijing “Man” was found
In any case, later “Cave Men” were tidier about eating their neighbors, as is demonstrated in
caves in Monte Circeo, Italy, where a human skull was deposited neatly in the middle of a ring of
stones about one hundred thousand years ago. There are other clear remnants of what seem to be
ceremonial activities. There are graves, in which bodies (from which the flesh was not eaten) were
placed in formal positions (often fetal) and buried under rocks to prevent their exhumation by
carrion feeders. This strongly suggests a belief in an afterlife or rebirth (Cavendish, 1983, p. 435).

Neanderthal skull from Monte Cinceo, Italy
The great rock paintings in caves in France and Spain, made in about 20,000 BCE depict a
very large number of pregnant animals. It seems that these ancients sensed some kind of connection
between the cave and the fertility of the earth. Perhaps they thought of a cave as the womb of earth.
That seems too easy, but it has poetry if not proof. These ancient but fully human ancestors also
threw spears and darts into the pictures. It appears they thought, “If I kill the animal in the picture,
then I will be able to kill the real animal.”(Hayden, 1986, p. 130)
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Bison painting from Altamira, Spain
This is one of the first examples of the probable use of magical correspondence by human
beings. But just what was the imagined connection between the image and the real animal? The
images in the caves of Altamira and Lascaux are extremely lifelike. They were created by people
who had looked carefully at animals, and who must have come from a long tradition of painting for
accuracy. Like Leonardo da Vinci, they had performed dissections and knew the inner structure of
the animal bodies. Why did the early hunters develop artistic skills? Partly for the pleasure of art,
perhaps, but also it is likely that they believed that if the picture was a good likeness, the magic
would work better. This may be one of the ancient roots of Platonism.

Light and Darkness in Early Human Society
Modern Western societies associate light and darkness with human values, perhaps because
we are well aware that European, Hindu, Buddhist, Chinese, and Arabic cultures all feel that dark is
evil and light is good, just, and truthful. However, this was untrue of low technology, rural societies
before they were impacted by civilizations of one sort or another. In a review of “Light and
Darkness” in religion, R. J. Z. Werblowsky concluded, “Originally there appears to have been no
ethical evaluation of the opposition between light and darkness “(1986, v. 8, p. 547). J.A.
MacCulloch concluded from a world-wide study of “primitive” religions that “decisive examples of
a conflict between light and darkness are few in number” (1961, v. 8, p. 51). Most creation myths
assume that the world was dark before light was developed by the artisan god(s), but there have been
a few cultures (for example native Australian, Finnish, and Amazonian) who felt that at first all was
bright. Most creation myths describe the creation of light first and then the creation of the sun and
moon, that may represent the visual fact that the sky lightens in the morning before the sun itself
rises. Cultures that believe that there will be an end to the world generally represent that end to be
dark (MacCulloch, 1961, v. 8, p. 48).
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Sumerian image of Gilgamesh and Gods
Cultures that believe in judgment after death almost universally feel that the good will live in
a land of light as well as other kinds of pleasures, and that the evil will live in a land of darkness as
well as torment. Beside the obvious European beliefs there are examples from the fairly recent
Polynesians, Japanese, and pagan Scandinavians, as well as ancient Babylonians, Hebrews, and
Greeks (MacCulloch, 1961, v.8, p. 50).
Fear of the dark is common, and is not limited to night. Many cultures fear caves and even
eclipses of the sun or moon. Many cultures associate the spirits of their dead with the dark. And a
very large number of cultures on every continent regard caves as the entrance to a magical
underworld, often to a region of the dead. This widespread feeling may represent the remnants of
some original religious impulse of our common human ancestor, for Homo sapiens Neanderthalis
buried its dead in caves (Cavendish, 1983, p. 435).

Neanderthal Family Grave
It has been speculated that we associate the permanent darkness of a cave with the darkness of the
womb that we somehow remember. If so, could death be a sort of return to the womb? In many
cultures the creation is presented as a first morning, or birth, and caves may represent the primeval
darkness that still lurks dangerously unformed by the artisan god(s). For example, in Greek, the
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unformed world was called chaos both a darkness and also a cave. In Norse mythology, the world
was at first the ginnunga gap, a deep cleft or cave-like gap in the ice and rock wilderness before life
was made (MacCulloch, 1961, v.8, p. 48).
Light is often believed to be a power for good even in cultures in which dark is not
necessarily associated with evil. For example, the pagan Celts and Teutons believed that evil fairies,
witches, werewolves, vampires, ghosts, and other demons were more active, or only active in the
night, not because dark is evil, but because light is deadly to spirits. Even today, many cultures
around the world believe that demons, that function in the dark, are themselves afraid of the light or
can be destroyed by light.

Indo-European Caves and Myths
In many cultures, caves are considered the womb of some great earth goddess. In Crete, cave
sanctuaries were dedicated to fertility goddesses as early as 1400 BCE. The later Greeks believed
that these were the caves where Zeus was born. The pre-Hellenic Romans believed that their
founders, Romulus and Remus were born in the Lupercal cave and suckled by a mother wolf. Both
Mithra and Jesus were born in caves (Cavendish, 1983, p. 435).

founders of Rome, Romulus and Remus, nursed by she-wolf
The Norse had a myth that the high gods overcame Loki, the murderous trickster god, and
bound him inside a cave with the bowels of his dead henchmen, which intestines had turned to iron.
In Grettis Saga, the hero Grettir killed an evil giant who lived in a cave. The Norse called the cavelike dolmen burials of the earlier inhabitants “caves” and believed that they were the homes of
earlier spirits such as Wayland Smith’s “cave” in Berkshire, England (MacCulloch, 1961, v. II, p.
146, p. 280, Plate I).
The Celts also expected monsters to live in caves. For example, a great three-headed bird
lived in a cave that was the gate to the underworld. It withered everything with its three breaths until
Amairgen the Ulsterman killed it. During one of the many trials of the Irish hero Cuchulainn, three
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cats who were “druidic beasts” came from the cave of Cruachan and attacked him with magic
(MacCulloch, 1961, v. III, p. 126, 147).
Pagan Armenians, an Indo-European people with strong Semitic and central Asian
influences, believed that one of their old enemies, Azdahak Byrasp, a Persian king who had invaded
their kingdom long ago, had become a magician. He became a cannibal and a compulsive liar.
Eventually, the evil demons with whom he consorted turned Byrasp into a dragon. Finally, a great
hero called Hruden, Thraetona, or Feridun, depending on the region, conquered him, bound him with
iron chains, and dragged him into a cave on mount Damavand. But the Armenians feared that
eventually the dragon would be loosed and would destroy the world (Ananikian, 1961, v. VII, p. 94).

watercolor painting of Wayland Smith’s “Cave” a Dolmen
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Caves in Semitic Myths
The Semitic religions all believed in Enlil or a similar sky, storm and rain god who was also the
“lord of the winds” who kept the winds in a cave in his sacred mountain (Langdon, 1964, v. V, p.
99).

Sumerian Sky, Storm and Wind God, Enlil
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Ancient Greek Caves and Gods
Much of the world known to the Homeric Greeks is underlain by limestone that is weathered
into cave terrain.

Greek sea caves
Although the Classical Greeks believed that their ancient ancestors lived in caves before they
discovered architecture, there are very few stories of humans who lived in caves. This is despite the
fact that there were Greek-speaking people living in caves during classical times, and still today in
Meteora, Greece. Perhaps it was considered too commonplace to be interesting in a story. The Celts
also did not have any memory of ordinary people living in caves, but they had stories of rustlers
doing so (MacCulloch, 1961, v. III, p. 60).
There are accounts in Homer and Hesiod of worship in or just in front of caves (Farnell,
1961, v. 6, p. 397). There were many local traditions in ancient Greece that some cave or another
was the entrance to the underworld. This was the case of caves in Lakonia, Thesprotia, Pontos and
two caves in Argolis. White rocks along the banks of a river were thought to be a sign that a cave to
the underworld was near by. This is not a bad guess, for modern geological statistics have shown
that caves are most common in terrain with very pure limestone and marble. The purer the limestone
or marble, the whiter it looks. To the Greeks, streams that disappeared into caves were the most
likely spot to enter the underworld (Reid, 1961, v.8, p. 56; MacCulloch, 1961, v. 8, p. 56).
The Greeks created a whole mythology of underground rivers. Eventually, each underground
river of the dead took on a different symbolic meaning related to the mood of the psyches that
resided there, or the function of the river in the process of death. The Lethe removed the memory of
the earlier life from the psyche as it crossed. The remnants of the dead who lingered along the River
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Styx were full of hate; those along the Kokytos were full of lamentation. The Pyriphlegethon was a
river of flaming torment of evil psyches. The Acheron was a river of still, stagnant water that
symbolized mourning (Fox, 1964, v. 1, p. 143).

Modern Greek countryside
In Homeric Greece, there were numerous myths connected to caves. The Greeks believed
that their ancestors had been ruled by an early set of gods who were cruel and monstrous, some of
whom lived in caves. When the kinder and gentler Olympian gods were born, Chronos, the king of
the old gods and father of the new gods ate most of the latter but the heroic baby god Zeus was
hidden in a cave where he was nursed by two nymphs and a celestial nanny goat. When he reached
maturity, he and his surviving sibling gods overthrew their horrible and cannibalistic parent and
grandparent gods who were then imprisoned in deep caverns in the earth (Fox, 1964, ibid.).
A black earth goddess with a horse’s head and snakes for hair was believed by the common
people to live in a cave in Phigeleia, Argolis, Greece. Many scholars believe that these monsters are
the remnants of earlier religions cults that were suppressed by the cult of the anthropomorphic
Olympian gods in Homeric times (Farnell, 1961, v.6, p. 398). The legend of the murder of the
titaness Medusa by Perseus is a memory of this process.
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Medusa from a Greek Vase
The Greek titanic monsters were not completely overcome by Zeus, and those who remained
were believed to live on in caves or to be confined to caves. For example, Echidna was a female
monster who lived in a cave with her husband Typhon. She stole horses from Heracles and hid them
in her cave until he found her, and took them back, but not before he had fathered three monstrous
sons on her. The one-eyed, giant shepherds (such as Polyphemus the Cyclopes in the Odyssey) lived
in caves with their flocks.
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Odysseus blinds the Cyclopes
Other caves were associated with local fertility goddesses, usually called Nymphs. They were
particularly likely to live in a cave from which water flowed. River nymphs were worshipped in
caves by rivers. In later times, in places where there were not, it seems, enough caves to go around,
mortals excavated grottos, that were artificial caves, into the rocks, especially along rivers and
creeks.
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French copy of Roman Nymph by her stream
The nymphs were goddesses of life and birth. The Greeks associated water with life, and so
water flowing out of a cave indicated the home of a fertility goddess. The Anigrides were specialized
river nymphs who were worshipped in caves by people who suffered from skin diseases. Mountain
nymphs were even more likely to live in caves. The Sphragitides were a special class of cavedwelling mountain nymphs who were also prophets (Bell, 1982, p. 43). The Sibyls were very longlived mortal women who were prophets. They lived in caves in Hellenized parts of the Italian
peninsula and Sicily. The most famous was the Sibyl of Cumae who was described by Virgil (Reid,
1961, v.8, p. 56).
Eileithyia, the Greek goddess of birth, was probably created by unifying all nymphs and then
magnifying them into a great goddess. She was like a nymph, and so she was herself born and lived
in a cave, that was probably a giant earth womb (Bell, 1982, p. 43).
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The Altar in the Cave of Eileithyia, Paros Island, Greece
Caves were places of power and meaning to Greeks, and so many of their gods were
associated with caves and their nymphs. Hephaestus, the artisan god, found his wife, Aphrodite
(Venus in Latin), the fertility goddess, in flagrante delicto with her brother Ares (Mars to the
Romans), the god of war. In the fistfight that followed, Hephaestus was literally thrown out of
heaven and landed in the sea where he was rescued by sea nymphs who hid him in a sea grotto for
nine years while he healed his wounds (Homer, Iliad, Book 18, Line 394).
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Greek statue of Hephaestus
Apollo raped a young Athenian woman, Propylaea, who hid away until she bore the child,
Ion, in a cave, where she abandoned him. But Apollo found the baby and took him to Delphi. Linus,
another son of Apollo, was a dying and reviving god who was worshipped in caves in some areas
(Bell, 1982, p. 43).
Dionysos, whose name indicates that he is a young expression of Zeus (who was also called
Dion) was also hunted by enemies as a baby, and was hidden in a cave where he was fostered by
Nysa, a nymph, the daughter of Aristaeus, a river god.
The nocturnal Pan, the god of nature, and Selene, the Moon goddess, slept out the day in
caves, or in some myths, in one cave that they shared. When the worship of previously rural Pan was
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reintroduced into urban centers about 500 BCE, imitation cave-like grottos were excavated in
hillsides on the outskirts of cities because Pan could not be worshipped in a temple. In these later
times, Pan was not only the god of wild nature, but also the god of dreams and other illusory
experience.

Grotto of Pan, Caesarea Philippi, in the Galilee, Israel
Aeolus, the keeper of the winds lived in, or sometimes was said to be “confined” in a cave.
He was, like most Greek gods, both useful and troublesome. His wind was necessary for the sailing
trades, but often he blew from the wrong quarter, or send storms (Bell, 1982, p. 43). The winds had
many meanings for the Greeks and were highly personified in some stories. Winds were said to have
fathered children of women, and foals of mares. The Greeks felt that one of the parts of a person was
the breath that they associated with the wind, just as in the Hebrew Bible, God blew the breath of life
into Adam.
Many cultures believe that the dead are in the earth, especially those who practice burial in
soil, grottos, or caves. In ancient Greece and the Balkans, the dead were believed to have a limited,
rather dusty immortality in caves that had great underground rivers. This was probably motivated by
the rare but well-known local cases of streams, in a few cases large rivers, that run into caves and
disappear. This is a startling sight to anyone, but it must have been even more so to pre-Homeric
people who believed that life was a sort of vapor, like steam, and who poured libations to their gods
and dead. The latter were thought to be too dry, so that they forgot their former lives. It was hoped
that libations would help them remember happier times. Many pre-Homeric aristocratic tombs even
contained a sort of funnel to make sure the libations got right to the corpse (Onians, 1954, “River
Worship”). To an ancient Greek, the rivers in caves probably seemed like a great libation to all of the
dead of all times and nations.
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The earliest Greek tales contained several instances of gods and mortals who ventured down
the caves and across the rivers of the dead including Herakles, Odysseus and Orpheus (Reid, 1961,
v. 8, p. 56). These stories have been analyzed extensively and each theory and interpretation throws
a different light (to use the trope) on the meaning of caves and rocks and matter in general. Most
analyses use the images that light is good, and represents truth and knowledge, whereas dark is bad
and represents not only ignorance but also death.
The image of the cave continued to be important in the Classical imagination in Alexandrine
and Roman times. Pan, who spent the day in a cave and was worshipped in caves or artificial grottos,
became an important, though not dominant figure in several mystery religions, that may have started
in early Greece, but that were not popular until about the time of Alexander, and became even more
popular in Roman times. Pan mated with the great mother goddesses of several mystery religions.
He seems to have been an intermediary in some of the religions that featured Dionysos, Adonis,
Attis and other dying and reviving gods. Most of these mystery religions were related to the stories
of Orpheus, especially the tale of his trip to the underworld to rescue his wife from death. This trip
was usually said to have begun by going down into a cave.

Pan, Aphrodite and Cupid
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Greek Feelings about Light and Dark
Greek culture had a deep bias toward balance. They saw light and dark as two aspects of life.
For example, the Greek god Hermes was originally the protector of travelers. In later Greek belief he
became the messenger of the gods. He was also said to be the personification of light and brightness.
But all things Greek were balanced, so Hermes was also the person who conducted the souls of the
dead to their place of death that was usually a dark cave.
The Greeks were quick to represent light as both good and dangerous. Several people,
including Semele, were killed by viewing a god in full brilliance. Apollo, the sun and light and
knowledge god, was also the god of death by pestilence. Between the time of Homer (c. 800 BCE)
and the time of Alexander (c. 350 BCE) Greek folk culture became less interested in the Great Gods
and more concerned with personal salvation and protection from witchcraft, that they associated with
darkness.

Semele
The moon is a dim light, but it was considered powerful by the Greeks. In Homeric religion,
Selene was the moon goddess. She was the sister of the sun god Apollo, and of Eos (the dawn), and
she was one of the wives of Zeus. Selene loved the beautiful mortal Endymion, whom Zeus in his
jealousy tried to kill. This having failed, Zeus (or more likely Hera, his sister and his principle wife)
cast Endymion into a deep sleep and hid him in a cave on Mount Latmus where Selene would go and
make love to him in his sleep, by which she bore him 50 beautiful daughters. By the time of Plato,
Selene had become conflated with Artemis, a much more powerful but also dangerous goddess of
fertility, womanhood, and hunting. The Romans Hellenized their moon goddess Luna to resemble
Artemis, and renamed her Diana, but she kept changing (Reid, 1961, v.8, p. 56). Thus, we can see
that Plato was born into a culture that represented both good and bad with light, and that feared the
dark when witches were more powerful.
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Roman Moon Goddess Luna

Linguistic Roots of Platonism in Reified Generalizations
The adoption of Platonism by Mediterranean societies was a major step that resolved an odd
combination of beliefs. Sanskrit speakers were prone to imagine that general classes of ideas were
real things. Yet at the same time, they were not generally dualists who believed in a world of spirit
and another world of matter. The Homeric Greeks were naive monists; that is, all of the stones,
plants, animals, people, spirits, and great gods, seemed to them to be made of various kinds of
matter. They believed in the power of their gods and in the efficacy of magic to influence this matter,
but, like many other pre-commercial, pre-industrial cultures, they did not believe that there was a
great and inseparable divide between the magical and every day, the spirit and the material. Their
gods lived in a magical place, but it was not another world, just another though more magical place
in this world. Wonders were likely there, but wonders were possible, though less likely, in the
everyday world of the average Greek speaker.
Greeks did not make a distinction between religious activities and everyday life. When a
farm family planted wheat, first they propitiated Demeter to guard the grain, then they plowed and
sewed and raked the soil over the seeds. Then they propitiated Zeus to send gentle rains. All of these
actions seemed practical to them. All were related to the one realm that was real to them, the world
of ordinary experience.
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medieval statue of Sophia, personification of wisdom
Greek language and life had a tendency to construct generalizations that they took to be real
things and persons. For example, they believed in deities that seem to us to be the reifications and
personifications of abstractions. Their gods included Chronos (the god of time), and the Hours, the
goddesses of time keeping by hours, days, and years. Zeus was said to have taken a second wife after
Hera, the goddess Themis - Justice. The court of Zeus included assistant goddesses related to
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everyday life: Eunomia - Discipline, Dike - Law, Nike - Victory (and yes the shoes are named for
her) and Eirene - Peace. Homer named the Hours Thallo - Budding and Carpo - Maturing, Aglaia Splendor, Thaleia - Beauty, and Euphrosyne - Good cheer. Each of the Muses was the
personification of an art, such as playing music or dancing, and the Fates were the personifications
of the past, present and future of each person.

Greek statue of the goddess Victory
The Graces were the personifications of charity and kindness. The Harpies, Alecto, Megaera,
and Tisiphone were hideous monster bird women, with snakes for hair, and blood dripping from
their eyes, who punished evil doers. They were the personifications of various disgusting curses
(Bell, 1991) that are best left in the proper obscurity of a learned tongue. All of these persons were
imagined to live in the real physical world. Plato took this sense of the generalized as the real, and
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used it to introduce idealism and dualism to his culture. Idealism is the belief that ideas have a reality
above and beyond their being thought by people. Dualism is any system of feeling or thought that
posits two contradictory principles to explain experience or truth. In later times, characters in the
great tragic plays produced in Athens prayed to “Justice, the maiden daughter of God” (in
Aeschylus), “Mercy, who shares the throne of God to deal with all the deeds of men” (in Sophocles),
Pity, the goddesses Law-abidingness and even Lityerses, the personification of the prayer for dew
(Farnell, 1961, v.6, p. 414, 419; Fox, 1964, v.1, p. 238).
This tendency to personify abstractions continued into Hellenistic times. In 100 BCE, the
Greek-speaking civic governments of Pergamon and Smyrna, that is now in western Turkey, erected
temples to the goddess Arete - Virtue. Other personified character traits who were worshipped as
demigods after 300 BCE were Sophrosyne - Temperance, Dikaiosyne - Righteousness, Hubris Presumption, and Anaideia - Shamelessness. The late mystery cult of Asklepios included his
daughters the goddesses Hygienia - Hygiene, and Hypnos - Sleep, and they warded off the demons
Thanatos - Death, Limos - Famine, Laimos - Pestilence, and Mania - Madness. The states of mind:
Phobos - Fear, Eleos - Pity, Aidos - Modesty, Eros - Lovingness, and Himeros - Longing were also
persons in some Greek tales, though only Eros was commonly depicted in statuary and paintings.
Social institutions such as Telete - Rites, Litai - Prayers, Arai - Curses, Nomos - Law, and Honomoia
- Unanimity were also thought of as persons.
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The Getty Hygienia goddess of health
During the later Empire, the Roman Imperial propaganda machine created the goddess
Concordia whose day, February 22, was celebrated with family reunions and public declarations of
affection. She was one of the goddesses who survived the Christianization of the Empire, and she
was worshipped as a sort of archangel until the dissolution of the western Roman Empire about 400
(Dumezil, 1970, p. 397). The god Tyche - Chance was only added in the times of the Roman Empire
(Farnell, 1961, v.6, p. 422; Fox, 1964, v. I, p. 282 - 283). The preceding is not exhaustive, many
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more examples could be cited, but the preceding is exhausting and more would be worse than
unnecessary.

Roots of Platonism in Idolatry
The language ancestors of modern European technological societies were pagans, polytheists,
and idolaters. As Moses wrote, quoting Abraham “My father was a wandering Aramean, who lived
east of the Euphrates and he worshipped other gods.”(Deuteronomy 26:5) They made idols of their
gods, and they worshipped these idols. Idolatry assumes that there is a magical reality, somewhere
else, where the gods live. This might be the top of some mountain, as with the family of the
Olympians, who lived on the mountain of that name. It might be in the clouds. Zeus, for example,
was present in clouds that had thunder and lightning. Many gods lived in a cave in the ground that
was often the land of the dead. Osiris of Egypt, Odin of Scandinavia, Pluto of Greece, and the Devil
of the Christians, and Muslims lived inside the earth in a sort of cave.
Early Western idolaters believed that they could get the attention of these distant deities by
making statues of them, covering the statues in fine clothing, and erecting the statues in groves and
temples. Some people in ancient times believed that the statues WERE gods, but this was probably
rare. Most adult pagans believed that the statues of the gods were magical likenesses of one of the
forms the gods sometimes assumed. Of course, most of the gods could take on several forms; among
the Greeks for example, Zeus was believed to have been at times a giant male humanoid, a bull, a
swan, a giant eagle, and most often a black thunder cloud.
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Zeus as a bull with Europa on ancient Greek urn
In most myths of the ancient pagans of the Mediterranean region it was extremely dangerous
to actually see a god rather than a statue. The Greek word for such an experience was "epiphany.”
Many people who became mad or who died mysteriously were believed to have unfortunately
blundered on a god in their ultimate reality. Sometimes the gods were angry when this happened, as
when Artemis caused the hunting dogs of Actaeon to tear him apart because he saw her bathing
naked (Ovid, 1955, p. 61). But more often, people were simply overwhelmed by the sight. For
example, when Semele, the mother of Dionysos, saw Zeus “in his glory” she simply died of the
shock (Ovid, 1955, p. 64).
When most pagans went to a temple, and saw an image of a god, they were well aware that
the statue was not the god, but a likeness. Most societies conducted ceremonies to induce a deity to
come and reside in a statue. They believed that if the statue was correctly made and installed, then
the statue would become inhabited by the spirit of the god. A magical association developed between
the god and the statue, and the worshipper could then propitiate the god in the presence of the statue
and be more effective than simply praying without the presence of the likeness of the god.
The magical properties depended partly on the similarity of the statue to the god. A statue of
a powerful but middle aged, kingly giant could become a statue of Zeus. It could not be a statue of
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Artemis or Dionysos. The idol had to have the correct symbols to correspond to the attributes that
Zeus had in his home on Olympus: an eagle, a bull, and a lightning bolt for a scepter. A statue of a
powerful but middle aged, kingly giant with a triton for a scepter and dolphins for companions could
become the idol of Poseidon, but not Zeus. The visual similarity caused a much deeper and more
powerful spiritual similarity and connection, so that the idol became, to a small extent, the god him
or her self.

Reconstruction of statue of Zeus at Olympus
Representations of Greek gods did not need to be in the human or animal forms most often
assumed by the deity. Many deeply revered idols were little more than planks of wood. For example,
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Greek soldiers on a battlefield believed that Zeus was present in a pole on which they had tied spoils
of war.

Herm
Both Pan and Hermes were worshipped as poles with a face painted or carved at the top. Some such
poles were ithyphallic. This type of statue was called a “herm.”
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ancient Greek drawing of mask of Dionysus
A grotesque mask with ivy for a beard was worshipped ecstatically as the presence of Dionysos
whereas some of the finest marble or wooden statues were disregarded by devout pagans as mere
tourist attractions and gross symbols of civic wealth. The Hermes by Praxiteles may have been more
an object of art than an object of deeply felt religion.
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the Hermes by Praxiteles
Upper and middle-class Egyptians, Mesopotamians, and Greeks were well aware that there
were many different statues of each of the gods in many different parts of their region. They believed
that some of the idols were more powerful than others for assisting the prayers of the supplicants.
Why was one place more powerful for prayer than another? Some ancient people thought that the
gods traveled around, disguised as poor travelers or even as animals. They believed that the statue
was only powerful when the god was in residence, and that the god could only be in one place at a
time.
Other ancient people believed that the gods were attracted to a specific city or a specific
piece of rural landscape because of personal relations with the people of the spot. The chosen people
32

might be biological descendants of the god, or they might be known for more profound devotion to
that deity. Whatever the cause, it was believed that the god and the place and the people of that place
were connected by a more or less powerful sympathy for one another, and by a magical
correspondence between the deity and the symbols of the god in the special places where that god or
goddess was most at home.
Idolatry created the notion that there are powerful and very real, but unseen, things and
persons, that are represented in everyday life by less powerful, and less real, but visible and
physically present imitations. These imitations were useful to people who made them and cared for
them. Platonic idealism is a generalization of religious practices that were common to most of the
peoples of the Mediterranean region, that is one reason that it appealed to so many people from
different Mediterranean cultures.

Homeric Ideas about the Body, the Soul, and the Mind
Plato’s theory of knowledge and his images of light and matter arose from his culture but
were also an attack on earlier theories of the human soul. Therefore, the earlier theories help us
understand the origin and motivation of Platonism. Homer had no single word that can be translated
as the modern European words for “soul.” Linguistic studies of the works of Homer, Hesiod and
their contemporaries have shown that the writers of that period had a complex and fairly consistent
idea about the origins of a person. They believed that each of us is a complex mix of spirits. By
spirits they meant vapors like steam or the wind. We still speak of the alcohol in wine as a “spirit.”
Whisky and Gin are “strong spirits” in Modern English and other European languages. Until
recently, alcohol was personified, as in Robert Burns’ poem on John Barleycorn, and Thoreau’s
passage concerning his alcoholic neighbors at Walden Pond.

Label of contemporary Beer Bottle
The great early Greek poets believed that the “processes of consciousness” required the
interaction of phrenes, thumos, nous, menos, and psyche. The phrenes can be translated “soul-blood”
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but it carried the connotation of being the innermost part of the body. It was material, sometimes
vapor, sometimes liquid. It resided in or near the heart (Onians, 1954, p. 23). It was believed that the
ingestion of liquids was necessary to the proper functioning of the phrenes . The ancient Greeks
explained what we now call “fainting from dehydration” as the drying out of the phrenes. On the
other hand, too much liquid, especially too much wine, caused the phrenes to become overactive,
and caused panic or frenzy. It is the root of the words "frenzy" and “frantic.” The water nymphs
were believed to cause such madness, especially in a person who was drowning. A few of these
water nymphs developed into the Muses, who inspired divine creative frenzy in poets and artists by
their over-hydration of the phrenes (Onians, 1954, p. 35).
The thumos was another material that was part of the consciousness. It was believed to be
caused by the boiling of the blood and is often translated as “breath-soul” (Onians, 1954, p. 48). It
was more closely related to what we call “emotions” than the other parts of the self . Homer wrote
that Athena, Apollo, Hermes, the Muses, and other divinities breathed extra thumos into a favorite
who immediately felt great courage and resolve (Onians, 1954, p.51). The thumos was said to reside
in the lungs or in the chest cavity around the lungs (Onians, 1954, p. 55). The dead were said to have
neither phrenes nor thumos. Dying was described as breathing out the thumos (Onians, 1954, p. 94;
Long, 1973, p. 1).
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Modern Greek countryside
The psyche was a sort of smoke but also a shadow. It is often translated as “ghost” but
“breath of procreation” is better (Onians, 1954, p. 169). It was also called aion that means another
kind of vapor or air. Psyche is translated literally as “stuff of life.” Pindar said that the tree nymphs
were the aion of the tree in which they lived. It was believed that the psyche remained intact after
death, but that the specter did not remember its past life. Achilles tired to “clasp” the psyche of his
dead friend Patroklos, and Odysseus met and tried to talk to the psyche of his mother, but in both
cases the psyche fled like a frightened bird back into the earth “squeaking.” They are also described
as “darting about” like birds (probably swallows) or bats. The psyche of the living was believed to
reside in the head and the upper part of the spine. The psyche of the dead was believed to live in
cave-like openings deep in the earth (Onians, 1954, p. 59).
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The gonu, the knees and genitals were associated with the psyche. The modern English, and
other similar European language words derived from this “life fluid” are: genitals and gonads and
generation. The Romans translated psyche as genius in men and iuno of women. The gonu of the
living resided in the marrow of the large bones in the legs (Onians, 1954, p. 175). Each person’s
gonu was part of the family into which they were born, that explains, perhaps, why it could live after
death. When a person was expected to die, the family stood around the death bed to catch some of
the vapor that made up the family life fluid.
In Homeric times Nous meant planning something like a battle, or a new colony. The origins
of the word connoted a rational “mental seeing.” An ancient example was that nous allows us to look
at a raw block of marble and imagine a finished statue that could be made from it. Nous was a
rational but intuitive “understanding” such as we use in understanding a geometric proof (Long,
1973, p. 1). The thumos and phrenes needed to be moist but not too wet for nous to function.
Odysseus was able to consult the psyche of the prophet Teiresias because Persephone, who was
associated with fertility from the earth, granted the psyche some nous and Odysseus moistened the
psyche with the blood of a slain sheep, that gave it some phrenes and thumos.

Odysseus (left) and Teiresias (right) on a pre-Roman south Italian pot
The menos was the active, eager energy of the mind. It is the root of the modern words for
mind and brain in many European languages, but to the Homeric Greeks menos only meant the
activity of the consciousness. If people had too much menos it caused them to go into a fury (p. 194).
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It was more of a process than a thing. It is the only one of the parts of the Homeric self that was not
believed to be a physical substance; either a liquid or gas.
All of these parts of the person were required to make a healthy individual. Many diseases,
especially mental diseases were believed to be due to too much of one or the other. Ancient Greeks
believed that physical death caused the dissolution of the individual personality, and most of the
parts ceased to exist, except the psyche, that was associated with the family, and that lived in the
earth. Onians has found strong remnants of this same theory in all of the main Indo-European
languages, and fainter traces in the Semitic languages.

The Persian Dualists: Zarathustra and Mithra
Platonism has three roots, one of which was in ancient Persia, where the people spoke an
Indo-European language very close to Sanskrit, and practiced a polytheistic religion similar to their
cousins in Greece and northern India. The Persians lived a feudal life as farmers, herders, and
warriors. We know very little of the ancient Persian religion except that they worshipped their gods
through animal sacrifice, and revered the flame of the sacrifice as a representative of the gods. The
Persians drank a holy, intoxicating, unfermented plant juice for which the recipe has been lost. The
Persians were unusual for highly developed cultures in that they did not carve statues to their gods,
and did not build temples, but preferred to sacrifice in the open.

modern Iranian mountainsides
One of their main gods was Mithra, the god of the sun, of kingship, and friendship in both
India and Iran before 1500 BCE. Mithra was also the god by whom oaths were sworn and contracts
were witnessed. He was the god of feudal responsibilities and rights. As with most of the other IndoEuropean and Semitic religions, the cult of Mithra was somewhat dualistic. Mithra was the
representative of the good god of light who fought against the evil spirits of darkness, just as Zeus
fought the titans, and Marduk of Babylon fought the salt sea monsters. Early Persians felt that evil
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appeared as the scorpion, snake and lion who tried to drink the seed of the bull that was the symbol
of Mithra and the sun.

Roman bas relief of Mithra as the sun
Anahita in upper left as moon
Mithra was associated with a goddess, Anahita, who was derived from a Mesopotamian
fertility goddess, conflated with some earlier Iranian goddess of war and royalty. She was said to be
“damp, strong, and untainted.” Greek travelers thought she was a representative of Athena or
Artemis, by which we may guess that she was said to be a virgin. In a later book I will show how she
influenced the development of the image of the Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven. That she was
“damp” supports Onian’s theory that all Sanskrit root language groups valued moisture in a deep
way and as a psychological principle.
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subterranean temple of Anahita
The Persian aristocracy often worshipped Mithra with the sacrifice of a bull. This was an
extremely expensive gesture and could not be carried out except by the very wealthy. Both of the
Sanskrit-based religions in Iran and India developed a movement that opposed the ritual sacrifice of
cattle about this time.
About 1500 BCE, a great poet and theologian arose named Zarathustra Spitama. He wrote in
Avestan, the ancient language of Persia. Avestan was very closely related to Sanskrit, and some of
Zarathustra’s ideas were related to the religion of the Brahmans of India who were his linguistic
cousins. Zarathustra was the first recorded monotheist in human history. He seems to have come
from the lower nobility, and he had been a pagan priest. When he was about 35 years old, he felt that
he was instructed by a great but previously unknown god whom he called “The Wise Lord” Ahura Lord and Mazda - Wise. Wise Lord inspired Zarathustra to write five beautiful poetic prayers called
the “Gathas.” These poems taught that Wise Lord was a transcendent great spirit who created the
world through his attributes. He created both light and dark, spirit and matter. And at first, all was
good. Wise Lord was a loving but judgmental creator king and thunder cloud god, much like the
God of Abraham. Like the God of the Jews, Wise Lord was a god of nature. Each of the attributes of
Wise Lord is connected to some part of the physical creation. Good-thought is symbolized by
animals, Justice-truth is symbolized by fire and other moving forms of energy. Welcome-dominion
is symbolized by minerals and metals. Wholeness is represented by water; Immortality is represented
by plants, and Creative Energy is represented by humans. We can see from this that Zarathustra had
a love of physical and biological nature, that he associated with the most positive aspects of his
beloved Wise Lord.
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bas relief of Wise God
Zarathustra came to believe that the pagan gods to which he had once been priest were not
gods, but evil spirits. The chief of these demons was Angra Mainyu (Destructive Spirit). Zarathustra
most often called him Druj - “The Lie.” Wise Lord had created The Lie as a great archangel. But
The Lie had free will, and he chose to become evil. He created the daevas, the ancient pagan Iranian
gods. The Lie began to corrupt the creation with his evil beings. When Wise Lord realized what had
happened, He recreated the material world to imprison the Lie and his hordes of demons. But
unfortunately, there was no simple way for Wise Lord to immediately destroy evil.
Zarathustra believed that each individual person was made from a part of Wise Lord:
paraphrasing Zarathustra ‘we are each a spark from the terrestrial fire.’ This spark existed as a
fravashi before birth. Each fravashi was asked by Wise Lord to cloth itself with matter and be born
into the battle with The Lie. If the fravashi chose to help in the battle with The Lie, and lived a moral
life, it was rejoined with Wise Lord after death. But when a fravashi chose to become corporeal, part
of the spirit of The Lie also entered their personality and body. If the person chose evil, then on
death Wise Lord judged them and sent them to be purified in a place of horror and pain. Zarathustra
did not feel that matter was evil, only that it had been defiled by evil. He believed that each good
deed was a small part in the great battle to cleanse the creation and purify matter of evil (Konig,
1996).
Zarathustra had come to hate animal sacrifice that seemed cruel to him. He loved animals,
and said that it was a grave offense to refuse food to a hungry beast (Carnoy, 1961, v. 12, p. 865).
Zarathustra forbade people to sacrifice animals, but he encouraged them to continue to burn flames
that represented the communication between humanity and Wise Lord. It is possible that some of his
followers were vegetarians.

