CONCEPTS CONCERNING THE MOON
IN PLUTARCH’S DE FACIE IN ORBE LUNAE —
FOUND, INHERITED, OR BORROWED IDEAS

LiBA TAUB (CAMBRIDGE)

In considering ancient Greco-Roman concepts about the moon, particularly
with regard to the transmission and legitimisation of different ideas from
different sources, Plutarch’s dialogue On the Face on the Moon (De facie in
orbe lunae) offers an unusual opportunity to consider a number of distinct
views, presented in deliberate juxtaposition within the same work. Indeed, the
dialogue form of the work offered Plutarch the possibility of approaching his
topic from very different perspectives; the dialogue is a particularly convenient
way to introduce distinct — even opposing — concepts to readers. As Scott
Montgomery has noted, De facie has seemingly been used as an “encyclopedia
in the history of lunar studies”: he reminds us of Dreyer’s earlier remark, in his
History of Astronomy, that “all that the most enlightened minds of antiquity
could make out with regard to the constitution of the moon is contained in a
most delightful dialogue by Plutarch”.' In the dialogue On the Face on the
Moon, the participants in the conversation discuss the nature of the “face” that
appears on the moon, as well as the role of the moon in the cosmos. And, while
Plutarch does not include absolutely everyone’s ideas about the moon, he does
cover a good deal of conceptual territory, including questions about the
sources and authority of knowledge itself.

1  MONTGOMERY, 1999, p. 32; DREYER, 1953, p. 189. Regarding Plutarch’s frequent
engagement with ideas about the moon, LESAGE GARRIGA, 2015, pp. 145-154 has
suggested that “it would actually be easier to list [his] works in which the moon is
not mentioned than those in which at least some mention is made”.
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The questions posed by the editors of this volume on finding, inheriting, or
borrowing are particularly relevant when reading Plutarch’s De facie, as he
himself seems to have grappled with — and offered some answers to — similar
questions. In fact, one can imagine that De facie is a response to the questions:
What are the mechanisms of legitimisation? Are there special fields of know-
ledge that are linked to certain societies or social groups? How is “foreign”
knowledge given authority? To what extent are the ascriptions by the sources
concerning the origin of a specific piece of knowledge (found, inherited, or
borrowed) traceable and liable to confirmation? Or might they be unattested,
or even fictitious?”

Plutarch (born before 50 and died after 120 CE) was from Boeotia in
central Greece; he studied philosophy in Athens, visited both Egypt and Italy,
and lectured and taught in Rome. Known as a philosopher and biographer, he
was also a priest at Delphi, and played an important role in the revival of the
shrine there. Especially through his travels, he had opportunities to encounter
many different perspectives. Furthermore, he was heir to several distinct
traditions, both philosophical and religious.

Many of his works are dialogues, written in the tradition of Aristotle rather
than that of Plato: that is, with long speeches and the appearance of the author
himself. Plutarch is, however, regarded as a Platonist, and he was particularly
interested in Plato’s Timaeus. As in the Timaeus, the dialogue juxtaposes the
ideas and arguments of natural philosophers and mathematicians with mytho-
logical accounts. The conversation and discussions reported in On the Face on
the Moon include the consideration of questions grounded in the Greco-Roman
philosophical tradition, as well as mathematical astronomy, relating to the
appearance of the moon, its size and material constitution, and also the
recounting — in a rather circuitous route, from foreign sources — of what seem

2 Several ancient authors offered what might be regarded as satirical or even pseudo-

scientific narrative accounts of travel to the moon; see, for example, Lucian’s 4
True Story and Antonius Diogenes’ The Wonders Beyond Thule (described in
Photius’ Summary [Bibliotheca 166], produced in the ninth century CE); see
REARDON, 1989 for translations of both.
I have previously discussed Plutarch’s De facie, in TAUB, 2008, pp. 57-78. The
present contribution builds upon my earlier work, and has benefitted from
comments made by participants of the Finding, Inheriting or Borrowing?
conference held at Mainz in 2016. I am grateful for the impetus to consider further
the sources of Plutarch’s concepts relating to the moon on an earlier version of this
paper, and for further suggestions from Jochen Althoff and John Patterson.
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to be rather exotic stories (mythoi) about the moon — whether it is inhabited, its
relationship to the soul, and its association with various gods and goddesses.

There are questions that emerge from reading Plutarch’s dialogue that are
relevant to our consideration of the finding, borrowing and/or inheriting of
concepts related to the moon. Does the juxtaposition of rational and mytholo-
gical concepts suggest anything regarding the relative status of these two
seemingly contrasting approaches to describing the moon? Are certain types of
knowledge more valued than others? Are we meant to have a view regarding
the status of the concepts discussed by experts, educated laymen and
Strangers?

Overview of De facie in orbe lunae

The structure of De facie can be understood as a dialogue set within another
dialogue. Both are recounted by the same narrator, Lamprias, who reports an
earlier conversation to the participants of the “larger”, surrounding dialogue.
These participants are: the narrator (Lamprias), two mathematicians (Menelaus
and Apollonides, with the Ilatter identified as a geometrician), a Stoic
(Pharnaces), an Aristotelian named Aristotle, Lucius, who represents the
Academic position, Theon, a literary authority, and finally Sulla, who is
identified as a Carthaginian (942 C), who tells a story at the end.

The work, as we have it, begins with the words of Sulla (quoted by the
narrator, Lammprias), retelling a myth he heard from a Stranger, who in turn
had heard it from the chamberlains of Kronos (945 D); the identity and status
of Kronos will be considered below. This is followed by Lamprias’ report of
an earlier “scientific” discussion about the moon, involving named con-
tributors, and the ensuing conversation by participants in the larger dialogue.
The work ends (at 920 B) with Lamprias, recounting the words of Sulla, and
the myth that he had heard from an unnamed Stranger.’

We do not have the original beginning of the work, and it is impossible to
know what is missing.* The surviving text begins in this way (920 B):

3 “Strangers” play important roles in some Platonic dialogues, notably the Statesman
and the Laws.

4 The beginning of the text appears to be mutilated, see the introduction to Plutarch’s
The Face on the Moon by CHERNISS, 1984, pp. 26f., and 2. As it stands, the
structure of the work does not unfold until the reader is well in to the text.
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[...] 6 Z0Ahag TodT’ sime. “Td Yop €ud POOm TPOoTKEL KAKEIBEY €oTL- 6AN’ i Sl Tl
mpOG TAG ava xelpa tavtog kol St otopatog mact dOEag mepl TOD TPOCHOTOV TG
ceMyNG Tpoavakpovoachat, TpdTov NSEmG Gv pot okd Tuhéchar.”

These were Sulla’s words. “For it concerns my story [mythos] and that is its source; but
I think that I should first like to learn whether there is any need to put back for a fresh
start to those opinions concerning the face of the moon which are current and on the
lips of everyone.™

That the “fresh start” is done to report an earlier conversation only becomes
completely clear well into the text (at 937 C), when the narrator, Lamprias,
states: “So we for our part, said I, have now reported as much of that
conversation as has not slipped our mind”, indicating the fragility of memory
and knowledge. The style of Lamprias’ narration — and his concern for what
might have slipped his mind — gives a sense of reportage. The reader is
encouraged to think that the discussion may have actually taken place amongst
real people. Sulla’s opening words also reinforce the immediacy of the
conversation. He emphasises that the question of why the moon shows a “face”
is widely debated: everyone is talking about it.

The work may be read as being composed of two principal sections, each
with its own style of explanation. The first part (920 B-940 F) is usually
regarded as an exercise in natural philosophy, that is, as a “scientific” debate
about the nature of the moon and its place in the cosmos; the second part
reports a myth, closing the discourse.

Plutarch, through Lamprias, at various points provides information about
the sources of scientific concepts, and of myths. Some individuals are
identified by their area of expertise, others by their allegiance to particular
philosophical schools, for example that of the Stoics.® Portions of the earlier
conversation are reported as indirect discourse (e.g. at 933 F), but most of the
debate is presented directly, as an ongoing exchange.

In the “scientific” section of the work, a number of different — sometimes
conflicting — natural philosophical and mathematical explanations of the
appearance of the moon’s “face”, the source of the moon’s light, the material

5  Translation: CHERNISS, 1984, p. 35. All translations from Plutarch’s De facie are
from this edition, unless otherwise noted.

6 RiHLL, 1999, pp. 76-80 introduces the participants in terms of their areas of
expertise.
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constitution of the moon, and whether it belongs to the terrestrial or the
celestial region of the cosmos are presented. Rival views associated with the
several different philosophical schools (the Academy, the Lyceum, and the
Stoa) are aired. The principal participants are Lamprias and Lucius, well-
educated men, but not specialists. Nevertheless, the standard of conversation is
sophisticated, and specialist, technical works are quoted (for example,
Aristarchus’ On the Sizes and Distances).

So, for example, Lamprias reports the Stoic philosopher Clearchus’
explanation of the face on the moon (920 F-921 A):

[...] sikévag écomtpiciic stvar kol sidoha Tig peydng Baldoong EuQatvOouevo Ti
GEAMVY TO KoAoVOUEVOV TPOG®TOV. 1| T€ Yap OWig avakimpévn moAlaydOev drtecOon
TV 00 Kot €0OVOPIaY OPOUEVOV TEPUKEY, T| TE TAVGEANVOG ODTI TAVIOV EGOTTPMOV
OLOAGTNTL KO 6TATTVOTNTL KAAMOTOV €0TL Kol KaOapdTUTOV.

[Wlhat is called the face consists of mirrored likenesses, that is images of the great
ocean reflected in the Moon, for the visual ray when reflected naturally reaches from
many points objects which are not directly visible and the full Moon is itself in
uniformity and lustre the finest and clearest of all mirrors.”

This is one of many explanations debated by the group; it presumes a degree of
familiarity with contemporary science, including optics and meteorology. The
discussants do not shy away from mathematical arguments, as when later in
the conversation Lucius, speaking to the mathematician in the group in
particular, reportedly said (930 Af.):

aicyovopol pév [...] cod mopdviog, & ¢ile Mevédae, Bécty Gvaipelv pLadnuaTIKYV
domep OepéMov 1ol KOTORTPIKOIG VIOKEWEVNV TPAyHacty: avaykn &’ gimeiv &t 0
pog ioog yiyveoOor yoviag aviklaow zwdoav obte @awvopevov odtodev ovo’
OpoAOYODUEVOY €0TV, GAAD dlafdiletar HEV Emi TV KLPTAV KATOTTp®V, OtV
éupaoelg motfj peilovog €avtdv mpog &v 10 Tig dyewg onueiov, dafdiietar 8¢ Toig
Surtdyolg KaTOMTPOl, AV EmAMBEVTOV TPOC GAMAL Kol yoviag €vidg YEVOUEVIC

£KaTepov TV EMmEdmv Sty Epeacty anodidwot [...].

In your presence, my dear Menelaus, I am ashamed to confute a mathematical proposi-
tion, the foundation, as it were, on which rests the subject of catoptrics [mirrors]. Yet it

7  Translation: CHERNISS, 1984, p. 41.
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must be said that the proposition, “all reflection occurs at equal angles,” is neither self-
evident nor an admitted fact. It is refuted in the case of convex mirrors when the point
of incidence of the visual ray produced images that are magnified in one respect; and it
is refuted by folding mirrors, either plane of which, when they have been inclined to

each other, and have formed an inner angle, exhibits a double image [...].*

The discussion is thoughtful and reflects the high level of education of the
participants. Numerous well-known authorities and their texts — including the
celebrated philosopher Posidonius (ca. 135-ca. 51 BCE) and the astronomer
Aristarchus, who observed the summer solstice in 280 BCE — are cited and in
some instances quoted.’ The scientific section is challenging in its detail, requi-
ring careful attention in order to be understood, and presuming, in places, a
familiarity with natural philosophical and mathematical concepts informing
ideas about the moon, including its place in the cosmos (whether in the
celestial or the terrestrial region), its material constitution, and the source of its
light.