40

Modern Zoroastrians still worship with fire.
Zarathustra was a theological and ethical dualist who believed that each human exercised
free will to follow Wise Lord and act ethically, or to do evil and follow the old gods. Modern
practicing Zoroastrians have mixed emotions about Nietzsche’s use of their religion in his works but
they agree that above all other things, Zarathustra is the prophet of free will. He was not interested in
sin and guilt, but he taught that each person who chose to speak the truth, and act righteously was a
soldier in the battle of Wise Lord to purify the imperfect material world of evil. Zarathustra was a
very positive person, and he believed that soon the world would improve morally and be “made
fresh.” Wise Lord would judge each individual so that the good would go to the place of “best
existence” and the evil would go to the place of “worst existence.” Zarathustra was a practical
moralist; his bywords were “think right, say right, do right.” He wanted to see the just rewarded and
the evil punished. But he was a man of deep compassion, and he thought that after a period of
thousands of years of horror in a sort of hell, even the most evil personalities would be converted to
the love of Wise Lord and be saved. He loved the created world that he believed would become
better and better with the help of human good deeds (Mehr, 1991).
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ancient bas relief winged lions with human heads from time of Darius the Great
Zarathustra was a dualist in many other ways. He believed that there was a war in heaven and
earth between Wise Lord, and The Lie. He believed there were two kinds of substances, body and
mind (Yasna 28, verse 1, line 7). He believed that life only existed when the body and the soul were
combined (Yasna 31, verse 11, line 3). That is why he believed, as did the earliest Christians and
modern Jews, in a bodily resurrection of the righteous. He did not particularly associate matter or the
body with The Lie or with darkness. He did not associate his god with light or the sun, though he
used fire to worship his god, and he spoke metaphorically of the human spirit as a spark from God.
He felt that the good souls would go to a bright land after death, and evil souls would go to a dark
place (Gray, 1961, v. 8, p. 61).
Of course the religion preached by Zarathustra was very unpopular with the priesthood and it
seems to have offended much of the aristocracy. Some of the peasantry adopted it wholeheartedly
while other peasants were traditionalists who sided with the aristocracy. The exact course of the
battle of the religion of Wise Lord versus Iranian paganism is unknown but it is clear that
Zarathustra made a great impact on his culture and on many other religions in the regions from
Central Asia to India to north east Africa and eastern Europe. But as the teaching of Zarathustra
became more accepted, it made more compromises with the pagan traditions.
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western spread of Zoroastrianism
Among the first compromises was that his upper-class countrymen personified the attributes
of Wise Lord, and turned them into archangels. They said that the archangels then begot the pagan
gods, and that the gods begot the royal family and so on. Another corruption of the religion occurred
when the peasant followers returned to worshipping their ancestors, using the excuse that Zarathustra
had said that their righteous dead were alive and in the presence of Wise Lord (Konig, 1996).

Light and Darkness and Caves in Semitic Literature in Mesopotamia
The Sumerians and ancient Semites is the third root of Jewish, Christian and Muslim
Platonism. The Sumerian religion had a sun god, but the moon goddess Innana was more important.
One of the innovations of the Babylonian invaders was to introduce their sun god, Marduk, as the
chief deity and personification of the life giving principle of the universe. But the sun was also a
danger to agriculture and people in Mesopotamia, so that light was both a danger and a benefit in
these religions. The battles of Marduk with monsters from the sea mainly represented the victory of
fresh water and dry fertile land over salt water and swampiness, but also a struggle of light and dark.
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mountains modern Iraq
The Mesopotamian religions feared evil spirits who appeared at night or during an eclipse of
the sun, or during very dark storms that brought destructive floods. Mesopotamians believed that the
dead lived on in darkness.
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Babylonian statue of Lilith, the nocturnal she-monster
The soul itself was called a “shadow” and “the creation of darkness.” It was important that the dead
be properly buried. Spirits that were unhappy with their burial arrangements would return as
dangerous, disease bearing ghosts. A Babylonian euphemism for death was “the darkness without
light” and a grave was called “a dark dwelling” by the Sumerians. In the Babylonian version of the
Gilgamesh Epic, Ishtar the fertility goddess went to the land of the dead to try to revive her beloved
husband Tammuz.
To the house of darkness, Irkalla’s dwelling place
To the house from which he who enters never returns
To the road whose path turns not back
To the house where he who enters is deprived of light,
Where dust is their sustenance, their food, clay
Light they see not, in darkness they sit
(trans. by Cruickshank, 1961, v.8, p. 66).
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The Semitic religions, like the Greeks, believed that there had been a great flood that had
killed most of humanity. Semites believed that the flood waters had been drained away by the gods,
into a great cave. The Syrians thought it was the cave at Hierapolis (Langdon, 1964, v. V, p. 37).

Egyptian Caves and Evil Gods
It is impossible to summarize early Egyptian beliefs because each of the 50 political divisions
of the kingdom seems to have had its own religion. Most of these regional practices had a sun god or
goddess, and many had evil gods who were generally associated with darkness, yet they did not
believe that darkness was necessarily evil. In later times the unified national religion of Isis and
Osiris was imposed on the regions by the central Pharaonic government. Isis was associated with the
stars and the moon but she was not a light goddess. Osiris was the judge of the dead and lived in an
underworld afterlife, but he was not at all a god of death, but rather a god of life after death. He was
a stern but just figure, and he was not a god of darkness. His antagonist, his evil brother Set, was a
god of the sea and salt water, not a representative of darkness.

modern Egyptian farmland along the Nile River
The Egyptians feared evil spirits at night, but did not believe that night or dark were
necessarily evil. Both the Mesopotamians and Egyptians believed that the blessed dead dwelled in a
bright land with the gods. In the late Egyptian national religion of Isis, Osiris was called “the light
god” and it was believed that people who were properly trained in the cult of Isis traveled in a boat
with Osiris and became purified so eventually they were beings of light without material bodies.
This is the only ancient pagan religion that seems to have hinted that the material body is a detriment
to the immortality of the soul. All of the others believed that if the soul lived on, it must do so in
some sort of material body (Cruickshank, 1961, v.8, p. 64, 66).
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The Egyptians, and later the Greeks, believed that when the sun set in the west, it entered a
tunnel like cave just below the horizon, and traveled at great speed all night through this tunnel to
arrive at the east end and appear as the dawn. The Egyptians believed that there were many monsters
and other dangers in this tunnel and that the sun god or goddess had to do battle in many cases to
arrive to bring light to the surface world (Cruickshank, 1961, v.8, p. 106).

Egyptian sun god on his boat in the tunnel of the sun

The Hebrew People of Ancient Times in Caves and in the Light
Many people lived in caves in the Near East during biblical times. The ancient Hebrews often
buried their dead in caves or grottos. In Genesis 23:8, the patriarch Abraham purchased a cave for a
family burial vault. In later times, Jewish people hid in caves during persecutions by various
invading armies (MacRitchie, 1961, p. 269).
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Burial place of Sarah and Abraham and descendents
The making of light was the first creative act of the God of the Hebrew creation myth. It was,
however, only on the fourth day that God created the lights of the stars, sun and moon. “And God
saw the light, that it was good” when he had finished “God saw everything that He had made, and
behold, it was very good.” including darkness and night and physical matter (Genesis 1). This
passage suggests that to the ancient Hebrews, darkness was not just an absence of light, but a
substantial thing itself (Cruickshank, 1961, v.8, p. 63).
To the great poets who were the rulers, and the prophets of the ancient Jews, God was
luminous beyond measure (Cruickshank, 1961, v.8, p. 64). In Exodus, Moses (f. 1300 BCE) reported
that God was like a bright cloud of devouring fire on the top of mount Sinai (24:17). David (King
from c. 1012 - c. 972 BCE) wrote that the Lord covers Himself “with light as with a garment”
(Psalm 104:2). Perhaps the most famous image of darkness in Western culture is the passage from
the Psalms “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for
thou art with me.” (23:4). This image is, however, mostly good poetry and hardly proof of a dualistic
theology. Both King David and his son Solomon left us beautiful poems that clearly show a love of
all of nature, night and day.
Various passages in the Hebrew texts indicate a dualistic belief that associates dark and evil
but it also makes it clear, that God, who is good, created both good and evil, light and dark, for some
greater, and ultimately good purpose. For example, the nobleman and seer Isaiah (c.740 BCE), the
first and longest of the prophets of the Hebrew scriptures, spoke for God when he said, “I form the
light, and create darkness: I make peace and create evil: I the Lord do all these things.” (45:7) Isaiah
used the image of light as religious truth and civil justice. “The people that walked in darkness have
seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light
shined” (9:2). In a later text Isaiah again used the metaphor of light as information and truth. “I will
also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth.”
(42: 6 and 49: 6).
Isaiah repeated the image of God as a fire and extended it to the people of God “and under
his glory he shall kindle a burning like the burning of a fire. And the light of Israel shall be for a fire,
and his Holy One for a flame: and it shall burn and devour his thorns and his briers in one day. And
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shall consume the glory of his forest, and of his fruitful field” (10:16 - 18). This is not a very cheery
image of fire. Here the fire of God will destroy much of the land, and only the righteous will be
saved. Isaiah also used the image of God’s light to represent justice;
Hearken unto me, my people; and give ear unto me, O my nation: for a law shall proceed
from me, and I will make my judgment to rest for a light of the people” (51: 4).
He also used light to represent truth and dark to represent ignorance and error.
Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee. For, behold,
the darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the people: but the Lord shall arise
upon thee, and his glory shall be seen upon thee. And the Gentiles shall come to thy light,
and kings to the brightness of thy rising (Isaiah 60:1 - 3).
This passage was later interpreted by early Christians to foretell the coming of the Christ child and is
one of the reasons that Christians associated their savior with light.

lemon orchard in northern Israel
by David Shankbone
Isaiah was very concerned that his country had ignored and violated the laws of God. He
predicted that a new and more righteous kingdom would arise in which the people and the
aristocracy would be continuously mindful of God’s commandments. He said this in very colorful,
metaphors of light as the ways of God:
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The sun shall be no more thy light by day; neither for brightness shall the moon give light
unto thee: but the Lord shall be unto thee an everlasting light . . . Thy sun shall no more go
down; neither shall the moon withdraw itself: for the Lord shall be thine everlasting light
(Isaiah 60: 19 - 20).
Isaiah and the prophet Hosea (f. 750) protested the pagan practices, and moral decadence of
the people of Israel. He used the image of the fire of God that would cleanse the society of evil.
Hosea felt that he spoke for God who was going to destroy the corrupt and unjust: “Therefore have I
hewed them by the prophets; I have slain them by the words of my mouth: and thy judgments are as
the light that goeth forth” (6: 5); that is, the truth of the light of the Lord is like lightning.
In summary, Jews believe that God is the maker of dark and night as well as light and day.
The Torah used dark metaphors to express the unseeable and frightening aspects of God. When
Moses spoke with God in the Desert, the Lord surrounded Himself in smoke, partly to prevent His
radiance from blinding his followers. “And the people stood afar off, and Moses drew near unto the
thick darkness where God was.” (Exodus 20: 21). “And ye came near and stood under the mountain;
and the mountain burned with fire unto the midst of heaven, with darkness, clouds and thick
darkness” (Deuteronomy 4: 11). King David wrote that when the Lord was enraged:
Because he was wroth.
There went up a smoke out of his nostrils,
And fire out of his mouth devoured:
Coals were kindled by it.
He bowed the heavens also and came down,
And darkness was under his feet.
And he rode upon a cherub, and did fly, yea,
He did fly upon the wings of the wind.
He made darkness his secret place
His pavilion round about him were dark waters
And thick clouds of the skies (Psalm 18: 7 - 11).
David used both the bright and dark images at once:
Clouds and darkness are round about Him:
Righteousness and judgment are the habitation of His throne.
A fire goeth before Him,
And burneth up His enemies round about (Psalm 97: 2 - 3).
Sometimes darkness and thick smoke could be profoundly holy. When King Solomon (d. 922
BCE) the son of King David and Bath Sheba stood before all the elders of Israel “it came to pass,
when the priests were come out of the holy place, that the cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that
the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud: for the glory of the Lord had filled the
house of the Lord. Then spake Solomon, ‘The Lord said that he would dwell in the thick darkness.’”
(1 Kings 8: 10 - 12)
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modern Israeli farmland
The prophet Amos was a shepherd who wrote during the reign of Jeroboam II King of
Northern Israel from 793 to 753 BCE. Amos, who was perhaps the grumpiest curmudgeon in this
divine compendium of the self-righteous and self-anointed, warned: “Woe unto you that desire the
day of the Lord! To what end is it to you? The day of the Lord is darkness and not light” (5: 18). All
of these passages remind us that one reason the ancient Jews were not surprised that their God was
both dark and bright was his derivation from Enlil, the Semitic god of clouds, rain, wind, lightning
and fertility of the desert farming cultures. Clouds, of course, cover the sun, but they are also bright
white on the top and bring forth lightning.
The Babylonians captured Jerusalem and carried away a large part of the population as slaves
in 586 BCE. The prophet Ezekiel (f. 592-570 BCE) predicted the restoration of the monarchy and
the theocrats. His inspirations seem to have been largely visual. If he had lived today he would have
been hospitalized as a psychotic, but he was taken seriously when he reported visions in which the
creatures of the earth were “like burning coals of fire, and like the appearance of lamps . . . and the
fire was bright, and out of the fire went forth lightning” (1: 13).
The Jewish prophet Daniel (c. 550 BCE) was one of the many slaves in Babylon. He was
believed to be a miracle worker by Jews and pagans alike. He said that God: “revealeth the deep and
secret things: he knoweth what is in the darkness and the light dwelleth with him” (2: 22). This may
represent the first sign of the influence of Zoroasterism on Jewish thinking.

The Return of Zarathustra
There were several tribes of Persian speakers including the Medes as well as the Persians. In
about 700 BCE, the Persians were subjects of the Medes. Then, in 546, Cyrus the Great, King and
General of the Persians, conquered the small but rich country of Lydia in western Turkey. With his
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new resource base he moved against Media in what is now eastern Turkey in 559 and overcame the
last resistance there in 549 BCE. He took Babylon in 538, and before he died his Empire included
much of the Assyrian Empire, Palestine, Egypt, northern India, eastern Greece, and the Balkans
south of the Danube. He was an Iranian polytheist, but he was a very tolerant man who respected and
even fostered the local religions and customs of each part of his empire. He seems to have respected
Wise Lord as the chief god, but he did not reject the old pagan gods. He followed some of the
Zoroastrian rules of life and rituals.
In about 600 BCE, another prophet arose in the suburbs of modern Tehran, Iran. We do not
know his given name. He was born in 628 and today he also is called Zarathustra. He was born of a
virgin who bathed in a lake that carried the seed of the first prophet of that name. When he was
about 35 years, old he revived the ancient monotheism of Auramazda (a slight contraction of the old
name of Ahura Mazda - the Wise Lord). The second Zarathustra said that the chief of the powers of
evil was Ahriman (a corruption of the ancient name of Angra Mainyu) The Lie. But the second
prophet was more of a cosmological dualist that the first Zarathustra. In his cosmology, Wise Lord
had created The Lie more like a twin brother than an archangel, and Wise Lord was not stronger than
The Lie. When The Lie chose to become evil, and loosed misery, illness, and death, the divine twins
wrestled to a draw. Wise Lord had to trick The Lie to imprison him in the material world. The
material world was not evil, in fact, it was an ally of Wise Lord against The Lie (Konig, 1996;
Petrement, 1973, p. 39).
The first Zarathustra had believed that the cosmic battle would soon come to purify the
world. A thousand years later, the second Zarathustra taught that the world would have several
cycles, some of purity and peace, some of depravity and war. It was clear to Zarathustra’s followers
that they lived in the latter. But he taught that some day the forces of Wise Lord would rise up in a
cosmic battle to end time. The Saoshyan, the savior of the world and the quencher of its evil would
lead them and would resurrect the bodies of the just people who have died. There would be a great
battle in which the just, living and dead, overcome evil in an apocalypse, after which even the evil
people would become good, and time would become different. Even the material parts of the world,
such as the waters and the plants and the earth itself, would aid the Messiah, because they too
partake of the divine. The whole universe, material and spiritual would become beautiful and
peaceful and healthful (Konig, 1996).
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Fresco of the second Zoroaster in Parthian Temple in modern Syria
The symbolic meaning of light and dark as good and evil was very clear in the Avesta, the
work of the second Zarathustra. Wise Lord was the good god of light. He created the world by filling
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it with light. He made “the shining light and sunny abodes.” He gathered the souls of the good folk
into the blessed “place of light” because of their right thought and good deeds. In fact, the second
Zarathustra used his word for light as a synonym for heaven that he also called “the shining house of
praise.” The sun was a blessing made to glorify Wise Lord. The sun and fire are the most beautiful
things that He made. He was also called “the light without beginning.” His followers gave prayers to
“the creative light of the creative creator” (Gray, 1961, v.8, p. 61).
The Lie and his rabble lived in “the place of darkness.” They were an army of demons
always trying to escape from the caves in which they had been confined. But they also loved the
darkness, and took refuge there from the light, the truth, and justice, that they hated. They were “the
spawn of darkness” and they “possess the seed of darkness.” They had chosen by free will to live on
“the dark side.” They wished to attack the sun and moon and stars, and the good angels and the
righteous men and women who had chosen “the light side.” When evil people died, they were sent to
a place of “darkness, woe, and suffering” that was a “darkness without beginning” (Gray, 1961, v.8,
p. 61).
We can see that the second Zarathustra was much more dualistic than the first. Still he did
not blame matter, though he too believed that it was sullied by evil spirits. He instituted six festivals
each year in honor of the creation. Each festival lasts for five days. The festivals thank Wise Lord for
the heavens, water, the earth, plants, animals, and humans. At each festival, four sets of rites are
celebrated that include songs of love of the creation as well as prayers to the several grades of angels
and to Wise Lord Himself (Konig, 1996).

modern Iranian farmland
The second Zarathustra converted many people and his religion spread with the Empire of
Cyrus. The Greek philosophers who heard of him called him “Zoroaster” and named his religion
“Zoroastrianism.” But the second Zarathustra was attacked by the most pagan elements in the
priesthood and the aristocracy and he fled to the Persian-speaking kingdom of Chorasmia far to the
54

East and just south of the Aral Sea in Central Asia. There he converted Vishtaspa, the King and his
court. Zarathustra’s daughter married Jamasp, one of the ministers of the king, and the prophet lived
on in great honor until he died at the age of 77.

Wise Lord
The second Zarathustra’s religion spread throughout central Asian and back to his homeland,
and into what is now Afghanistan. It became the state religion of the Persians when King Darius I
“The Great” (521 – 486 BCE) was converted. Darius is most remembered in Europe for having lost
the battle of Marathon, but he was a very successful administrator and he created a powerful
centralized government that controlled a very large Empire. He was a tolerant man. For example, he
restored the Jewish state that had been ravaged by the Assyrians. All of the Persian Kings after
Darius practiced the new form of Zoroastrianism, but were very tolerant, even of the old Persian
paganism. In this way, the cult of Mithra was revived, and spread among the old aristocracy, and
into the states bordering the Persian Empire.
Both Wise Lord and Mithra were worshipped in temples carved out of rock, essentially
artificial caves. The Persian kings of this period were buried in great grottos where the king was
depicted in murals before a fire sacrifice and the beneficent face of the Wise Lord is shown receiving
his offering and perhaps his spirit (Hayden, 1986, p. 132).
When the armies of Cyrus the Great entered Babylon, they found many slaves who had been
captured in the wars that the Babylonians had waged against their neighbors, including a large
number of Jews. The Babylonian Jews had developed two new forms of their religion while in exile.
Both of these groups had largely given up the forms of worship that were associated with the temple
in Jerusalem. Most of them had lost respect for the old nobility and the hereditary priests with names
like Levi and Cohen. The larger group had become regulated by teachers whom they called “Rabbis”
and they practiced a largely family-oriented religion, that was governed by a legalistic and
rationalizing interpretation of their ancient scriptures. The smaller group was mystical and highly
personal.
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Both new forms of Judaism were changing and open to foreign influences. The Jews were
well treated by Cyrus and his descendants. The new form of Zoroastrianism seemed somewhat
similar to their own monotheism. Many of the Babylonian Jews were impressed by its high moral
tone. They were especially interested in Zarathustra’s theory that at the end of the world, a messiah
resembling their own would appear. They realized that Wise Lord was a judge much like their own
Lord God. The rabbis concluded that Zarathustra was a philosopher, mathematician, astrologer, and
magician (Konig, 1991), this was not a derogatory judgment at that time.

modern Tirgis River, Iraq
The more mystically-minded group of Jews incorporated several elements of Zoroastrianism
in their thinking. They came to hope for a messiah who was more like the Persian warrior savior
than the new king predicted by Isaiah. They accepted the need for an apocalypse and resurrection
after which the righteous would live in the purified kingdom of God. They came to follow the
elaborate Zoroastrian classification of angels and demons. They agreed that all the evil in the world
could not be caused by the Lord God who was good (though stern). They were intrigued by the
many layers of the creation, and some of them began to say that the book of Genesis was only an
outline of the Creation that was better described by a series of creations in which one class of angels
created lower beings that in turn created even lower beings, and so on. They were troubled by the
problem of Job, that the just suffer as well as the evil. They came to accept that Satan like The Lie
was much more powerful than their bible had revealed (Carnoy, 1961, v.12, p. 866).
By the time Aristotle (384 - 322 BCE) heard of Zarathustra, the latter’s religion had become
notoriously dualistic, at least in the form in which it entered the Hellenic world. The Persians were
conquered by the armies of Aristotle’s student, Alexander the Great, in a long series of battles
between 334 and 327 BCE. After that, Zoroastrianism and Mithraism seem to have been suppressed
not by force, but by the cultural power of Hellenism. Mithra was worshipped in Armenia and in what
is now Turkey and the Crimea. Zoroasterism was practiced in central Asia, in India, and in scattered
villages in Persian lands. But the influence of dualism and apocalypse spread and strengthened as
they were incorporated into Judaism and the personalized mystery cults of Hellenistic paganism.
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Jewish apocalyptic writings increased in many parts of the eastern Mediterranean. Many of
these writings used powerful images of the goodness of light and the evil of darkness. All foretold of
a great battle after that the forces of light would prevail. In the Ethiopic Enoch, for example, God
was described as “dwelling in light unapproachable.” The wicked souls who had freely chosen evil
said: “Light has vanished from before us, and darkness is our dwelling place for ever and ever.”
Whereas the good souls who had chosen to battle on the side of righteousness found that heaven
was: “an eternal blessing and light” (MacLean, 1961, v. 8, p. 53).

Orphic Mythology
The complex, and fairly consistent system of Homeric psychology became confused in
classical times, and many of the words took on different meanings in the explicit philosophical
systems that followed. The Homeric understanding of these various spirits was also lost in popular
culture. Between about 850 and 700 BCE, there were a series of important and popular poems that
presented a much simpler image of the human mind and personhood. Many of these poems were
ascribed to Orpheus, the mythic poet whose singing and playing enchanted even the gods, so that
when his wife Eurydice died, Orpheus was allowed to go, alive, into the cave where the psyches of
the dead resided in dusty forgetfulness. There he tried to bring her back, but as they walked out of
the cave she looked back and was therefore magically unable to return. However, Orpheus was so
powerful that he was able to sing his way past the monster guardians and reappear in life, perhaps
because he could sing and therefore remember his place in the material world. These poems and
songs were often used in the rituals of a new set of religious practices.
The mystery religions were important sources of popular ideas about the constitution of the
personality in classical thought. Most of them used Orphic songs and ideas. Between the times of
Homer (c. 800) and Plato (c. 427 - 347), the Greek-speaking world urbanized and commercialized.
The feudal system of family ownership of land and property was replaced by ownership by
individuals. There was a mass movement from the rural areas to the rapidly growing cities, and
people moved fairly freely about the eastern and central Mediterranean. The old family religions
gave way to practices that reflected the hopes and fears of individuals. It was no longer a comfort to
believe that one’s psyche would live on with one’s family. Individuals wanted to make the whole
complex of consciousness immortal (Morrison, 1972, p. 1).
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Eurydice and Orpheus Roman copy of Greek stela 5th century BCE
The Classical Greeks (c. 500 BCE) believed that the first new mystery religions
began several hundred years before the time of Homer when the cult of Dionysos and his singer
Orpheus moved south from what is now the Balkans and Ukraine into Greece, perhaps 1000 BCE,
but modern scholars can not find any trace of the mystery religions until about 550 BCE (Warden,
1982, p. 5). Other cults followed, sometimes with new gods, but often with Olympians, such as
Artemis, Demeter, Persephone, and even Pan, worshipped in a new personal way. The story of
Orpheus was often associated with the practices of these cults. Here was a mortal who was able to go
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to the land of the dead and return. Many of these religions were based on a belief that proper training
of the living psyche could cause it to remember its pervious life instead of becoming a bat-like
shadow. They believed that they could “immortalize” the human personality. Archeologists have
discovered numerous sets of Orphic instructions carved on stone or written on gold sheets that are
directions through the great cave-like world of the dead. Orphics also had songs and prayers to
remember the past life so that, like Orpheus the deceased could face the caves of the shadows of
death because he remembered everything in his songs.
The Orphics were ecstatic, not systematic thinkers. Unlike the Homeric poets, they did not
have a complex theory detailing the different parts of the person; they simply wanted to live forever.
The Orphics picked the one immortal part of the Homeric soul, the psyche, and gave it the attributes
of a whole individualized human personality, minus the body. Then they invented a mythology by
which they hoped that this personality could live forever. Orphic religions were never organized, and
Orphic thought was not an organized philosophy but they were “radical somatic and moral dualists”,
that is, they believed that the psyche was a holy, and wholly immaterial spirit imprisoned in an evil
material body that they called the soma-sema the “body - tomb” (Bianchi, 1986, p. 507, 510;
Petrement, 1973, p. 40, column 2). They said that “the body is the prison of the psyche” or “the body
is a tomb of the psyche” (Morrison, 1972, p. 1). The somatic dualism of Orphism was radical and
irreconcilable (Capelle, 1961, v.2, p. 769). This was very similar to the ancient Hebrew notion of the
body and the soul. It was one of the reasons that the early Christians, who were Jews, of course,
insisted that salvation of the soul required bodily resurrection of the dead (Abrahams, 1961, v.2, p.
772).
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Orpheus on Roman Sarcophagus
We do not know the origins of the Orphic mystery religions. They spread with Greek
commerce and culture from perhaps 1000 BCE, to 500 BCE when they became more common in
Greek colonies in southern Italy due to the Pythagorean Brotherhood and other more religious and
less intellectual organizations. By about 600 BCE, the Orphic sects had evolved many different
processes and subcultures, but they generally agreed on a simple vision of human personhood that
they believed could be rendered immortal by their particular religious practices. They generally
believed that this individual was a psyche. Most of them came to regard the mortal human body as a
defilement of this pure and simple spirit. Some of them promised immortality by union with some
god, others by protecting the psyche from forgetting its earlier life after the body died. A few
believed in rebirth, like the Pythagoreans. However, the Orphics were still a small minority of the
Greek-speaking populace. We know that the idea that the human personality could be immortal was
considered surprising and peculiar by most Greek speakers as late as 450 BCE (Long, 1973, p. 1).
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Orphic cults had a great influence on Plato, especially the Eleusinian Mysteries, to which he was
initiated. He quoted Orphic poems in seven of his dialogues, including the slur that the body was a
tomb (Farnell, 1961, v. 6, p. 420).
The Orphic cults had many common features. They were generally vegetarian. They
worshipped in private ceremonies, most of which were held at night and often employed light and
dark as symbols of life and death. They had initiation rites, though all were probably different. Many
of them relied on written instruction, and operated as a sort of correspondence course. They taught
that humans were doomed to die for their sins, and that only their cult could purify the psyche of this
sinfulness so that it could survive death (Morrison, 1972, p. 1).

Pre-Socratic Psychology, Science, and Philosophy
Occupations that had become somewhat more specialized as Homeric society evolved further
in the urban, commercial, and individualized society of the time of Plato. Full time, secular teachers
arose in number, first in the city of Miletus on the Ionian Island of Samos, in the Aegean Sea. The
first of these whose name and some writings are still known was Thales (c.636 - c.546 BCE) who is
considered the founder of physics, meteorology, and of philosophy. He began a long tradition of
natural philosophers who studied both the natural physical world, and the human mind. It was only
in the Renaissance (c. 1400 CE) that natural science and philosophy became separate disciplines.
The Pre-Socratics did not think it unlikely to study what we think of as physics and psychology and
philosophy at the same time, because they were monists. That is, the world was one kind of material
to them. As with Homer, the parts of the mind were a kind of fluid or gas (Long, 1973, p. 2).

Central Greece by Christina Choheisel
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Thales and the other pre-Socratic philosophers were what modern biologists would call
lumpers. They tended to favor theories that saw unity in complexity. Thales believed that the
gaseous state was the fundamental characteristic of reality. He did not subscribe to Homeric
psychology. He seems to have thought that the mental facilities were permanently bound up in what
he called “psyche.” He thought that psyche was the source of all motion and life and that the whole
world had a psyche. Anaximenes (one of Thales’ star pupils) wrote that the atmosphere and
especially the wind was the psyche of the whole world (Long, 1973, p. 2).

ancient bust of Thales
Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 535 - c. 475 BCE) was one of the first philosophers to separate
natural science from humanities. He specialized in the latter and denigrated the former. He
introduced a new mental construct, that he called logos, a word that had before him meant “word.”
Heraclitus changed the meaning of logos. He pointed out that there is an intellectual facility by
which a person can apprehend an idea or the outline of an object. He stated that there must be a
similar organization in the world that corresponds to the structure of that facility so that the world
can be grasped by the senses and by the intellect. He called this thing that was in the mind, and also
in the perceived world, by the word logos (Inge, 1961, v. 8, p. 134).
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Roman bust of Heraclitus
Unlike Thales, whose first principle was air, Heraclitus felt that the first principle, and the
reason for motion and change (and even death) in the world was fire. Heraclitus did not accept the
Homeric psychology. He had a much simpler theory, in which all of personhood except the body
was concentrated in the psyche. He felt that logos was a characteristic of psyche. He believed that
the psyche could die, but it is not clear if he believed it must die.
Empedocles (c. 495 - c. 435 BCE) was the author of a natural science compendium called
“On Nature” and a religious text, in verse, on ceremonial purification. He was a Pythagorean and
was strongly influenced by the Orphic traditions. He believed that the essence of personhood was a
material substance that he called the daimon, that had the facility of consciousness, sense perception,
emotion, and rational thought. The daimon was capable of moral decisions, and could be immortal.
He distinguished this from the mortal body that could not function without the daimon.
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ancient bust of Empedocles
Parmenides (born c.515 BCE) believed that mental images, that were verifiable by rational
inspection, were the only true reality. The Homeric nous, (the facility that evaluated ideas) was the
only reliable human organ. He felt that the human senses were never reliable, and that the physical
world was an illusion. He seems to have been the first intellectual Hellenic dualist (Long, 1973, p.
3). Parmenides was an ontological dualist; he believed that all experience was divided into ideas and
illusions. So we can see that the several lines of Pre-Socratic philosophers thought that ideas were
more important than physical reality, or that there was no physical reality.
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reproduction of ancient Greek bust of Parmenides

The Mythic Root of Platonism
Greek myth, like most others, contains many cases of shape changers: people and gods who
metamorphose into other people, mammals, birds, fish, trees and bushes. Homer (c. 750 BCE),
Hesiod (c. 750 BCE), and Pindar (c.518 - c.438 BCE) told some of these stories. Later, at the very
beginning of the Roman Empire, Publius Ovidius Naso (43 BCE - 18 CE) called “Ovid” by history,
prepared a long collection of ancient Greek tales called "Changing Forms" that even those of us
without academic pretentions denominate by its Greek name: “the Metamorphosis.” They are poems
in the most elegant, and occasionally obscene Latin, about dozens of changes by gods and people.
Ovid was clearly a man who loved life and nature and the whole earth (Humphries, 1955, p. vii).
Most of these stories had been well known in the days of Plato or before.
Many of these stories are etiological; that is, they were told to explain the origin of some
religious belief or practice. There is excellent archeological and fairly good literary evidence that the
religion of the Greek-speaking people evolved markedly between 1500 and 700 BCE. These changes
were in response to warfare, changes in the basis of the economy, the rise of commerce and a middle
class, the failure of the great feudal families to retain control of the society, and the rise of the city
states as commercial rather than simply military powers. As these changes took place, the Greeks
lost track of many of their old religious practices. The preHomeric peoples associated each of their
gods with specific trees, flowers, birds and mammals. For example, Zeus, the sky, rain, and lightning
king of the gods was associated with the oak tree (the largest and most lightning prone tree in their
world), the eagle, and the bull (the largest and most dangerous animal they knew).
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Zeus as humanoid and eagle with the boy Ganymede, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
The later classical Greeks tried to develop rational explanations why each god had such
specific associations. Zeus’ associations made sense, but why, for example, was Apollo the sun god
also the god of plague, and why was his tree the laurel? When logic failed, as it did in many cases,
they created etiological myths to explain why things were so. For example, it was said that Apollo
tried to rape a nymph, Daphne, who prayed to the Olympian goddess Artemis, Apollo’s sister, to
save her. Daphne escaped his clutches by being turned into a laurel tree. Ever after, Apollo loved the
laurel tree, and its leaves and branches became his symbol (Ovid, 1955, p. 17). By the way, we
should not think of Daphne as a gentle maiden, she was a hunting nymph whose name meant “the
bloody one.”
In the opinion of Ovid, the important transformations included the creator gods making
people out of gold, silver, bronze and “living clay and running water” (Ovid, 1955, p. 5 - 9), and
stones (p. 15), and soil (p. 60). Pygmalion made a statue of a beautiful woman, and the gods turned it
into a woman who became his wife (p. 243). Men turned into women (p. 67), a wolf (p. 10), a horse
(p. 49), a stag (p. 61), a wild boar (p. 195), stone (p. 50, 114), mountains (p. 131), a javelin (p. 174),
and a constellation of stars (p. 217). Boys became fish (p. 82), a partridge (p. 189), a narcissus
flower (p. 73), the hyacinth flower (p. 239), the cypress (p. 237), and a spring (p. 93). Women turned
into a young man (p. 233), a bear (p. 43), a wild boar (p. 79), bats (p. 94), a mare (p. 208), a heifer
(p. 208), a raven (p. 46), sea birds (p. 99), other birds (p. 198, 208), a spider (p. 133), laurel trees (p.
15), the myrrh tree (p. 250), the sun flower (p. 90), the lotus (p. 210), a stone statue, stones (p. 241),
a spring (p. 120, 229), a monster with snakes for hair (p. 106), an island (p. 200), and a constellation
of stars (p. 187). Girls turned into frogs (p. 141), and the man of war bird (p. 151). Star crossed
lovers turned into serpents (p. 100), mulberry bushes (p. 86), birds (p. 165), and groves of trees (p.
204). The gods turned themselves into a bull (p. 21), a ram (p. 117), an eagle (p. 239). Several
magicians could change into many shapes. Achelous was a serpent and a bull (p. 211). Proteus was
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able to become so many different animals that he gave us the word “protean” to have many different
aspects or to be multifaceted.

Baroque Italian interpretation of the metamorphosis of Daphne into the laurel tree
By Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598 - 1680)
These myths clearly contradicted the Homeric theories of personality that claimed that there
were delicate balances between the mind and its place in the body, nature, and society. The myths of
metamorphosis must have strongly influenced the populace to believe that one’s existence was
separate from the physical body that person presented to the world. Thus, the myths of the shapechangers prepared the way for Plato’s revision of the theory of personality, and led the way to the
belief that the body is distinct and inferior to the unified personhood that can assume many different
forms.

The Social Root of the Separation of Mind and Body in Greek Culture
Homeric society was essentially feudal. Most of the Greek-speaking countries were
kingdoms ruled by absolute monarchs, who were often thought to be descendants of the great gods,
or at least local demigods and nymphs. Many of these kings were ritually remarried each Spring to
67

their wives who acted as priestesses, to represent the fertility of the earth, watered by the rains of
Zeus. In the Iliad and Odyssey, the kings carried out other religious practices to intercede with the
great gods on behalf of their subjects. It is interesting to note that, just as modern European
civilizations have generally become more democratic with urbanization, commercialization, and
specialization, so the Greek kings lost their powers to unruly aristocratic cliques, and middle class
uprisings. But in ancient Greece, many of the ancient royal families continued to control the temples
of the Gods long after they lost control of the city governments. The most famous case was Athens
where the king evolved into the high priest of the city. Exactly how this happened is unknown, but it
is clear that by the time of Socrates, the social powers had been divided into specialized priests, who
exercised religious powers, and the civil government who controlled the secular order of society.

ancient Roman King Numa Pompilius acting as Priest
This separation did not cause an immediate separation of the idea of the divine, and the idea
of matter. The priests were believed to have power over matter through influence on the gods who
could help the crops, or bring other good fortune to individuals and nations. And the civil authorities
participated in public religious rituals for many years. However, it is clear that over the years, from
the time of Homer to the time of Plato, the idea arose that there were two worlds, that of matter and
that of the disembodied spirit. This happened at the same time and was probably caused by the
division of upper-class professions into civil and religious. Just how and when this distinction
reached and affected the lower orders of society is not known, and probably will never be
determined as they left no writings though there are extensive archeological remains. This topic is
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one of the sources of Plato’s thought, but it remains largely unexamined by historians and repugnant
to the philosophy professors I have questioned, who still follow Plato in believing that anything
worth knowing is timeless, even if they are not Platonists.

The Origin of Platonism in the Etymology of “Idea”
The English word “idea” is derived from the Greek word eidos. There were several other
words that represented mental concepts in classical Greek, but Plato chose to use eidos, perhaps
because it was derived from the ancient Greek word “to see.” This connection between vision and
comprehension is still carried in English in the phrase “Oh, I see what you mean” and in the words
“insight”, “visionary”, “enlighten”, and “illumination” (Boas, 1973, p. 543). It is likely that Plato
and his readers, from his time to the present, always had this verbal relationship of seeing and
knowing in mind. And since seeing requires light, it has carried the image of knowledge as light and
ignorance as darkness, for three millennia.