After this scientific section (to 937 C), Lamprias suggests that the time has
come to hear Sulla’s promised story. Up to that point, the participants in the
dialogue had been out walking; he suggests “if it is agreeable, let us stop our
promenade and sit down upon the benches, that we may provide him with a
settled audience” (937 C-D). With this change in setting and posture — a
further indication of the presumed contrast between science and myth — an
eschatological myth dealing with the question of what happens at death is
retold by Sulla. The myth describes the role of the moon in the cosmos: the
moon is the place to which souls go when they have left their bodies after
death (945 A) or have not yet been born into their earthly bodies (943 A).

Sulla refers to his account specifically as a myth (mythos), and he makes
clear he is simply reciting; he is not the author of the story he tells, having
heard it from an unnamed Stranger who had himself learned of it from “the
chamberlains and servitors of Cronus [Kronos] (945 D)”. Before sharing the
myth, Sulla relates the Stranger’s'® account of how he had travelled to
Carthage (where he met Sulla; 942 B-C). The status of Carthage for Plutarch is

8  Translation: CHERNISS, 1984, pp. 107-109.
Posidonius at 929 D and Aristarchus at 932 B.

10 The Stranger (xenos) is first mentioned as such at 942 B; the term xenos has a
range of connotations, some friendlier, some more hostile, than others. For
parallels in Plato, cf. note 3.
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somewhat ambiguous. Prior to recounting the myth, the Stranger (who is first
referred to as such at 941 B) explained to Sulla how he had come to the Isle of
Kronos from a continent on the other side of the Atlantic, west of Britain."! In
other words, a place exotic and possibly unknown.

Lamprias’ report of Sulla’s recounting of the Stranger’s myth is lengthy
and detailed, as was his report about the earlier conversation about the various
concepts relevant to understanding the moon’s “face”. He also refers to
philosophers (including Plato and Xenocrates, head of the Academy from 339-
314 BCE, at 943 F), and to the work of geometers (at 944 A), as well as to the
Homeric poems, and numerous mythological figures. In other words, numer-
ous and varied sources are cited. And various aspects of the moon, including
its material composition (943 F-944 A) are explained; especially its special
status and role in our cosmos.

Sulla reported the Stranger’s words (942 C): “among the visible gods he
said that one should especially honour the Moon, and so he kept exhorting me
to do, inasmuch as she is sovereign over life.” The moon is responsible for the
human soul. The Stranger explained that “most people rightly hold man to be
composite but wrongly hold him to be composed of only two parts” (943 A);
rather, for the composition of man, “earth furnishes the body; the Moon the
soul, and the sun furnishes the mind (nous) for the purpose of his generation
even as it furnishes light to the Moon herself.” Indeed, the moon’s most
important role (for humans) is as the resting place of the soul, when it is not
located within a human body. So, after death “the substance (physis) of the
soul is left upon the Moon and retains certain vestiges and dreams of life as it
were” (944 F); “the Moon is the element [of souls], for they are resolved into it
as the bodies of the dead are resolved into earth” (945 A).

The dialogue ends as it begins in our version, with the words of Sulla,
stating: “This I heard the Stranger relate and he had the account, as he said
himself, from the chamberlains and servitors of Kronos. You and your
companions, Lamprias, may make what you will of the tale.”

How are Lamprias’ listeners and Plutarch’s readers meant to form an
opinion of what they’ve heard and read? As Cherniss points out, “hearing it

11 This geographical introduction (941 A-942 C) has attracted a great deal of interest.
Johannes Kepler, who published a Latin translation and extensive notes on
Plutarch’s dialogue, was convinced that this continent was America. See CHER-
NISs, 1984, p. 21. See also Plutarch’s De Defectu Oraculorum in which Kronos is
described being held on an island near Britain, in COLE BABBITT, 1936, p. 405.
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from Lamprias now, the reader has [the mythological] part at fourth hand and
the geographical introduction of the Stranger at third hand.”'?* Was this
distance from the original source significant for Plutarch in his presentation of
the account of the function of the moon in the cosmos? How is one meant to
judge the source(s) of the concepts described? Philip Hardie argues that
Plutarch’s approach to myth “varies according to the hat that he chooses to
wear at any particular time”; how confident are we that we can identify
Plutarch’s headgear in De facie?" Indeed, it is the diverse wardrobe of “hats”
displayed by Plutarch that is distinctive about his approach to presenting
differing concepts about the moon. At the end of the work, auditors and
readers are invited to choose what they will.

The Sources of the Concepts Presented
in the De facie

Lamprias, the narrator, provides information about the background of the
various individuals named in De facie, including Sulla, and the various
concepts related to different ways of understanding the moon. The information
about philosophical affiliation and expertise enables the auditors of Lamprias’
narration of the earlier conversation, as well as the readers of the work, to form
their own opinions, and to evaluate the ideas presented to themselves. The
sources of the concepts related to understanding the moon — both the scientific
theories and the mythological accounts — are identified, presumably with the
view of helping the readers to assess those ideas.

The background of some of the individuals named in the dialogue is
indicated by the part they play in the discussion, or by overt references.
Lamprias is the narrator of the entire work and mostly speaks in the first
person; he also quotes those who took part in the earlier discussion. He is
knowledgeable about various philosophical positions, criticising Stoic doctrine
and supporting positions identified with the Academy (922 F); he may be

12 CHERNISS, 1984, p. 14.

13 HARDIE, 1992, pp. 4743-4745. HAWES, 2014, p. 127 cautions that “a kind of
poststructuralist position has emerged which emphatically highlights the gulf
which separates our modern, textual sense of myth as a canonical genre from the
more flexible conceptions of ancient writers”; such a flexible conception is helpful
when reading De facie.
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taken to represent the educated layman.'* Sulla refers to Carthage as his
country (942 C);" his main role in the dialogue is to recount the myth. It is not
certain whether he should be regarded as a “mythographer”;'® he is not credited
by Plutarch here with collecting other myths and his status as a purveyor of
myth is ambiguous. Some of the participants in the dialogue are learned
experts in relevant subjects, such as astronomy; others, like Sulla, are present-
ed as having acquired their information almost by chance. At certain points in
the dialogue, specialist expert knowledge is highly valued; at others, the reader
is left wondering how they should judge the sources of information and
explanations on offer.

We can now return to the questions posed earlier: Does the juxtaposition
here of rational and mythological concepts suggest anything regarding the
relative status of these two seemingly contrasting approaches to describing the
moon? Are we meant to have a view regarding the status of the concepts
discussed by experts, educated laymen, and Strangers?

To begin to situate Plutarch’s De facie against the background of his
predecessors, Plutarch’s work had clear and deliberate resonances with Plato’s
dialogue Timaeus. Indeed, Plutarch’s reliance on the form, content, and spirit
of the Timaeus enabled him to emphasise his allegiance to Platonic ideas.
Much of the content of Plato’s dialogues can be described as an attempt by
him to solve various problems in a rational and analytical manner. However, in
a number of Platonic dialogues, myth seems to take over, offering, as it were,
another way of describing the world — an alternative to analytic discourse.'’
But the status of the myth is not always made clear, and is sometimes
ambiguous. Both Plato’s Timaeus and Plutarch’s De facie are concerned with
“scientific” cosmology, and concepts regarding the order and character of
astronomical bodies — including the moon — as well as the place of humans in
the cosmos. Furthermore, both the Timaeus and the De facie incorporate myth

14 Some of the participants here play a role in other of Plutarch’s dialogues, and there
may be the expectation that readers will be familiar with these. For example,
Plutarch identifies Lamprias as his brother in The Obsolescence of Oracles;
Plutarch himself does not appear in De facie.

15 Carthage, on the coast of what is today Tunisia, was originally a Phoenician
colony, later a powerful rival to Rome, and eventually a provincial centre within
the Roman Empire.

16 As suggested by RIHLL, 1999, p. 77.

17 LAMBERTON, 2001, p. 150. On Plutarch’s use of Plato’s Timaeus, see HAMILTON,
1934, pp. 24-30; DEMULDER, 2015, pp. 199-214.
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as part of their conceptual toolkit, used to explicate their cosmological
explanations. In other words, “scientific” (including mathematical) accounts
do not displace the mythological. As in the Timaeus, Plutarch’s dialogue
juxtaposes the concepts and arguments of natural philosophers and mathe-
maticians with mythological explanations. Plutarch was certainly familiar with
Plato’s dialogues; the inclusion of the myth in the De facie very likely was
inspired by Plato’s own incorporation of myth, particularly in his cosmological
dialogue, the Timaeus; at certain points in Plutarch’s dialogue, the Timaeus is
glimpsed in the background.

Let’s recall that as Timaeus begins his account of the cosmos and its origin
(29 C 7-D 3), he addresses Socrates and warns that:

GAL &0y dpa undevog fTTov TapexdUeda €ikOTOC, Ayomdy xpY, HEHVIUEVOVS OC O
Aéyov €yd DuElg te ol kpital evow avOporiviy £xopev, HGote TEPL TOVTOV TOV EIKOTA
pdbov dmodeyopévoug mpénet tovTov Undev £t TEpa {nTeiv.

If we can furnish accounts no less likely than any other, we must be content,
remembering that I who speak and you my judges are only human, and consequently it
is fitting that we should, in these matters, accept the likely story and look for nothing
further.'®

Timaeus presents an account of the origin of the cosmos as a “likely story”,
with many mythic elements. Timaeus rejects the possibility of arriving at the
truth. To attempt to search for a completely true account of the world would be
futile, for human beings can only hope to offer an explanation that is plausible.
The Timaeus has the form of only an “eikos mythos”, because Timaeus
(through Plato) is describing an object of the phenomenal world: the whole
cosmos. Such phenomenal objects cannot be described in terms of absolute
truth, because they do not have the absolute truth and stability which exists
only in ideas. Strictly speaking, for Plato there are no scientific accounts about
the phenomenal world, only myths which approach truth (29 A 2-D 3). At 29
B 3-D 3, Timaeus explains that:

BSe odv mepi e eikdvog Kai mepi Tod mapadeiypotog avTiic dopioTéov, Mg dpa Tovg
Adyoue, Gvrép giotv Enymtai, ToVTOV AdT@Y Kol GLYYEVElS dviag: Tod UiV oLV povipov
kod BePaiov Koi petd vod kotopavode povipovg Kol dpetontdTovg — kad® 86ov olov 1e

18 Translation: CORNFORD, 1937, p. 23.
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Kol AVEAEYKTOIC TPOGHKEL AOYOLC £Tval Kol GVIKITOLC, TOVTOV S&i undev EALeinety — Tovg
8¢ T0D TPOG eV EEIVO amelkaohEVTOC, GVTOg O& €IKOVOG EIKOTAG Ava AOYOV TE EKEIVOV
dvtag: dtutep mpOg yéveoty ovoia, TodTo mPOC mioTy APl Edv oLV, O ZdkpaTed,
TOAAL TOAAGV TéPL, Oedv kal THic ToD Tavtdg yevécewe, un dvvatol yryvopedo movn
TAVTOG 0OTOVG €0VTOTG OLOAOYOVUEVOVG AOYOLS KOl ANKPPOUEVOVG ATOd0DVOL, UN
Bavpdone: GAL €av dpa Undevoc fTTov mopeymuedo ikOTAC, QyOmaY PV, HEUVILE-
VOUG @G O Aéyov €y® VUELG T€ ol Kprtal UGV AvOporivy Exouev, GOTE TEPL TOLTOV
oV gikdTo LdBov Amodeyoévoug Tpémel ToVTov UNdev Tt mépa {nTely.

Concerning a likeness, then, and its model we must make this distinction: an account is
of the same order as the things which it sets forth—an account of that which is abiding
and stable and discoverable by the aid of reason will itself be abiding and unchangeable
(so far as it is possible and it lies in the nature of an account to be incontrovertible and
irrefutable, there must be no falling short of that); while an account of what is made in
the image of that other, but is only a likeness, will itself be but likely, standing to ac-
counts of the former kind in a proportion: as reality is to becoming, so is truth to belief.
If then, Socrates, in many respects concerning many things—the gods and the gene-
ration of the universe—we prove unable to render an account at all points entirely con-
sistent with itself and exact, you must not be surprised. If we can furnish accounts no
less likely than any other, we must be content, remembering that I who speak and you
my judges are only human, and consequently it is fitting that we should, in these mat-
ters, accept the likely story and look for nothing further.'’