Plato’s Allegories of the Chariot and the Cave
Unlike the philosophical traditions of India, where there were multitudes of important
workers; or China, where Kung Fu Tze (whom we call “Confusius”), Lao Tze, Mo Tze, Lord Shung,
and the intellectual Buddhists are accounted equals: without question, the most important
philosopher in the European tradition is Plato. Emerson wrote, “Out of Plato come all things that are
written and debated among men of thought . . . the writings of Plato have preoccupied every school
of learning, every lover of thought, every church, every poet, making it impossible to think, on
certain levels, except through him.” (1850) Or as Whitehead put it even more extremely: “European
philosophy is a footnote on Plato” (Fisher, 1973, p. 502).
Emerson also wrote that “Great geniuses have the shortest biographies. Their cousins can tell
us nothing about them. They lived in their writings, and so their house and street life was trivial and
commonplace . . . Plato especially has no external biography. If he had lover, wife, or children, we
hear nothing of them. He ground them into paint. As a good chimney burns its smoke, so a
philosopher converts the value of all his fortunes into his intellectual performances.”
We do know that Plato of Athens (c.427 - 347 BCE) was named Aristocles when he was
born. He came from the highest circle of the aristocracy. His family was active in anti-democratic
politics. His mother, Perictione, was descended from Solon (c. 639 - c. 559 BCE) the great Athenian
“Law Giver.” Plato’s father, Ariston, was descended from Codrus, the last King of Athens. This is a
strange heritage, for Solon was the great democrat who overcame the aristocracy. Aristocles had
been a soldier, and saw action as a cavalry man in the war against Sparta. He returned to civilian life,
and was frustrated in his political ambitions. He could have been a leader on the aristocratic side of
Athenian politics, but he was disgusted by the violence of that faction, including that of his own
uncle and cousins. He encouraged the democratic faction that then took power, but there was no way
that any aristocrat of his standing could have participated in that government. He was interested in
scholarly debate and became a student of Socrates in 407 BCE. He was 31 in 399 when a court
dominated by ignorant democrats put his teacher to death that further hardened Plato’s opposition to
democracy.
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Plato
Plato left Athens, probably for fear of his life, after Socrates was killed. He studied
mathematics in Megara, and traveled in Egypt and Sicily, where he was welcomed by some of the
military governors. He returned and settled in his home town in 387 BCE in the suburbs on the
northwest side of Athens near a gymnasium dedicated to the Athenian hero Academus. He started
giving lessons to young men and even women at his home and in the gymnasium, and later founded
a school that he called “The Academy” with a large endowment. He was considered peculiar because
he encouraged girls as well as boys to become educated, and he took many into his school (Ryle,
1972, p. 315 - 316).
Plato was one of the most popular philosophy teachers of his day, and the most important
philosopher in the history of the western world. He was an idealist in the philosophical sense. He had
adopted the notions of earlier Greek philosophers including Parmenides and Zeno who taught that
physical reality is an illusion, and only ideas are real. He believed that ideas existed in some real
way, outside the act of thinking those ideas. He believed that ideas were more real than physical
things, because physical things fall apart, or waste away, but ideas, to him were immutable. Plato
studied mathematics partly because he liked it, and was good at it, but largely because he believed
that it was the best way to train the mind to understand the relationship between the ultimate ideas,
the human mind and physical reality (Yolton, 1973, p. 94; Cornford, 1945, p. 256).
Plato was primarily a moral philosopher and a very moderate moral dualist, that is, he
believed that there was a great idea that was the personified idea of good. He believed that The Good
had created the transient world of matter in the form of immortal and changeless ideas, The Forms.
The Good had made the best world that was possible given the problems inherent in matter
(Armstrong, 1983 p. 2207). He did not believe in a principle of evil, and he did not seem to have had
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any interest in lower level devils, that was unusual in his superstitious time. He believed that evil in
the world was caused by ignorance, illogic, errors and omissions, not by malice on the part of some
god (Bianchi, 1986, p. 508).

an ancient Greek fresco of a symposium
Plato lived in a time of great social unrest, cultural change, and war. The society was
urbanizing, and commercializing. The population was growing, and the standard of living was
improving rapidly. The old religion of the Olympian gods, that had served the agrarian Greekspeaking people for a thousand years or more, no longer served the needs of the new urban and
commercial culture. Plato founded the Academy in a grove of trees sacred to the Muses, and he
showed that he respected the old religion, but he was knowledgeable about the new religions. He
seems to have been most strongly influenced by Orphism, especially the cults that emphasized the
immortality of the individual soul. It is quite clear that Plato devised his idealism to justify the
Orphic belief that the individual soul need not disintegrate upon death. He claimed that the soul was
a sort of idea, and since ideas were eternal the individual could, with the proper preparation and
prayer, overcome death and enter the elevated world of pure ideas.
Plato was a borderline monotheist. He thought that the whole world was inhabited by a
personality whom he called the “world soul” or “Demiurge” who had created the visible world. But
he did not discredit the traditional Greek gods, whom he probably felt were different expressions of
this world soul (Jackson, 1961, v.10, p. 59). He may have associated the Demiurge with Zeus. His
characters in the Timaeus said that the Demiurge created the immortal part of the psyche. Then the
“generating gods” produced the lower, mortal parts of the psyche and the human body (Bianchi,
1986, p. 507).
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the temple at Delphi
by Christian Choheisel
Plato was not a religious radical. He did not oppose the practice of the Olympian religion,
although he tried to modernize it by eliminating divine conflicts between the gods, divine vengeance
against innocent humans for petty reasons, divine jealousy, and divine adultery and rape. He placed
the Olympians below the supreme transcendental God of the Universe and after the gods that move
the planets and the sun. He believed that a universal god created the heavens and the planets (Norris,
1986, p. 359). The gods of the heavens created the plants and the animals, and the Olympians, but
the Olympians created humanity. Plato was opposed to all orgiastic cults, and he did not approve of
private religious practices. He felt that religion should be a community activity. It is ironic that in the
end, his philosophy was most interesting to the private mystery cults against which he spoke
(Farnell, 1961, v.6, p. 419 – 420; Jackson, 1961, v.10, p. 59).
Plato was not a systematic philosopher, and his works are not consistent, partly because they
represent a long life of study. In some of his books he presented a somewhat altered version of the
Homeric psychology. He utilized the nous, thumos, and psyche, and introduced new parts of his
own, such as the epithumos. In these works Plato thought of the mind as a cage full of birds (Onians,
1954, p. 86). At other times, especially in book fifteen of the Phaedrus, Plato presented his striking
image of the personality as a chariot pulled by two flying horses of very different temperaments, one
white and one black.
The white horse was an orderly, rational, constructive passion, that tried to take the chariot
up into the eternal stars. This horse would have seemed more dangerous to a Greek reader that to us
today. Flying horses were common in Greek myths, evoking the image of the Muses to the Greek
reader. Flying too high with the Muses could cause a divine madness. For example, Beleraphon was
a beautiful young man who was loved by the Muses, but he flew on their horse, Pegasus, and fell to
his death. A flying horse that wanted to go higher and higher was also reminiscent of the illegitimate
son of Apollo who tried to drive his father’s sun chariot and lost his life. Humans in flying chariots
might also have been reminiscent to a pagan Greek of the tale of Daedalus and his son.
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ancient Greek chariot race
In the Timaeus and The Republic, Plato called the individual soul “fallen” and “forgotten”;
this idea that we are each little lost souls, that have forgotten our source in God by falling out of
heaven, remains in Platonic philosophy to this day (Norris, 1986, p. 359). It is probably the main
image of knowledge in New England Transcendentalism, rather than the myth of the cave.
The other horse in Plato’s own myth of the psyche, was a shaggy, recalcitrant and even
destructive black steed that tended to pull the chariot down to earth to destruction. This would have
reminded the Greek reader of the black steeds of the chariot of Pluto, the god of the underworld, that
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could travel at great speed. Greeks remembered how he kidnapped his niece Persephone, the Spring
Maiden, the daughter of the grain goddess, and dragged her into his cave-like kingdom, where he
forced her to eat one pomegranate seed, and the symbol of fertility.

Persephone and Hades British Museum vase E82
Plato’s charioteer represented reason, derived from nous and logos. This figure was not very
fully worked out or personified. It is interesting, that in this important philosophical tale, the horses
are more memorable than the human figure (Hackforth’s translation; Long, 1973, p. 4). Plato needed
to simplify psychology, in order to claim that personhood is an idea that we think, and that is ruled
by our reason, so he could hope to live forever.
Now it must be emphasized that Plato lived a long and active life. He wrote many books, and
may have changed his mind many times on any one important subject. It is also true that the most
important literature in Greek society of his day was theater. It is no accident then that Plato was a
poetic dramatist, so he spoke through many characters. Thus it is possible that no one speaker
represents Plato’s own view. In any case, Plato did not always present the psyche as a thing of three
parts. Most often, his protagonist Socrates claimed that the psyche was a single idea, a Form, in his
terms. And since it is only one indivisible thing, and insubstantial, it can not change. Therefore it is
incorruptible, and immortal.
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Then, in Chapter twenty five of The Republic, Plato presented his theory of forms in a visual
story. He imagined that all humans were, from childhood, prisoners in a deep, dark cave. They were
chained so that they could not move and could only see the wall in front of them, that was the back
of the cave. Behind then, though they could not see it, was a fire, and in front of the fire, a puppet
show stage behind that performers held up figurines of people and animals made of wood and stone.
The puppet masters held the figurines up over their heads to show the shadows to the people chained
in the cave. All the people could see were the shadows of the puppets cast on the wall in front of
them. Thus, what most people think of as reality, was for him the shadow of a carved stone or
wooden imitation of real things, that he called “Eidolons” a Greek word that was the root of the
modern European words for “idol” but also “idea.”

Diagram of Plato’s Cave
The use of the word “eidolons” proves that Plato’s theory of the forms was influenced by the
structure and processes of his religion. In ancient Greek eidolons meant phantoms, but also images.
The ancient pagan Greeks used the word to describe the images that they carved of their gods. The
word carried a strong sense of “something fashioned” to the ancient Greek speaker (Gove, 1961).
According to Plato the forms are “colorless, formless, and intangible essences” that are however
visible to the mind as the latter rises into celestial regions (Shaw, 1961, v.2, p. 455). He called the
shadow puppet show a “meaningless illusion” because he distrusted all information acquired by the
senses. He only regarded ideas like mathematics and music to be truly valid, because they were
generated entirely inside the human mind. It was the duty of the philosopher to descend back into the
cave of ignorance and matter, and free ordinary humans who were imprisoned there (Burnet, 1961,
p. 529).
Of course, the cave was in the earth, and the earth is made of matter that obscures the light of
the sun, that represents truth. The prisoners were caught in matter. But Plato went further: he said
that if a person escaped from the cave and then returned to rescue the other prisoners, they would not
believe that there was a world of great brightness, and if they were rescued and dragged into the sun
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at once, the brightness of the sun might destroy their weak eyesight. Thus, the prisoners were also
imprisoned in their own ignorance.
Now, it is important to point out that outside this myth, Plato was in many ways a naive
realist. Plato did not usually treat physical objects or people as unreal in his books. Later writers
have accused Plato of inconsistency, comparing the radical idealism of the myth of the cave with his
obvious belief in physical reality in the rest of his work. However, the apparent extreme idealism of
the myth may be due to an incorrect literal interpretation. After all, Plato was mostly telling a story
to show us how we were able to apprehend data about and understand the structure and working of
mathematical, physical and especially social reality.
In his scientific passages, Plato treated raw matter as a “receptacle” that was molded into the
objects perceived in the five senses by various creative processes in nature. These objects were
generated, moved, and could be corrupted and die or fall apart because they were mixtures of
different types of matter, and they could be rearranged in structure without changes in their matter,
or they could change by having matter added or subtracted from the object (Taton, 1963, v.1, p.
225). It was the task of the philosopher and proto-scientist to bridge the gap between the apparent
but ephemeral objects and the eternal Forms after which they were patterned (Pearson, 1961, v.5, p.
492).

Theater at Delphi
By Christine Choheisel
Plato believed that through argumentation, the human psyche can apprehend the Forms of
justice and truth in the same way we can discover that a planar shape with three sides must have
three angles. He claimed that viewing the Forms was dangerous without proper preparation. If the
prisoners in the cave were unshackled and led unto the light of the fire, they would be blinded by the
light. Worse would occur if they were led out into the sunlit world. He held that, as with
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mathematics, moral truths could be ascertains by concentrated, logical thought without external
stimulation or information. He believed that realization during contemplation was a form of
recollection during which we remember truths that we knew as disembodied spirits before we were
born. These ideas would become clear to us again when we died, and our self, that is a thought, will
recombine with the great thought that animates life (Cornford’s translation, 1945, p. 229; Ryle,
1972, p. 322, 325). Plato often used the image of light to represent truth as in his beautiful statement
about the purpose of human understanding: “The light of the mind is to gaze even upon God”
(Farnell, 1961, v.6, p. 421).
To an ancient Greek listener, a story about a cave automatically invoked Pan and the
Nymphs. Since Pan was the god of the experience of nature and dream, and Pan was a violent,
ignorant, rural god, it made perfect sense that the cave of experience was not a place of knowledge.
Pan was a benighted god, for he slept all day, and was only about at night. But for Plato, light, and
especially the sun, symbolized knowledge.

ancient Greek vase painting of Pan picking grapes
The striking verbal image of puppets was drawn from the language and the religious
practices of his day. The puppets were stone and wooden imitations of real things, much as statues of
the gods in ancient Greece.
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ancient Greco-Roman puppet
The puppets were held aloft just as statuettes of the gods were held aloft by the priests to show the
images of the gods to the people.

priest holds statuette of Apollo, Roman Coin
The images were not the real gods. Seeing the gods would have blinded us and driven us mad, just as
we would have been dazzled and disoriented us if we had seen the true ideas in their pure state. Thus
the cave for Plato’s readers was an image of the world of experience as an illusion and a shadow of
the bright truths of some invisible other world of ideas (Shorey, 1961, v. 12, p. 48).
As we can see from these two famous myths, Plato was both an ontological and moral
dualist. He believed that human experience consists in rational ideas and their poor shadows in the
illusory realm of physical copies. He also believed that there are two moral principles, represented
by the upward aspiring white horse and the bodily negative (though not evil) earthly black horse. By
making personhood an idea ruled by reason, he was able to claim that that idea was, or at least could
be immortal.
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Plato argued that the world that we experience with our five senses was and is continually
created by the Demiurge, the personality whose body is the world. The word Demiurge is derived
from demos- the people and -urge to help. In Homeric times “demiurge” indicated one of the rare
economic specialists in a society of mostly farmers and herders. It was applied most often to potters
and blacksmiths, so that it took on the meaning “artisan” and had a strong connotation of
construction or making. It is not incorrect to translate the word as “creator.” Plato did not really
believe in time, so he did not say that the Demiurge created the world at some time in the past.
Rather, he argued that the Demiurge continuously created the sensible world based on the pure ideas
that could only be guessed by observing the poor copies in everyday life.
Plato believed that his Demiurge was well intentioned, but that the matter from which he
created the world was not entirely tractable, so he made some things that were imperfect, and some
other things that appear to be evil (Burns, 1961, p. 148). He wrote that the world that the god made
was beautiful because the Demiurge is good and loving (Bianchi, 1986, p. 280).
Plato denigrated the physical world somewhat. It was a poor copy of the ideas that exist in
some higher plane. The dark, earthly horse was destructive, though not evil, and the earthly cave of
ignorance was the prison of the psyche that could only be freed by death. This sounds very negative
to us, but Plato himself was not an otherworldly person who locked himself in a cave, or his study.
He was a great poet and had a fine, though ironic sense of humor. Like his contemporaries Plato had
a deep appreciation of the beauties of nature. He may have felt that “the joys of the natural life are
evanescent and delusive” (Lovejoy, 1936, p. 25) but he still enjoyed them while they were available.

countryside near ancient Mycenae
It is true that his model and teacher Socrates was purely a moral philosopher who had no
interest in nature or what we now call science. Plato was more interested in nature and natural
science than Socrates, but less than most of the philosophers of Greece before him. Plato knew a
good deal of the medicine of his time, and he knew a little astronomy, acoustical physics and
mathematics. He was interested in the new rational geophysical theories to explain volcanoes and
earthquakes (instead of the common view that the titans were restless in their cave-prisons). He was
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curious about the internal structure of the earth and the movement of water in the ground. He seems
to have believed the new theory that the earth was spherical. In The Sophist and The Statesman, he
advocated the study of the classification of natural objects in zoology and botany to discover the
patterns in matter that would suggest, rather poorly in his opinion, the Forms. “Beside pluralities of
phenomena, transient, mutable, imperfect, that come into being and are objects of opinion, there are
unities, eternal, immutable, perfect, that really exist, and are objects of knowledge” (translated by
Jackson, 1961, v. 10, p. 60). Plato thought that the study of mineralogy was even less likely to
exhibit patterns that would shed light on the Forms because they seemed so irregular and
indeterminate to him. Ironically, we know now that crystalline minerals are much more like the
mathematical forms that Plato felt had authentic reality than any plant or animal.
It is interesting that Plato never bothered to explain why nature should exist (Rouner, 1986,
p. 71). This was considered a “dark and unresolved dilemma in his philosophy” by later writers, who
tried to answer the question in many ways. Actually, it shows that Plato was comfortable with matter
and nature, and he did not feel that it was necessary to justify or explain why his Demiurge, who was
kind and good, should make the world.
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Socrates
Both Plato and Socrates were sensitive to the beauties of nature. For example, Phaedrus and
Socrates were discussing love versus loveless passions as they walked out the city gates and into the
country. They had “no trouble in wading in the stream, that is especially delightful at this hour of a
summer’s day” because they were both barefooted (p. 23). Then they found
a delightful resting-place, with this tall spreading plane tree, and a lovely shade from the high
branches of the agnus: now that it’s in full flower, it will make the place ever so fragrant.
And what a lovely stream under the plane tree, and how cool to the feet. Judging by the
statuettes and images I should say that it’s consecrated to Achelous and some of the Nymphs.
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And then too, isn’t the freshness of the air most welcome and pleasant: and the shrill
summery music of the cicada-choir. And as crowning delight the grass, thick enough on a
gentle slope to rest your head on most comfortably (p. 24-25).
At the end of the book, Socrates felt that he and Phaedrus had been inspired by the gods of
wild nature to learn from each other, and so he gave thanks to “Dear Pan, and all ye other gods that
dwell in this place” that Plato put as the end of the book ironically and humorously to contradict the
statement by Socrates at the beginning of the book that there was no use going into nature because
there was nothing to learn there. There are many other passages that show that Plato had a reverent
and joyful attitude toward the beauty of nature and the power of the creator of the world (Fisher,
1973, p. 503).

The Influence of Platonism in Classical Times
Plato lived an active life as a teacher and consultant to various private citizens, and even
foreign princes. He wrote many books of philosophical dialogues that are said to be beautifully and
poetically written, by those among us who still read classical Greek (Pearson, 1961, p. 491). This is
ironic, because he often attacked poets for writing beautiful lies; a commonplace in Greek literature
that goes back to Hesiod, who claimed to have been seduced by a beautiful Muse who taught him to
lie.
Plato was stricken by some unnamed disorder when he was 70 years old, after which he was
unable to write or teach, though he lived until he was 81. He never married, and seems to have been
celibate his whole life. He left the Academy in good intellectual and financial condition as a private
corporation, managed by the headmaster, who was elected for life by the other teachers. Over the
years, many influential statesmen, generals, and intellectuals studied there, including Aristotle (384322 BCE) and Cicero (106 - 43 BCE). The school was one of the avenues by which the image of the
cave of the mind and the light of knowledge was impressed on the imagination of western humanity.
It soon became the most powerful influence on the development of religion in the Mediterranean
world (Reid, 1961, v.8, p. 57).
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ancient Greek vase of chariot
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
Plato’s first successor was his nephew Speusippus (d. 339 BCE) who was a Pythagorean.
Speusippus was most interested in mathematics. He was not really a Platonist; for example, he did
not believe in the Forms. He claimed that the psyche was a prefect sphere that was immortal. He had
a dualistic moral philosophy that associated “the One” with good and “the many” with evil. This
theory also had a political aspect to it because Plato drew his students from the aristocracy, and they
looked down on the democratic political elements in their society.
The first headmaster elected by the faculty was Xenocrates (396 - 314 BCE), who had been,
along with Aristotle, one of the best students of Plato. He realized that it was possible to intuit
mathematical ideas, and other logically consistent ideas that were not found in nature. He redefined
The Forms to include only those intuited logical ideas that were also found in nature. Xenocrates
was also the first to point out that Plato had not been clear whether the creation took place in some
past time, or was a continuous process. Xenocrates taught the latter hypothesis, because he believed
along with Plato, and the earlier Eleatics, that time is an illusion (Blumenthal, 1996). Xenocrates was
interested in natural science, and this, with his new definition of Forms, continued Plato’s regard for
the creation as a method by which the Good informs us and draws us to contemplate the Forms. This
indicates a respect for matter and experience and nature.
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Greek or Roman statue of Xenocrates of Chalcedon
The Academy went through many different administrations, and there were times when the
faculty were not Platonists. But the teachers of the Academy were always studying and
systematizing Plato’s ideas. One of the early commentators on Plato’s works by a member of the
faculty was Crantor of Cilicia (f.c. 350 BCE) who wrote that human life is a punishment, and death
is a blessing, because it releases the soul from bondage to the physical world. This is an early case of
the nature hating which became associated with Platonism in Medieval times.
Plato’s student, Aristotle, was tutor to the Macedonian prince who became Alexander the
Great.
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Alexander the Great
The latter conquered most of the world know to his culture, and he spread the Greek language and
ideas through that world and beyond. This process is called Hellenization. Although Alexander’s
empire did not outlast him, Hellenization continued and transmitted many different Greek
philosophical systems, including the newly systematized Platonism with its simplified psychology
and idealism expressed in the myth of the cave. The center of Hellenistic culture was the Museum in
Alexandria on the Nile, the richest Greek-speaking city in the Hellenistic world. Platonism was the
most popular and powerful philosophical influence in Alexandria beginning about 305 BCE, when
the Greek general, Ptolemy I Soter, declared himself Pharaoh and ending in 30 BCE when the
Roman generals dethroned Cleopatra the last Greek-speaking Queen of Egypt.
Plato’s theory of knowledge began to permeate his culture. His dualism brought intellectual
respect to the popular feelings expressed by the various mystery religions that were growing in
number and influence. Classical society had several other competing philosophic systems: the Stoics,
Aristotelians, Epicureans, Cynics, Eleatics, Atomists, Skeptics, and others, but Platonism and neoPythagoreanism were the two intellectual systems that most attracted those of a mystical and
religious bent. Platonic explanations of the pagan mystery religions of Isis and Osiris, and Mithraism
were constructed (Merkelbach, 1983, p. 1864). For example, in Plutarch’s Platonic interpretation of
Hellenized Egyptian religion, Osiris represented the transcendental ideal world whereas Isis
represented the world of visible matter. This is taken directly from Plato’s Timaeus where he said
that the visible and the invisible are necessary constituents of being (Bianchi, 1986, p. 511). Their
union represented the creation of the embodied personality.
The Stoics disagreed with Plato and his followers “The Old Academy” on many issues. They
were practical people, but with a strangely mystical bent. They agreed with Plato that a great and
good mind had created the universe using logic and placed logic in the human mind, that was why
humans could understand nature. But they went further, imagining that the universe was a great
mind pervaded by a divine reason – nous. About 250 BCE the teachers in the Academy became
strongly influenced by the Skeptics, and became interested in probability and practical decision
making. This is known as the “Middle Academy.”
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Aristotle
Around 100 BCE some of the teachers in the Academy began to absorb the Stoic position.
Philo of Larissa was the headmaster at that time. He strongly disagreed with the Stoics, but he was
also more critical of the Skeptics and he tried to reform the school and return it to the Platonic
dialogues. But he did not go far enough to satisfy his most able student, Antiochus of Ascalon (d. 68
BCE). The latter believed they needed to purify the Middle Academy of Skepticism that would have
been repugnant to Plato. Cicero was a student in the Academy at the time, and he recorded a history
of the conflict in a book called Academica. Antiochus convinced the rest of the faculty and he was
elected the next headmaster (79 BCE). He was called “the founder of the New Academy.” He made
the school much more dogmatic as well as more in agreement with the Stoics in regard to the mind
of the universe and other concepts. He went even further: he called this great mind “God” and said
that the world that we can experience with our senses is an expression of God. This feeling was
grafted onto almost all later forms of Platonism (Petrement, 1973, p. 41, col. 1; Blumenthal, 1996)
and it was one of the reasons that Platonism was considered the proper philosophical structure for
theological arguments.
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By the time of Julius Caesar (102 - 44 BCE), the moon goddess had become Hecate, the
witch goddess of the Greek-speaking people of what is now Turkey (Reid, 1961, v.8, p. 56). This
may represent the greater fear of the dark by the Romans of imperial times, than the earlier
Hellenistic people.

Roman statue of the three Hecates, Vatican Museum
The great Roman intellectual Marcus Terentius Varro (116 - c.21 BCE) was also a student of
Antiochus of Ascalon and was present during the transition from the Middle to the New Academy.
Varro was a “Renaissance man” long before the Renaissance. He was a successful military man in
the war of Pompey against the Spanish pirates. He was a politician, and praetor, the chief
administrator of the Roman state, and later the chief librarian to Julius Caesar to whom he dedicated
his book on Antiquities of Human and Divine Things. Varro allied himself with Augustus Caesar
against the murderers of his uncle Julius, and spent the rest of his long life living in voluntary
simplicity on a farm in the country. He was the author of books on law, linguistics, astronomy,
geography, educational theory, history, and agriculture. He also wrote very funny, popular satires of
modern life, poems and open letters.
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ancient fresco of Marcus Terentius Varro
Varro was an advocate of what he considered to be ancient Roman values of simplicity and
honesty and a pious love of the land and of nature. He considered the New Platonism the proper
philosophical system for criticizing the extravagance and hypocrisy of the Hellenized new rich who
were destroying Roman society. We can see now that he was part of the propaganda machine of
Augustus Caesar, who portrayed his new dictatorship as a “restitution of the people of Rome.”
Varro, the ultimate Hellenized voice of aristocratic opportunism, considered himself an advocate for
simple living and simple people. His only completely preserved work, Rustic Things was written
with an obvious love of the physical and biological world. This is a strong indication that the New
Platonism continued Plato’s kindly feelings for the world of experience.
The depth to which Platonism was used to explain and rationalize various theologies is
demonstrated by the fact that it even made inroads into Judaism, that hitherto most unmystical of
religions. This was especially true of those who were far from home, and more easily assimilated
into Greek culture. The Jewish community in Egypt became largely Greek-speaking soon after the
arrival of Alexander’s troops. Philo “the Jew of Alexandria” (15 BCE - 50 CE) was a nobleman and
an important theologian, philosopher, and statesman. He was more widely educated in Greek and
Roman subjects that in Hebrew. He thought and wrote in Greek. Philo seems to have been the hippie
in the family. Although he came from the uppermost strata of Hellenistic society, and his brother
was one of the richest men in the Roman Empire, Philo admired the mystical monastic communities
of Jews who lived in the deserts and practiced voluntary simplicity, and mystical initiation and
worship.
Philo was influenced by most of the philosophical systems of the Greeks and Romans, but
most of all by Plato. He used his considerable erudition to try to analyze and support Hellenized
Jewish religion. He was the first to explain many important religious implications of Platonic
thought. Philo pointed out that in Genesis, God said “Let us make man” that suggests that He was
not the lone creator. He proposed that much of the creation had been carried out by some of the
archangels, and even by lower angels who might have made some mistakes. This concept was
probably inspired by Hellenized Zoroastrianism that was common in Alexandria at the time (Carnoy,
1961, v.12, p. 866).
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reconstruction of the Pharos of Alexandria
by Emad Victor Shenouda
Philo harmonized Platonic theory with the Jewish belief in creation, by claiming that first,
God had created the Platonic Ideas in His mind, and then his assistant angels had created physical
and living things. This is the beginning of the notion in religious circles that the pure ideas of Plato
are the thoughts of God. Note: Plato had not proposed this, and it is interesting to speculate what he
would have thought of this change in his theory.
Philo was a mystic, and often wrote as if he were giving a sermon. He wrote that the Logos
(the reasoning principle in the self that is also the orderliness that makes the world understandable to
the reason) was “the first begotten Son of God, the man of God, the image of God, and the second of
God.” He claimed that God created humans with a “mystic love of God . . . through which man
becomes Godlike” (Inge, 1961, v.8, p. 135). This concept took powerful hold over the early
Christians.
Philo was also strongly influenced by the many mystery religions that were popular at the
time, although he thought of himself as a devout Jew. Much of his writing attempted to defend
Judaism against proselytizing by these groups. He regarded matter as the source of all evil
(Thorndike, 1926, v. 1, p. 349). He was a firm believer that the body was “the prison house of the
soul” and he felt that God was not in the physical world, but in some far away heaven. He believed
that the most important human experience was the mystic experience of union with God (Bemporad,
1986).
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Philo popularized the notions that God created nature as a rational structure, and He created
the human ability to reason, to understand his world. Therefore, Philo was optimistic that rational
speculation and religion would not conflict with each other. This optimistic attitude was adopted by
the early Christian theologians and by the later Arabic-speaking philosophers.
At the same time, the common people of the Roman Empire were becoming more and more
superstitious as their cultures merged into the complex economy of the subjugated slavery but peace
of Roman domination. The commoners lived in superstitious dread of the dark and of the hordes of
evil demons that they believed were a-foot and a-wing in the dark. The ancient Mediterraneans had
believed that the spirits of the dead were confined to the grave or just adjacent surface of the ground.
The people of the Roman Empire believed that ghosts could and would roam wherever they pleased.

Italian countryside by Caitlin Crews
The ancient Romans had believed that Juno, the mother goddess and wife of Jupiter, was a
sky and light goddess. She was sometimes propitiated as “Lucina” the personification of lux, (light).
Juno was also a fertility goddess, and giving birth was said to be “bringing a child to light.” This
phrase, is still the most common way to say giving birth in Spanish. But her worship diminished as
the Roman Republic grew, and by the time of the Empire, her functions had been given to her
daughter, Diana who had been Hellenized to imitate Artemis a much more complex and dangerous
goddess (Reid, 1961, v. 8, p. 58). Thus, to a Roman, to leave Plato’s cave, was, in some ways,
imagined as being born, and the cave had a connotation of sheltering which is hard to imagine for a
modern European language speaker.
Until recently, all artificial lights were fires, and the sun was thought of as a fire. There were
two ancient Roman gods closely related to fire. Volcanus was the artisan god of the ancient Romans.
He was the god of useful fire. He was not strongly Hellenized, and his cult continued into the
Christian period, during which he was one of the last pagan gods worshipped. This may be due to his
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important superstitious utility in preventing house fires. Vesta was the ancient goddess of the hearth.
She was Hellenized to the Greek goddess of the hearth, Hestia, so early that her original Latin name
has been lost. She was much more important in Roman than Greek religion, and she also was a good
fire spirit who lasted into the very last days of paganism (Reid, 1961, v. 8, p. 58). These good
feelings about the utility of fire as well as light must have informed the feeling which Hellenistic
people had about the goodness of light in Plato’s mythology.
Many of the Greek philosophers became monotheists before the time of Plato. This
movement spread, and by the time of the Roman Empire, many middle and upper class literati were
essentially monotheists who believed that the gods of their ancestors were really just different
aspects of the one god of the universe. They generally believed that the sun god was the best
representative of this one god, and he was generally associated with light, truth, goodness, justice,
and the beauty of nature (Reid, 1961, v. 8, p. 59 - 60).
The images of light and dark had become completely moralized by the time of the Roman
Empire. No public business was done between twilight and morning. Most people stayed home at
night to avoid ghosts, and light came to be strongly associated with divinity in all levels of society.

Plato and Zoroaster influence Early Christians
Some of the images of light and darkness used by Jesus of Nazareth and his immediate circle
come from the Hebrew scriptures. Jesus had a positive feeling for flowers and other gentle parts of
nature, as one would expect from a descendent of the House of Jesse, David, and Solomon. Jesus
liked to go on walks in nature, and he used facts about nature to convey moral and spiritual truths,
that suggests that he believed that nature was a book written by God.
Jesus was younger than his first cousin, the wild holy man, John the Baptist. John even
baptized Jesus. Several mystery religions and some sects of apocalyptic Jews had practiced baptism.
Pagan baptism usually happened at night or in a dark room or cave, and the participants carried
torches. The Greek mystery religions called baptism “an illumination.” Those who were being
prepared to receive the sacrament were called “those who are in process of being illuminated” and
after the ceremony they were “the illuminated.” Thus the image of God’s light was in his family
even before Jesus became an adult (MacLean, 1961, v. 8, p. 54).
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Sea of Galilee
The Apostles, like Jews before them, associated light with life, and dark and shadows with
death. Isaiah was quoting the Psalms of David when he wrote “The people that walked in darkness
have seen a great light, they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death upon them hath the light
shined” (9: 2). Luke wrote twice that God gives “light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow
of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” (2: 79 and 4: 16).
Jesus and his followers used the metaphor of light as openness, and darkness as secrecy;
knowledge as seeing and ignorance as blindness. The eyes were often used as symbols for modes of
understanding in general. For example, Saint Paul wrote, “The eyes of your understanding being
enlightened; that ye may know” the truth (Epistle to the Ephesians 1: 18). Matthew (10: 27) and
Luke (12:3) quoted Jesus as saying “What I tell you in darkness, that speak ye in light, and what ye
hear in the ear, that preach ye upon the housetops.” In Romans (2: 19) Saint Paul wrote that good
Christians should be “a guide to the blind, a light to them which are in darkness, an instructor of the
foolish, a teacher of children” In First Corinthians (4: 5) he said “judge nothing before the time, until
the Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest
the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God.” The last passage suggests
that light might not only have meant openness, but perhaps it was a cleansing truth, that would
expose and root out evil hidden in darkness.
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Jesus as Good Shepherd, Catacombs Rome
Saint Paul was a highly Hellenized, Jewish, Roman citizen. He believed that matter,
especially the human body, was the primal source of what he called “sins of the flesh.” This was a
common idea among pagans and some heretical Jews of his day. He was somewhat ascetic, and he
began the tendency, that was later exaggerated by the most otherworldly Christians, especially
monks and nuns, to “flee from the world.” This soon created a problem because if matter is
“inherently evil” why would God, who is good, have created matter? Saint Paul answered that God
made the world full of goodness, but Adam and Eve corrupted matter by their Fall from grace (Geer,
1961, p. 142). Paul set up the question that could be answered in the most heretical way by the
Gnostics.
The First Epistle of John was written to a group of Christians who were feuding with one
another. John warned them to love one another:
because the darkness is past, and the true light now shineth. He that saith he is in the light,
and hateth his brother, is in darkness even until now. He that loveth his brother abideth in the
light, and there is no occasion of stumbling in him. But he that hateth his brother is in
darkness, and walketh in darkness, and knoweth not whither he goeth, because that darkness
hath blinded his eyes [because] your sins are forgiven you. “
(I John 2: 9).
This presents the dark period before the passion of Jesus, who is the light. John felt that people who
could not work together for the good of the Christian Church had not really taken the light of Jesus
into their lives. They were still in sin and darkness. So darkness was ignorance to the point of being
sinful.
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mosaic from ancient synagogue
There are many suggestions that the later apostles had heard of and incorporated ideas from
Plato and other classical philosophers, probably through Philo of Alexandria. The Gospel according
to John (not necessarily the same John as the letter writer) is much more Hellenized than the other
works of the apostles. It begins with a Platonized précis of Genesis that uses the idea of the Word,
the organizing rational plan of the creation (Logos in Greek) as well as the Light.
In the beginning was the Word,
And the Word was with God,
And the Word was God.
The same was in the beginning with God.
All things were made by him, and without him was not any thing
made that was made.
In him was life; and the life was the light of men.
And the light shineth in darkness;
And the darkness comprehended it not.
There was a man sent from God whose name was John
The same came for a witness, to bear witness to the Light,
That all men through him might believe.
He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light.
That was the true Light which lighteth every man
that cometh into the world (1:1 - 9)
Isaiah had used the image of God as a light to his people, both in the good sense of knowledge and in
the dangerous sense of a wildfire (10:17). The Gospeller John presented statements that he claimed
were direct quotations from Jesus using a much clearer personification and moral image of light.
“For everyone that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be
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reproved. But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that they
are wrought in God.” (3:20) “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in
darkness, but shall have the light of life” (8:12). Similar statements occur in John 9:5 and 12:35. This
shows that later followers thought of Jesus as the personification of The Light of the spiritual truths
that he taught.
The image of light projected and reflected was used by the early Christians to describe the
relationship between Jesus and the God of the Hebrew scriptures. The “General Epistle of James”
states: “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of
lights, with whom is not variableness, neither shadow or turning.” (1:17). This is consistent with
James’ belief that his brother Jesus was the personification of light and the son of God. In Paul’s
“Epistle to the Hebrews” he described Jesus as “an effulgence of the Father’s glory” (1:3 translated
by MacLean, 1961, v.8, p. 54).
Apocalyptic Christians incorporated late Zoroastrian notions of the battle between evil forces
of darkness and good forces of light. The Apostles made it clear that light was good and dark was
evil. In Acts 26: 18, the teaching of the Gospel is, “To open their eyes, and to turn them from
darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God.” In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he used
the Persian notion of personified evil and darkness: “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but
against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against
spiritual wickedness in high places.” (6: 12).

northern Greek Islands by Daydream Villas Inc.
In the First Epistle to the Thessalonians (in northern Greece), Paul warned the Christians of
that place that “the day of the Lord . . . cometh as a thief in the night [with] sudden destruction . . .
but ye, brethren, are not in darkness, that that day should overtake you as a thief. Ye are all the
children of light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, nor of darkness. Therefore let
us not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be sober. For they that sleep, sleep in the night; and
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they that be drunken are drunken in the night. But let us, who are of the day, be sober, putting on the
breastplate of faith and love; and for a helmet, the hope of salvation.”
A similar feeling is expressed by Saint Paul in Romans 13:12, “The night is far spent, the day
is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of day.” In this
passage, night is the time before the death and resurrection of Jesus. Day is the new time of salvation
for the believers. The “works of darkness” are the evil things that people did because they had not
yet been saved.
In Ephesians (5: 8 - 14) Saint Paul wrote:
For ye were sometimes darkness, but now are ye light in the Lord: walk as children of light:
For the fruit of the Spirit is in all goodness and righteousness and truth . . . and have no
fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them. For it is a shame
even to speak of those things which are done of them in secret, but all things which are
reproved are made manifest by the light. Wherefore he saith. Awake thou that sleepest, and
arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light.
This began the tradition of the trope of spiritual awakening of the saved from ignorance and sin to
the morning light of holy knowledge. As Jews, the early Christians were familiar with the idea of a
holy light from the ritual use of lights in Hellenistic Judaism.
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ancient fresco of Jewish menorah
Araldo de Luca, Corbus Images
According to two Apostles, Jesus once ate dinner with a hypocritical Pharisee who acted
pious but was actually a wicked man. Jesus said
The light of the body is the eye: therefore when thine eye is single, thy whole body also is
full of light; but when thine eye is evil, thy body also if full of darkness. Take heed therefore
that the light which is in thee be not darkness. If thy whole body therefore be full of light,
having no part of dark, the whole shall be full of light, as when the bright shining of a candle
doth give thee light” (Luke 11: 34 and Matthew 6:22).
This use suggests that light and darkness were both thought of as spirits that could inhabit a body
and it might be hard for some people to differentiate them although Jesus clearly thought of light as
good and dark as evil.
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Saint Jude, perhaps a younger brother of Jesus, used the Zoroastrian image of a dark place of
bondage for fallen angels. “And the angels which kept not their first estate, but left their own
habitation, he hath reserved in everlasting chains under darkness unto the judgment of the great
day.” (6). So the cave of Plato has become a much worse place.
The first professional philosopher who was also a Christian, was the Platonist, Justin the
Martyr (who was killed in 165) who used academic Platonic concepts to justify his religion to pagan
intellectuals. Justin said that Jesus was like a fire kindled from the fire of God the Father. Justin
wrote that when Jesus was baptized “a fire was kindled in the Jordan” (MacLean, 1961, v.8, p. 54 55). Justin himself had a difficult time separating the technical parts of Platonism from some of the
specific beliefs of Plato that were at odds with Jewish and Christian attitudes. Confusing Plato and
Jesus was sometimes easy. Plato and Christians believed in a creator God who was totally good and
kind and knowing. In other cases the combination was difficult and changed Christianity profoundly.
The Platonic concept that God existed but was incorporeal was repugnant to the first Christians.
When it was finally accepted, sometime about 200 CE, it forced Christians to change their concepts
of the soul and of the future life (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 318). They continued the Platonic tradition of a
profound respect for the goodness of the Creator and His material creation. This was especially
marked in the works of Clement of Alexandria (c.150 - c.215) who was the most important Christian
philosopher of his day. He conflated the person of Jesus with the Logos (Inge, 1961, v.8, p. 137).
Saint Barnabas was a relation of Saint Mark. He came from Cyprus and was one of the
companions of St. Paul on his first missionary journey. The Epistle of Saint Barnabas is not accepted
as scripture by most Christian organizations, but it represents the influence of Zoroastrianism on the
early Apostles. Barnabas described two paths: the way of light and goodness overseen by “light
giving angels of light” and the way of darkness and evil shadowed by the evil angels of Satan. Other
Christian writers of this period said, “The Father has sent his wisdom to enlighten the saints.” God is
“Illuminator of the perfect” and “Giver or Maker of light”, “The begetter of Light . . . Guardian of
light eternal who has shed light on the darkness within us” (MacLean, 1961, v.8, p. 53).
Tertullian (c.160 - c.230) was a Roman pagan intellectual who converted to Christianity in
about 197. He was a powerful thinker and he wrote very well, so that he was a great ally in the early
days of the Church. He argued that when a ray of light comes from the sun, the light is not divided,
but is all of a piece. Similarly, there was no division of substance when Jesus was extended from
God “as light of light is kindled.” But he had his own opinions, and eventually he broke with the
main strain of Christianity that became Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy (MacLean, 1961,
v.8, p. 54).
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Tertullian
After the fall of the western Roman Empire, the use of images of religious light continued. It
became common to describe Jesus as “the illuminator of the heart” and “the true light.” He was also
“the fount of light” and “the spirit of light.” “Christ, the Light, can never be separated from The
Father.” Saint Ambrose (f. 381) said: “The Father is light, and the Son is Light, and the Holy Ghost
is Light and Fire.” In 374 Saint Basil quoted a hymn that was already old then, that was called “Hail,
Gladdening Light” that stated in verse that Jesus was the light “of the holy glory of the immortal
heavenly Father.” Later, it became common to say that “Christ is the Light of the World” and the
“Sun of Righteousness” (MacLean, 1961, v.8, p. 54 - 55). Basil was a nature lover; a man who felt at
home in “the mysterious marvels of this great city of the universe.” But he also loved the little things
in nature and the intricacies of natural science because he saw “great wisdom in small things”, that
is, he saw the wisdom of the design that God placed there (Thorndike, 1926, v.1, p. 489).

Dualistic Influences from Persia in Imperial Rome
Somehow, the cult of Mithra, which was part of Zoroastrianism, was spread to Rome in
about 100 CE, probably by highly placed military officers, who had served on the eastern frontier.
As Mithraism became Hellenized, the cult turned into a Roman mystery religion with many elements
taken from pre-Hellenic Roman religion and Platonism. The majority of the members of the cult
were military men. Mithra was usually worshipped underground in a natural cave or artificial grotto
called a Mithraeum. Archeologists have excavated well preserved Roman Mithric sanctuaries from
North Africa, Spain, Britain, the Rhine, the Danube, and along the Euphrates. All but the Spanish
grottos were places where the legions were most embattled by the invading hordes of barbarians
attracted to the Roman Empire by the tales of fine wines, rich granaries and fertile lands. The most
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common members of the cult, after soldiers, were recently freed slaves, who had become
bureaucrats.

Roman statue of Mithra killing the sacred bull
Roman emperors had varying relationships with Mithraism. Many of the Roman Emperors
appreciated that Mithraism was a religion of loyalty to one’s superiors and service to the state. The
emperor Commodus (161 - 192) was a member of the order. Caius Aurelius Valerius Diocletianus
(245-313 CE) was Roman emperor from 284 to 305 and had the sense to retire to his castle in what
is now the Balkans. He consecrated a temple in 307 on the banks of the Danube River in honor of
“Mithra, Protector of the Empire” (Konig, 1996). Constantine the Great (c.288-337) became emperor
after a civil war in 310. He was the first Emperor to publicly oppose Mithraism, although it
continued to flourish in the officer corps of his empire especially on the borders. Emperor Julian
(331 – 363) was called “the Apostate” because he was born a Christian but converted to paganism.
He was Roman emperor from 361 to 363. He tried to revive classical paganism largely though the
propagation of the cult of Mithra in an even more Hellenized form than previously, but Julian was
killed in battle and replaced by Christian emperors who repressed all pagan religions with great
violence. Some powerful Roman Senators and generals practiced Mithraism until about 400. Many
of the early Christian basilicas erected by Constantine and his children were placed over Mithraic
caverns in Rome (Merkelbach, 1983, p. 1861 - 1864).
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Roman ruins, Perushtica, Bulgaria
Guide Bulgaria
The Hellenized Mithric religion fostered a kindly attitude toward nature but remained
dualistic. Mithra was most often depicted armed with a knife with which he unwillingly killed his
totem animal, the bull, whose life giving blood fertilized the vegetation of the earth. In Rome, Mithra
was conflated with the Greek sun god Helios, and the Roman sun god Sol Invictus. Mithraism
merged easily with the dualistic parts of Orphism interpreted Platonically. Mithra’s consort, Anihita
was likened to Artemis or Athena, but she was called “the Goddess of Fertilizing Waters” like Isis of
Egypt (Konig, 1996).
Roman Mithraism had a well organized theological structure based on Platonic
interpretations of the practices. The cavern of the mysteries represented the world of material and
ignorance, right out of Plato. The initiate was literally tied up in this cave and then released to
symbolize that he had been freed of “the shackles of materialism.” The Persian worship of the Sun
was interpreted to represent the Platonic world of ideal truths. There were seven grades of members,
that was similar to some of the Zoroastrian and Gnostic theories of the number of grades of spirits,
each one represented by one of the planets or bright stars known to the Romans. Mithra was
associated with the Platonic creator god. The ascent of Mithra was said to have been foretold by
Plato in the Phaedrus. It represented the salvation of the psyche from materialism and death by being
freed from the material world represented by the cave. Although Mithraism lost the battle with
Christianity, its dualism, images, and demonology was incorporated into the medieval culture that
sprang up in the ruins of the western Roman Empire.

Gnostic Otherworldliness from Platonism and Zoroastrianism
Meanwhile, over a period of 400 years, a very negative attitude toward nature entered
European culture through Platonized Zoroastrianism, the other strain of Persian dualism, that entered
the Roman Empire with Jews and Christians, and created Gnosticism. The earliest true Gnosticism
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arose about 100 CE. Heretical Christians and Jews wrote the oldest Gnostic texts that still remain,
but there were Gnostics who practiced the ancient religions of Egypt or Mesopotamia, or GrecoRoman mystery religions. All of the Gnostic sects felt that there was secret knowledge that was
acquired by divine revelations and epiphanies. They felt that this special knowledge would cause the
believer’s personhood to become immortal. The exact origin of the movement is unknown but it is
clear that it was deeply influenced by Platonism and Hellenized Zoroastrianism.
Gnostics used Plato’s nomenclature and theory of knowledge exemplified by the myth of the
cave. The Gnostics were much more strongly dualistic than Plato. Most Gnostics believed that nature
and matter was evil. One of the first writers of the movement stated “The element earth was
produced by horror, water by fear, air by pain, within those three elements there is fire, a vehicle of
death and destruction, as within the three passions is hidden ignorance” (Duchesne-Guillemin, 1986,
v. 8, p. 346). The Demiurge, that made it, was either incompetent or himself evil. They invented
disrespectful names for the Demiurge: “Saklas” (the fool) and invented strange pseudo-Persian
names like “Ialdabaoth”, “Ogdoad”, and “Sabaoth” (Bianchi, 1986, p. 281).
The pagan Gnostics accepted much of the pagan Iranian pantheon that had been reintroduced
after it had been expelled by Zarathustra. Gnostics believed that the world of matter was bad, though
not always evil, because it was made by the incompetent Sophia, the goddess who was the
personification of the active knowledge of Wise Lord. She was also called Armaiti (perhaps a
corruption of Anihita), and said to be the daughter or spouse of God. Sophia was also called “mother
of all creatures.” The pagan Gnostics of Roman times had no compunction in calling one of the
Zoroastrian saviors “Jesus” and saying that He will save the world through science and drive out
ignorance and The Lie (Carnoy, 1961, v.12, p. 867).
Gnosticism had a surprising effect on early Christianity. It forced the orthodox to agree
which texts were sacred. It forced them to regularize the symbols that were used to represent the
faith, and it caused Christianity to become authoritarian and centralized in order to combat the
numerous heresies. Ironically, the early Gnostics are considered to be the first Christian theologians
by many scholars. The Gnostics forced the orthodox Christians to organize the ideas in the main line
faith for the first time.
The first organized Gnostics of record, the Docetians (from dokein, Greek for “to seem”),
were Christians. They were attacked in the First Gospel of John (4:1) and the Second Gospel of John
(7). The Christian Gnostics believed that matter was evil, and therefore Jesus of Nazareth was a
phantom who only seemed to have a body. They thought that He was born without pain to Mary, and
as a baby had no excrement. Even the pain and suffering of the Crucifixion were not real. Jesus did
not need to be resurrected because He was already a disembodied spirit.
The most famous early Gnostic was Simon “the magician” (f.c. 50 CE) who was born a Jew,
converted to Christianity and was baptized by Philip the Deacon, but then he went his own way.
Many people of his time believed Simon to be a miracle worker. He claimed to be able to see the
“infinite and ineffable light” that is God, and that no one else could see. He visited Rome and met
the Apostles Peter and John from whom he tried, to their horror, to purchase magical powers, or so
they claimed. This is the origin of the word “simonism,” to attempt to purchase holy things. His
pagan followers called him “Father” and said he was the incarnation of Zeus. His consort, Helen,
said by orthodox Christians to be a not very reformed prostitute, was worshipped as the incarnation
of Athena.
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medieval bas relief of the fall of Simon Magnus
observed by Saint Peter (left) and the Devil (right)
Simon taught that creation began with “the first thought” in the mind of God. From this, God
made other thoughts. All of these thoughts were personified, so they were also angels, including the
Demiurge. The latter made more angels, some of whom were evil and called archons. These angels
created the visible and material universe. The archons imprisoned “First Thought” and other good
thoughts in bodies, to which they were forced to be born again and again. A recurring image in
Gnostic texts for the next millennium is of the Zoroastrian Archons as jailers of the divine sparks
that are the human personalities held in a prison of material reality, just as The Lie was imprisoned
by Wise Lord in the material world. Notice that Zarathustra saw matter as an ally to the forces of
goodness, that was the prison of evil, whereas the Gnostics saw matter as the prison of the good soul.
Later Gnostic religions elaborated this demonology to include many more orders of spirits.
Each order of spirits was called an aeon or eon, that meant “age” or “lifetime” in Greek. For some
Gnostics each eon represented a period of creation. First the One emanated the highest order of
spirits. Christian Gnostics believed this was Jesus of Nazareth. The first eon created the next eon. At
each step of emanation, the number of individual members in the order increased and the
dissimilarity to God became greater. At some point the eons became capable of error, and later and
lower they became capable of intentional evil.
Monotheists often believe that their God has perfect memory and perfect knowledge of the
past, present and future. Therefore, God lives in a continuous and completed knowledge of all things
at all times, and therefore He or She does not have a sense of time passing. For these people,
including many Gnostics, time is an illusion. The word eon indicated what seems to us a continuous
process because we can only perceive things as happening in time.
Simon claimed to be “The Son of God” and “the Great Power of God.” He said he was able
to save his followers from the miseries of this life and the horror of death and rebirth by initiating
them into mystic knowledge, that would reunite them with the Platonic pure ideas, that were the
thoughts of the good God. He was thoroughly condemned by orthodox Jews and Christians, and he
became the archetype heretic for Christians. The most obnoxious part of Gnosticism to the orthodox
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was the claim that the Creator God of the Hebrew genesis was not the good ultimate God, but an
incompetent or malicious Jewish Demiurge.
Marcion (fl. 144 CE) was a powerful Christian bishop who nearly caused Christianity to
become a Gnostic religion (Carnoy, 1961, v.12, p. 867). He was the second major Christian heretic.
He lived in Rome when he was expelled from the Christian Church for writing that there were two
Gods. An evil God of the Hebrew scriptures who made the evil material world, and a good God of
the Gospels who would take the believer to the world of the Platonic pure ideas. Marcion founded
his own Church that was widespread and popular. He allowed female priests and bishops. The
orthodox called Marcion “the first born of Satan.”

Mancion presents his heretical books to the Pope
There were numerous other Christian Gnostics who set up churches and claimed to have
special mystic knowledge unknown to the orthodox. Cerinthus of Egypt organized Jewish Christian
Gnostics at the same time that the last Gospels were being written (c. 100). Basilides and Valentinus,
both of whom flourished in Alexandria, taught that matter was evil and salvation led to a world of
pure ideas (c.150). Valentinus was a moderate theological dualist. That is, he believed that the
Christian God was the most powerful spirit in the universe, but that there were subsidiary spirits,
who were less competent, though not evil. Valentinus taught that God created several great spirits,
some of whom created wisdom, who was personified as the angelic Sophia. She was the clumsy
creatrix of Nature, and all of the evils in human life are caused by mistakes that she made. There
were numerous Valentinian communities. Valentinianism nearly captured the main Christian
movement, and was a serious contender for control of Christianity until about 200 (Bianchi, 1986, p.
508).
Carpocratian of Alexandria (f.c. 150) believed that Jesus of Nazareth was an ordinary man
except that he was the perfect Platonist who remembered the pure ideas so that He could return at
death to merge with the good but unknowable God. He believed that the material world was made by
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evil Jewish angels who remained as demons. His followers were idolaters who worshipped images
of Jesus, and Christian saints but also Aristotle, Pythagoras, and Plato! Carpocratian was not a major
competitor of orthodox Christianity, but his odd beliefs show how Platonized some Christians could
become.

Roman Theatre, Alexandria Egypt
Egypt Tour
Some of these Gnostic Christian sects practiced the same rituals and used the same prayers as
orthodox Christians of the time. Others rejected many earlier practices and beliefs. The Ophites
taught that the serpent in the story of the garden of Eden was really the hero of the story, because he
gave knowledge to humanity, while the evil Demiurge God in the story punished humanity for
acquiring knowledge to release people from the bonds of evil matter, to find the true source of all
goodness in ideal truths.
The Cainites were the most perverse. They believed the opposite of every Jewish and
Christian element that they could identify. They not only believed that the God of the Genesis story
was evil, but they considered themselves sons of Cain, not Abel. They revered Esau rather than
Jacob, and they thought that God had killed the Sodomites because they dared to try to discover the
holy mysteries that would free the soul from the bondage of the body, and the evils of material
existence. They invented an hysterical, irrational creatrix called “The Great Womb” who was the
consort of the God of the Hebrew bible. She was said to have made the material world, that was why
it was such a horrible place.
One of the most troublesome Gnostics to Christians was Apollonius of Tyana. He came from
a town in what is now Syria, and he was a neo-Zoroastrian miracle worker who was popular in the
court of the Empress Julia Domna. She was the wife of Emperor Septimius Severus (reigned 193211) and the mother of the blood-thirsty, mad Emperor Caracalla. Since the two men were usually
out of Rome on military campaigns, she was often the person who was actually managing the
105

Roman Empire. She was also a Syrian by birth, and her father and grandfather were the high priests
of the Syrian sun god. The Empress wanted to create a pagan cult to counter the rapidly expanding
Christian church. So she hired several authors to write mythical biographical miracle stories about
Apollonius whom she made out to be very much like Jesus of Nazareth. The extensive propaganda
efforts were very successful, and large numbers of common Romans began to gather at the new
temples and statues erected by the empress at the places where it was said that Apollonius had
performed miracles.

Empress Julia Domna
Apollonius was strongly influenced by Hellenized Zoroastrianism, and he was a stark dualist
who believed that spirit was a good thought and that matter was evil. The body was a “prison” of the
immortal spirit that is in need of purification. The Empress was killed along with her mad son in
217, but the dualistic influence of Apollonius continued to affect pagan Romans long after her death
(Carnoy, 1961, v.12, p. 867), so much so that the Christian church adopted Apollonius as the chief
example of the Anti-Christ prophesied in the Apocalypse of Saint John. He was still the chief devil
in Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) the most popular English language book after the Bible until about
1900.
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Apollonius of Tyana
Gnosticism challenged and infiltrated orthodox Christianity in many ways. One of the most
popular Gnostic religions was founded by Mani (c. 216 - c. 276) who was born in Babylonia. Mani
was influenced by Hellenized Zoroastrianism, the Gnostics, the Jewish prophets, Jesus, and even
Guatama Buddha. The first two were especially important to him. When Mani was 24 years old he
felt that God had spoken to him and made him the last prophet. Mani believed that all of the
monotheistic religions were true when first proposed but that they became corrupt. He was a strict
theological and idealistic dualist. He believed that the sensed physical world was completely and
irremediably evil. He believed that each human personality was a little piece of the great nous, the
spiritual intelligence of God. He taught that if each person could only know themselves fully and
deeply they would recognize that each one of us is already one with God. This knowledge (Gnosis)
was in his opinion, the true key to immortality although individuality would be lost by realizing that
we are one with God (Carnoy, v.12, p. 867).
Mani was a radical moral and theological dualist; that is, he believed that there was a good
and a bad god, and that there was spirit and matter. He taught that the material world was created by
the Spiritus Vivens (the spirit of life) who mistakenly used dark evil matter infected by evil demons.
But the great good God allowed this mistake to take place because He knew that this would create a
world in which the trials of physical life would purify the good souls trapped in evil matter, and they
would eventually be guided to heaven by the teaching of the prophets sent by the good God
(Bianchi, 1986, p. 509).
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Central Asian Manichean scribes
Turfan Studies, Berlin Brandenberg Akademie der Wissenschaften
Mani was a rigid and abstemious master. He raged against sex, greed, eating meat, drinking
wine, and unnecessary education. People who did not follow his commandments were doomed to die
and be reborn into this world of pain and suffering. But by choosing the Light over the Darkness,
Good over Evil, Spirit over Matter, God over the Devil, the person could die and be free of the evil
spell cast by matter over the divine spirit within each person. Most people were not able to adhere to
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the strict ascetic life. These were called “the hearers” and they were taught that they could gain
points with God by supporting the ascetics with alms, fasting, and by ritual.
Mani was a masterful proselytizer. He intended to convert all humans to his creed. When he
created a missionary organization that spread across the Persian Empire, he frightened the nobility.
Mani was captured and tortured to death by the Persian authorities, but his religion spread from
Persia to all parts of the Roman Empire despite violent opposition both by the last pagan Roman
Emperors and by the growing power of the Christian Church. When the Roman Empire was
subverted to Christianity, the full combined powers of the Church and state were strongly directed
against Manichaeism and the numbers of its adherents declined sharply. But it spread north to the
Turks of Central Asia and traveled along the Silk Roads until it reached the Chinese Empire in 694
where it remained active until about 1300.

Manicheanism spread to India and China
At the same time that Mani was active in what is now Iran, Mandaenism, another completely
separate Gnostic religion, arose in the same area. Mandayya means “having knowledge” in their
language. They believed that their founders were Palestinians or Jews who fled to Mesopotamia
about 50 CE. The first records of these people seem to start about 200 CE. The Mandaeans rejected
Jesus as a false prophet, but considered John the Baptist as one of their main teachers. They
practiced baptism, unlike most Gnostics. They drew their vocabulary and practices from
Zoroastrianism, Gnosticism, Judaism, Christianity, and perhaps from Mesopotamian paganism. They
spoke their own language, Mandaic, that has affinities with most of the earlier languages of the
region both Semitic and Indo-European. Their religion was centered around the belief that the
individual human personality must be taught to recognize that it has come from the pure world of
God. At death, the spirit is released from the evils of physical reality but it must mount through the
air, through the heavenly spheres. As it does so, it is opposed by Archons, the evil Gnostic angels,
that attack it or try to seduce it.
Some of the dualistic sects with very negative attitudes toward nature rapidly became deeply
rooted in peasant cultures. Other dualists were small but persuasive groups of middle and upper class
philosophers. Clearly there was something about the early and middle period of the Roman Empire
that was deeply troubling to a large number of people. Perhaps the material life became more limited
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as the soils were depleted. Perhaps the lot of the large number of people who were enslaved in the
wars that established Roman rule had taken a spiritual as well as a personal toll. Perhaps the
disruption of so many ancient cultures by Latinized Hellenism created the sort of cultural nihilism
that one sees in the most dispirited American Indian Reservations. In any case it is clear that many
people became believers in otherworldly religions, including Saint Paul’s version of Christianity,
Manichaeism, Gnosticism, Mandaenism and other creeds that denigrated the earth and nature.

Manichean texts
When the armies of Alexander the Great overcame the Persians he replaced Zoroastrianism
with Hellenized Persian paganism. But the Persians revolted in 250 BCE against his heirs, the
Seleucids, and a new pagan Persian country called the Parthian Empire arose under the general who
became King Arsaces the First. Zoroastrianism struggled on in obscurity under a pagan Iranian
regime. In 53 BCE, the Romans attacked the Parthians and were repulsed, but in 39 BCE the
Romans returned and took part of the Parthian lands, at great cost to both sides. There was war with
Rome on and off for centuries that greatly taxed the Parthians.
In 226 CE, the army of Ardashiri, a general who was a practicing Zoroastrian, overthrew the
last tottering pagan Persian King. Ardashiri (reigned 226 – 240) founded the Sassanid dynasty and
he made Zoroastrianism the state religion. In 232 CE the Roman Emperor Alexander Severus
attacked Parthia again, thinking that he could capture the region during its civil and religious war,
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but King Ardashiri rallied all Persian speakers and consolidated Persian power. His descendants
ruled the Persian-speaking world until 637 when the Arabic-speaking armies of Islam destroyed the
last Persian Empire, and suppressed Zoroastrianism.
Another great poet and theologian appeared in the time of Ardashiri. This anonymous writer
produced the Pahlavi texts, that presented a new and even more dualistic form of Zoroastrianism.
The Pahlavi poet praised Auharmazd (the new name for Wise Lord). Good souls would go after
death to “the region of light” and live in the “endless light” in the “best existence” that is the home
of Wise Lord. The new poet conflated the two Zarathustras, and elaborated their stories. He wrote
that on the last three days of her pregnancy, a great light shone from the mother of the prophet so
that she illuminated her whole village.
The Pahlavi poet was also a believer in free will, and he warned that those who chose to be
unjust, and to do evil, would end up in a place of “endless darkness”, ruled by the evil god The Lie,
who created a “gloomy race” of demons. The Pahlavi texts assured believers that goodness would
win out over evil in the end of time, and the world would be cleansed. The good people and angels
would attack the demons with fire and sword. After which, the sun, moon, and stars would still
shine, but they would not be needed because the world would become pervaded by light even
without their help.
There were several sects of Zoroastrainism under the Sassanids. The Gayomartians believed
that light had no beginning but matter and its shadow, darkness was created by Wise Lord by
accident. Then some souls chose to become embodied and to do battle against the light, and other
people chose to enter the realm of matter and fight against evil.

Sassanid Empire at greatest extent
Iran History Land and People
The Zarvanite Zoroastrians believed that there was a god even greater than Wise Lord,
Zarvan (“time” in Avestian). Zarvan accidentally created matter and the evil twin when he had a
negative thought, and he created Wise Lord from his wise thoughts. The Mashite Zoroastrians had
the strange notion that evil and darkness was created by a portion of the light that was transformed
into darkness by bad thoughts. Many ancient Zoroastrian sects thought that only light was real. Evil
and matter and lies were illusions, evil illusions, but not real. Thus, over a period of two millennia,
Zoroastrianism became a dualistic and otherworldly religion in some of its major sects about the
time of the fall of the Western Roman Empire. Though it must be said, that the one sect that survives
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today among the Pharsis of Indian and a few followers in Iran, are neither dualistic nor otherworldly,
the dualistic forms had a great influence on Plotinus, the great synthesizer of Platonic doctrines.

Neo-Platonism
In the later Roman Empire, a new form of Platonism was developed which substituted a new
myth of light for Plato’s image of the cave. Origines Adamantius (c. 185 - c. 254) called “Origen”
was a Greek-speaking Egyptian Christian who had studied with Ammonius Saccas, a mysterious,
largely self taught and very popular philosophy teacher in Alexandria, who had been influenced by
Numenius of Apamea. Origen was the most important and fully consistent early Christian
theologian. Origen opened his own school in Alexandria where he taught for 28 years. He wrote over
800 papers, many of which were widely circulated. His influence on intellectual Christians remained
strong for a millennium.
Origen interpreted the Gospels using Greek philosophy, especially Platonism in the form
taught by Ammonius. He attacked Plato’s paganism but he felt that Plato was a powerful ally of
Christianity (Clark, 1986, p. 365). He and other early Christian intellectuals used Platonism to
express their religious ideas to other intellectuals. They believed that God taught through nature and
history, so they were not afraid to claim that Plato was divinely inspired. They felt that the existence
of Platonism in pagan and Jewish and Christian culture was another proof of the universality and
truth of their religion (Clark, 1986, p. 367). Origen attacked the arguments of pagan theologians as
“darkness” and he associated truth with light and God (MacLean, 1961, v.8, p. 53 - 54).
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Origen
Plotinus (205 - 270), the founder of neo-Platonism was a fellow student and countrymen to
Origen in the school of Ammonius Saccas. Like most of the other intellectual Platonists in
Alexandria at the time he had a strong mystical streak (Clark, 1986, p. 365, column 2). Plotinus was
fascinated by what he could learn of Zoroastrianism, so he left Ammonius after 11 years to become a
soldier in the disastrous Roman war against the Persians and Indians, under general Gordian III.
Plotinus seems to have had a good look at the dualistic religion of the Parthian Empire.
Plotinus moved to Rome in 244, and started a school where he taught a new systematic form
of Platonism. His teaching was very popular, and he had great influence, even on people who did not
agree with him. He attracted students from the highest levels of Roman society, including at least
one Senator, and the Emperor Gallienus and his wife Salonina. He made many friends. Like Plato,
he believed that girls as well as boys should be educated, and encouraged every person to develop
their minds. He was a warm kindly man, and despite his great mysticism, a practical person to whom
his friends and students went for useful advice in their worldly affairs. For example, he was chosen
as the executor of wills and guardian of several orphans (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 309). He was a stern
moralist and he lived ascetically but humanely. He seems to have been celibate. He was a vegetarian,
but he did not emphasize this at all (Armstrong, 1983 p. 1968).
Plotinus was a monotheist, and he agreed with Philo of Alexandria that the Platonic Forms
were ideas in the mind of God, whom Plotinus called “The One,” a Pythagorean term. Plotinus
emphasized that although one could reach the plane of understanding the Platonic Forms, it was
impossible for the human psyche to understand the Divine All. Plotinus took Plato at his word. In the
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dialogues Plato presented contrasting views as the way to knowledge. Plotinus took the dialogue to
be a key to understanding God. We can only get a little knowledge of the One, and that will seem
contradictory to us, because the One contains all of the universe, including contradictions. Plotinus is
said to have practiced “negative theology”; that is, he emphasized what could not be said about God.
God is not material; God is not male or female; God is not the universe; and so on (Armstrong, 1983
p. 1967; Clark, 1986, p. 368). This technique has been used by theologians ever since.

Plotinus
Like Plato, Plotinus required a unitized psyche and like Plato, Plotinus believed that the
psyche was governed by the nous, the intellectual charioteer, reason (Merlan, 1972, v. 6, p. 353). For
Plotinus, some psyches remained unembodied, and can not suffer pain, while others “descended”
into bodies. It is worth noting that there is no word in English that quite carried the bestiality of the
words for “embody” in the Greek and Latin based languages of Europe. “Incarnation” would best be
translated “meatification”, a far more primitive and physical feeling than “embody” in English.
Plotinus taught that the material of the body causes resistance to the movement of the psyche,
and usually causes pain to the soul, that has “sunk” into the physical realm (Merlan, 1972, p. 354).
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Plotinus believed that the psyche, that chose freely to “fall away” from The One, did so because it
had an egotistical “failing.” It wished to be an individual and to govern itself and perhaps more of
the world. A psyche could even develop a perverse “craving for that which was worse.” Pain and
suffering were the punishment for this “apostasy,” but The One of Plotinus was also The Good of
Plato, and eventually the psyche, that wished fervently enough to be reunited with the higher Forms,
could return (Merlan, 1972, p. 354). It is easy to see how this philosophy appealed to Christian
theologians.
The central image that underlay his systemization of Plato’s teachings came from the myth of
the cave. Plotinus imagined God as the sun that emanates light. He had a great faith in the goodness
and productiveness of God. He felt that the light of God became fainter as it spread out into the
universe, and especially as it was absorbed and reflected off matter. This created a spectrum of
grades of being, the famous Great Chain, that graded from the highest angels to humans then
animals, plants and finally inanimate matter. Each grade of being is created by emanations from the
higher realms but all grades are illuminated by spiritual light from God. He taught that the degrees of
reality from the One to angels, to people, to stones, to illusions, was proof that there was a loving
creator God (Yolton, 1973, p. 95). This became an historically important, though, in the end, not a
very convincing argument for the existence of God.
Plotinus imagined that each level of the universe emanates out into space and time to make a
lower level in which the goodness and kindness and realness of the One and Absolute is diluted and
diffused by matter. Yet matter is also a mirror, though not a very good mirror, that reflects the lower
parts of the world back to the higher level. In the same way, the individual soul yearns to return to
the high source from which it emanated.
Plotinus also used a related metaphor to describe Platonic enlightenment. He felt that “Nature
is spirit sleeping” (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 311). He said that we are all asleep and we need to wake
ourselves up to discover the love of the One that had been placed in us by the loving divine thought.
He also used the idea of memory. In his opinion, the human psyche is a little lost thought that has
forgotten that it is part of the great mind of the world. If we could only realize this through
concentrated mystical contemplation, we would become immortal (Armstrong, 1983 p. 2207).
Plato had believed that the psyche could come to apprehend the Forms by argumentation as
in his dialogues; by intellectual intuition, as in learning mathematics; and by concentrated efforts to
remember the truths that we had learned before we were born. Plotinus emphasized the last. After
practicing this contemplative life for many years, he came to believe that he was occasionally able to
rise momentarily to a plane of consciousness that reached even higher. He felt that he had distantly
apprehended The One. He felt that he could do this every one or two years. He described The One as
“a thing all faces, shining with living faces” but he disregarded his own description, pointing out that
it was impossible for a little human thought, like his psyche, to comprehend the great thought that
was the Absolute, except as a contradictory and paradoxical truth.
For the Eleatic philosophers and Plato, matter had been a sort of illusion, but Plotinus put it
even lower. He called it a “dark negativity.” It was worse than nothing, because nothing would be a
vacuum that would transmit the light of the One. Matter obscured light and truth. But he also taught
that the psyche “begets matter” much as matter projects a shadow. The psyche then clothes itself
with its own body made of matter, although in some ultimate way matter has no real existence but is
only darkness and the absence or dimming of the light of the One (Burns, 1961, p. 151).
Nevertheless, he taught that the psyche was forced to operate, at least temporarily, in the
mortal body, and the transient physical world. Plotinus felt that matter was a gift of the One, to lead
us to the glory of the Forms, and eventually back to the One. Plotinus described the reuniting of the
individual and the One as “ecstasy”, “self-surrender”, “touching” and “flight of the alone to the
alone” (Armstrong, 1983, p. 2207).
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ancient Roman fresco of Cupid and Psyche, Pompeii
Plotinus revered the physical world because it had been created by The One. Thus he
attacked Gnosticism for denigrating the physical world. He considered the visible cosmos to be
beautiful: “The living forces of the Deity permeate all nature” (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 309). Plotinus was
very clear that matter was not evil though it was related to pain, suffering and death. He taught that
“All things that are in heaven are also on earth” by which he meant that there was a magical
correspondence between the One and the creation. He was repulsed by the Gnostic belief that there
was a lower god who was evil and who created evil matter. He used another light related metaphor
that the material world is a mirror of God, which, while not as beautiful as the divine, has great
beauty:
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The sensible world is a reflection of the eternal world in the mirror of matter [and]
there are many reflections of divine beauty which we find in the visible world . . . We
must not allow that the world is ill made because it contains much that is
disagreeable. It is only an image of the spiritual world, but could there be a more
beautiful image? Do not suppose that a man becomes good by despising the world
and all the beautiful things that are in it. When we love a person, we love all that
belongs to him; if we love the father, we love the children for his sake. But every soul
is a child of our Father in heaven. How can this world, with the divine powers which
it contains, be separated from the spiritual world? Those who despise what is so
nearly akin to the spiritual world prove that they know nothing about the latter except
in name. (translated by Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 311, 313).
For Plotinus, the world was “boiling with life” and movement, and light, and color, all representing
different facets of the One (Armstrong, 1983, p. 1967). And the purpose of all this beauty in nature,
in his opinion, was to call the soul back to the divine source from which from all things came (Clark,
1986, p. 368).

ruins of ancient Rome
by rkaleal, at IgoUgo
Plotinus was even critical of Plato for using the image of the cave as a prison and a tomb of
matter, in which the psyche is trapped. He asked how this could be true, given the many beauties of
the creation. To him, there was no such thing as evil, there was only the absence of good. The One
did not create evil, though if one wandered far enough away from The One, bad things could happen
through ignorance of The Good. He tried to replace the myth of the cave with an image of God as a
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great light. In this image, matter obscures light, but this is a blessing, because the direct light of God
would blind us, as the light of Zeus had been deadly in pagan classical myths (Merlan, 1972, p. 355,
358).
Plotinus taught his students to be unafraid of death. Death only means “the actor changes his
mask” because he believed in reincarnation. Unrighteous psyches would be placed in the bodies of
ignoble animals as punishment. But even the lowest animal or plant has a little of the great Soul of
the Universe that is its source of life. He taught that, “There is a half-conscious upward striving in all
creation, that groans and travails to be delivered from the bondage of corruption” (Inge, 1961, v.9, p.
314 - 316).
On the other hand, he was a spiritual philosopher, perhaps we should say a secular
theologian, and he was not interested in natural science. He believed that it was impossible to
understand God. But the world, that can be sensed, is a gift in that we can find signs of the
emanations of higher realms. Plotinus believed that the body and the individual personal spirit were
a temporary union, but that the body was not a prison, although the materiality of the body obscures
the vision of the spirit to see the rays from God (Long, 1973, p. 8). Yet he taught that life is good,
though death is not evil (Merlan, 1972, p. 359).
Plotinus also attacked Gnosticism because it was so pessimistic about the hope for salvation
for the average person. The Gnostics taught that the cosmos was largely inhabited by evil spirits,
especially the planets that regulated so much of human life. He, on the other hand, believed that the
planets were “brotherly” good angels, who wished the best for humanity. Furthermore, Plotinus
believed that, though the ignorant person was bound by fate, the enlightened had free will in many
circumstances. Therefore he was an optimistic, even overly cheerful advocate of his method of
secular contemplation, that could help each person, regardless of education or religion, to become
reunited with the One (Merlan, 1972, p. 356).
He also opposed the Jewish and Christian Gnostic idea that creation took place in time, on
the Platonic grounds that God is timeless (Merlan, 1972, p. 357). Orthodox Jews and Christians of
his day opposed this notion of God as timeless, but eventually, the Christian churches accepted it and
made it their own, whereas, orthodox Jews still deny this, although Kabbalistic and later Hassidic
Jews think of God as timeless. Plotinus used the metaphor of the radiation of the light of God, that
creates lower orders of being by “emanation.” Each layer of emanation reflects the light further and
further into the regions of greater and greater darkness. Plotinus agreed with the Stoics that the
universal mind and the human mind can communicate by virtue of their “mutual sympathy” that was
based on love. He believed that the important things in life and history occurred not because of
mechanical causation but due to cosmic sympathy (Merlan, 1972, p. 347).
Plotinus did not practice any religion. He seems to have been completely uninterested in any
religious observances. Many students were surprised by his indifference to traditional rites. When he
was asked why he did not pray or sacrifice to the gods he replied: “It is for the gods to come to me,
not for me to go to them.” And yet he was interested in magic as were all people of the late Roman
Empire. He prayed a little for enlightenment from the One. He counseled against prayers for
deliverance from earthly calamities. ‘Some of these are necessary for a universe constituted like
ours; others have their appropriate remedy (for example, if a nation wishes to avoid servitude, it
must learn to fight) and all of them are of small account to an immortal being who knows that he is
only a temporary sojourner in a world where such things happen.’ (paraphrase by Inge, 1961, p.9, p.
317).
Plotinus also presented as an axiom that there was a correspondence between existence and
value. And he said that there was a vast hierarchy of existence from the Absolute existence of the
One to the most senseless rock, and from the greatest value of the One to the least value of a speck
of dust. But he was not a dualist. He believed that in each of these there was a broad spectrum or
scale from the most positive to the least positive, and from the most real to the poorest reflection of
the real. But in each case he only believed in one principle of being or value, that was diluted down
to nothing by radiation, like the diminution of the light of a candle seen across a field. But there were
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no minus signs in his vision of the world. There was no Devil, only a lack of the Good (Inge, 1961,
v.9, p. 310).
Plotinus believed that there were three creator gods: The One, the Logos, and the World
Soul. Christian neo-Platonists were soon trying to associate each one with one of the persons of their
trinity. They even used his concept of emanation to explain the process by which the Son proceeded
from the Father (Fisher, 1973, p. 505).
Plotinus was opposed to Christianity, but he had friendly contacts with Christian
philosophers and theologians in Rome and Alexandria (Inge, 1961, v. 9, p. 318). Porphyry (c.232 - c.
305), the most important of his many students, was more vehement in his attacks on the popular new
religion. Porphyry collected and systematized the works of Plotinus, that were published as The
Enneads. This book became famous in Latin and Greek-speaking intellectual circles. Porphyry was
even more mystical than Plotinus. He was more otherworldly, and he emphasized the “flight from
the body” (Armstrong, 1983, p. 1967).