Timaeus’ speech can be read as a creation myth, in which the Demiurgos, the
craftsman, fashions the world, its contents and inhabitants. Yet, in the
development of that mythic account, mathematical concepts and details
underpin the structure of the cosmos and, necessarily, the account of its
creation. In other words, the creation myth is closely bound to a scientific
account, even if it is only “likely”.

Plutarch seems to have developed these ideas further, in that he does not
accept scientific accounts of the moon as impossible; however, they are
supplemented by mythological accounts.” In the De facie, the science and the
myth play important but separate roles. Furthermore, the perception that the
two approaches — of science and myth — are completely separate has been
reflected in the way the work has been studied by modern scholars. For us it is

19 Translation: CORNFORD, 1937, p. 23.
20 Cf. ERLER, 2007, pp. 89-92.
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crucial to recognise that the work is a dialogue, in which both myth and sci-
ence play significant roles, offering alternative ways to encounter differing
concepts used to explicate the nature of the moon.

In the surviving version of Plutarch’s dialogue, the discussion of the var-
ious scientific concepts and explanations of the nature of the moon is framed
by a reference by Sulla to the myth that he recounts in the closing portion of
the text. In the opening lines, he is quoted by Lamprias as having said (920 B):
“For it concerns my story and that is its source; but I think that I should first
like to learn whether there is any need to put back for a fresh start to those
opinions concerning the face of the moon which are current and on the lips of
everyone.” We’ve seen these lines before, but now let’s consider Lamprias’
own response (920 Bf.):

i 8’ 0Ok Euéldopev [...] vmo TG év TavTang dmopiag €’ Ekeivag anwobivteg; Mg yop ol
€v voonuact xpoviotlg mpog ta kKo Pondfuata kol tag cuvibelg daitag dnewmdveg
émi xaBoppovg kol mepiomro Kol Oveipovg TpEmovtol, oVtmg dvaykoiov €v dvo-
Oepntolg Kol Amodpolg okéyeoty, dtav ol kowol Kol £voo&ol kai cuvifelg Adyol pun
neibwot, mepdodor TOV ATOTOTEP®V KOl P KOTOPPOVELY AN’ ETAUSEV ATEYVAS EAVTOIG
T TAV TOA®Y Kol 010 vtV TaAN0Eg EEeNEyyety.

What else would you expect us to have done, [...], since it was the difficulty in these
opinions that drove us from our course upon those others? As people with chronic
diseases when they have despaired of ordinary remedies and customary regimens turn
to expiations and amulets and dreams, just so in obscure and perplexing speculations,
when the ordinary and reputable and customary accounts are not persuasive, it is
necessary to try those that are more out of the way and not scorn them but literally to
chant over ourselves the charms of the ancients and use every means to bring the truth
to test.”!

Suggesting that a frustration with the “usual” accounts of the face of the moon
spurred him on, Lamprias offered a detailed report of a discussion of various
scientific explanations of the figure seen in the moon, including a weakness of
our vision (920 C).

Not only is the scientific discussion juxtaposed with myth, but, by one
reading, the scientific discussion is completed by the myth that closes the
dialogue, for it is the concept that the moon is inhabited by human souls that

21 Translation: CHERNISS, 1984, p. 35.
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establishes the purpose of the moon in the cosmos. Indeed, it is this concept
that allows a teleological message to underpin the dialogue: the moon is earthy
in its constitution and thus, in principle, habitable; it therefore can serve a
purpose as the home of souls without bodies. Recall that we are told (at 944 F)
that after death “the substance of the soul is left upon the Moon and retains
certain vestiges and dreams of life as it were”. Furthermore, “the Moon is the
element [of souls], for they are resolved into it as the bodies of the dead are
resolved into earth” (945 A). Just as our bodies have a place after death, so do
our souls. Once again we glimpse Timaeus’ account of the Demiurgos, who
(41D4-E1)

[...] xoi méAv €mi tOV mpdTEPOV KpaTipa, &v @ THY TOD TOVTOC Yoyl KEPAVVUG
£uoyev, ta TOV mpoOchev VIOAOmO KaTEYEITO HioyOV TPOTMOV HEV TveL TOV QDTOV,
axfipoTa 8¢ 0VKETL KAt TOVTH OCOHTMS, GAAL de0TEpa Kai Tpita. ovotTioog 8¢ TO TV
Siethev Yoyg ioapifpovg toig dotporg, Evelpéy 0’ Exdotny Tpog EkacTov.

turned once more to the same mixing bowl wherein he had mixed and blended the soul
of the universe, and poured into it what was left of the former ingredients, blending
them this time in somewhat the same way, only no longer so pure as before, but second
or third in degree of purity. And when he had compounded the whole, he divided it into
souls equal in number with the stars, and distributed them, each soul to its several star.??

The number of souls equals the number of stars; each individual soul is
assigned to a particular star. And, once the souls were divided, they were
shown the nature of the universe, after which each was implanted in a human
body. After completing their life after this first incarnation, those souls that
lived well on earth return to their own original star, to reside there happily (42
B 3-5). Sulla’s account of the Stranger’s myth reminds us of Plato’s version of
Timaeus’ “likely story”: instead of the stars, the moon now has special
significance as the home of human souls. The Stranger’s myth is grounded — as
it were — in Timaeus’ own, and Plutarch’s valorisation of myth is built upon
Plato’s.

In De facie, scientific enquiry and mythological explanation are not set up
as rivals; rather, they are presented as two complementary approaches to a full
consideration of the nature of the moon. While expert knowledge is recognised
and plays an important role in the discussion, the significance of a myth trans-

22 Translation: CORNFORD, 1937, p. 142.
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mitted over distances of time, space and cultures is not derided. Furthermore,
as is emphasised, we have not heard the full explanation until we have heard
the recounting of the ancient myth. Plutarch intends that we should not only
consider the accounts of the nature of the moon, but also the sources and
avenues through which we encounter different concepts.

For this reason, it seems particularly appropriate to further consider the
“finding, inheriting, or borrowing” that is hinted at by Sulla’s report of the
Stranger’s account of the moon, which he, in turn, had heard from the
chamberlains of Kronos. There are several intriguing features of the account,
which lend layers of ambiguity to how the myth might be interpreted and
judged, including the status of Sulla as a Carthaginian, as well as Kronos
himself.

Sulla the Carthaginian plays a key role in De facie; his name is featured at
the beginning of the mutilated version which survives, and his report of the
Stranger’s account of the moon closes the work. That he was a Carthaginian is
emphasised at various points (e.g., 942 C); he is a “foreigner”, who has a story
to report, a story so important that the other participants in the dialogue are
asked to make room for his delivery.

Sulla the Carthaginian in De facie may be the same as the Sextius Sulla, “a
man who lacks neither learning nor charm” (Zé&tog 8¢ XvAlog 6 Koap-
ANOOVI0G, oVTE Lovo®dV 0VTE Yopitev Emdeng dvip), mentioned by Plutarch in
Romulus (chapter 15).> He may also be the Carthaginian Sulla who organised
a welcome-back dinner for Plutarch when he returned to Rome (mentioned in
Quaestiones Convivales 727 B).** Christopher Pelling regards Sulla as “clearly
a very Romanised Carthaginian”, but notes that “this too is eloquent of the
texture of this international society” in which both Sulla and Plutarch reside.”

Indeed, elsewhere in his writings, namely his Roman Questions (76, 282
Af)), Plutarch displays his own cosmopolitism, citing a Greek author, Castor of
Rhodes, to whom he ascribes a similar view regarding the role of the moon as

23 In the context of a discussion of the etymologies of words relating to matrimony,
rape, and spinning.

24 MINAR, 1961, p. 165, note d to 727 B: “Sextius Sulla is a frequent speaker, on a
variety of topics, in the Table-Talk, and has an important role in the De Facie.”
CHERNISS, 1984, p. 3 suggests that he “is probably the Sulla who appears as the
interlocutor of Fundanus in the De Cohibenda Ira (note b, 453 A) but probably not
the same as the Sulla of Quaest. Conviv. 636 A (6 €taipog) and 650 A (one of v
cuvnBav)”.

25 PELLING, 2011, p. 210.
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the resting place of souls. There, the question is asked: “Why do they that are
reputed to be of distinguished lineage wear crescents on their shoes?” Plutarch
wonders “Is this, as Castor says, an emblem of the fabled residence in the
moon, and an indication that after death their souls will again have the moon
beneath their feet; or was this the special privilege of the most ancient
families?”*® Here, Plutarch appears to be referring to Castor of Rhodes, the
first century BCE author of a six-book Chronological Tables treating oriental,
Greek, and Roman history;*’ he may also have been called “Philoromaios”.*®
Following on from his reference to the “most ancient families”, Plutarch notes
that “[t]hese were Arcadians of Evander’s following, the so-called Pre-Lunar
people”, perhaps referring to the minor god, Evander, attested to mainly in
Roman sources, who was said to have fled Arcadia and landed in Rome,
transporting elements of Greek culture, and perhaps introducing the alphabet to
Rome.” Whether Plutarch thought that this concept describing the role of the
moon as a resting place for human souls was originally Greek, or Roman, or
something else, is ambiguous.

And, what is the significance of Sulla, the purveyor of the myth about the
moon, being described as being “from Carthage”? Historically, Carthage, with
its Phoenician origins, was an important power and significant rival to Rome,
until it was destroyed by the Romans during the Third Punic War, in 146 BCE
(Plutarch, in his Life of Cato the Elder 27, recounts how Cato the Elder had
declared that Carthage “must be destroyed”, to save Rome from its threat). In
the end, the city of Carthage was destroyed, while Rome annexed the
remaining territory; in the process, many Carthaginians died, or became slaves.
Carthage was eventually re-founded by Julius Caesar and Augustus; it once
again became a major urban centre, now the capital of the province of Africa, a
crucial “breadbasket” for the Roman Empire. Plutarch himself, in On the
Fortune of the Romans (De Fortuna Romanorum) 317 F-318 A, describes how
Fortuna once looked as if she would favour Carthage, only to decide instead to
abide in Rome:

26 CoOLE BABBITT, 19364, p. 115.

27 TrApPP, 2012, p. 290. See also Plutarch De Iside et Osiride 31, where he cites
Castor as a source regarding the Egyptian sacrificial customs.

28 SMITH, 1867, p. 628.

29 DRUMMOND, 2012, p. 558.
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Tiig 0 TOyng 6&L pév 10 Kivpo kol Opoch 10 EPoOVNU Kol HEYAAaLYOG 1| EATiG,
@Bavovoa 8¢ v Apetnv €yyvg €otiv, o0 mTepoig EAappilovca KoVPOLg E0VTHV 003’
axpodvvyov VIEP Geaipag Twog ixvog kabeioo Tepiopong kol aupiforog mpoceloLy,
g’ dmeioy wdig [...] obtwg 1 Toyn worodumodoo Ilépoog xai Acocvpiovg
Moxkedoviav pév Ehappd d1éntn Kol dneogicato tayémg AAEEavdpov, kai 6t AlyvmTov
kol Zvpiog nepipépovoa Pacireiog diddevoe, Kol Kapyndoviovg otpepopévn moAldkig
éBdotace: 1@ O¢ IMohotio mpooepyopévn kai Swofoaivovca tov OOUPpy m¢g Eotcev
£0nke tag ntépuyag, £EEPN TdV Tedihwv, anéhne TV dmioTov Kol maAioAov cpaipay.
oltog giciiAlev gig Pounv d¢ pevodoa kai ToloTn TAPESTV MG EML TNV Siknv.