Map of the spread of Christianity across Roman Empire
Plotinus and his early followers believed that philosophical contemplation was the most
powerful spiritual tool. They separated Platonism from pagan spiritual practice. But the last pagan
Platonists came to believe that contemplation was not enough. Iamblichus (c. 250 - c. 330)
reinstituted pagan prayer and ritual in philosophy as a way to reach up to God and ask for assistance
in understanding the One. When the Roman Empire became Christian, these practices became
illegal. Iamblichus further emphasized the ineffable nature of the One, and claimed that the only way
to approach the One and Absolute was with the help of the old pagan gods. He emphasized the
timeless dynamic process by which what we think of as everyday physical reality was emanated out
and down from the Platonic Forms, and the spirits of the philosophically inclined and enlightened
attempt to return to the source of their being, by prayer and contemplation (Armstrong, 1983, p.
1968).
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Neo-Platonism was not the only new form of Platonism which was developed from a myth
involving light. Another new form of Platonism or Platonized Aristotelianism was developed by a
small but very intellectual and influential set of pagan mystery religionists called collectively “The
Hermetic Writers.” These people wrote obscure philosophical, theological, medical, astrological,
magical, alchemical, and scientific papers mostly published under the name of “Hermes
Trismegistus (The Thrice Great)” many in the form of Platonic dialogues. There are also prose
essays in Greek and Latin, and the Hermetics perpetrated literary frauds by creating what they
claimed were ancient documents from the Greek, Hebrew and Zoroastrian traditions, ascribed to
such authors as Plato and Moses. The best know of these is the Chaldean Oracles that purported
(falsely) to be an ancient and more powerful Zoroastrian esoteric fire ritual, whereas it was actually a
concoction of neo-Platonized Babylonian magic and Egyptian metallurgy.

image from ancient ring - Greek god Hermes aids the dead
The Greek-speaking Egyptians believed that Hermes was the same god as Thoth, the Egyptian god
of writing. The Hermetic movement was both mystical and rationalistic. They claimed that HermesThoth was a learned mortal man who lived at the time of Moses. He invented writing, and became so
knowledgeable that he became immortal. They also revered the sun gods of the Greeks and
Egyptians. Thus they used sun light and fire light to represent truth.
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the Egyptian scribe god Thoth
The Hermetic writers called themselves “the new men.” They wished to deify other mortal
humans by magical processes of acquiring knowledge. They probably were not formal members of
any Gnostic sect, though they shared some concepts. The movement had a great influence on the
development of alchemy, especially in Arabic-speaking countries. They were very positive about
experimental science, but they thought that science involved the invocation of spirits, sometimes evil
spirits. They were interested in religions as a way to obtain power, not in a spiritual or reverential
way. They wanted to study nature to learn how God had created things. This was not as an act of
reverence, but a way to discover how to acquire powers to make gold and medicines, and to live
forever. These writers believed that God created the world by emanations of spiritual light as in
Plotinus, that was one reason they revered the sun. The Hermetic writings were lost in the Western
Roman Empire during the dark ages but not before they had strongly influenced the most intellectual
Christian authors (de Boer, 1961, p. 879).
By then, the Roman Empire had come under a series of Christian rulers, beginning with
Constantine the First (c. 288 - 337, reigned 310 - 337), who was only baptized on his death bed.
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Eusebius reported that when this happened Constantine “was filled with heavenly light” (MacLean,
1961, v.8, p. 55). The apostate, neo-Pagan Emperor, Julian (c. 331 - 363), converted from
Christianity to Olympian paganism mixed with Mithraism. He used neo-Platonism to attack
Christianity, and he tried to revive the ancient religion and the ancient spirit of Greece and Rome but
he was killed in battle with Christian aristocrats after only two years of office.

Last Pagan Roman Emperor Julian
The ideas of Plato and Plotinus were almost lost in the fall of the western Roman Empire.
Neo-Platonism was saved almost by accident through the writings of Ambrosius Theodosius
Macrobius (f. 400) a powerful military administrator in the western Roman Empire. He served in
very high posts in Spain (399), Africa (410), and he was the “grand chamberlain” in the palace of the
emperor in 422. He was even more famous as a grammarian of Greek and Latin, than as a
philosopher. He wrote neo-Platonic dialogues in Latin, one of which concerns the conversation at a
dinner party similar to Plato’s Symposium. Macrobius called his book Saturnalia because it is set at
the time of the Roman harvest festival, a time of giving thanks to the gods for the abundance of the
earth.
Macrobius was strongly influenced by the great Latin orator Cicero who was himself a
Platonist, and had studied at the Academy. Macrobius wrote a neo-Platonic commentary on Cicero's
"The Dream of Scipio" that is itself Cicero’s commentary on Plato’s Republic. The plot of the dream
is rather simple. The great Roman general, Scipio, who fought the Carthaginians, died in his old age
and was carried into heaven where he came to recognize the great universal truths that he had been
shown before he was born, but which he had forgotten. In this way, the light of God shown into his
intellect, and he became immortal. The books of Macrobius were saved in the fall of Rome by
Christian monks, not because they contained neo-Platonism, but because they were written by a
famous Latin prose stylist and grammarian. Thus the image of God as a great light was carried
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forward by accident in popular grammar books which popularized neo-Platonism throughout the
millennium which followed.

medieval manuscript of Dream of Scipio by Macrobius
Proclus (410 - 485) is considered the last important pagan Platonist. He was strongly
influenced by Porphyry and Iamblicus. He was such a pious pagan that when the Christians removed
the statue of Athena from the Parthenon, the goddess appeared to him in a vision and told him she
was coming to live in his house (Armstrong, 1983, p. 1968).
Proclus was a skilled mathematician and logician. Proclus used neo-Platonism to develop a
complex theology of pagan religion. He was the last headmaster of the Academy in Athens. He
asserted that neo-Platonic pagan practices were superior to Christianity, for which his school was
occasionally raided by the imperial, nominally Christian troops, and eventually closed. But his
textbook The Elements of Theology was used by Christians as a foundation for a new form of
Christianity. One of the many things that attracted Christians to his philosophy was that he believed
that all of the Platonic Forms were arranged in “triads” that the Christians associated with the
Trinity. He also taught that the reason that the One had created the world was because the Good is
full of Love. This seemed like the Christian concept of Jesus the Son of God who is Love
(Armstrong, 1968, p. 378).
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Roman era statue of Athena
Proclus had returned to the pre-Platonic Orphic poetry, and to forgeries that were presented
as ancient prophetic poetry, such as the so called Chaldean Oracles, that were actually written about
150 CE. His most important inspiration may have been the beautiful Asclepigenia (c. 430 - 485) who
was on the faculty of the Academy. She was a practicing witch, and she taught Proclus what she
claimed were ancient, mystic, and certainly orgiastic rites, that she said were an oral tradition handed
down through her grandfather Nestorius and her father Plutarchus, both of whom had been on the
faculty. Asclepigenia and several of the other women on the faculty were among the most devoted
pagans who worked to continue the work of the Academy in the face of violent opposition by the
Christian civilian administration of the Roman Empire. These late pagan neo-Platonists put a very
spiritual cast to the system, and made it otherworldly.
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Proclus
As the western empire crumbled within and fell to the repeated attacks of Franks (c. 356),
Anglo-Saxons (c. 367), Visigoths (c. 375), Vandals (c. 409), Burgundians (c. 443), Huns (c. 452),
Ostrogoths (c. 489), and Lombards (c. 568) the great libraries were destroyed or hidden in
monasteries, where they were largely forgotten and left to rot. Only those writings thought useful
and godly were copied off the Roman papyrus onto long lived vellum, and saved. Plato, that most
earlier educated Romans had read in the original Greek, was not copied very often. Soon there was
little left. But Macrobius was popular as a Latin grammarian, and so people saved his work.
Eventually, his neo-Platonic interpretation of Cicero’s myth, intended as a comment on Plato’s
Republic, became one of the main texts that carried pagan Platonic words and ideas into the
medieval world (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 318; Palmer, 1961, p.8).

Neo-Platonic Christians
Despite the use of Platonism to attack Christianity, all of the early Christian theologians
continued to use Middle Platonism. The Cappadocian fathers: Saint Basil of Caesarea (c.329 - 379),
his brother Saint Gregory of Nyssa (c. 330-395) and their friend Saint Gregory of Nazianzus (c.330390), all wrote at one time or another that Plato “was the prologue” to Christ. Gregory of Nyssa was
the first great Christian theologian who had personal mystical experiences. He, like Plotinus, could
not express his feelings about God except by the negative theology; that is, he could say what God
was not (Norris, 1986, p. 362). They agreed with Plotinus that the material world was a “theophany”
- a visible thing that revealed the working of God, who was not otherwise apprehensible by human
senses. The most important visible thing was the incarnation of Jesus as the Son of God (Clark,
1986, p. 365). The positive attitude toward nature (that these men acquired from Plotinus) was
carried through Byzantine Orthodox Christianity, so that it never experienced the periods of extreme
nature-hating, and disgust with the body, that occurred in Western Roman Catholic Christianity. It is
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likely that this outlook accounts, at least in part, for the continued acceptance of marriage among
Orthodox priests, in contrast to the celibate state of Roman Catholic priests in the last millennium.

the brothers Saint Basil and Saint Gregory
During the first three Christian centuries, there were many disagreements over the
relationships among the persons of the Christian God. Origen (c. 185 - c. 254) used middle
Platonism to substantiate the Roman and Byzantine position that God was a Trinity of persons of
equal power and holiness. By the time of the council of Nicaea, the use of Platonism had become
standard for all combatants in these arguments and even wars. Two of the Cappadocians were the
Byzantine representatives at the ecumenical council of Constantinople in 381, that settled once and
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for all the Roman and Byzantine opinion, and branded all other constructions heretical, based on
neo-Platonic theology. In the Nicene Creed, that established the Roman Catholic and Eastern
Orthodox position on the Trinity, God is called “God of God, Light of Light, Life of Life.” Thus the
neo-Platonic image of God as light became central official doctrine of both main parts of medieval
Christianity.
In the years between about 200 and 600 there were great debates and schisms in Christianity
over the character of God. Slowly, the idea of the Christian Trinity was developed starting with the
concept of the pagan philosophers Iamblicus and Proclus that all of the forms were organized into
trinities. In the years that followed, neo-Platonism was almost always the philosophical structure on
which the orthodox and heretical alike constructed their images of God. For example, the theologian
Marius Victorinus (c. 350) was strongly influenced by the Enneads. He used neo-Platonism to
construct the Christian concept of the Trinity, that put an end to the confusing relationships between
the different apparitions of God in the Gospels (Clark, 1986, p. 366).
Saint Augustine (354 - 430), later Bishop of Hippo, was raised as a Christian in North Africa,
but as a young man, he was a spiritual searcher. He traveled to Italy and joined a Manichaean
Church. Scholars have been able to show that he read Plotinus in a Latin translation when he studied
philosophy and became a neo-Platonist. He taught speech in Rome and Milan. By the time he
reconverted to Christianity he was a well-trained philosopher with Gnostic tendencies that
dominated his attitude toward nature. Although he was never as negative as Mani toward matter, he
did not admire nature in any way, and he did not think that one could approach God through the
study of the creation.
Augustine became the most influential theologian in the Latin-speaking western Roman
Empire. He was a very important influence on the development of Latin monasticism. He advocated
that much of the spare time of monks and nuns be spent in neo-Platonic contemplation and
asceticism (Clark, 1986, p. 367). But the mood of monasticism was much more negative toward
nature than Plotinus or even Augustine would have wished. It was especially negative about the
human body, though Augustine himself did not believe that matter or the body was able to subvert
the soul. Only the wayward human mind could sin and fall in his opinion. Yet it has been said that he
took Plato’s mild disparagement of the world and turned it into renunciation (Fisher, 1973, p. 505).
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fresco of Saint Augustine
Ironically, the Gnostic distaste for nature may have been partly due to Augustine’s
acceptance of the complex demonology that was developed by the students of Plotinus, and other
later Platonists influenced by Hellenized Zoroastrianism. Nature hating was also due to the
otherworldliness that was produced when Platonic idealism was imposed on Christian beliefs about
the future life (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 318).
Augustine promoted the metaphor of illumination as the act of creation of races, and
salvation of the individual. He believed that the mind of God acted on the mind of humans like a
light shining into a dark room (was he thinking of the cave?). As with Plotinus, Augustine thought
that sense experience was useless as a source of meaningful knowledge because it taught about
things that change and die. Only inner illumination could lead to eternal truths. He repeated the
opinion of Philo of Alexandria that the Platonic Forms were ideas in the mind of God. He and many
of the other early Church Fathers searched the writings of Plato for other ideas that they could claim
were “proto-Christian” truths. This led to some bizarre interpretations (Fisher, 1973, p. 505).
Augustine became the major Latin-speaking Christian theologian before he died, and
Platonic phrases and ideas began appearing in Christian sermons in Latin and even in the words to
hymns, for example, in the works of Synesius (Inge, 1961, v.9, p. 318). By about 400, systematized
neo-Platonism had become the main form of thought in Alexandria, and even in the Academy, that
was still operating in Athens. It was much more convincing than the conflicting arguments in Plato’s
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dialogues, that made early Platonism largely incoherent. In this way, neo-Platonism superseded all
other forms of Platonism, and was soon the unchallenged basis of most professional philosophy and
theology in the Christian world for the next millennium (Armstrong, 1968 p. 2207).
In about 450 CE, an important Christian Platonist took the lessons he had learned in Proclus’
“The Elements of Theology” and applied them fully and skillfully to the philosophical problems
inherent in Christianity. This person, who was probably a monk living in Syria, signed his name
“Dionysius the Areopagite.” Now the real person by that name was the first pagan convert Saint Paul
made in Athens, in about the year 50 CE (Gospel, Acts 17:34). The real Areopagite became the first
Bishop of Athens and was a martyr. The Church authorities, most of whom could not differentiate
Platonic from neo-Platonic philosophy, were misled by the works of the Pseudo-Dionysius which
they took to be another indication that Platonism was the divinely ordained philosophical foundation
for their religion (Clark, 1986, p. 366).

4th Century fresco of Jesus, Catacombs of Rome
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite wrote in a “pompous and inflated style” typical of his day,
and foreign to the simple Greek of the Apostles. Pseudo-Dionysius taught that there were two ways
to God: rational argumentation with instruction, and mystical revelation. The latter is reached by first
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surrendering to the deity to be filled with the light of the holy spirit. Even mystics who have
experienced some of the light of God directly can not describe it except in paradoxes, and by the
negative theology. In a similar fashion, the highest, most unknowable, unnamable part of the deity
descends into the physical world to create and participate intimately in the “sun, stars, fire, water,
and all being; as the all-comprehensive cause” of all life and activity in the universe because God is
the principle of life. Nature was beautiful to the Areopagite, because it was the mirror of the
goodness and beauty of the transcendental God. “Striving toward God [is] the basis and aim of all
creatures.” God has placed a love and yearning for Him into all people, even in lower creatures, and
through this we can be led toward the light of the Absolute and unknowable God (Norris, 1986, p.
362).
Pseudo-Dionysius did not believe that evil existed as a thing. He thought that bad things
happened because we are far from God, and his goodness is diluted as it emanates out into the lower
and lower spiritual realms of the universe. He used the image from Plotinus that God is a great light
and his light is obscured but also reflected by matter. Pseudo-Dionysius believed that the Devil and
his minions can only operate because people surrendered to his lies and illusions. Matter is not evil.
It is a blessing that God has created to teach us, and to shield us from the full light of God that would
overpower us in our present state of ignorance. He taught that physical objects are also symbolic of
parts of God to which they correspond. This is another type of shielding, to gently led us to truths
that would overwhelm us if they were presented directly.
In the years that followed, neo-Platonic theology, following the Areopagite, became the
common language of the intellectual Christians who worked out the beliefs and practices of the
Byzantine Church. All of his books were translated into the languages of the eastern Roman empire.
Both the orthodox and the heretical Christians patterned their arguments after Pseudo-Dionysius, and
founded their reasoning on neo-Platonism (Bonwetsch, 1963, p. 438 - 440). We can see that there are
many elements taken directly from Plato’s myth of the cave, and from Plotinus’ theory of emanation
of the light of God; and like the Greek pagan philosophers, Pseudo-Dionysius had a love of nature.
Victorinus was a major influence on Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c.475 - 525), a
Roman aristocrat and intellectual whose treatise on ancient music was for many centuries the
unquestioned authority on Western music. Boethius served as consul in Rome and held other major
posts under the Visigothic barbarian who converted to Arian Christianity and called himself
“Emperor Theodoric.” Boethius was falsely accused of treason and sentenced to death but the
emperor was not sure of the charges, so Boethius was held in prison for several years. He wrote a
short, very personal précis of neo-Platonism called “The Consolation of Philosophy” in which he
explained that in his hour of torment he had come to remember his experiences before birth, that
made him realize that when he died, his thoughts were going to return to the heavens where all pure
ideas lived forever. Boethius had a positive feeling about God’s physical creation and a noble sense
of duty and fate. He presented a highly simplified and systematic version of classical philosophy that
was easily understood by his contemporaries (Norris, 1986, p. 362). As the Roman Empire
collapsed, philosophy fell into disrepute and Plato and Plotinus were almost forgotten. But Boethius
became one of the most widely read authors and carried forward the image of the individual human
self as an idea that could be freed from the body and returned to the mind of God by following the
path of the lights from heaven.
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medieval manuscript of Boethius’ book
Pope Gregory I, also called Saint Gregory, or Gregory the Great (c. 540 - 604, pope from 590
to 604) was the first Latin-speaking prelate to quote Pseudo-Dionysius. Gregory was a modest monk
who was badgered into high office and eventually the Papacy because he was so loved by the
common Christians in Italy. He was also a skillful administrator, but his actions alienated the
Byzantines and caused the split between the Roman and Orthodox Churches. He was a great lover
and collector of hymns, that we now call Gregorian after the collection that he published. He
encouraged the foundation of many monasteries, and sent many missionaries into the pagan parts of
northern Europe. He championed the mystical approach to God advocated by the Areopagite.
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medieval painting of Pope Saint Gregory I
Another source of neo-Platonism in western Europe came from the Byzantine Church,
through the great Greek Christian Platonist, Maximus the Confessor (c. 580 - 662). He elaborated
and commented on the work of Pseudo-Dionysius. His comments were translated into Latin, and
spread Christian neo-Platonism west into the Dark Ages. Neo-Platonism was also carried forward by
the works of Boethius and Macrobius who were read as widely as something can be read in a society
where the literacy rate was about 2 percent.
But the negative forms of Platonism also continued into the Dark Ages. In about 650, a
dualistic Christian sect related to Marcionism and Manichaeism developed in Armenia. They
believed in two equal gods: one good and one evil. They believed that this physical world was made
by the evil god who was its ruler. They disdained the established Christian church and the
sacraments. They were called “Paulician,” perhaps because they especially revered the Letters of
Saint Paul and rejected the Hebrew texts and the letters of Saint Peter. Paulicians denied that Jesus
had really been incarnated because a pure god could not have taken on evil matter.
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Persecution of Paulicians
The Byzantine emperors claimed that the Paulicians precipitated a widespread military
rebellion in 668. The founder of the sect, Constantine Silvanus, was stoned to death by a selfrighteous mob of orthodox Christians, and the next leader, Simeon Titus, was burned alive by the
imperial authorities. Rebellions and persecution of the Paulicians continued until 872 when the sect
was completely suppressed in Armenia, but many of them fled north and east and west and spread
Gnostic attitudes toward nature into the Balkans and central Asia. Wherever they went, Paulisians
were especially welcomed by the down trodden and underfed peasantry.
The Byzantines were also pressed at the south by the Islamic revolution. Most early Islamic
scholars (c. 700) were neo-Platonists. They were also attracted to Aristotle, but they were very
concerned by the portions of Hellenic philosophy that contradicted the Koran. This led to the
doctrine that philosophy was an autonomous discipline. Islamic intellectuals conceded that it might
not be possible for the human mind to reconcile philosophy and theology, that is itself a neo-Platonic
concept (Clark, 1986, p. 366). In general, Islamic scholars have followed Plotinus in admiring the
creation as a work of God. The first major Islamic classicist was al-Kindi (died 870), who conflated
neo-Platonism with Aristotle, especially in the use of the image of God as a great light diffused into
space, time and matter. Because of this, during the next millennium, even philosophers who opposed
Plato and Platonism carried the image forward (Norris, 1986, p. 362).
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Maps.com
The new Muslim kingdoms contained and sometimes fostered centers where Hellenistic
influences remained strong, despite the new overlay of Islamic government and religion. Two
important centers were the Sabians of Harran who were Muslims, and the society of “Sincere
Friends” in Basra, Iran (c. 1000) who were Jews (Mahler, 1961, p. 875). Most of these Arabicspeaking classicists were neo-Platonists and many of them were intellectual heirs of the Hermetic
mystery religions that had integrated themselves into intellectual Muslim cultures. They called
themselves the “philosophers of the Enlightenment” and used the image of God’s light and
knowledge. They believed that creation was a series of emanations as described by Plotinus. Some
of them believed that the material world was evil, more of them said that it was “imperfect.” In
general, the more mystical and neo-Platonic these authors were, the more they despised the material
world. They hoped to return to the source of light by a magical form of revelation and redemption,
not available to ordinary Muslims, but they were not heretical, and so they continued and spread the
image of the cave and light and knowledge into their own culture and eventually influenced the
development of European Thomism (de Boer, 1961, p. 879).
Ironically, despite the fact that Plotinus had attacked Gnostics, Jewish Gnosticism, that had
been based on earlier Platonism, incorporated neo-Platonism completely as it evolved into the
mystical medieval Kabbalah, whereas main stream Judaism was not significantly Platonic (Clark,
1986, p. 366). The attitude of Kabbalists toward nature and society was generally negative whereas
the attitude of intellectual orthodox Jews was more positive or very positive toward nature and
natural science. Jewish heretics spread Kabbalism throughout Europe and North Africa and the
Middle East. It was, ironically, one of the intellectual elements that moved freely between the
Ashkenazi Jews of northern and eastern Europe, and the Sephardic Jews of southern Europe and the
Middle East. In about 1200, Kabbalism evolved into Chassidism, an ecstatic Jewish (borderline
heretical) movement whose members are the last living large group of true neo-Platonists. The
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relationship of their Platonism and their high regard for nature deserves much more scholarly
attention. However, they are so far from the center of European thought (Mahler, 1961, p. 873) that
they can not have an important place in this essay.
At the same time, the orthodox Jewish intellectuals in Muslim countries were using neoPlatonized Aristotelian philosophy, and there were specific anti-Aristotelian movements that were
even more neo-Platonic. These included Isaac ben Solomon Israeli (died 953) of Kairawan, North
Africa, who was the greatest physician between Galen and modern times. He was also a philosopher,
and although he did not have any important new ideas, he was an important source for Saint Albert
and Saint Thomas who created European Scholasticism. Ben Solomon is one of the reasons that
Thomist Aristotelianism was so neo-Platonic. Solomon ibn Gabirol of Malaga was another important
Jewish neo-Platonic philosopher. He wrote The Fountain of Life, that was a very influential book in
Arabic and Latin intellectual circles for hundreds of years. There were many other Jewish neoPlatonic scholars and poets in Muslim countries during the Dark Ages in Europe, who, especially in
Spain, became a very important influence on Europe through the Thomists (Mahler, 1961, p. 875).

medieval manuscript drawing of Isaac ben Solomon Israeli
In 827, the Byzantine Emperor Michael the Stammerer had a Latin translation of the works
of Pseudo-Dionysius made, and sent it as a sacred present to Louis I called the Pious (778 - 840),
Charlemagne’s eldest son and the heir to the Holy Roman Empire. Somehow or other, the
Carolingians, who were only somewhat Christianized Franks, confused Dionysius and St. Dennis,
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the patron saint of the Franks. The Carolingians invented a myth that this conflated personage had
become the Abbott Hilduin in later life. Charles the Bald (823 - 877) was the youngest son of the
Emperor Louis I by a second marriage. Charles was given the Kingdom of the West Franks in 843
that is approximately modern France. He became the Emperor of the whole Western Roman Empire
in 875. He asked the great theologian Johannes Scotus Eriugena to make a much better Latin
translation of the works of Pseudo-Dionysius. The new translation was even more popular in
educated circles during the short lived Carolingian artistic and literary flowering (Bonwetsch, 1963,
p. 338).

late medieval statue of Saint Denis
John Scotus Eriugena (c.810 - 877) was an unusually original thinker for his day. He was
strongly influenced by the Greek theologians he was translating especially Gregory of Nyssa, the
Pseudo-Dionysius, and Maximus the Confessor, all of whom were Platonists. The Papacy did not
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approve of many of the Byzantine notions and Erigena’s chief work on the philosophy of creation
“On the Divisions of Nature” was condemned in 1210. But Erigena’s commentaries were conflated
with his translations and his strong neo-Platonic love of nature in these important works influenced
the development of Scholasticism (Norris, 1986, p. 362). Thus the love of nature was nurtured in the
tiny intellectual elite in the dark middle ages by the use of neo-Platonic imagery which would
eventually create Scholasticism, that was itself the foundation of the scientific revolution of the
Renaissance, which would eventually foster a love of nature in the whole populace.

medieval manuscript sketch of John Scot Eriugena
In the meantime, the horrors of peasant life under feudalism fostered the worst attitudes
toward nature in human history. Sometime around 950, an evangelical Bulgarian priest, probably
inspired by Paulician missionaries, began to rail publicly against what he considered the idolatry and
corruption of the Byzantine church. He was called “Bogomil” that meant “He who prays to God” in
ancient Slavic. He taught that the visible world was created by the Devil. He rejected baptism and
the Eucharist. He condemned any human activity that increased the power of matter over the person,
especially sex, marriage, meat eating, and wine drinking. The heresy spread rapidly among the
peasants over most of the Byzantine Empire and along the Roman Catholic coast of Dalmatia. The
Papacy became especially alarmed when the Bogomils established communications with Gnostic
heretics among the southern French peasantry who had earlier accepted Manichaeism (Bianchi,
1986, p. 511).
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The Byzantine imperial forces and the agents of the Christian Church continued to attack the
Bogomils as they grew in numbers. Many of their leaders were captured and burned alive in public
between 1000 and 1200. But the religion was deeply rooted in the peasantry and could not be
beheaded. At the same time, Michael Psellus (1018 - c.1078) and other noble intellectuals
precipitated a rebirth of scholarship and art in the Byzantine Empire under the strong influence of
neo-Platonism (Clark, 1986, p. 366).
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Bosnian Bogomil sarcophagus
Meanwhile, there were mystical reformers within the Byzantine church. One of the most
important was Simeon “the new theologian” (c. 949 - 1022). He was a very pious monk and later
abbot, who had many mystical experiences under the influence of Pseudo-Dionysius. He wrote many
Hymns of Divine Love that describe his visions. He agreed with Plotinus that by concentrated
contemplation one has a “vision of light” by which one’s intuition is “illuminated” as the human
mind is drawn by love to approach the “Divine Unknown.” This shows that by 1000 the peasantry,
nobility, and clergy in Greek-speaking lands, orthodox and heretical, were thoroughly Platonized,
though the attitudes toward nature ranged from love to hate.

Aristotilianized Platonism and Platonized Aristotilianism
During the depth of the dark ages, learning was kept alive by the Arabs in the south and east
of the Mediterranean, by Roman Catholic monks in the west, and by the Jews traveling between
them. The image of God as a great light shining into the darkness of fallen matter had become
infused completely into Christianity. But the ancient sources of this image, Plato and Plotinus, were
only names recited by the tiny literate minority who read Boethius and Macrobius. Zarathustra and
his writings were completely forgotten, though his dualistic doctrines and influence, even the names
of some of his demons, continued to spread and strengthen.
The Latin-speaking civilization of the Western Roman Empire had been destroyed by the
invasions and atrocities of the raiding hordes of Teutonic-speaking Visigoths, Ostragoths, Franks,
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Anglo-Saxons, Burgundians, and Lombards. Each of these groups had eventually settled down, and
been both Latinized and Christianized. The Norse, the last bands of Teutonic thugs, invaded Europe
in about 900. They too intermarried, settled down, and became nominally Christian, if not really
civilized. By 1050, trade had increased as did travel. The middle class began to grow. The Crusades
began, and returning Crusaders brought Arab and Eastern Orthodox ideas and materials back to the
reviving commercial and intellectual centers of western Europe.

Knight Templar Crusader, 12th Century Fresco
Corbusimages
Greek philosophy and science was preserved mostly by the Arabic-speaking societies of the
eastern and southern Mediterranean. They were nominally Aristotelian, but they also used many
Platonic notions. Ibn Rushd (1126 -1198), the great Arabic-speaking philosopher who lived in Spain,
and whom the Europeans called Averroës, held that the sun and stars were not appearances, but one
of the few examples of Platonic Forms that were directly visible to the human eye. Therefore, he
believed, they were not made of matter, but were objects of pure light (Steneck, 1976, p. 59). That
was why they do not burn out like terrestrial fires.
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ancient book by Ibn Rushd
In about 1100, Latin reading intellectuals in Western Europe began to acquire texts from the
Jews, Arabs and Byzantines often by way of the scriptorum of Roger II Hautville, the Norman King
(1031 – 1101) of Sicily who really started the European Renaissance.
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medieval manuscript sketch of Roger II of Sicily
Many of these texts were ascribed to Aristotle who had been even less known in Europe that Plato.
Saint Anselm (c. 1033 - 1109), the Italian born priest who became the archbishop of Canterbury,
England, was the first intellectual to try to apply the new Aristotelian learning to Latin Christianity.
He wanted to try to use empirical knowledge and logic to understand God. He thought he could
prove the existence of God as Plotinus did, by observing the degrees of existence from God, to man,
to rocks, to illusions (Yolton, 1973, p. 95). In this way he founded high medieval scholastic
theology. He thought of himself as a new type of Aristotelian theologian but he still revered Saint
Augustine and especially the neo-Platonic elements of philosophy that valued the creation and the
light of God (Norris, 1986, p. 362).
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Saint Anselm of Canterbury with patroness
A series of important school teachers, most of them centered at the notable school at SaintVictor’s Abbey in Paris were inspired by the neo-Platonic works of Pseudo-Dionysius to use the
image of God’s light to educate a new intellectual elite which led to the development of
Scholasticism in the Latin Church.
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Hugh of Saint-Victor teaching
The first was Hugh of Saint-Victor (1096 - 1141), a German nobleman who was an Augustinian
priest and the headmaster of Saint-Victor’s. Hugh was a practicing neo-Platonic mystic but he was
also a rationalist who believed he could prove the existence of God from experience by the study of
nature. He wrote an encyclopedia, and he taught secular as well as religious topics at his school. He
said: “Learn everything and you will see afterward that nothing is useless.” He is one of the people
who planted the seed that became the Renaissance of science, especially physics, that occurred in
northern France soon after his death (Norris, 1986, p. 362).
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Saint-Victor’s Abbey in Paris
Isaac D’Etoile (c. 1100 - c. 1169) was born in England and lived most of his life in French
monasteries where he rose to be abbot. He was a follower of Anselm and Hugh of Saint-Victor in
both his neo-Platonism, and his belief that he could use logic and empirical science to prove the
existence of God. Isaac used the neo-Platonic “negative” theology. That is, he helped the reader
understand God by showing what God was not. For example: He is not mortal or confined in space.
He claimed that this rational process would lead anyone, even without mystical propensities, to
“divine illumination.”
Godfrey of Saint-Victor (c. 1125 - 1194) was a monk and a powerful poet who was an early
humanist. He emphasized the dignity of the individual and of nature. He spent much of his life at the
school that Hugh of Saint-Victor had made famous. He taught that although human nature had been
“fractured” by the sin of Adam and Eve, it was intrinsically incorruptible and would be repaired by
the “Fountain of Philosophy” that flows from Plato and Aristotle, and from which we may all drink.
His deep love of humanity and nature was not appreciated in his time.
Richard of Saint-Victor (died 1173) was born in Scotland. He was the prize pupil of Hugh of
Saint-Victor and became the head of the abbey and school after him. He also was an ecstatic mystic
who used secular learning to approach God. His work was very popular and was republished
regularly until about 1650. He also used solar and luminous images of God.
Saint Albert the Great (c. 1193 - 1280) the Dominican philosopher, alchemist, and theologian
called “the Universal Doctor” was an early scientist. For example, he was the first to isolate the
element arsenic. He was not satisfied that medieval neo-Platonism was an adequate foundation for
an understanding of Roman Catholicism. He did not believe that philosophy and science should be
based on faith, although religion should. He went much further than Anselm in his attempt to
construct an Aristotelian based Roman Christian theology, which became Scholasticism.
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Saint Albert the Great
Albert’s star student, Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225 - 1274) called “the Angelic Doctor”
completed the process of inventing Scholasticism. Albert and Thomas and their successors believed
that they had proven that careful human understanding and religion can not, in the end, contradict
each other because both are given by God. Albert and Thomas were both interested in natural
science and valued nature. Neither believed that matter was evil, though all nature had fallen with
Adam and Eve. Their new rational theology and interest in the working of the creation gave
permission, as it were, to the new physics that was being developed from the Arabic understandings,
that were also based on Aristotle.
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Saint Thomas Aquinas
It is often said in intellectual history books that “St. Thomas's system embraces the
philosophy of Aristotle and is in opposition to the Platonism and neo-Platonism that had prevailed in
Catholic theology since the time of St. Augustine.” but this is not so. The Aristotelian texts to which
Albert and Thomas had access were mostly translations from Arabic that had neo-Platonic
commentaries and interpolations. Therefore, many of the most important distinctions between Plato
and Aristotle were obscured or obliterated completely. Later scholars said “Aquinas is closer to
Plotinus than to the real Aristotle.” This is never clearer than in the judgment of Thomas that the
soul is immortal because it is the form of the mortal person.

manuscript in the handwriting of Saint Thomas Aquinas
Arabic and Thomist scholasticism are often said to be “Platonized Aristotilianism” but many
different conflations of the two systems have occurred over the years. It is absolutely critical to the
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history we are following in this essay, that Saint Thomas mixed Plotinus into his Aristotle so that he
completely accepted the image of creation as a radiation of the light of God’s knowledge and
animating spirit, that is reflected into the otherwise lifeless matter of the universe, further and further
from the center of goodness. Thus, despite their intentions to depart radically from Platonic
medievalism, Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas and their followers used mystical teachings of
Pseudo-Dionysius and Plotinus as central elements in their vision of Christian life and thought. This
image is said by scholars to have strongly influenced the scholastic definition of a biological species,
and human psychology. It was also an important precursor to the philosophy of science that
underlies most 20th century scientific practice, especially physics (Bonwetsch, 1963, p. 438).
Aquinas was very interested in the function of beauty, both in art and nature. He agreed with
the earlier Christian moralists that the human interest in beauty was based on sensuous feelings that
arose from the body. But he also taught that there are higher forms of the same instinct, that are
placed in the human soul to lead us to contemplate the structures that God placed in nature.
Furthermore, he rationalized, even the most sensuous search for beauty was placed in the human
soul by God. He did not think that the human body was evil, and he taught that the love of natural
science and the love of natural beauty were rooted in the same gift by which God intended that His
great light would be reflected back as love for the creator.
There were soon divisions in the scholastic camp, much of it fostered by the institutional
animosity between the Dominicans and Franciscans. Albert and Thomas were Dominicans. The
Scottish Franciscan John Duns Scotus (c.1266-1308) called “the Subtle Doctor” founded a splinter
group of Scholastics who disagreed with Aquinas on many issues but was likewise much more neoPlatonic than either group knew. Duns Scotus viciously attacked Albert and Thomas. Some of Saint
Thomas’ ideas were not accepted by the Pope, and several ideas of Aristotle where specifically
condemned in 1270 and 1277. But Thomism soon overwhelmed the older Christian philosophies and
overcame the Scotists.

fresco of John Duns Scotus
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The only other major philosophy opposed to Thomism at this time was called
“Augustinianism” because it was said to be a revival of the Platonism of Saint Augustine. This group
was led by Henry of Ghent (1217 - 1293), who taught that God’s illumination is a continuous divine
process by which each act of human knowing is informed by being a little part of the great knowing
of God. This process is like a light, that is able to illuminate the processes of matter that occur in
time and space, because the creation is a logical structure and operates by reasonable causal
processes. Thus every group championed the image of the light of God.
Important sources of neo-Platonism which fostered a love of nature were arising in other
areas of Europe, unrelated to Scholasticism. Raymond Lully (1232 - 1316) was a transitional figure
from medieval mysticism to Renaissance rationalism. He was born a Roman Catholic and raised on
the islands of the western Mediterranean. He spoke and read Arabic as well as Catalan, Latin, and
Castilian Spanish. He wished to debate with Muslim theologians on rational grounds. He was in
some ways a rationalist and Aristotelian, and invented the earliest form of symbolic logic. He was
also a mystic who was strongly influenced by Islamic Sufis, Saint Francis, Anselm of Canterbury,
and neo-Platonism. Lully had mystical experiences in which he saw the world as a great tree, and as
a mirror of the light of God. He also had visions of a great ladder of light by which souls descended
to physical creation and ascended back to God. Lully was a lover of simple things in nature. He
believed that theology, philosophy, and empirical natural science were all different and equally valid
ways to understand the manifestations of God. He was strongly opposed to alchemy, but his
philosophical ideas were a major influence on the intellectual structure of alchemy, and so he helped
alchemy to become chemistry (Thorndyke, 1923, v. 4, p. 34).

sketch of Raymond Lully from medieval manuscript
In the west, one of the first tasks that the Papacy set for the newly founded Franciscan
missionaries was to convert Bogomils in the Balkans. Between 1200 and 1400, the gray friars, who
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were the only large group of priests in Europe who could approach the abstemiousness of the
Bogomil elect, did their best to contain and suppress the sect. The local orthodox Christian Kings of
the region also attacked Bogomils wherever they could be found. Ironically, the sect seems to have
flourished until the Ottoman Turks captured Byzantium in 1453 and then took the Balkans, the Black
Sea states and Greece. The fate of the Bogomils under the Turks is unknown though folklorists have
identified dualistic stories told even today in the Balkans that seem to be descended from Bogomil
theology (Bianchi, 1986, p. 511).