But swift is the pace of Fortune, bold is her spirit, and most vaunting her hopes; she
outstrips Virtue and is close at hand. She does not raise herself in the air on light
pinions, nor advance “poised on tip-toe above a globe,” in precarious and hesitant pos-
ture, and then depart from sight. [...], when she had deserted the Persians and As-
syrians, had flitted lightly over Macedonia, and had quickly shaken off Alexander,
made her way through Egypt and Syria, conveying kingships here and there; and
turning about, she would often exalt the Carthaginians. But when she was approaching
the Palatine and crossing the Tiber, it appears that she took off her wings, stepped out
of her sandals, and abandoned her untrustworthy and unstable globe. Thus did she enter
Rome, as with intent to abide, and in such guise is she present today, as though ready to

meet her trial.>

Plutarch Underscores the Ultimate Superiority
of Rome over Carthage

Indeed, by Plutarch’s time of writing, Latin had become the official language
of Carthage, then a provincial capital of the Roman Empire. Nevertheless, it
seems likely that some Punic religious and linguistic traditions survived in and
around the city. There remains a question of how “African” Sulla might have
been: his name seems to be Roman, and not especially indicative of Punic
origin.’' But, it is not even clear exactly what “Carthaginian” (or “Punic”)
might signal; Sandro Filippo Bondi has cautioned that we cannot understand

30 Translation: COLE BABBITT, 1936, p. 331.
31 I thank John Patterson for his suggestions here.
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“Punic” as referring to something that was culturally homogeneous.* In the
context of De facie, Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s point about the “foreignness”
of Carthaginians is apt: “if the Phoenicians play a persistent part in Greek
history, their role in Roman history, through the Carthaginians, is even more
central. Yet though Greek and Roman historians will not let us forget the
Phoenicians of the east and west, they are always treated as ‘the Other.””™

Certainly, elsewhere in his writings Plutarch distinguishes between the
abhorrent customs of the Carthaginians and the judiciousness of ancient
Greeks. In De superstitione 13, he criticises the repugnant sacrificial practices
of the Carthaginians, specifically related to the god Kronos (171 C):

Kapymdovioig ook Elvoitéder Kpttiav Aapodow §| Ataydpav vopobémy an’ dpyilg uite
VoL Soupdvev pite Bsdv vopilew 1| Towadto Bvev ol 1 Kpdve EBvov; ovy domep
"Epmedokhiig enot t@v ta (Pa Budvimv kabamtopevog

popoeny 8’ aAhda&ovta mathp eilov viov deipog

oPalel EmevyoueEVOg Héya VATTLOG,
OAN’ €100TEC KOl YyvDOKOVTEG 0OTOL TO 0DTAV TéEKVH KoO1EpEVOVY, ol &’ dtekvol Topd
TOV TEVITOV ®vovuevol Toudia katéopalov [...].

[...], would it not have been far better for the Carthaginians to have taken Critias or
Diagoras to draw up their law-code at the very beginning, and so not to believe in any
divine power or god, rather than to offer such sacrifices as they used to offer to Cronos
[Kronos]? These were not in the manner that Empedocles describes in his attack on
those who sacrifice living creatures:
“Changed in form is the son beloved of his father so pious, who on the altar lays
him and slays him. What folly!”
No, but with full knowledge and understanding they themselves offered up their own
children, and those who had no children would buy little ones from poor people and cut
their throats [...].>*

32 BoONDI, 2014, pp. 58-67.

33 WALLACE-HADRILL, 2014, pp. 299f.

34 Translation: COLE BABBITT, 1928, p. 493. There are other ancient Greek and
Roman texts which report child sacrifices to Kronos by the Carthaginians; for
example, that credited to Kleitarchos in the Scholia Platonica 337 A, ALLEN et al.,
1938; Bibliotheca Historica (The Library of History) by Diodorus Siculus in
OLDFATHER, 13.86 and 20.14; Quintus Curtius, Historiarum Alexandri Magni
Macedonis, (Histories of Alexander the Great) 4.3, ROLFE, 1946, pp. 194-199. See
also the discussion (with references) in XELLA et al., 2013, pp. 1202f.
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Who was this Kronos to whom the Carthaginians sacrificed their children?
And what are we to make of the references to Kronos in De Facie? Is this the
same Kronos who was confined to an island by his son, Zeus? And, while
Sulla — to some extent — may represent “Otherness” or even the foreign
Carthaginian culture, in De Facie he also reports a myth he heard from a
Stranger. The role assigned to this Stranger may intentionally signal a
backward glance at Plato’s dialogues, for strangers appear in a number of his
writings.”> What are we to make of Sulla’s story, reported by a Stranger, who
in turn had heard it from the “chamberlains and servitors” of Kronos? How are
we meant to judge the value of different types of knowledge, based on such
different (and ambiguously defined) sources?

Ambiguity in the Identification
and Status of Kronos

Kronos first appears in the De facie at 941 A, where we are told by Sulla that
there are a number of islands which lie five days sailing westward of Britain:

Ov v i tov Kpovov oi BapPopor kabeipyBor poboroyodoty Hmd t0d Ad, OV &
aydyov <Bpiapewv> £xovia @povpav tdv 1€ VoV €keivov kol thg Baidtmg, fiv
Kpoviov éhayog ovopdalovot, mopokotmkicOot.

In one of these, according to the tale told by the natives, Cronus [Kronos] is confined
by Zeus, and the antique <Briareos>, holding watch and ward over those islands and
the sea that they call the Cronian main, has been settled close beside him.

Plutarch also wrote about Kronos, under guard by Briareos, in De Defectu
Oraculorum 419 E-420 A, where Demetrius explained that there is an island
near Britain, of which the inhabitants “said that in this part of the world there
is one island where Cronus [Kronos] is confined, guarded while he sleeps by
Briareus; for his sleep has been devised as a bondage for him, and round about
him are many demigods as attendants and servants”.** A number of scholars

35 See note 3 and, for example, HALVERSON, 1997, pp. 75-102.
36 Translation: COLE BABBITT, 1936, p. 405. See note 11 above.
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have suggested that the source of this story is a lost dialogue by Aristotle;’’
this is intriguing, because (as has already been noted), Plutarch’s dialogues,
with their long speeches, are in some ways stylistically more like those of
Aristotle than those of Plato; it is, of course, possible that Plutarch was familiar
with an Aristotelian work lost to us. In any case, Plutarch would have known
Briareos acting as a guard over Kronos from Hesiod’s Theogony (729-735).
According to Hesiod, Kronos was the youngest son of Uranus (Heaven) and
Gaia (Earth) (Theogony 137-138). He was notorious as a god who swallowed
his own children, except for his son Zeus (and this omission was due to a trick:
Theogony 453-491). Was this the same Kronos to whom the Carthaginians
were alleged to have sacrificed children?