Fall of Constantinople to Turks
About 1000, Paulician and Bogomil missionaries began to organize little groups of heretics
in Germany, Netherlands, Flanders, and northern Italy. They called themselves “the pure ones”
(katharos in Greek). They also believed that the world was fully evil, and created by the Devil.
Human spirits were created by the good god who lived in heaven. The Cathars were quiet but they
had an organized hierarchy, a unified liturgy, and a systematic theology. Cathars attacked the
Christian Church as worldly and corrupt. They rejected sex and eating meat. The “perfect” members
were fully ascetic and spent most of their time in strict contemplation. They were called “bons
hommes” and were very few in number. The rest of the congregation were “believers” who were not
able to give up all of the evils of this material world. The Cathari were uninterested in the Hebrew
texts. They rejected the incarnation. They believed that Jesus was an archangel. He could not have
suffered pain or death. They were very popular with the peasants who resented the rich bishops and
abbots who mouthed Christian platitudes about humility and poverty, but who were members of the
aristocracy and lived like princes.
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The Cathari spread into southern France where they became strongly entrenched among the
peasants. William IX, duke of Aquitaine, protected them in his region. His peasants were critical of
the corrupt Christian clergy and impressed with the asceticism of the Cathar priests. Soon, most of
the southern nobility became tolerant of the movement. When Pope Innocent III (1198 - 1216)
ordered Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse, to put down the sect, he refused. In 1208, the papal legate
to the region was murdered. In 1209, the Pope called on the powerful Cistercian order of monks, one
of the few that was not corrupt, to preach a crusade against the Cathari. He ordered the aristocracy of
northern France to invade southern France, which they did, but they simply plundered one town after
another, not differentiating between Cathar and Catholic. Finally, King Louis IX used the Inquisition
and his own army and slowly captured and destroyed the strongholds of the heretics. Many of the
Cathari fled to Italy where they were ignored, and the heresy slowly faded away between 1270
(when the Cathar hierarchy collapsed) and about 1400 (when a few believers were last detected).
The success of the Cathars among the peasantry shows that the poor were infected with a hatred of
physical existence that had come from the earlier theocracy just as the highest segments of the
theocracy was rediscovering the beauties of nature.
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Albigensian Crusade slaughter of Cathars
Meanwhile, the careful rationalism of Scholastic theology was unable to meet the emotional
needs of priests, monks and nuns and pious lay people who were having mystical experiences. Many
of these people were women who lived obscure lives, and some were burned as heretics and witches.
But some became holy women and a few wrote well and were read widely. Hadewijch of Brabant,
Flanders (f.c. 1200) was one of the most lyrical and intense poets of the Flemish language. She was a
neo-Platonist and she was strongly influenced by the Song of Songs. Her poems present the
relationship of God to believer as that of the bridegroom to the bride. Hadewijch was a lay person,
but she influenced many highly placed priests and nuns. She is considered the first of the Rhineland
mystics.
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manuscript of Hadewijch of Brabant
The German Dominican, Eckhart von Hochheim called “Meister Eckhart” (c.1260-1327), the
second highly visible member of the Rhineland mystics, ignored Saint Thomas. Eckhart elaborated
the neo-Platonism of the Pseudo-Dionysius. He was a Dominican monk, and he held that God was
present in every part of nature in the way in which the Platonic Forms are present in each animal or
inanimate object (Geer, 1961, p. 144). He was accused, probably incorrectly, of pantheism. He
believed that the Christian could purify the soul by prayer and austere living. He used the negative
theology of Plotinus and Dionysius to create a striking new image of God. Or perhaps he had
reverted to the image of Moses and the Sumerians that God was a great dark cloud. Eckehart felt that
since one could not say anything about God, the One, the Absolute, then God was a “Cloud of
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Unknowing”, that was more like a darkness than a light. This completely reversed the image of God
as a great light. Nonetheless, God was still, of course, completely good, and it was the purpose of all
life in general, and human life in particular, to aspire to transcend being and knowledge to merge
with God. Eckhart had a profound influence on religious developments in northern Europe through
his many students who founded schools where many radical anti-scholastic reformers were educated
during the next three hundred years. His emphasis on mystical ignorance was, perhaps surprisingly,
a powerful stimulant for new ideas and learning (Jostlin, 1963, p. 5).

manuscript illumination of Meister Eckhart
Hadewijch and Eckhart had many followers who were all neo-Platonists and nature lovers.
Jan van Ruysbroeck (1293 - 1381) was a Lowland parish chaplain but he felt he needed more
austerity, so he became an Augustinian monk. Ruysbroeck was a neo-Platonist influenced by
Eckhart. Following Hadewijch, Ruysbroeck used the Song of Solomon as a major key to religious
experience, by which he described the relationship between God and believer as analogous to lover
and beloved.
Heinrich von Berg (c. 1295 - 1366) called “Heinrich Suso”, was a German nobleman who
studied under Eckhart. He became a teacher and writer, but he lost his professorship for siding with
Eckhart when the latter was condemned in 1329. Suso was an official in the Friends of God, one of
the little circles of devout mystical priests who gathered in the monasteries and towns along the
Rhine. They were neo-Platonists who believed strongly in the creation as an emanation of God. He
and Ruysbroeck wrote mystical books of meditations that were the most popular religious books in
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northern Europe after the bible for more than a century following their deaths (Bonwetsch, 1963, p.
438). This spread the image of God as a great darkness as well as a great light.
Johann Tauler (1300 - 1361) was a Dominican preacher and teacher. He was strongly
influenced by Eckhart but also by Thomas Aquinas. He was another neo-Platonic member of the
Friends of God whose work was widely read. These writers influenced many new groups of Dutch,
Flemish and German-speaking, mystical Catholic reformers including the Brethren of the Free Spirit,
and the Brethren of the Common Life, who were even more pantheistic than Eckhart. Some of them
even taught that because God was in all things, the Christian needed to merge, not with the Platonic
light, but with nature to be united with God (Jostlin, 1963, p. 5).

miniature of Jan van Ruysbroeck
Nicholas of Cusa (1401 - 1464) was a partial neo-Platonist but hardly a mystic. In fact, he
should be remembered as the first modern skeptic (Clark, 1986, p. 366) who could be called a neoSocratic. He came of humble village stock and was educated in schools in the German lowlands
were mysticism and scholarship were both equally prized by his teachers, who were students of
Meister Eckhart. He advanced in the Roman Church until he was second only to the Pope in power.
He was a theologian and philosopher. In some ways he was the first Western European secular
philosopher since the fall of Rome. He read Plato in Greek and made up his own mind on many
issues (Norris, 1986, p. 362). He even learned Arabic, read the Koran, and wrote a reasonable
Roman Catholic response to Islam. He was a profound but also clever and ironic author of dialogues
in which a Socrates-like character bested intellectuals who were better educated but less rational.
Although his many books and essays seem to emphasize the limits of rational investigation, he was
actually an early humanist who was very positive about the ability of the human mind to do almost
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anything except comprehend God. He did not believe in the Platonic Forms (Koenigsberger, 1979, p.
102 - 110).
The Cusan, as he was called, was a great inspiration to the new secular intellectuals who
were educated in religious settings but who went their own ways. He inspired Descartes to develop
algebraic geometry. He is said to have influenced many of the artists, architects, scientists and
engineers of the Italian and the northern Renaissance such as Bruno, Copernicus, Tycho Brahe,
Galileo, Brunelleschi, Alberti, and Leonardo, all of whom were decidedly anti-mystical and some
were anti-clerical. On the other hand he also influenced mystics like Ficino (Nelson, 1973, p. 510).
Thus the love of nature, which came through the middle ages in a tiny elite stream of neo-Platonic
intellectuals, came out in a major Renaissance intellectual who had not only abandoned neoPlatonism, but also all of Platonism.

Nicholas of Cusa
The Flemish theologian and mystic Denys van Leeuwen who signed his essays “Dionysius
the Carthusian” (1402 - 1471) was, at one time, an assistant to Nicholas of Cusa. As with most of the
intellectual Lowland mystics he followed the teachings of Pseudo-Dionysius and other neoPlatonists. He emphasized the unknowability of God and the power of spiritual illumination. He was
a serious and devout priest who attempted to reform the Church of his day, and preached to start
another crusade against the Turks.
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early renaissance painting of Denys van Leeuwen

Platonism Returns in the Renaissance
Scholasticism altered the way intellectuals in Europe framed and answered questions. It
brought on the Renaissance (c. 1400) with its love of nature. But by that time, Scholasticism had
stultified and become an impediment to intellectual development. In 1438 Cosimo de Medici (1389 1464) the first Medici to rule Florence, acting behind the scenes as usual, organized the Council of
Florence in an attempt to reunite Roman and Byzantine Christianity. The Greek neo-Platonist
George Gemistus Plethon (1360 - 1450) who attended the conference, inspired Cosimo to open a
Platonic Academy. Plethon was not a mystic himself, but he followed the neo-Platonism of the
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Pseudo-Dionysius (Clark, 1986, p. 366). He was such a neoclassicist that he called the Christian God
the Father “Zeus” (Meyer, 1963, p. 448). Cosimo chose a young priest, Marsilio Ficino (1433 1499) the son of his personal physician, as the first head of the new academy (Bonwetsch, 1963, p.
438). The academy gave courses on various aspects of Platonism and classical knowledge. They
actually reproduced The Symposium as a sort of play or ceremony on several occasions.

painting by Leonardo da Vinci
might be Marsilio Ficino
Cosimo asked Ficino to translate Plato and Plotinus into Latin (Bonwetsch, 1963, p. 438).
Ficino acquired as many manuscripts as he could, and reintroduced the Latin-reading intellegencia to
Plato, but in a highly neo-Platonic version. He emphasized Plato’s mystical theology of beauty,
harmony, love and wisdom. Ficino used neo-classism in a very Christian manner, and was rarely
charged with heretical thoughts even though he often framed his ideas in very pagan philosophy or
imagery (Fisher, 1973, p. 506). He claimed that the Greek gods were really angels, and that Socrates
was inspired by the Christian Holy Spirit (Nelson, 1973, p. 510).
Ficino also translated the dialogues of Hermes Thrice Great that he took completely
seriously. He was interested in the remnants of Orphic poetry and he wanted to understand
Zoroastrianism, though there was so little available in his day that he failed (Nelson, 1973, p. 510).
He was inspired by Hermes and Plotinus to write a very poetic and rather pagan essay on spiritual
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enlightenment symbolized in the physical world by the sun. This almost idolatrous treatise was read
by the Polish student priest Nicholas Copernicus, who was then inspired to develop the new solar
centered vision of the universe; a vision that would have startled and revolted both Ficino, Plato, and
the writers of the Hermetic dialogues. Ficino’s subtle Platonized Christianity is said to be the basis
of the flexible liberal Christian traditions in Western Europe, but it is also the basis of bizarre
speculative beliefs in witchcraft, demons, and astrology by Renaissance Christian theocrats (Fisher,
1973, p. 506).

Italian renaissance fresco of Hermes Trismegistus
Cosimo and his circle were lovers of the beauty of nature (including beautiful women) and
they needed a theology that would be more positive about nature and people and the human body
than either early Christian Platonism, or Scholasticism. Ficino believed the Symposium was the
central Platonic text. This was not a new idea. The medieval Platonists believed that eros was earthly
love related to the black horse of Plato, whereas agape, the love of and for God, was the white horse.
Ficino coined the term “Platonic Love” for the aesteticized sexless love that he felt was advocated by
Plato. Ficino felt that through such love, one was elevated and started on a path back to The One.
But Ficino’s friend, the great classics professor, Angelo Amrogini called “Poliziano” (1454 – 1494)
wrote delicately sensual love poems to the great beauty, Simonetta Cattaneo de Vespucci (1453 –
1476), who was also the model for the goddess of love in Botticelli’s famous painting of “Allegory
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of Spring.” Thus a very earthly love of beauty became acceptable as a first step toward an
appreciation of neo-Platonic beauty and the light of God (Nelson, 1973, p. 510 - 511).

Boticelli’s “Allegory of Spring”
Ufizzi Gallery, Florence, Italy
Ficino and the Florentine Platonists made little impact on the professional philosophers of
Europe, but they had a great impact on arts and letters for hundreds of years, especially during the
Renaissance and later in the Romantic period. His ideas are found in the works of the great early
Italian Renaissance writers, including Guittone d’Arezzo (c.1230 - 1294), Dante Alighieri (1265 1321), Francesco Petrarca (1304 - 1374), and Giovanni Boccaccio (1313 - 1375). Dante’s Divine
Comedy is the most famous. In this great poem, the poet sublimated his human sexual passion for a
pure women of his dreams, and her spirit carried him through hell, and purgatory, until he came into
the presence of the Virgin and God by her divine love. The entire structure of the poem is a neoPlatonic universe (Fisher, 1973, p. 506 - 507).
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Dante Alighieri
Francesco Petrarca was the first European intellectual who when hiking for pleasure. He was
the greatest love poet of his age, and the person who established the sonnet as a major poetic form.
In this way, he was a major influence on most of the important European poets who followed
including Shakespeare.
Ficino deliberately confused the two forms of love that medieval intellectuals had so
carefully differentiated. He believed that the power of love, from the bestial to the divine, was the
central theme in Plato’s life and work. He placed this emphasis in his popular translations and
repeated it in his influential Platonic essays. Ficino’s version of Plato was actually neo-Platonism.
He wrote an essay “Of Love” in which he claimed that the purpose of the created universe was to
“summon the lost lovers of earthly beauty to return to the love of immortal beauty.” Thus,
Renaissance neo-Platonism, took spiritualized eroticism from the Song of Solomon, which had
passed via Hadawijch of Bravant and Nicolas of Cusa and said that God emanates, not only light, but
also love. Ficino was a little concerned that his efforts would be considered improper so he sent
copies of his manuscript to important prelates including Cardinal Francesco Piccolomini of Sienna
(1439 - 1503), who was later Pope Alexander VI (reigned 1492 to 1503). The Cardinal endorsed the
new approach (Jayne, 1985, p. 2 - 4).
The neo-Platonized image of divine emanations of love made immediate sense to the artists
and writers and scientists of the Renaissance. It gave them permission to follow their new found love
of the sensuous and beautiful, on the grounds that this was a precursor to divine love. Even more
enthusiastic essays, poems and songs were written about neo-Platonized secular and sacred love by
Ficino’s students, the cousins Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1462 - 1494), and Gianfransesco Pico
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della Mirandola (1469 - 1533), Baldassare Castiglione (1478 - 1529), Torquato Tasso (1544 - 1595)
and even the early scientist - philosopher Giordano Bruno (1548 - 1600) who was Galileo’s teacher
(Clark, 1986, p. 366). In this way Florentine Platonism made a great impact on literature and science
in the Renaissance although it was of little importance to professional philosophy. Bruno wrote a
book on erotic psychology that presented the Platonic parts of the soul, and the body as a prison
(Fisher, 1973, p. 507; Nelson, 1973, p. 513) although he was an early nature lover, which shows that
these transitional figures were often conflicted and contradictory.
The leaders of the Florentine Renaissance were an overly serious bunch of fellows. They
completely missed the point of many of the humorous and satiric passages in Plato. Even when they
could not understand some passage, they took heart that it must mean something important. For
example, Jehudah Abarbanel, who’s pen name was Leone Ebreo, was so humorless that he could not
comprehend Plato’s lovely but also silly myth from the Symposium that primeval humans had
perfectly spherical bodies that were shared by two souls that Plato used to explain why, in “modern
times” these souls were separated that is why we seek a soul mate for our lives. Abarbanel wrote;
“The fable is beautiful and ornate; and it is not to be doubted that it signifies some fine philosophy”
(Nelson, 1973, p. 509).

a renaissance image of Plato’s Academy by Raffaello Sanzio
Notice Plato and Aristotle in middle.
The Renaissance was imported to France by King Francis the First (1494 - 1547) and then by
his daughter-in-law, Queen Catherine de Medici (1519 - 1589) who encouraged the formation of a
French Platonic Academy, and who was a patron of the Pleiade, a circle of Platonic Renaissance
poets that included Pierre de Ronsard (c. 1524 - 1585), one of the greatest French poets of all time.
Ronsard wrote Platonic love verses strongly influenced by Petrarch (Nelson, 1973, p. 514). From
there, Florentine Platonism spread into almost all parts of French intellectual life so that figures as
diverse as the great humorist and humanist Francois Rabelais (c. 1490 - 1553), and Michel Eyquem
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seigneur de Montaigne (1533 - 1592), one of the greatest essayists in the history of French letters,
are technically Platonists. Ficino’s interests in the occult were exaggerated further by French
Platonists to include astrology, Christianized kabbalism, and hermetic alchemy (Fisher, 1973, p.
507).

Michel de Montaigne
Renaissance literary Platonism entered England and influenced court poets such as Chaucer
and Spencer, who were sometimes slavish imitators of Ficino’s philosophy of love (Fisher, 1973, p.
507). John Colet (1466 - 1519) was one of the most prominent scholars and teachers in Renaissance
England. He was educated in mathematics and philosophy at Oxford and then spent four years
visiting the major university towns of France and Italy where he was strongly influenced by Ficino’s
version of Platonism when they met in Florence (Nelson, 1973, p. 514; Norris, 1986, p. 362). He
became an ordained priest and a professor at Oxford until he moved back to London and founded the
famous school at Saint Paul’s Cathedral. He was a close friend of Sir Thomas More, Desiderius
Erasmus and other humanist classical scholars of his day. He was strongly influenced by Plotinus,
Pseudo-Dionysius, and Ficino, although he was not himself a mystic, but a student of mysticism.
Colet was an important critic of clerical abuses in his day, and it was only his high placed friends
who kept him from being persecuted by the corrupt Catholic hierarchy. Thus, the myth of the light of
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God became part of the Renaissance humanist tradition, even as the medieval mysticism from which
it derived, was being rejected (Bonwetsch, 1963, p. 438; Norris, 1986, p. 362).

John Colet
Desiderius Erasmus (c.1466-1536) the great Dutch humanist, priest, linguist, and humorist
was educated in a school staffed by The Brothers of the Common Life, who were followers of
Meister Eckhart and Hadawijch of Bravant. Erasmus was one of the most rational and unmystical of
authors, yet he continued the tradition of neo-Platonism as a formal mechanism to analyze religious
experience. In his day, he was the most popular scholar in Europe. He edited many of the Latin and
Greek classics that were then published on the new printing presses, and played a major role in
creating the Renaissance. He was strongly influenced by the neo-Platonic philosophy of the Greek
Fathers of the Church (Clark, 1986, p. 366). His own attitude toward nature was open and positive,
judged from his popular writings.
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Desiderius Erasmus
In many ways, Martin Luther’s (1483 - 1546) Protestant Reformation was a battle, not of
religion, but between Italy and Austria that controlled the lax church, and Germany, where the
mystical, neo-Platonic and individualistic spirit of Hadewijch and Meister Eckhart had reached a
very large part of the population. Luther was able to accomplish the separation because he was
protected by a large number of German princes who saw the Reformation as a good excuse to free
them from the Austrian Hapsburg Empire.
Luther and the other Protestant leaders and theologians, while not generally mystics, believed
that each Christian should be his or her own priest. They had faith that God would speak and be
understood by each person who read the bible and prayed. This radical concept is derived from the
mystical practice of Plotinus and the Rhineland mystics that anyone who prayed fervently enough
for knowledge would be flooded by the light of God. Luther taught that each true Christian was “free
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from bondage to the world” a remnant of the image of the material world as a prison or cave (Jostlin,
1963, p. 5).

the young Martin Luther
The Church of Rome belatedly tried to respond to Luther with the Counterreformation. Juan
de Yepes y Alvarez (1542 - 1591) called “Saint John of the Cross” was one of the many Spanish
mystics who reformed Catholicism. Juan and his friend Saint Teresa of Avila, reorganized the
Carmelite monasteries and convents.
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Saint Teresa of Avila in Ecstasy by Bernini
John of the Cross was one of the greatest poets of Castilian Spanish. He was a neo-Platonist
following Pseudo-Dionysius, and he often used powerful images involving light and dark. His most
famous poem is “The Dark Night of the Soul,” that describes how the Christian mystic must detach
itself from all individual traits and ordinary things, to be able to accept the horror of the crucifixion,
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and the glory of union with God, who is described rather erotically as “the beloved.” He also wrote
of “The Living Flame of Love” which is a neo-Platonic spiritualized erotic poem to God, straight out
of Hadewijch (1971).

etching of Saint John of the Cross
Notice that both Saint John and Saint Teresa are shown being illuminated and inspired by the light of
God. This is a neo-Platonic image.
At the same time, in England, Edmund Spencer (C.1552 - 1599) did much to advance the
love of the beauty of nature, that he saw from a Platonic perspective. Spencer was the foremost
English poet of his time. He was a courtier early in life, after which he lived as a bureaucrat in the
English occupation of Ireland. He was strongly influenced by Plato and Virgil and wrote many
pastorales. In 1596 he published Fowre Hymnes, a Platonic Christian vision of love and beauty.
Spencer was a great lover of the beauty of nature. He was also the most important moralist of his
day, and he believed that there was important moral information in the book of nature. He was a
great favorite of Queen Elizabeth I, for whom he wrote The Fairey Queene. As perhaps the most
powerful taste maker of his age, he spread the love of nature into the upper class of England.
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painting of Edmund Spencer
René Descartes (1596 - 1650) was a man of great genius. He did original work in optics. He
discovered the law of the refraction of light and used it to first explain the separation of colors of the
rainbow. He proposed the experiment that Pascal carried out, that proved that air exerts pressure on
all objects. He discovered analytic geometry, that is, he proved that algebra and geometry are two
ways of expressing the same mathematical truths. He gave us what we call Cartesian coordinates in
which to make the connection of shape and number. Most of all, he was the most important member
of that small band, that included Galileo (1564-1642) and Francis Bacon (1561-1626), who created
modern science. They rejected all spiritual and emotional notions in science. They insisted that there
was no purpose in nature, only mechanical processes. They used only mechanical arguments that
they expressed algebraically if possible, to state laws of nature. Although most of the specific
applications that Descartes made of analytic geometry to science were soon known to be wrong, his
methods were the backbone of the scientific revolution to the present time.
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René Descartes
But this was not his only impact on European civilization. Hegel called Descartes “the
founder of modern philosophy.” The deepest metaphor underlying his life was his belief in “the
natural light of reason” that he believed resided in every thinking adult human. He was the first
modern rationalist. Whereas Saint Albert and Saint Thomas believed it was possible to achieve
knowledge by reason or faith, Descartes held that human reason was the only reliable means of
attaining truth. Thus, though he employed the metaphor of God’s light shining into the cave of the
human mind, derived from Plato and Plotinus through the Thomists, he was completely antimystical.
Descartes was born into the lowest level of the landed aristocracy in central France. His
father was a lawyer and judge. He was raised in a town where most of the commoners were
Protestants, but his family were devout Roman Catholics. His mother died when he was about 10,
and he was placed in a very intellectually demanding school run by the newly formed Jesuit order.
He took a degree in law, but never practiced. He volunteered as a mercenary in the army of the
Protestant Prince of Orange against the Spanish Hapsburgs, then in the Bavarian Army, and then in
the Imperial Hapsburg Army of Hungary.
Descartes was one of the first European men of science to support Copernicus. He was
preparing an essay on the subject when he heard that the Inquisition had bullied Galileo into
recanting support for Copernicus. Descartes suppressed his essay, sold the land that his mother had
left him in France, and moved to the Protestant and tolerant Netherlands, where he felt safe to
explore any intellectual path he chose to follow. But he did not really settle down there, for he
moved his residence almost once a year for two decades. He had wisely invested the money from his
170

inheritance, and he lived simply off the income for the rest of his life. He fathered a beloved child,
Francine, by his Dutch servant girl, Helen Jans, to whom he may have been secretly married; the girl
was given a birth certificate indicating that she was his legitimate child.
He also had an intense, long distance, Platonic relationship with the beautiful Princess
Elizabeth of Bohemia, one of the most educated women in Europe, that lasted for three decades
though they rarely met. Their correspondence has been preserved and is a window into the thinking
of this great genius and his beautiful, intellectually thrilling, living, aristocratic muse.

The Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia and the Palatine
When Descartes was in his fifties, the powerful, 23 year old queen Christina of Sweden
(1626 – 1689), who had just intervened to end the Thirty Years War, developed what can only be
called a crush on him. She read all his books and tried to persuade him to come to live with her. He
refused for several years, but eventually she sent a ship for him just as his enemies in France and the
Netherlands were becoming most dangerous. He moved to her palace where she supported him and
gave him freedom to study and write. However, he hated and feared the climate, and sure enough, he
developed pneumonia and died in her arms at the age of 54 (Beck, 1981).
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Descartes’ scientific and mathematical works were published widely, and well received. He
was famous all over Europe. He was friendly with the most important thinkers of his day including
Father Marin Mersenne (1588 – 1648), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), Father Pierre Gassendi (1592
– 1655), and other scientists and philosophers. But his excellent Jesuit education left him feeling that
only mathematics was substantiated by self-evident truths. Although he was a lifelong Catholic, and
it is unlikely that he ever personally doubted the articles of his faith, he found Thomist explanations
to be overly subtle and unconvincing.
Descartes has been called the first modern skeptic, but he was only a little more ambiguous
than Nicholas of Cusa. He decided to doubt everything until he could find something beside
mathematical proofs that could be proven by self evident facts. Since he rejected the evidence of the
senses, including the existence of his own body, that he felt could be a dream or illusion, he was left
with the famous statement of his existence as a disembodied mind “I think, therefore I am.” From
this foundation, he believed that he had derived most of the philosophical propositions accepted in
his day, including the existence of God and most of Roman Catholicism. His proof of God is a form

Queen Christian of Sweden
of Plotinus’ argument from the existence of degrees of reality from God to man to stones to illusions,
though, unlike the neo-Platonists, he did not think of physical reality as less real, but as real in some
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fundamentally different way (Yolton, 1973, p. 95). His philosophical works were very frightening to
most people who read them, and they were banned first in his Protestant land of refuge and
tolerance. Though they were dedicated to his old teachers in his high school, they were a scandal and
the Jesuits quickly recommended that the Pope ban his books in Catholic countries. He was accused,
falsely, of atheism and immorality. But Descartes was as arrogant as he was intelligent and original,

Gerrit Adriaensz Berckheyde's
The Bend in the Herengracht, Amsterdam (1672),
and he continued to investigate philosophy. Modern historians of philosophy still argue whether
Descartes was a secret skeptic, cynic, and atheist or whether this was truly as he said, only his
method to reach the truth.
He also continued his scientific work. He was studying anatomy and the mind - body
problem. He became a complete somatic dualist. There were two realms, that of spirit and mind, the
other of matter and the body. He was not a Gnostic. He believed that both realms existed in some
fundamental way, and he did not believe that matter was evil. But he believed that it was purely
mechanical. This dualism has pervaded European culture, and especially modern science, since his
time. It has most strongly affected philosophers who were also influenced by neo-Platonism such as
J.G. Fichte (1762 – 1814), Friedrich W.J. von Schelling (1775 – 1854), and G. W. F. Hegel (1770 –
1831).

A Digression on Descartes, Vivisection and Platonism
Platonism has sometimes been informally connected to cruelty to animals, and specifically
vivisection. Descartes seems to have been dissecting animals, some of which he may have
dismembered while they were still alive. In any case, he presented an argument in defense of
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vivisection, on the grounds that pain is a mental process, and since, he said, animals do not have
minds, they do not experience pain or have feelings, they are just machines with automatic reflexes.
This notorious opinion has been attacked by nature and animal lovers from that time to the
present. It was the trigger and the foundation of the vitalist attack on modern science and modern
philosophy. Most people feel that vivisection is hideously cruel, so that only a sadist could perform
it, what ever its value, but it has been of great value to a few very important scientists in the history
of anatomy. It is of little value to modern science, and is rarely practiced by reputable modern
experimental biologists. There is nothing particularly Platonic about the modern scientists who
practice animal experimentation of any kind. In fact, the modern animals experimentalists I have
known as a college teacher were almost all Aristotelians as far as I could tell.
It is important to point out that vivisection might be rooted in Platonic dualism, but the most
famous practitioners of this gruesome science were generally anti-Platonists. Galen (c. 129 - c. 199
CE), the founder of anatomy and scientific surgery, was a Greek-speaking physician who lived in the
Eastern Roman Empire. He was appointed the physician to the gladiators in the town where he
practiced, from which he learned a lot of anatomy. He also performed dissections on the dead bodies
of many different species, especially on Barbary apes, from which he made many important medical
discoveries. He carried out vivisection experiments on rats and pigs that first demonstrated the
function of the kidney, the bladder, and the arteries. He showed that the nerves controlled the
muscles, and how the brain controlled the nerves that in turn controlled the action of the larynx. He
was also an Aristotelian philosopher who opposed many of the ideas of Plato, including the concept
of the Forms and the myth of the light of God in the cave of the mind (Bowersock, 1981).
The reintroduction of the work of Galen was an important spur to new discoveries by
Renaissance physicians and scientists. But dissection of human cadavers was illegal in most of
Europe. In 1505, the city of Edinburgh chartered the Royal College of Surgeons and made dissection
legal for the purpose of teaching young doctors. This was the foundation of one of the greatest
medical education centers on earth, even to this day, largely because it was possible for doctors to
learn anatomy directly, and to practice surgery on cadavers. Dissection of animals was also
important, but vivisection was almost unknown in these surgical schools (Ehrlich, 1981). The
college and later the university that grew up around the medical school was never a center of
Platonism.
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bust of Galen
One of the most important vivisectionists was the French physiologist Claude Bernard (1813
- 1878) who is called the founder of modern experimental medicine. He was the first to begin to
comprehend how the body parts interact to create the homeostatisis that balances and preserves life
in mammals. He discovered the function of the pancreas, the liver, and the manner by which the
nervous system controls the blood supply. Bernard was the first to understand that diabetes was not
simply an excess of sugar in the blood. Ironically, he used vivisection to discover how to use the
poison, curare, as an anesthetic.
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etching of Claude Bernard
Bernard’s own wife was disgusted by his treatment of animals, and it was one of the grounds
on which she divorced him. He also was attacked by the newly formed animal rights groups that
grew up in Europe in the nineteenth century (Virtanen, 1981). Charles Darwin, who was too tenderhearted to hunt birds as a young man, and who would never have dismembered a living animal,
defended Bernard on the grounds that Bernard had made medical discoveries that had saved human
lives (de Beer, 1981). Darwin was not a philosopher, but his underlying philosophical stance was
strongly anti-Platonic. Bernard was more conscious and more public in expressing his personal
philosophy. He was vehemently opposed to the vitalistic Platonic philosophers who were active in
France in his day. They in their turn viewed him as the worst example of how mechanical,
deterministic modern science was hardening the hearts of people in industrial countries toward their
fellow creatures and toward nature in general.
The legacy of Descartes is strange and wonderful, but also frightening and ironic. He was a
man who pushed himself to the edge of intellectual solipsism. He believed that the mind was
detached from physical reality; whereas, we can see that his motivation was contingent and
environmentally determined; generated by his childhood as a Roman Catholic surrounded by
Protestant neighbors. Descartes was the most radical skeptic in European history, but he thought that
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he was using his doubt to prove the verity of Roman Catholicism. His skepticism was thorough and
compelling, so much so that in the next half millennium it largely undermined religion as a power in
the life of most intellectual Europeans and North Americans. More than any other single person, he
created modern mechanistic science, partly because he was such a somatic dualist. But by removing
spirit from matter, he undermined the religion that he had intended to support. At least he said he
was trying to support it. The scientific revolution, that probably would not have occurred without his
analytical geometry, went on to cast strong doubts on the very existence of a world of the spirit,
whereas Descartes thought he was purifying the world of spirit, by extracting it from nature. Thus, in
the end, Platonic dualism created its own contradiction from which scientific and other materialist,
monist ideologies developed in modern times.

picturesque landscape near Cambridge, England
Tufts University Alumni Association

Baroque Platonists
Platonism was not dead yet. Whereas Descartes felt he had to develop a new philosophical
system to correct the problems he felt inherent in Renaissance Platonized Aristotelianism, a group of
English college teachers went back to Plato to do the same thing. The Cambridge Platonists, Henry
More (1614 - 1687), Ralph Cudworth (1617 - 1688), Samuel Clarke (1675 - 1729) and others were
neither mystics nor dualists. They tried to reconcile the new science and the humanism of their times
with Christianity. They are more like Plato than Plotinus, except their metaphysics was neo-Platonic.
They imagined that truth was a great divine light from God. They believed that there were moral
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Forms that could be intuited and by which individuals could determine for themselves what is good
or evil.

Cudworth stressed that some things were good because they were natural, implying that
nature was itself good and morally instructive. One of his major differences with Roman
Catholicism was in the interpretation of the effect of the Fall of Adam and Eve on nature. The
Church held that nature had fallen with humanity. The Cambridge Platonists held that original sin
had not extinguished any of the “natural light” of “the candle of the Lord” that still “shines” in
nature, and in the pagan precursors of Christianity like Plato and other Greek philosophers and
Egyptian theologians (Fisher, 1973, p. 506). The Cambridge Platonist’s work became the basis for
later advocates of “natural law.” Cudworth was a vitalist who believed that all matter was pervaded
by a “plastic nature” that, though unconscious and incorporeal, was placed there by God to organize
nature, as in the life of plants and worms. Like the other Cambridge Platonists, he did not have any
traces of Gnostic disdain for material (Clark, 1986, p. 366).
Another famous member of the Cambridge Platonists, Henry More was so convinced that
rationality could be applied to all fields of study, he attempted to derive ethics as if it were geometry,
using axioms and proofs. He studied Descartes closely, but he attacked the theory that spirit could
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not exist in time or space. More claimed that not only mortal minds exist in time and space, but so
does God. He proposed that by studying the processes of the world we could learn a great deal about
God. More was also a fine poet and he collected folk tales of witches and ghosts, that he attempted
to refute with rational explanations. The group from Cambridge was the last fully Platonic school in
European history. Plato continues to exert a strong influence on European cultures, but “no
important philosophical movement or system has arisen that can be unambiguously named Platonic
(Manasse, 1973, p. 515).

etching of Henry More of Cambridge University
Most Baroque period philosophers were strongly influenced by Plato, but also opposed to
many of his major concepts. For example, Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) the Sephardic, Jewish
philosopher from Amsterdam was strongly influenced by Plato and Descartes. Like those two, he
was interested in mathematics, that he held as the model of authentic knowledge. He tried to deduce
the moral basis of a civil society from first principles that he intuited in nature and in the mind. Like
Plato, and unlike Descartes, Spinoza loved nature and he came to believe that God and nature were
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one thing. For this he was branded a pantheist and heretic by the rabbis of Amsterdam. He was also
influenced by the Sephardic tradition derived from Muslim neo-Platonized Aristotilianism. This led
him to believe that human beings do not have free will. In this he was similar to many of the new
Protestant leaders of his day. Like Socrates and Plato, Spinoza did not really believe in evil as a
thing, but rather as the lack of knowledge or the distance from the Good. And like Plato he believed
that the virtuous behave well because they have correctly intuited the Good that Spinoza also called
“God.” Like the Stoics and unlike Plato and Descartes, Spinoza considered both the spirit and the
body to be two different appearances of the same fundamental substance that makes up the universe
(Jostlin, 1963, p. 5; Clark, 1986, p. 366). Thus, philosophers were picking and choosing some
Platonic notions, and rejecting others.

painting of Baruch Spinoza
The return of the Cambridge Platonists to the original texts could not reverse the
dissatisfaction with Plato, but most of the philosophers of the seventeenth century were reacting to
Plato. However, John Locke (1632-1704), the founder of British Empirical philosophy, was one of
the first thinkers in modern European culture who was hardly influenced by Plato. In the “Essay
concerning Human Understanding,” Locke contradicted Plato’s central belief that the human mind is
exposed to the Forms before birth. Locke held that there were no innate ideas. All ideas were
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acquired by empirical experience in nature and society. In this he followed Aristotle, but in a way
that was largely freed from Plato’s influence. Locke was a lover of nature, and believed that in
ancient times human beings were happy, reasonable, equitable, and tolerant because perverse social
traditions like the class system and slavery had not yet arisen. In nature people were free to enjoy
their “life, health, liberty, and possessions” because their society was very simple and followed
natural law (Clark, 1986, p. 366).

painting of John Locke

Clarification and Enlightenment
The Protestant Reformation precipitated many bloody wars of religion, including the
Peasants’ War (1524 - 1525), continued battles by Protestants against the Catholic Hapsburgs (1520
- 1555), and the Thirty Years War (1618 - 1648), that was fought mostly in Germany but involved,
France, Sweden, Denmark, England, Spain, Italy and the Netherlands. The French Protestants were
at war with the majority Catholic population from 1534 to 1598. The Protestants of the Netherlands
revolted against the Catholic rule of the Hapsburgs from 1576 to 1648, starting with the revolt led by
William the Silent, Prince of Orange. There was also a series of civil wars between Roman Catholic
and Protestant Englishmen between 1642 and 1659.
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woodcut of Peasant’s War
At the same time, the development of the new nationalistic, secular governments and the
advancement of capitalistic, monetary economics over the vestiges of feudalism and non-market
peasant economies was driving many elements of the society to desperation and even a sort of mass
hysteria. This was exacerbated by the frequent plagues brought on by the great increase in travel, the
over population of the new and growing cities, and the abject poverty of the new urban lower
classes.
All of these factors seem to have led to the great witch hysteria. Unlike the ancient Hebrews,
who stoned to death any witch who did not have the protection of the aristocracy, the early Christian
church had taught that witches were to be tolerated or ignored. But during the times of the crusades,
the Church began to follow the Mosaic injunction to kill those who dealt in black magic. At first
there were only a few cases and they were in widely separated lands. The pace of persecution
accelerated in 1484, when Pope Innocent VIII and the Dominican order began a systematic
extirpation by torture and hideous murder of a few men and many women accused of witchcraft.
Before it was over (in about 1700), hundreds of thousands had been killed in the most horrible
fashions, and its own religious leaders, both Catholic and Protestant, had terrified the whole
continent.
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the evil and hypocritical Pope Innocent VIII
Starting in the Netherlands in the 1620’s and spreading to England, France and Germany by
1650, the secular intellectuals were disgusted with the murderous religious civil wars and even more
deadly witch-hunting theocrats. The intellectuals were frightened by the superstitions of the
peasantry and the papacy. The theocrats who fomented the bloody, civil, religious wars all claimed
to be inspired by neo-Platonic mystical visions of the light of God. The secular humanists abandoned
mysticism for the new light of rationality, and science. They developed a movement that sought to
provide a stabile foundation to world peace, tolerance, and neighborliness based upon rationalism, a
love of nature and a belief that the moral life is founded on obvious principles that can be seen in the
natural world. The German name of the movement was der Aufklärung (the Clearing Up as with fog
or clouds). All the other Europeans used the neo-Platonic image of light as truth in the name for the
Enlightenment including Lumières (French), Lumi (Italian), Luces (Castilian Spanish) and
Upplysningen (Swedish for “shining up,” which is said of a silver pot or the sun appearing in a
cloudy sky, but also of a person’s mood).
The Enlightenment is generally said to have two separate but related strains or schools:
natural law, and natural religion. The first champion of natural religion was Edward Herbert, First
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Baron Herbert of Cherbury (1583 – 1648), who published his radical, rationalistic, views on religion
in 1624 in a book called Of Truth. Cherbury was completely opposed to Platonism and mysticism.
He believed that by rational evaluation of anthropology and natural science it was possible to outline
enough information about the character and the will of God to create a religion that would include all
thinking human beings who could free themselves from dangerous and disgusting superstitions and
other cultural impediments to rational thought.

painting of First Baron Herbert of Cherbury by Isaac Oliver
The field of natural law was founded by Hugo Grotius (1583 - 1645) in 1625 when he
published Of War and Peace, a book that created international law, based on an analysis of history
and nature. Grotius first defined sovereignty, and outlined the pattern for the construction of treaties.
He outlined the just causes for war. After the fall of Napoleon, the 1815 Congress of Vienna
reconstructed Europe partly following his principles. The Geneva Convention in 1864 set out the
rules for war in the spirit of Grotius, and the International Court of Justice resides in The Hague,
because that was his home. Grotius was a rationalist and not at all Platonic. Although he was himself
a very religious Dutch Protestant, much of his work was supported in his day by Catholic French
aristocrats. His public statements are remarkably secular because he wished to be above all religious
conflict.
Both Cherbury and Grotius had full faith in the ability of the human senses. Neither of them
believed that the truths that they found in nature existed as Platonic Forms. To them, universal truths
were human generalizations created by contemplation rationally evaluating human experiences
derived from the senses. The Germans called this movement “The Clarification” because it cleared
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away the mists of medieval religion and superstition. In English it is called “The Enlightenment”,
and the French members of the school called themselves “The Enlightened Ones.”
Platonism and neo-Platonism had been used by the most mystical groups of medieval and
Renaissance times; thus the new “enlightened ones” were generally hostile to Plato. Most
Enlightenment essayists were contemptuous of Plato, including F. M. A. de Voltaire (1694 - 1778),
Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715 - 1780), his friend Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778), Moses
Mendelssohn (1729 - 1786), and Friedrich D. E. Schleiermacher (1768 - 1834). Some of the most
important philosophers of the age, including the greatest, Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804), never

painting of Hugo Grotius by Michiel Jansz van Mierevelt
bothered to read Plato at all. At the same time, the first careful, fairly objective histories of
philosophy were being written by people such as Denis Diderot (1713 - 1784), J. W. von Goethe
(1749 - 1832), and Friedrich von Schlegel (1772 - 1829). Reliable translations of most of the
Platonic dialogues became available in the major European languages in about 1800 (Manasse,
1973, p. 517 - 518). But the Enlightenment artists and writers appropriated the Platonic symbol of
light and knowledge as their very emblem (Fisher, 1973, p. 506).
185

marble bust of Voltaire
Baron Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646-1716) was one of the several German
“Renaissance men” long after the Renaissance. He was a diplomat, and historian. He and Newton
invented the Calculus. He invented symbolic logic by himself, ignorant of the earlier work of Lully.
He made contributions to several natural sciences and had a positive, even cheery opinion of nature.
Unfortunately for his place in history, his overly optimistic feeling, that he got from Plotinus, that
this universe was the “best of all possible worlds” was so powerfully satirized by Voltaire in
Candide, that his contributions are often overlooked. Leibniz was a very important member of the
German Clarification movement, and one of the last Platonists. He was, ironically, the first European
intellectual who understood Plato in a truly classical manner, from a good working knowledge of
Greek, without the influence of the Florentines. But his Germanic academic perspective and need for
systematic presentation made it impossible for him understand why Plato would have wanted to
present his ideas as a dialogue. Perhaps we should say he was a failed Platonist because although he
was deeply troubled by Locke’s postulation that the mind is blank at birth, he admitted that he was
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not able to answer all of Locke’s objections to Plato’s belief that nous is placed in the mind before
birth. His thought was a major influence on the German and British Idealists who followed, but they
are not Platonists (Fisher, 1973, p. 506).

Baron Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz
George Berkeley (1685-1753) was an Anglican Bishop in occupied Ireland. He was one of
the last important European philosophers to write dialogues in the style of Plato. These even had
characters with Greek sounding name like “Hylas” and “Philonous.” His poem, “Siris” is considered
his most neo-Platonic work. He is the most famous member of a series of “subjective idealists” who
held that matter does not exist independent of perception. This is a version, some would say a
perversion, of the Platonic argument that matter is a sort of poor shadow of thoughts in the mind of
the Demiurge. Berkeley wrote that the only reason that material objects appear to be stabile
phenomena to us is that God continues to think them (Clark, 1986, p. 366).
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lithograph of George Berkeley
Notice that he is pictured in a classical building looking out on nature. He was not a nature
hater. But he is most famous for the reaction that he engendered in the great literary critic and
philologist Dr. Samuel Johnson (1709 – 1784). The latter was walking in the streets of London with
a friend who asked how Johnson would refute Berkeley’s idealism, to which the hulking doctor of
letters kicked a large lump of coal that happened to be lying there and said loudly “I refute him
thusly!”

188

etching of Dr. Samuel Johnson walking, as he often did
Berkeley’s attitude toward nature is complex and in some ways counterintuitive. He was not
otherworldly. His idealism and neo-Platonism emphasized that nature is a whole although it seems to
be diverse to the limited human intellect. His insistence, that natural laws hold because God is
eternally and continually present in all perception, gave value to nature, even though at the same
time he was saying that nature is a kind of illusion (Rouner, 1986, p. 71). It is interesting to note that
among the classical and medieval Gnostics, matter was an illusion projected by the Devil on the
ignorant human mind, whereas, in the Enlightenment, even among extreme idealists, nature was an
illusion but also a gift from God.
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Emanuel Swedenborg (1688 - 1772) is the transition figure between Platonism and nature
writing. He came from the lower Swedish nobility. His father was a Lutheran bishop and a professor
at the University of Uppsala where Emanuel was educated as a natural scientist. He was quite young
when he was offered simultaneously two jobs, one as “special assessor” to the Swedish Royal
College of Mines, the other a professorship in astronomy at the University of Uppsala. His practical
side was showing when he chose the mining school. He was an inventor. He developed a new way to
move boats overland, a submarine, a machine gun (driven by air) and he tried to design a flying
machine. He made a major contribution to astronomy in his book Philosophy and Mineralogy in
which he was the first to propose that planets formed by condensation from dust clouds. This is
called “the nebular hypothesis” and is often incorrectly attributed to Kant or Laplace. He also
correctly predicted the existence of the outer planets, some of which were not discovered until the
20th century. Swedenborg made extensive medical anatomical studies and wrote an important work
in which the proper function of the lungs was first proven. He also wrote books on psychology and a
book of original geological observations. As Ralph Waldo Emerson said in his biography of
Swedenborg; “As happens in great men, he seemed, by the variety and amount of his powers, to be a
composition of several persons.” (1850)

etching of Emanuel Swedenborg
Swedenborg was always a spiritual person, but he became more so starting in about 1740. In
1743 he felt that “his illumination began” (Emerson, 1850, p. 82). He came to believe that he had
been visited by celestial beings and by 1747 he was so preoccupied by his religious work that he
resigned his professorship with a pension that was half his regular salary. Swedenborg was not an
ecstatic or mystic in the usual sense. He did not enter a trance. He had rational conversations with
angels from who he took notes while fully aware of his ordinary surroundings. He understood how
peculiar it was for a scientist of his stature to claim to have talked to angels, but he wrote that if
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people laughed, “I care not, since I have seen, heard, and felt.” This interesting statement is more
that of an empiricist than a mystic.
Swedenborg was not satisfied to just have visions. He became a skilled theologian. He
learned Greek and Hebrew, and read widely and deeply in many theological traditions including
many neo-Platonists. He remained a modest person in dress and habits. He never married, and lived
a life of voluntary simplicity. He was kind to children. He lived mostly on bread, milk and
vegetables, though he would accept richer fair, and coffee or tea, if it were offered at dinner parties
(Emerson, 1850, p. 83).
Swedenborg believed that God Himself had led him along the paths of heaven. He came to
feel that heaven was his “second home.” God also showed him hell and purgatory and the moving
staircase between the three places. He believed that God had appointed him to be a new prophet of
the second coming of Jesus. But his most important spiritual discovery, in his opinion, was that the
Forms, that are in the mind of God, are exactly like the physical objects that we see on earth.
Presumably, the Form triangle looks just like most triangles we experience. He said, “It is only
through man’s own eyes that he can see God” (Gummier, 1983, p. 2740). Angels, as another
example, look just like ordinary mortal people; they even have blemishes. Even God looks like a
man, although there are things that are unknowable about Him also.
This led Swedenborg to feel that each little object and every fact of nature was wonderful. He
wrote; “The physical world [is] purely symbolical of the spiritual world.” and Emerson explained
“He thought as large a demand is made on our faith by nature as by miracles” (1850, p. 92). because
“every sensible object - animal, rock, river, air, nay, space and time - subsists not for itself, nor
finally to a material end, but as a picture language to tell another story . . . that each man would ask
of all objects what they mean.” (p. 96) And like Zarathustra and Plato, Swedenborg had deduced that
the central goal of the God of the universe was to be good, and to make people good. So the central
meaning of nature was to be moral. Emerson wrote; “He elected goodness as the clue to which the
soul must cling in all this labyrinth of nature” (p. 117).

the old sections of Stockholm where Swedenborg lived in later life
Swedenborg believed in the Fall of Adam and Eve: “if it had not been for the Fall, the body
would have been sloughed off like a snake-skin. Instead, men need to die before they move on to a
higher place” (Gummier, 1983, p. 2740). Before the Fall, people freely acknowledged that life came
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from God. After the Fall, people were too independent to understand the good that God was trying to
do for them.
Swedenborg thought that if people accepted his revelation, they would undergo what he
called “glorification” and they would be able to make their way back to God. In 1757 he sensed that
the second coming of the messiah had occurred, but, he said, no one had noticed. Swedenborg
though that God told him that, somewhere on Earth, Jesus had returned and was living a simple but
perfectly exemplary life, though we would probably never know just who this person was. This
meant that the world had been cleansed of the sin of Adam and Eve and was now pure if only people
would notice.
Swedenborg was a very tolerant person. He did not think that he was the only prophet, and he
did not think that his way to God was better than others. He wrote a number of books to help people
as much as he could. He wrote his books in a stuffy Latin. Emerson wrote; “I own, with some regret,
that his printed works amount to about 50 octavos ” (p. 91). Emerson complained that Swedenborg
wrote so poorly: “his books have no melody, no emotion, no humor, no relief to the dead prosaic
level” (p. 117). “The warm, many weathered, passionate - peopled world is to him a grammar of
hieroglyphs, or an emblematic freemason’s procession” (p. 115).
Despite his awkward prose, Swedenborg caught the attention of religious seekers in many
different parts of Europe, and his works were soon translated into many different modern languages.
He had no intention of founding a new Protestant sect. However, a group of his readers created “The
New Church” in 1787. Their first congregation was in London, England. The first New Church in
the western hemisphere was opened in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1792. The Swedenborgian church
became widespread and very influential, though it never had very many members. It was a major
influence on William Blake, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Helen Keller.
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Swedenborgian Church, Mass.
In the late German Clarification, a school of “idealists” developed, who were strongly
influenced by Plato and Plotinus. The first German Idealist Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762 - 1814),
argued that the purpose of nature was to provide experiences to teach the mind the moral lessons of
“industry, perseverance, and devotions to factual truth” that will prepare us for the more exalted
mental effort to return to the source of life in the One (Rouner, 1986, p. 71). This is a neo-Platonic
idea but without the image of dark and light.
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lithograph of Johann Gottlieb Fichte
The most famous and most neo-Platonic German Idealist was Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
(1770-1831), He was, like Plotinus, almost a theologian, but not a traditional religionist (Clark,
1986, p. 366). Hegel believed that there was a reasoning absolute spirit that inhabited the universe,
as our minds inhabit our bodies. Hegel came to believe that the Socratic mode of discovery by
dialogue was a model for the whole of history. Not only do individuals become better informed by
presenting ideas and subjecting them to rational scrutiny, but the whole universe works out its
history by a series of steps in what he called dialectic. Like Plotinus, Hegel believed that the One is
unknowable. Therefore, he believed, history is an argument in which, in every field, a thesis is
propounded. But no human thesis can be completely correct, because the human mind can not
comprehend the full truth of God and the universe. Therefore, eventually, each thesis will cause
some other human to discover contradictory data in nature or society, or to discover logical errors in
the thesis. Then someone will propose a counter thesis, an antithesis, as in a Platonic dialogue.

194

countryside outside Heidelberg where Hegel taught in the University
However, Hegel, unlike a naive interpreter of Plato, did not believe that one or the
other side must be correct. Hegel proposed that eventually a new synthesis will be proposed that will
use parts of both the thesis and the antithesis. This in turn will generate its own antithesis and so on
forever changing, but always progressing toward a better understanding of truth and God. It is
interesting to speculate what Plato would have thought of this notion. It has often been noted that
Socrates was a very ironic person, and Plato was subtly ironic himself. It is possible that Plato wrote
dialogues because he had more faith in the method of Socrates than in any specific intellectual
triumph that seems to have been achieved in any one of the dialogues (Fisher, 1973, p. 504).
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painting of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
Hegel’s theory of intellectual history was, therefore, a new justification for the progressive
and optimistic attitude that he shared with the German idealists before him. Hegel was so persuasive
that he influenced almost all of the important philosophers who followed him including Soren
Kierkegaard (1813 – 1855), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905 – 1980), and most surprisingly Karl Marx (1818
– 1883), but none of these would be considered Platonists or even idealists. Hegel himself, was a
nature lover and probably a true pantheist as were several other important German Romantic
idealists, including Arthur Schopenhauer (1788 – 1860; Jostlin, 1963, p. 6).
Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling (1775-1854) was another German idealist
philosopher who read Plato in Greek without Florentine influence, though he was strongly affected
by the general neo-Platonism that pervades European culture. Like Plotinus, he believed in The
Absolute but unlike pure idealists, he believed that material reality existed in some fundamental
sense, just as ideas existed in the mind of The Absolute. Schelling followed Zarathustra in teaching
that nature and human society progress morally as they become more like The Absolute. The
purpose of matter and nature, in his opinion, is to provide a setting in which mind becomes first self
aware and then returns to God (Rouner, 1986, p. 71). He is considered the bridge between idealism
and romanticism. Schelling was a friend of Goethe, and had a great love of nature. He believed that
God was present in nature so vehemently that he was accused of pantheism (Jostlin, 1963, p. 6;
Clark, 1986, p. 366).
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The image of the sun of light persisted even to the end of the Enlightenment when Anthony
Ashley Cooper, 7th earl of Shaftesbury (1801 - 1885) felt that he was carrying on the Enlightenment
when he created laws to ameliorate the injustices of the industrial revolution. He wrote the first child
labor laws, set the length of the working day, began the building of public housing for the poor, and
provided for homeless madmen and women. He called the Enlightenment “a mighty light which
spreads itself over the world.” Thus, surprisingly, the new rationalists retained the neo-Platonic
image of knowledge and rationality as light, but not the mystic light of the otherwise unknowable
cloud of the unknowable One. The symbol of the Enlightenment was the natural light of the sun.
Thus, the Platonic image of the fire and the sun as otherworldly sources of truth became altered to
the image of the sun as the knowledge that we derive from nature in this world, and it helped us take
little children out of the workhouses of Dickensian factories into the real sunlight of public school
grounds.
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child laborers, England, 1870

The Last European Platonists (so far)
Swedenborg’s influence in English speaking regions grew rapidly in the early Romantic
period. William Blake (1757-1827) was another important English poet who was a mystic and used
neo-Platonic symbolism extensively. Blake wrote that “nothing is real beyond the imaginative
patterns men make of reality” and the “universe is but a faint shadow” of “Forms Eternal” (Yolton,
1973, p. 97). He was an ecstatic mystical Christian who loved nature because it was created by his
God. Plants and animals took on a powerful symbolic meaning in his work, and he seems to have
been a Swedenborgian. Blake was very imaginative, and he valued intuition over information and
reason. His work was ignored by the early Romantics but he made a very deep impression on poets
and painters in the second half of the Romantic period and continued to be popular in the twentieth
century when all of the other Romantics had fallen into disfavor with the cognoscenti (Manasse,
1973, p. 523; Clark, 1986, p. 366).
Main stream Romanticism was introduced to England by William Wordsworth (1770 - 1850)
who had some ideas that are vaguely Platonic, however, he was not, technically a Platonist, and there
are few indications in his writings that he read Plato. The same may be said of many other important
early European Romantic writers and nature lovers, such as Friedrich Holderlin (1770 - 1843),
Alphonse Marie Louis de Lamartine (1790 - 1869), and Stephane Mallarme (1842 - 1898) who were
mildly influenced by what might be called Platonic feelings and that very indirectly (Fisher, 1973, p.
508; Manasse, 1973, p. 524). Thus the image of light as truth remained although more faintly than
before, and the idea that matter was evil or even mildly bad because it shut out the light, was almost
lost.
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Wordsworth’s friend and sometime co-author, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) the
English poet, was strongly influenced by the German idealists including Schelling. Many scholars
then and now feel that it is more accurate to say that Coleridge plagiarized Schelling’s works
(Dunstan, 1923; Fisher, 1973, p. 507; Clark, 1986, p. 366). In any case, Coleridge was one of the
most influential English language critics of his time, and he introduced German Idealism to the
general public in England and North America. Coleridge collaborated with other young poets such
as Robert Southey and William Wordsworth. Lyrical Ballads, that contains work by Coleridge and
Wordsworth is, in some ways, the founding document of English Romanticism. It shows a great love
of the wildest nature that could be found in England. Coleridge was a mystic, a neo-Platonist, and an
opium addict. His most famous poems "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” “Christabel” and “Kubla
Khan,” are all mystical and otherworldly, but he was more often interested in everyday nature. The
Platonism of Coleridge was muddled and unsystematic but heart felt. He announced that he had
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“revived and purified from impure mixtures . . . the system of Pythagoras and Plato” (Manasse,
1973, p. 523).

painting of Samuel Taylor Coleridge
But there were still some strongly Platonic thinkers in the early Romantic movement. The
English lyric poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) was an aristocrat who had radical democratic
tendencies. He was thrown out of Oxford for advocating atheism. Shelley was “converted” to
Platonism, that he felt had helped him overcome the crass materialism of the new industrial,
commercial, and capitalistic world that was being created in Europe in his day (Manasse, 1973, p.
524). He translated several of the dialogues of Plato into English verse. This has been of great help
to literary critics and analysts of his poems (Toliver, 1971, p. 140). He used Platonic imagery
throughout his works. He was a great lover of wild nature, and he was hardly a dualist in any way.
He used light imagery extensively. His long poem, Prometius Unbound, is, of course, about the titan
who gave light and fire to mankind. In his autobiographical poem “The Spirit of Solitude,” he wrote
that he was, “Obedient to the light / That shone within his soul” (line 493). Plato’s doctrine of the
soul is an important part of his long poem, Queen Mab . The Platonic attitude toward time is
presented in famous long poems such as “Adonais,” and “Mont Blanc.” The Florentine interpretation
200

of the place of love in metaphysics is the driving force in Prometheus Unbound (Fisher, 1973, p.
508).

painting of Percy Bysshe Shelley by Curran
The most powerful blow to Platonism in European culture came from Fredrich
Nietzsche (1844 – 1900), the classical philologist, philosopher, and poet. He was opposed
both to classical Platonism (which had the ultimate goal of merging with the Good) and
Christian neo-Platonism (which longed to merge with God; Poellner, 1995, p. 7, 109).
Nietzsche called Christianity “Platonism for the people” (Poellner, 1995, p. 199) and he
wrote that he “inverted Platonism,” meaning that he recognized “Wirklichkeit” (ordinary
experienced reality) was the ultimate truth, and Plato’s Forms were imaginary fantasies
(Nietzsche, 1982, p. 188, number 448 “Honoring reality”).
If you can not read Plato for the sheer fun of it, read him for the lesson which shouts
to you between the lines of every dialogue: There is only one world, the world of
human experience. (Nietzsche, 1951, p. 155).
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Nietzsche had even more influence on modern life through his impact on some of histories
worst dictators: Joseph Stalin (1878 – 1953), Benito Mussolini (1883 – 1945), and Adolph
Hitler (1889 – 1945) all read and quoted the anti-Christian and aggressive anti-democratic
aphorisms of Nietzsche, and ignored Nietzsche’s love of freedom and his hatred of antiSemitism. Nietzsche founded the philosophical movements: perspectivism, existentialism
and postmodernism but he was distained by most professional philosophers until after World
War II when Martin Heidegger (1889 – 1976, Heidegger, 1961, 1973), Jean-Paul Sartre
(1905 – 1980, Nobel Literature 1964), and Albert Camus (1913 – 1960, Nobel Literature
1957) developed existentialism (Reinhardt, 1960), and then Gilles Deleuze (1925 – 1995;
Deleuze, 1983, 2001), Michel Foucault (1926 – 1984; Gutting, 2006), and Jacques Derrida
(1930 – 2004; Derrida, 1979) developed postmodernism, all based on Nietzsche’s work
(Schrift, 2000).

Friedrich Nietzsche
The phrase “nature philosophy” was originally applied to the early natural scientists
in the Renaissance and Enlightenment. Modern nature or environmental philosophy is
derived from Emerson’s “Nature” (1836), Thoreau’s Walden (1854), Aldo Leopold’s Sand
County Almanac (1949) and the works of Joseph Wood Krutch (1893 – 1970), Arne Næss
(1912 - ) and other “deep ecologists.”
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mountain lake near Nietzsche’s home in Sils Maria, Switzerland
Nature philosophy was able to develop in European society because Nietzsche undermined
Platonism and otherworldly Christianity with his insistence that we must “Be true to the
earth” (Nietzsche, 1964, v. 11, p. 7). Much later, Nietzsche influenced a few important nature
writers through existentialism and today Nietzsche is a major influence on young nature
writers through postmodernism.
Nietzsche’s influence on European and North American life is most fully
demonstrated by his affect on major literary and intellectual figures of the twentieth century
(Brigwater, 1972) including the playwrights George Bernard Shaw (1856 – 1950, Nobel
Literature 1925) and Eugene O’Neill (1888 – 1953, Nobel Literature 1936; Törnqvist, 2004),
novelists H. G. Wells (1866 – 1946), Theodore Dreiser (1871-1945), Thomas Mann (1875 1955; Nobel Prize 1929; Nicholls, 1955), Jack London (1876 – 1916), Hermann Hesse (1877
– 1962, Nobel Prize 1946; Reichert, 1972), and D. H. Lawrence (1885 – 1930); poets
William Butler Yeats (1865 – 1939, Nobel Prize 1923; Bohlmann, 1982), Wallace Stevens
(1879 – 1955, Pulitzer Prize Poetry 1955), Rupert Brooke (1887 – 1915), John Gould
Fletcher (1886 – 1950, Pulitzer Prize 1939), T. S. Eliot (1888 – 1965, Nobel Literature
1948), Conrad Aiken (1889 – 1973, Pulitzer Prize Poetry 1930), Hart Crane (1899 – 1932),
and W. H. Auden (1907 – 1973, Pulitzer Prize Poetry 1948); important literary critics H .L.
Mencken (1880 – 1956; Mencken, 1908), Wyndham Lewis (1882 – 1957), George Jean
Nathan (1882 – 1958), and Sir Herbert Read (1893 – 1968); the influential physicians and
psychologists Sigmund Freud (1856 – 1939; Lehrer, 1995). Havelock Ellis (1859 – 1939),
Carl Jung (1875 – 1961; Jung, 1988), and Karl Jaspers (1883 – 1969; Jaspers, 1955, 1961,
1965); and the philosopher, theologian and paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881 –
1955). All of these important writers and thinkers spread Nietzschean ideas into English
speaking societies around the world, including a valuing of everyday reality and a
discounting of neo-Platonism and Christianized Platonism (Thatcher, 1970). If I were writing
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primarily for a French or German audience I could cite just as many example of novelists,
poets, and essayists in those languages (Reichert, 1975; Kemal, 1998; Schrift, 2000).

countryside near Nietzsche’s home in Sils Maria, Switzerland
But Platonism was not dead yet. Henri Bergson (1859-1941) the French, Jewish, vitalist
philosopher was the last serious neo-Platonist (so far) in professional European philosophy. He was
a full spiritual dualist who believed that there is a great life force at work in the universe, that is
opposed to, but which animates material reality. Bergson was very concerned that the mechanical
spirit of science in his time would have a harmful effect on the understanding of the universe, that in
his opinion was as much a disembodied spirit as it was matter. It is interesting to note that he
received the Nobel Prize in 1927 for literature, and he has had a much more important influence on
the arts than on professional philosophy (Clark, 1986, p. 366). There is also a strong Platonic streak
in the thinking of the modern philosophers Edmund Husserl (1859 - 1938) and George Santayana
(1863 - 1952) (Manasse, 1973, p. 522).
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Henri Bergson
Platonism was disappearing from the intellectual and literary life of Europe, and where it
persisted, it did so more in form than in substance. For example, Paul Valéry (1871 - 1945) a late
symbolist, was one of the greatest French poets of the twentieth century. He wrote Platonic
dialogues, but the philosophy underlying the poems was not Platonic. He not only did not believe in
the Forms. He seems to have felt that there is, at depth, no order to the universe.
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Paul Valéry
Stefan George (1868 - 1933) the German symbolist who was influenced by Nietzsche also used
Platonic ideas and phrases to express Hegelian concepts, but Stefan George himself was not a
Platonist (Manasse, 1973, p. 524).
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Stefan George
Perhaps the last important Platonic artist in the Western world was the Nobel Laureate, Irish
symbolist poet and playwright William Butler Yeats (1865-1939). Although he was an extreme Irish
nationalist, he wrote in English. He was strongly affected by Spencer and Shelley (Yeats, 1937). His
early work has been called “transcendental.” He was interested in mystical religious experience and
in magical Irish folk tales. Like many people in the 1920’s, he dabbled in the occult. He was always
very spiritual without being religious. Yeats used many neo-Platonic images and concepts in his
work. Yeats was a man who had a great love of wild nature, and who used startling images of light
and darkness in his poems (Manasse, 1973, p. 525; Clark, 1986, p. 366).
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William Butler Yeats
Although the scholastic theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas was largely accepted by the
Roman Catholic church by 1300, its Aristotelianism was not officially accepted as the rational
foundation of Roman Catholicism until 1879 when Pope Leo XIII declared it the official Catholic
philosophy. This was just as the last Platonists and idealists were fading from the professional
philosophical scene. This was not accidental. Although scholasticism was doubly antiquated and
inadequate to argue the case for Christianity in a skeptical and materialist world, it was better than
Platonism by far.
It is interesting to note that whereas in medieval times, Roman Catholic intellectuals like
Saint Albert and Saint Thomas were strongly interested in natural science and mildly enthusiastic
about the beauties of nature, the last modern Thomists had become completely negative toward
nature, as if Gnosticism had finally won the war for Christianity, though it lost the battles of the
Manicheans, Bogomils and Cathars. For example, Jacques Maritain (1882 - 1973) the French
Thomist wrote; “A spiritual soul cannot be corrupted, since it possesses no matter.”
Imagism is a lyrical poetic movement in which very physically present images are created in
the mind of the reader at the same time that the images have a strange symbolic quality that is
usually unstated, and sometimes unstatable. This is derived from Swedenborg by way of Emerson’s
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poetry, and probably Emily Dickinson and Nietzsche. Hilda Doolittle (1886-1961) usually called
“H.D.” was the founding “mother” of the Imagists that also included her husband, Richard
Aldington (1892 - 1962), her lover Ezra Pound (1885 - 1972), Amy Lowell (1871 - 1925), Alice
Corbin (1881 – 1949), Sara Teasdale (1884 - 1933; Pulitzer 1917), and Wallace Stevens (1879 1954; Pulitzer 1954).

H.D.
Doolittle was, like many of the Imagists, a classicist. In her case, she read and translated
many of the lyric poets of ancient Greece, including Sappho and the later Alexandrians. She was not
so much a Platonist as a neo-Orphic poet. For example; her book-length but lyric poem Helen in
Egypt (1961) contains many Orphic passages. H.D. was a young woman during the Egyptian fad
which followed the discovery of King Tut’s tomb in 1922. As intellectual and artistic and feminist as
she was, she may have had popular images from this period in mind:
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The phantom of Helen met the ghost of Achilles who had just died in battle:
(as God released him)
the imprisoned, the lost;
But unlike Platonism where the body is the prison of the soul, here:
it was God’s plan
to melt the icy fortress of the soul,
and free the man
So, somehow, the soul too is a prison of the truly individualized personality as in preSocratic and
some Orphic psychology.
There are, however, distinctly Platonic passages. Helen said that the Trojan War was an
illusion, a dream of Zeus (p. 17). Time does not really exist:
there is no before and no after
there is one finite moment
that no infinite joy can disperse (p. 303)
Ordinary geographic space also did not exist in this dreamlike world.
This is Formalhaut’s temple,
not far from Athens,
not far from Eleusis,
...
not far from the blessed isles.
the Hesperides, or from Amenti;
not far from life-in-death,
another portal, another symbol.
There is the image of a new soul:
. . . wavering
like a Psyche
with half-dried wings (p. 166).
And there are neo-Platonic passages too. “He [God] is one, yet the many” (p. 78). He appeared to
Helen as Proteus, the Greek demigod who could take hundreds of forms. This poem is probably
derived from Emerson’s “The Eternal Pan” that had the same message.
Proteus enchanted me,
he disclosed the mystery;
when they reach a certain degree,
they are one, alike utterly (p. 101).
Helen came to realize that the One contains all opposites, “the slayer and the slain merge into one,
and that One, the Absolute” (p. 178):
they are not two but one,
210

Typhon-Osiris
to the initiate. (p. 27)
Thus, thus, thus,
as day, night,
as wrong right,
as dark, light,
as water, fire,
as earth, air,
as storm, calm,
as fruit, flower,
as life, death,
as death, life;
the rose deflowered,
the rose re-born; (p. 190)
so the dart of Love
is the dart of Death
and the secret is no secret (p. 303).
It is not clear whether Doolittle was serious about this Orphic and Platonic philosophy as her
personal philosophy, or whether she was just exploring the poetic possibilities of this antique mental
structure. In any case, this does not seem to have carried over into her other works, and it has had no
effect on her many followers. But is shows that Platonism was only effective in modern poetry in an
ancient setting.
Amy Lowell (1874 - 1925) represented the transition from idealism to naturalism in her own
work. She came from the wealthy New England industrial and artistic family. She was a pure
blooded, full-bred Boston “Brahman.” Her great grandmother was a Cabot. Her grandfather, Francis
Cabot Lowell (1775 - 1817) was the founder of the American cotton fabric industry and of the city
that bears their name. Her brother Abbot Lawrence Lowell (1856 - 1943) was the president of
Harvard University. Her brother Percival Lowell was the astronomer who predicted the existence of
the planet Pluto from the irregularities of the movements of the planet Uranus. Amy Lowell had
written sentimental, Romantic, transcendental, and in places Platonic poetry, but she became a clear
voiced, anti-Romantic and non-Platonic Imagist, for which she won the Pulitzer Prize in 1925.
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Amy Lowell
The English-speaking Irish novelist and philosophy professor at Oxford, Dame (Jean) Iris
Murdoch (1919 - 1999) used the myth of the cave in a fundamental way in her psychological and
surprisingly Freudian tales, and used Platonism to support her moral philosophy (Murdock, 1953;
1997). She is hardly a nature writer but her attitudes toward nature are not at all Gnostic or Cartesian
(Farn, 1993). The Platonism of Doolittle and Murdock are oddities based on modern readings of the
ancient classics. Doolittle and Murdoch read Plato in the original Greek. They were not neoPlatonists, and did not come from the ancient tradition of Plato through Plotinus, the medieval
Arabic and Christian theologians, and Renaissance Platonists that we have followed in this essay.
That long tradition seems to be almost extinct.

212

Iris Murdock

Platonic Influences on North American Nature Writing
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803 - 1882) came from a long line of professional Protestant
religionists and was himself an ordained Unitarian minister and neo-Platonist. He graduated from
Harvard University in 1821 when it was a center of transcendentalism. He was the second minister
of the Follen Unitarian Church in Lexington, Massachusetts. When his first wife died two years after
their marriage, he gave up his congregation to write and be a public speaker full time. He was
strongly influenced by Cudworth, and Swedenborg, whom he considered the best example of a
mystical human being. It can be argued convincingly that Emerson did not know enough about
nature to be called a conservationist or environmentalist. However, his essay “Nature” (1836) is the
foundation of American Transcendentalism, and that in turn evolved into the conservation and
environmental movements.
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Follen Church where Emerson was Minister
Emerson used many ancient metaphors of light and morning, dark and shadow. He knew
Scholastic philosophy and quoted the Thomists who wrote that “the knowledge of man is an evening
knowledge . . . but that of God is a morning knowledge.” (Nature, Part VIII, p. 38). He also used
images of seeing as understanding. For example; Nature is “one vast picture that God paints on the
instant eternity for the contemplation of the soul.” (Nature, Part VI, p. 31).
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Emerson believed that in ancient times the human animal had lived as a happy noble savage:
Him wood-gods fed with honey wild
And of his memory beguiled
In caves and hollow trees he crept
And near the wolf and panther slept (“Society and Solitude”).
We can see that the cave is a refuge of peace and safety for this idealized progenitor living in a
pagan Eden.
Emerson was a radical in religion and politics. He opposed traditions like religious hierarchy
and “negro” slavery because he felt they were unnatural and therefore un-Godly. When he wrote we
should reject most traditions because “The sun shines to-day also” (Intro., p. 1), he meant that we
can see what is moral as well as people in the past because we too can look at nature. Notice that he
used the ancient trope of the light of knowledge.

etching of Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Emerson followed Swedenborg in believing that simple particular natural facts are an aid to
contemplation. Emerson wrote; “natural facts are symbols of . . . spiritual facts.” (Nature, Part IV, p.
12). “The invariable mark of wisdom is to see the miraculous in the common.” (Nature, Part VIII, p.
39). “The world is emblematic. Parts of speech are metaphors, because the whole of nature is a
metaphor of the human mind” (Nature, Part IV, p. 16). By this Emerson explained the mystical
assertions of Swedenborg with the idea from Plato, Philo and others that humans carry a memory of
the Forms that allows them to appreciate the Forms that are imitated in nature. Thus, Swedenborg
and Emerson, while idealists, gave great value to little things in nature. It is no wonder that the
conservation and environmental movements arose from this tradition.
But Emerson also followed the anti-Platonist Locke. The child absorbs nature to its benefit
according to Emerson. Notice that the influence of nature is a kind of neo-Platonic light.
We know more from nature than we can at will communicate. Its light flows into the mind
ever more and we forget its presence. The poet, the orator, bred in the woods . . . shall not
lose their lesson altogether. Long hereafter, amidst agitation and terror in national councils, in the hour of revolution, - these solemn images shall reappear in their morning luster, as fit
symbols and words . . . the woods wave, the pines murmur, the river rolls and shines, . . . as
he saw and heard them in his infancy.
(Nature, Part IV, p. 16).
Emerson pointed out that most adults are too busy with their affairs and too stuck in traditions to
notice that the natural world is sacred. “To speak truly, few adults can see nature. Most persons do
not see the sun. At least they have a very superficial seeing. The sun illuminates only the eye of the
man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child” (I, p.3).
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Emerson’s Home in Cambridge, Massachusetts
Notice that this is not really very different from Platonism. In Plato’s myth of the origin of
logos in the human mind, the soul of a child about to be born is shown the forms that it remembers
and uses in understanding and evaluating experiences throughout its life. In Locke the child is a
“tabla rasa” a blank slate that is written on by the child’s experience in the family and society. In
Emerson, the child acquires the forms from experiences in nature, not from society or in the Platonic
pre-life.
Emerson’s basic theory about nature was that if adults can open their minds truly to nature,
through contemplation or natural science, they can be spiritually refreshed. Matter no longer
obscures the truth, but teaches us, if only with its shadow. Nature “always speaks of Spirit. It
suggests the absolute. It is a perpetual effect. It is a great shadow pointing always at the sun behind
us.” (Nature, Part VII, p. 31); an image right out of Plato’s cave. If we are very open “the universe
becomes transparent, and the light of higher laws than its own shines through it.” (Nature, Part IV, p.
17). This is possible because “The mind is a part of the nature of things; the world is a divine dream,
from which we may presently awake to the glories and certainties of day” (Nature, Part VII, p. 32).
The purpose of our experience of nature was to reunite each individual mind with the great
mind of the universe. Emerson had read and absorbed neo-Platonic yearning to be, as Plotinus put it,
“The alone seeking the Alone.” Emerson used the stars as a meditation on seeking a return to the
One.
If a man would be alone, let him look at the stars. The rays that come from those heavenly
worlds will separate between him and what he touches. . . If the stars would appear one night
in a thousand years, how would men believe and adore; and preserve for many generations
the remembrance of the city of God which had been shown! But every night come out those
envoys of beauty, and light the universe with their admonishing smile. The stars awaken a
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certain reverence, because though always present, they are inaccessible; but all natural
objects make a kindred impression, when the mind is open to their impressions, when the
mind is open to their influence (Nature, Part I, p. 3).
Henry David Thoreau (1817 - 1862) was only one of the score of young people who gathered
around Emerson in the little town of Concord, Massachusetts. Thoreau was not one of the famous
disciples at the time, but it was he who translated American Transcendentalism into the movement
for valuing and protecting nature. Walden: or Life in the Woods is his most important book.
Everyone who has taken a nineteenth century American Literature class in high school or college,
even if they did not read Walden, was probably told at least once that morning is the main motif in
that famous book, and that morning is a symbol for all beginnings: Spring, birth, revolution, and
creation at which we throw off sin, unnecessary and evil traditions (like slavery and militarism) and
the blinders that keep us from realizing our full human potential by recognizing the truths that are
there for us in the beauty of nature.

Henry David Thoreau
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Thoreau was considered very egotistical for beginning his book with a quotation from
himself. “I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the
morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors up.” (Walden, “Where I Lived”). and
he ended the book with the words: “The light which puts out our eyes is darkness to us. Only that
day dawns to which we are awake. There is more day to dawn. The sun is but a morning star”
(Walden, “Conclusion”). This passage is rooted in Plato’s image of the prisoners freed from the cave
who could not stand the light of day.

winter sunset at Walden Pond
Thoreau believed that at beginnings we can return to the truths of nature that have been
obscured by false cultural traditions. The founders of the classical and biblical traditions were
superior to their followers because the founders were awake at the light of the dawn. “Morning
brings back the heroic ages” (Walden, “Where I Lived”).
Thoreau wanted to return to these more “authentic” times. “At present our houses are
cluttered and defiled with [unnecessary material possessions] and a good housewife would sweep
out the greater part into the dust hole, and not leave her morning’s work undone. Morning work! By
the blushes of Aurora, and the music of Memnon, what should be man’s morning work in this
world?” (Walden, “Economy”). “Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal
simplicity, and I may say innocence with Nature herself" (Walden, “Where I Lived”).
Of course, Thoreau was not interested in light for its own sake, but because light was the
messenger of nature. “To anticipate, not the sunrise and dawn merely, but if possible, Nature
herself” (Walden, “Economy”). Thoreau wanted to take nature inside him as Plotinus wanted to take
in the light of the One. “Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn in me” (Walden, “Where I
Lived”).
New England or American Transcendentalism was not directly derived from technical
German philosophy, although Emerson and Margaret Fuller read such books. It is derived from
Emerson’s personal relations with radical German intellectuals, many of them Unitarians, who fled
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for their lives from Germany and arrived in the Boston area about 1830. These people were strongly
influenced by the tradition of Meister Eckhart and Hadewijch, and they valued both the dark and the
light. Thoreau continued this literary tradition in Walden. “Little is to be expected of that day . . . to
which we are not awakened . . . to a higher life than we fell asleep from; and thus the darkness bears
its fruit, and prove itself to be good, no less than the light” (Walden, “Where I Lived”).
It is also clear that the American Transcendentalists had completely overcome the Gnostic
notion that matter was evil. Even when Thoreau noted the opaqueness of material he valued its effect
on light. “If you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer on both
its surfaces” (Walden, “Reading”).
The Transcendentalists did not hide their elitist attitudes, that have, unfortunately, carried
over into the public image of subsequent environmentalists. For example,
“The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake
enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred million for a poetic or divine
life. To be awake is to be alive. I have never yet met a man who was quite awake. How could
I have looked him in the face? We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by
mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn” (Walden, “Where I Lived”).
This is exactly the sort of elitism which made it hard to include working people in the early earth day
exercises, though it has largely been overcome today.

modern replica of Thoreau’s Cabin at Walden Pond
Thoreau had gone to live in the little house by the pond to mourn the death of his brother. He
was himself ill with tuberculosis. But he did not want medicine for what ailed him. “Let me have a
draught of undiluted morning air” (Walden, “Visitors”). This was not as purely poetic as it might
seem to a modern reader. It was a common belief in his day, and through the middle of the 20th
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century that clean air could cure tuberculosis. It is also a statement of faith that nature and the light
of nature could cure physical and mental ills. Germans are still fixated on Frische Luft (fresh air).
Walt Whitman (1819 - 1892) whom Emerson called the first American poet, was in places
Platonic. He was an unsystematic Romantic, whose thought represents a transition from the idealism
of New England Transcendentalism, to a naive realism. In his poem, “The Base of All Metaphysics,”
Whitman claimed to have studied Socrates, Plato, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel as well as the
Gospels. He concluded:
Yet underneath Socrates clearly see,
and underneath Christ the divine I see,
The dear love of man for his comrade, the attraction of friend to friend,
Of the well-married husband and wife, of children and parents,
Of city for city and land for land.
It is clear that Whitman thought himself very profound and radical by taking such a stance, but we
can see he had simply restated an ancient trope derived from the Platonic belief that the foundation
of all existence is the Love of the Good for humanity. The idea that Love was the foundation of the
world was restated in several mystery religions in classical times. A little later, the Christians
worshipped Jesus the God of Love. Ficino made Platonic love the cornerstone of his interpretations
of the rest of Plato’s work. Emerson and his followers believed that friendship and love was the key
to reconnecting the individual with the whole of nature and eventually to God.

Walt Whitman
221

Whitman also had a touch of the Greek and Platonic reification of abstractions in his diction.
His great life work and autobiography is Leaves of Grass. In it, instead of claiming that each
individual is a poor example of some ideal Form, he made the Swedenborgian claim that each
physical fact is also a symbol of its generality. Each man stands for all men, and each woman stands
for all women, and each tree stands for all trees. Whitman (in his opinion) represented “The Modern
Man” (Book I -Inscriptions: “One’s -Self I Sing”).
One of his most ambiguous philosophical statements was presented in the poem “Eidolons” a
Greek word that means phantoms, images, statues of the gods, and the Platonic Forms. According to
Whitman, each human, and all human societies are in the act of creating eidolons. All art, all
economic enterprise, all war and even birth are processes for creating evanescent things but
permanent eidolons. Even astronomical processes:
All space, All Time,
(The stars, the terrible perturbations of the suns,
Swelling, collapsing, ending, serving their longer, shorter use,)
Fill’d with eidolons only.
Just as in Plato, the soul too is an eidolon, and it is therefore immortal. Even his poem, he hopes, is
an eidolon and therefore timeless. But these are hardly ordinary Platonic Forms. Whitman’s
eidodons must be created by people and nature, not by God directly.
Whitman was also a nature writer, and a lover of all of nature, and each of its parts. He wrote
beautiful poems about the whole “Kosmos” and about specific animals he saw such as “The Man of
War Bird.” He was willing to get down on his hands and knees and watch “A Noiseless Patient
Spider” and there are many poems of praise for the sea, the forest, the prairies, and the night sky.
Whitman had imitators and fostered a sense of inventiveness and exploration among North
American, English-speaking poets, but he can not be said to have founded a school of poetry.
Various claims have been made that he influenced each of the English-speaking poets who came
after him who used long lines of free verse, especially those who were similarly positive about the
powers of nature to uplift the human soul such as Charles Erskine Scott Wood (1852 – 1944).
Wood’s long poem “The Poet in the Desert” has strong Platonic elements.
I have come to the Desert because my soul is athirst
as the Desert is athirst:
My soul which is the soul of all; universal, not different
But it is dangerous to attribute the influence of Whitman too widely. For example, the poetry of Sir
Rabindranath Tagore (1861 - 1941), who got the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913, appears to
resemble Whitman’s in length of line, and what could be interpreted as traces of Platonism, but this
would be wrong. Tagore was the product of his native Bengal, India not the European tradition at all.
Although people like Emerson and Thoreau read Greek, most nineteenth century North
Americans read Plato in English translations, especially that of Thomas Taylor, who put a very
romantic flavor into his writing. He was an important influence on Emerson’s friend the education
reformer Bronson Alcott (father of Louisa May Alcott) and this was the basis of a New England
Platonism, that caused the founding of an “Akademe” and several Plato Clubs in the eastern United
States. The movement reached the middle of the country after the US Civil War, and from 1881 to
1887 The Platonist, a weekly newspaper was successfully published from Saint Louis, Missouri, that
served a group of people who were actually Hegelians in all but name (Manasse, 1973, p. 522).
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John Muir late in life
John Muir (1838 - 1914) was born in Scotland and raised in Wisconsin, where he attended
the state university in Madison. Muir is an interesting case of an extremely personal spiritual need
that was met with a very standard symbolic structure, in this case Emersonian nature spiritualism
that was one of the last faint traces of neo-Platonism. Muir was a successful young inventor and
industrial machinist when he experienced a horrifying industrial accident. One of his eyes was
pierced and the doctors placed him in a dark room with a bandage over both eyes for two weeks. At
the end of the ordeal, the sight was restored in his eye, but he had gone through a personality change.
He sold or gave away his worldly goods and set off to see the beauties of God’s world for the rest of
his life.
Muir walked from Illinois to Florida. There he took a ship to San Francisco in 1868 and he
walked to Yosemite Valley, that was just becoming a famous tourist attraction. In 1874 he began to
write newspaper articles advocating US Federal control of forests to conserve water, soil, and
timber. He was the main crusader for the creation of Yosemite National Park, and the founding
president of the Sierra Club. He was friendly with Presidents Teddy Roosevelt and William Howard
Taft, who preserved many forests and parks and monuments. Muir was thus an important figure both
in the conservation and preservation parts of the movement to value nature in the United States.
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Yosemite Valley
Muir’s personal experience with blindness and enlightenment was fully expressible in a sort
of Emersonianized neo-Platonism. Here is a case of a very unusual individual health and spiritual
crisis that could be stated in a common poetic and philosophical trope. He often used light as a
symbol of intrinsic value in nature. The Sierra Nevada was
so gloriously colored, and so luminous, it seems to be not clothed with light, but wholly
composed of it, like the wall of some celestial city . . . And after ten years spent in the heart
of it, rejoicing and wondering, bathing in its glorious floods of light, seeing the sunbursts of
morning among the icy peaks, the noonday radiance on the trees and rocks and snow, the
flush of the alpenglow . . . it still seems to me above all others, the Range of Light
(1898, p. 2).
His light imagery is very enthusiastic. Light is “beautiful”, “blessed”, “precious” (1912, p. 26), “a
fervid sun-flood” of “God’s sunshine” (1911, p. 41). Muir’s light imagery is clearly neo-Platonic,
but it is not otherwise Platonic. There was a remnant of Swedenborg here and there in his writing.
For example, trees are “definite symbols, divine hieroglyphics written with sunbeams” (1911, p. 21).
Surely, light was a physical symbol of God to Muir.
Muir saw light as a symbol of the life force. The mountain valleys “are full of life and light”
(1898 p. 3). The deep mountain valleys “look like immense halls or temples lighted from above.
Every rock seems to glow with life” (1898, p. 3). “The radiant, honeyful corollas, touching and
overlapping, and rising above one another, glowed in the living light, like a sunset sky” (1898 p.
235). Half-dome was “clothed with living light” (1911, p. 129).
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High Sierra
He associated birth and giving light, a phrase that goes back to preclassical Rome. “The sun
gave birth to a network of sweet-voiced rills” (1898, p. 25). The lakes at the base of the mountains
“were the first to see the light” as the glaciers melted. The spring flowers of the Sierra are the “glad
children of light” (1911, p. 33).
Muir spiritualized light by associating it with the Christian angels or the resurrection.
Hibernating animals did not “see the light of day until the general awakening and resurrection of the
spring” (1898, p. 28). The east side of the Sierra at sunset “seemed to be fairly saturated with warm,
purple light . . . vivid sunfire, soothing and irradiating [the] rough, black angles, while companies of
small luminous clouds hovered above them, like very angels of light.” (1898, p. 50)
Muir was torn between the demand of Eckhart and other mystics to empty the self in order to
receive God’s light, and the Romantic individualism he felt. He seems to have convinced himself he
could have both. In wild nature he found “every sight and sound inspiring, leading one far out of
himself, yet feeling and building up his individuality” (1898, p. 39).
Muir wanted to merge with God’s light as did Plotinus. The glacier meadow was “a
delightful purple lawn lying smooth and free in the light like a lake . . . and not withstanding the
scene is so impressively spiritual, and you seem dissolved in it” (1898, p. 90). “Oh, these vast, calm,
measureless mountain days . . . in whose light everything seems equally divine, opening a thousand
windows to show us God” (1911, p. 61). And the purpose of all this beauty to the eye is clear. “All
the wilderness seems to be full of tricks and plans to drive and draw us up into God’s Light” (1911,
p. 247). But Muir worried that only a few people “have the eyes to see [lakes] as they lie imbedded
in their meadows and forests” (1898, p. 72). Commercial activities “blind and degrade a person . . .
dimming and shutting out almost everything worth seeing” (1911, p. 22). People need to get out into
nature. “There is no daylight in towns, and the weary public ought to know that there is light here [in
the wilderness]” (1911, p. 62). It seemed strange to him that visitors to Yosemite “should be so little
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influenced by its novel grandeur, as if their eyes were bandaged and their ears stopped” (1911, p.
190).

Tanya Lake, Yosemite National Park
Muir used dark and shadow as symbols of death and danger. Muir nearly fell from the face of
Mount Ritter while he was climbing alone, after which “in my first hour of freedom from that
terrible shadow, the sunlight in which I was laving seemed all in all” (1898 p. 45). He slept only a
few hours a night and continually referred to sleep as a form of death. But, like the Spanish mystics,
he knew darkness had a divine purpose too. “The darkest scriptures of the mountains are illuminated
with bright passages of love” (1898, p. 40). The melting of glacial ice is a “change from icy darkness
and death to life and beauty” (1898, p. 9) because the glaciers produced Yosemite Valley.
It is instructive to consider Emerson, Thoreau and Muir in the context of Plato’s cave and
Gnosticism, for we can see that the sun and light in general was still the symbol of universal
goodness, but that physical things, instead of obscuring the light of God, or even being evil, have
become powerfully spiritualized to draw the human to God. Muir and Thoreau are the opposite of
the classical or medieval mystic, who wanted to escape from physical reality. Muir and Thoreau
contemplated nature and tried to bring nature, and especially the light of nature, into the eye and soul
so that the person can merge with nature as a way to return to God.
226

De-Platonizing Nature Writing
Robinson Jeffers (1887 - 1962) represents the next step in the process of valuing nature by
altering the symbolism of light inherited from Platonism. He was clearly influenced by Whitman’s
poetic style and love of nature. On the other hand, Jeffers was, at least partially, a Nietzschean, and
he was repulsed by all things Platonic and idealist in any way. Allan James Johnson has clearly
demonstrated that Jeffers set out on a program to create dramatic poetic works that would fully and
finally obliterate the last traces of Platonism, neo-Platonism, and Cartesian Idealism in the English
language and American thought. Jeffers particularly rejected “human solipsism” that he felt ran
through all modern philosophy following Descartes (1988, p. 1 - 94).

Robinson Jeffers
Jeffers, like Nietzsche, was quite opposed to Christianity, partly because it was otherworldly
and Platonic. He also feared the development of industrial society that would turn humans into
worker bees or ants, enslaved to the good of the group. He wished to replace religion with a valuing
of nature that he felt was best symbolized by predatory birds and rocks.
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I think, here is our emblem
To hang in the future sky;
Not the cross, not the hive,
But this; bright power, dark peace;
Fierce consciousness joined with final
Disinterestedness;
Life with calm death; the falcon’s
Realist eyes and act
Married to the massive
Mysticism of stone (“Rock and Hawk”).
Jeffers even rejected the good-natured humaneness in Whitman, his stylistic mentor. Jeffers
called his own philosophical stance “inhumanism” a form of inverted neo-Platonist derived from
Nietzsche. As with Plotinus and Zoroaster, humans have free will, but as a consequence of that, they
often reject the great One from which they are ultimately derived. Only in Jeffers case, this was not a
transcendental God, but the earth on which we evolved, and from which we all draw our sustenance.
The return to the One is not a transcendent rising into an immaterial heaven, but the death of the
individual and the decomposition of the body to return the fertility that came from the earth.

Point Lobos, near Jeffer’s Home in Carmel
Jeffers, like Plato, was a dramatist who spoke with many voices. Plato seems to have
intended his impersonation of Socrates to speak for him. In the case of Jeffers, it is often impossible
to say which is his voice. But, then, perhaps this sort of guessing game is much too naive. Both poets
spoke through many characters because they believed that dialogue and argumentation was the way
to truth. Perhaps they agreed with Plotinus and Nietzsche that the real truth was too complex and
paradoxical for the human mind to comprehend except as a great puzzle.
One of the pleasures of reading Jeffers is that his world was both wonderfully physically
present and fully symbolic. This was his environmental inheritance from Swedenborg via Emerson
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and Whitman. In “The Roan Stallion,” the protagonist had visions of a “white fire” of “beaked
carnivorous desire” that was both the sun, an eagle and the basic life force. Johnson showed that this
poem resonates with Plato’s myth of the cave, but the light of truth was not a knowing, but an

Big Sur Coast, by Michael Kent
unnamable yearning. For Jeffers, the cave was the cave of human selfishness and solipsism. It was
the human mind locked into itself, without recognizing the beauty and value of nature. For Jeffers,
the light of the fire and the sun were real things that were the true source of life that human ideas
have rejected. The real sun calls him and his readers to the pain and beauty of universal tragedy.
Jeffers specifically refuted Descartes’ presumption that only humans feel pain. “The nerves
and brains [of animals] are like a burning glass / To concentrate the heat of the rocks / And the earth
and other planets . . . and make it catch fire” (from “The Beginning and the End”). Notice that
instead of the neo-Platonic trope that nature was a mirror of God, nature was a magnifying glass.
Plotinus suggested that lower animals were further from God where His light was diffuse. But
Jeffers created an image that said that the heat of the universe was diffuse and only took on the
power of life when it was concentrated by nerves and brains.
In other places, Jeffers represented his inversion of neo-Platonism and the myth of the cave
with a strange image of the glowing earth.
The flat sea meadows at that time of year were plated
Golden with the low flower called footsteps of the spring,
millions of flowerlets,
Whose light suffused upward into the fog flooded its vault
we wandered
Through a weird country where the light beat up from earthward
and was golden (“Point Joe”).
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Here, finally, was a counter cave, where the heavens were dull and it was the earth that was the
source of light and life.
The changes in the European culture of North American was well expressed by the changes
in the attitudes and interests in the poets who were stylistic but not philosophical followers of
Whitman. The most famous of these were urban Imagists Carl Sandburg (1878 - 1967; Pulitzer
1918), William Carlos Williams (1883 - 1963; Pulitzer 1963), and the Beatnik poet Alan Ginsberg
(1926 - 1997). Their poems were verbal equivalents of the “ashcan” school of American antilandscape art that included a little of the urban work of Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986), and painters
Edward Hopper (1882 - 1967), George Wesley Bellows (1882 - 1925), Everett Shinn (1876 - 1951)
and John Sloan (1871 - 1951). The ashcan school paintings and poems depicted city street scenes,
often in the slums, industrial water and air pollution, and river scenes featuring working boats not
pleasure craft. Rockwell Kent (1882 - 1971), one of the most famous members of the school, was
also a wilderness traveler, nature writer and the illustrator of nature books about wild landscapes by
other authors. This art and poetry marked the victory of naive realism over the last popular forms of
Romantic Platonism and other forms of idealism including New England transcendentalism.

woodcut of Eskimos by Rockwell Kent
The next step in the process of de-Platonizing nature writing was represented by two
movements, one literary, one geographic. The development of literary Realism between 1900 and
1930 was a reaction to Romantic sentimentality that was often forced and false. Realism included an
attack on Romantic nature writing. The new, realistic nature writers include William Brewster (1851
– 1919), Henry Beston (1888 – 1968), Jack London (1876-1916),
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Jack London who called himself a Nietzschean
Mary Hunter Austin (1868 - 1934), and John C. Van Dyke (1856 - 1932). These authors are the wild
equivalents of the ashcan school of writers and painters, who were active at the same time. It is
telling that the chosen landscapes of Beston was the great beach of Cape Cod; London was an arctic
and tropical writer, Austin and Van Dyke were travelers in the deserts of southwest U.S. and
northwest Mexico. They all valued landscapes that are incompatible with the aesthetics of Romantic
landscape beauty derived and idealized from northern Europe and New England.
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Mary Hunter Austin in later life
Environmental historians have shown that northern European colonists had much more
trouble accommodating themselves to the tropics than to the arctic, tundra, or desert. Southern
European and Mediterranean cultures like Arabic, Portuguese, and Spanish-speaking regimes
overwhelmed desert landscapes very rapidly and successfully, and largely failed to colonize the
jungles until the advent of the caterpillar tractor. Scandinavians, Scots, French, and Russian colonists
moved rapidly into the arctic and alpine regions of the world (Crosby, 1986). But literary
conventions present the desert and ice field as the most anti-human landscapes, not the jungle. This
is probably because the jungle is full of life, and therefore, to the novelist and poet, especially the
pre-Darwinian Romantics, it should be more habitable to all life, including human. On the other
hand, the desert and the arctic have little life, and much of that is nocturnal or subterranean.
Desert landscape is commonly portrayed as inhuman partly because it is a place where
sunlight is a danger. The association of light, truth, goodness, and life are still so intertwined in
European metaphors that a landscape in which the sun brings death is simply incomprehensible.
Desert environmental writers such as Mary Austin (1868 – 1934), Colin Fletcher (1922 – 2007),
Charles Bowden (1945 - ), Gretel Ehrlich (1946 - ), Gary Paul Nabhan (1952 - ), and Terry
Tempest Williams (1959 - ) almost always emphasize the real danger of the desert sun, which
indicates they are realists and never Platonists.
There are, however, two desert naturalists who were also outspoken anti-Platonists, Joseph
Wood Krutch (1893 - 1970) and Edward Abbey (1927 - 1989). Dr. Krutch was the Matthews
Professor of Dramatic Literature at Columbia University. He taught and wrote on nature, politics,
popular philosophy, gardening, and he was an important New York City theater critic until he retired
young, and moved to the outskirts of Tucson, Arizona where he lived with his intellectual French
wife and wrote about the desert.
Krutch was one of the most highly regarded social critics of his time. His book The Modern
Temper (1929) warned against the coming Fascist tyrannies and The Measure of Man (1954), that
received the National Book Award in 1955, attacked Stalin and Mao before that was fashionable by
American liberals. He was also opposed to dogmatic religions, that he associated with Platonism. He
was a sort of late Enlightenment philosophe, not a philosopher. He was a rationalist, who hoped that
the reason and good will of modern science could be applied to prevent the spread of tyranny and a
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second world war. He was wrong on both accounts, but he was a major voice for democracy and
freedom of expression between 1918 and his death in 1970.

Joseph Wood Krutch
In his nature writing, he was opposed to cruelty to animals, wild and domestic. He advocated
the preservation of large wilderness areas, not only to protect nature, but as a place where the human
spirit could be properly exercised (1955, p. 221). He was opposed to pollution some years before
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring appeared in 1962. Krutch was attracted to the desert because the
dangers of that land gave him “the vivid assurance that these things, that the universe itself, really do
exist, that life is not a dream [that] reality is pervasive and, it seems, unconquerable” (1955, p. 216).
Edward Abbey was the last intellectual to interview Krutch. Abbey is the most important
nature writer in the second half of the twentieth century (Quigley, 1996; Ronald, 2000). Abbey was
clearly anti-Platonic and often very funny about it. Abbey found fault with various parts of
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Platonism. In 1954 he wrote in his diary; “On Plato’s Republic - The trouble with perfection: it
leaves no room for improvement” (1994, p. 123). Plato complained that the poets lie, but Abbey
wrote; “poetry is necessary. Only poetry can tell the truth” (1994, p. 37). On the other hand, he wrote
ironically that his second wife Rita, was sending him “to the laundry with two pillowcases full of
filthy socks and underwear. Why this continual excrudescence of grease and grime from the human
body? It’s enough to make one a Platonist” (1994, p. 125). This silly remark also emphasizes
Abbey’s belief that Plato disparaged physical reality.
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Edward Abbey after he shot his television
Every idealist from Plato and Plotinus to Descartes and Hegel has repeated that it is
impossible for the little minds of men to comprehend the great mind of God. Abbey had disdain for
all religions, especially those that denigrated the human condition. But he repeated often that “we
puny human creatures with our many tools and toys and fears and hopes [will never] bracket our
world within the boundaries of mind” (1980, p. 203). Abbey used light and dark imagery ironically
and with his dislike of Platonism in mind. He wrote in his diary:
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Reasons I don’t like white: White is the color of sterile paper, of hospital interiors, of
fungus, of toilet paper, of winding sheets, of T. S. Eliot, of cadavers, of Roman
Collars, of God, of chastity, of tombstones . . . of pus, of government documents . . .
of skeletons, of salt mines, of The Cross . . . of surrender, of morgues, of civic
monuments, of glazed eyeballs, of stuffed shirts, of soft soap, of His Holiness, of
false teeth . . . of plaster casts . . . of quicklime, of sleeping pills, of pisspots, of
maggots, of termites, of the Ku Klux Klan . . . of John Foster Dulles, of birdshit . . . of
military cemeteries, of leprosy, of the creeping scrofula, of theology students, of
classicism, of metaphysical idealism, of small lies, of big lies - White is the color of
the Absolute. The absolute Absolute (1994, p. 92).
But he also wrote he hated black:
The little old women, hideously ugly wrinkled shriveled hairy bony starving
miserable life-clutching faces, dressed shawled, stockinged, shod completely in dirty
dusty faded worn and rap-patch-fringed BLACK, the obvious color of Death, of
suffering, of the Church - the Black Pestilence that feeds on Spain and Italy
vampirelike and will not be shaken off.
Abbey abhorred the Platonized Christian image of heaven in the presence of the light of God. Here is
Abbey’s ironic image from the Christianized Platonic Cave:
Consider the Christian . . . Life after death in a world beyond time, beyond space.
Where there is not time there can be no change, no motion, or movement. No space
implies no dimension. And yet we would be conscious - of what? Of God, they say,
of his Love. We shall bask forever in the love of God. (Forever is a long time.) Like
staring at the sun with hands bound, head in a vise, your eyelids taped open - but in
this case without even the hope of blindness or the salvation of shrieking insanity
(1988, p. 341).
Some of his anti-Platonism was crude, although he was actually being self-mocking at the
same time. In 1968 he took a temporary teaching position in North Carolina at “Redneck U” where
he complained, ironically, of the “hours of preparation reading filthy garbage like Homer, and
Shithead Plato, and Dante and that ancient archaic bore Wm. Shakespeare” (1994, p. 221).
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Overlooking the Maze in Canyonlands National Monument
By Jason Hollinger
Abbey used technical Platonic terminology and ideas to express his disagreement with
Platonism. In 1954, he traveled west from New Jersey. “We came by way of the Big Smokies, New
Orleans and Big Bend. Magical places, visions, sensations. Rediscovery of something thought
forever lost. But a something unbelievable, inexpressible, of the nature of a Platonic reminiscence.”
Plato believed that the psyche could remember the Forms that it had experienced as a mind
unencumbered by a material body by what he called “reminiscence.” Abbey reversed the values of
idea and matter, and used Platonic words and phrases to express his love for the physical places he
had visited. Even though he had an M.A. in philosophy, Abbey did not try to contradict idealism
philosophically, he just expressed his disdain.
The world is really nothing but an idea in the mind of God, say the physicistorientalist-mystics. To which my response is: So what? Who cares? What difference
does that make? We still have to live in the world of actual daily experience, of all
those hard objects and firm living bodies that appear to share the world with us. We
are not alone” (1994, p. 311).
He imagined Cartesian solipsism as a horror film:
. . . imagine a living brain removed by clever surgeons from its familiar housing in
the skull. Imagine this living, functioning, conscious brain afloat in a tray of
sustaining liquids . . . thought flashing through the billions of neural synapses . . .
mind aware of itself . . . without connection to eyes, ears, nose, tongue, touch, but
awake and thinking, reworking over and over again its finite storage batteries of
memory - for memory is all it has. Isolated, cut off from contact with any world but
its internal self [it] would have no present, no future, and nothing to hope for but a
lucky accident . . . for the detached and living brain would have no means, no way
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whatsoever, to investigate and determine the nature of its horrifying predicament.
What nightmares then might come half so hideous as its actual and immediate and
inescapable situation?

Arches National Park where Abbey was a ranger
Abbey chose the desert because “In the desert one comes in direct conformation with the
bones of existence, the bare incomprehensible absolute is-ness of being” (1994, p. 185). He had “an
absolute love for something absolute. Infinitely good and sweet and pure and beautiful - immutable.
Forest - mountain - desert - sea!” This makes physical reality and wild nature the absolute of
Plotinus, and abandons human thoughts and God.
North American nature writing evolved in its attitudes about the source of value in nature
from Emersonian transcendentalism to Jeffers and Abbey who were probably Nietzscheans.
Emerson, whom Abbey praised in a short essay, chided Swedenborg for being too explicit about the
symbolism of each part of nature, but Emerson also associated moral concepts such as friendship and
hope with various parts of nature like the sea, the forest and the sky. Thoreau, who was an even more
important influence on Abbey, believed that each part of nature was a symbol of itself. Jeffers
wanted to accept all of nature for itself without symbols that he objected to as human impositions.
But he saw symbols in nature anyway, such as the hawk that symbolized freedom.
Abbey made the final break with reading meaning into nature. He understood that valuing is
something that humans do. “Is the Grand Canyon truly the locus Dei? Perhaps so. The gorge and the
God-term have much in common - both are vast, awesome, incomprehensible . . . and entirely
devoid of content” (1994, p. 113). “What does the desert mean? It means what it is. It is there, it will
be there when we are gone” (1980, p. 94).
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Abbey made a tasteless pair of puns in a passage where he was reflecting on his life as a
National Park ranger in the desert and of the problem of the reality of matter and body: “Under the
sun. Under God. God the fodder, God the ghost, and God the holy sun.” Here we have a silly but
telling instance of the anti-Platonic image of the dangerous desert sun.
Ann Ronald, the most important literary critic of Edward Abbey’s writings, has said that he
believed that his novel Black Sun, was his most important work. This is a book dedicated to his third
wife, Judy Pepper, who died of leukemia in 1970. When she died he wrote in his diary; “What now
is the aim of my life? To sit on a rock in the desert and stare at the sun until the sun goes black”
(1994, p. 227). This passage by Abbey, is derived from Jeffers’ (his favorite poet) tragic,
astronomical image from “Stone Cutters”
. . . the poet as well
Builds his monument mockingly;
For man will be blotted out,
the blithe earth die, the brave sun
Die blind and blacken to the heart:
For Jeffers, Nietzsche had won over Plato in the universe of the post-Platonic society, that had no
meaning except that which was given by the observer. We may value our lives and nature but there
is no god to give any external meaning. Jeffers and Abbey presented a Stoic, not Platonic world of
values. The sun was a mechanical natural process, that Jeffers, very characteristically, personified as
joyful and doomed. There was no Platonic sun of God the Absolute, to shine forever into the
disembodied human mind. Nature was not a prison, nor a cave. It was not sinful, and though it also
was doomed, it set a cheerful model of struggle and courage that we should follow. With Jeffers and
Abbey, Nature herself became a tragic heroine.

Conclusion: What have we learned?
First, I want to say that this is a history of Platonism and it’s influence on the valuing of
nature. It can not stand as a critique of Platonism. There may be no way to critique a well
constructed philosophical system. One may complain that the system led to negative social or
environmental consequences, but that still would not invalidate Platonism or any other fully
developed philosophy.
Second, I want to admit that I now realize that I biased this essay against Platonism by
including statues and paintings of the philosophers and photographs of the landscapes in which they
lived. I now realized that these pictures were not just decorations or even illustrations as I first
intended. As an Aristotelian, I believe that we all live in the here and now, or at least in the there and
then, not in some other world of forms and pure light. By illuminating this essay (using the trope) I
have repeatedly and probably unfairly reminded the reader that he or she is reading this essay in real
time and in a real place, and this of course was a subtle or perhaps not so subtle attack on the
otherworldliness of many of these writers.
The story of light and the cave has provided a clear example of the evolution of the European
attitudes toward nature. The early urban cultures of the Hebrews, the Persians and the Greeks
expressed a positive feeling for nature using this image. About the time of Jesus of Nazareth and
Julius Caesar, esoteric intellectuals and mystics, some of whom were heretical Jews and Christians,
the Gnostics, warped the image of light and truth into a very negative attitude toward nature. Then,
just before the fall of the Western Roman Empire, Plotinus reoriented all of Platonism around the
image of light as truth. The negative attitude toward nature became very common in all classes of
medieval European society, but so did the image of the light of God. Eventually, some of the
peasantry adopted various popular forms of Gnosticism that had one of the most negative feelings
for nature in the history of the human race. We can see, however, that the tiny group of the very
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most intellectual Christian theocrats opposed the denigration of nature and carried on a long and
sometimes bloody battle to defend the sacredness of the creation.
Zoroaster and Plato have had a mixed influence on attitudes toward nature in western
cultures. They were both positive about nature, but there were dualistic elements in their thought that
gave rise, independently, to movements that disparaged nature, although many of their most
intellectual descendants continued to value nature. Their combined power placed the image of light
as divine truth as a major image in western culture. Surprisingly, even in the periods when Platonism
was least influential, for example during the late medieval Thomist ascendance, and during the
Enlightenment, the underlying image of light as truth, and matter as a mirror, but also a shadow,
remained central to intellectual life. It is clear that the late neo-Platonism of Swedenborg led directly
to Emerson, and from there to Thoreau and Muir and the rest of the environmental movement. At the
same time, Nietzsche attacked Platonism in European philosophy, theology, art, music, and literature
so that Platonism lost its hold on European culture in high culture about 1900. In North America,
important nature writers, most notably Jack London, Robinson Jeffers, and Edward Abbey
developed specific anti-Platonic stances that have had a profound positive influence on the way they
presented nature in their works. And yet, it is obvious that the Platonic images of the cave and light
have permitted and even motivated this process by which we have come to value nature more and
more, as we valued ideas and traditional spiritual things less.
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