But, Kronos was also a celebrated king, representative of a previous
Golden Age, described, for example, again by Hesiod but this time in the
Works and Days (111). Plato also wrote about Kronos. In The Statesman (269
A 7-274 E 3), it is the Stranger who recalls the tale of Kronos’ reign, and notes
that: “We have often heard the tale of the reign of Kronos [...]. And how about
the story that the ancient folk were earthborn and not begotten of one
another?” The younger Socrates affirms, “That is one of the old tales, too
[...].” The Stranger then recounts that how pleasant and easy life was under
the reign of Kronos. In The Statesman, the age of Kronos is but a mere
memory — a legend to be re-told — for those humans alive in the reign of Zeus,
who must live their lives reliant on their own skills, benefited by the gifts and
tuition of other, more practically-minded gods. Plato provides information
about the good life under Kronos, but even as a Platonist, Plutarch draws upon
other sources and other images of the god.

In De Facie, Sulla mentions that Kronos receives great honour in Carthage
(942 C). Elsewhere, in De Superstitione 171 C, Plutarch disparagingly alludes
to the sacrifices made to Kronos by the Carthaginians;™® in On the Delays of
Divine Vengeance (De sera numinis vindicta) 552 A, Plutarch notes that

37 WASZINK, 1947, pp. 137-149; WASZINK, 1950, pp. 639-651, and Bos, 1989.

38 See also COLE BABBITT, 1928, p. 493, note d, explaining that “Plutarch says
(Moralia, 175 a and 522 a) that the practice was stopped by Gelon, tyrant of
Syracuse, after his victory over the Carthaginians in 480 b.c. But see Diodorus, 20.
14 [mentioned above, note 34] which suggests that the practice was later revived.
Cronos here is, of course, the Greek equivalent of Phoenician El (Hebrew Moloch
or Baal). Cf. MOORE, 1897, p. 161”. See also PALMER, 1997, pp. 63-65, on the
identification of the Punic Saturn (thought of by the Greeks as a Punic Kronos, and
Ba’al Hammon.
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“Gelon was furthermore a stout champion of his country, and after defeating
the Carthaginians in a great battle refused their suit for peace until he had
added to the treaty the provision that they should no longer sacrifice their
children to Cronus [Kronos].” There are several clear claims in Plutarch’s
writings that the Carthaginians sacrificed to Kronos. Whether or not this was
historically accurate (and the accuracy of Roman claims about Carthaginian
sacrificial practices is debated),” does this complicate our view of Kronos, and
that of the account of the purpose of the moon, attributed to his servants?

The mythological accounts of Kronos are “marked by paradoxes”, as noted
by H. S. Versnel. He argues that “the stark contradiction between the extreme
cruelty manifested in the first version [in the Theogony] and the utopian
blessings in the second [in the Works and Days, echoed by the Stranger in
Plato’s Statesman] has fostered conjectures concerning different origins”.*°
The Kronos-King-of-the-Golden-Age has been read by some as an “authentic
Greek (or at least Indo-European) contribution”, with Kronos-the-horrible-
child-eater taken to be the product of a different culture, perhaps that depicted
in the Hittite version of the Hurrian Kumarbi (father of the gods) myths,
argued by Hans Gustav Giiterbock as being a forerunner to Hesiod.*' However,
this “borrowing” of an “oriental” or Near Eastern myth by Hesiod (however
indirect the transmission may have been) does not, as Versnel points out,
explain the seemingly contradictory depictions of Kronos by this epic poet,
one of the earliest Greek authors. Given the complications, paradoxes, and
ambiguities inherent in the oldest Greek accounts of Kronos, we should not be
surprised by the difficulties in tracing the precedents of Kronos’ servants’
myth about the moon in De facie.

A rather different possible reading of Plutarch’s Kronos has been suggested
by A. P. Bos, who argues that De Facie provides information about Aristotle’s
theology. Basing his argument on a consideration of Aristotle’s lost dialogues,
Bos suggests that, in Aristotle’s theology, Kronos (in contrast with Zeus) had
responsibility for the practical aspects of life. Significantly, Bos emphasises
that Aristotle’s theology would have been a reaction against that of Plato;** his
interpretation of De Facie provides another, complicating, reading of the work,

39 See, for example, XELLA et al. cited in note 34 above, as well as SMITH et al., 2011,
pp. 853-874; SMITH et al., 2013, pp. 1191-1199; SCHWARTZ et al., 2012, pp. 738-
745.

40 VERSNEL, 2012, p. 395.

41 GUTERBOCK, 1948, pp. 123-134.

42 Bos, 1989, p. 86.
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serving to emphasise the inherent ambiguity contained therein. Whether or not
Aristotle may be regarded as an important source for Plutarch’s depiction of
Kronos in De Facie is debatable; nevertheless, Bos hits upon a crucial point
when he emphasises what he refers to as the “multiformity of the mythical
tradition about Kronos”.* Clearly, there are many layers of possible interpreta-
tion embeded in the reference to Kronos by Plutarch,* via Sulla.

With these ambiguities and layers of complication in mind, let’s return to
the questions posed earlier. How are we meant to judge the value of different
types of knowledge, based on such different (and ambiguously defined)
sources? Are there special types of knowledge that are linked to certain
societies (Greek, Roman, Carthaginian, or Hurrian) or social groups (philoso-
phers, mathematicians, members of the non-specialist educated cosmopolitan
elite)?

Ambiguity permeates the discussion of various concepts related to the
moon, its composition, and role in the cosmos within Plutarch’s De facie. In
terms of finding, inheriting, or borrowing, there is a great ambiguity about the
sources themselves: even our answers to the question of what is Greek, what is
Roman, and what is Carthaginian are blurred. This ambiguity is emphasised by
the closing words of the dialogue: “You [...] may make what you will of the
tale”, an ambiguity — or even a particular form of scepticism — that Plutarch
(apparently) deliberately emphasised.*’

Yet, the Stranger’s myth, as recounted by Sulla, has clear and presumably
deliberate links to Platonic myth. Furthermore, Kronos was very likely chosen
because he represents very ancient time, and this lends more credibility and
authority to the myth. This grounding of myth in distant antiquity — even
incorporating elements of other, foreign cultures, such as Carthage — is, as G.
R. Boys-Stones has argued, a characteristic of post-Hellenistic Platonism, of
which Plutarch is one of the key witnesses. Plutarch believed that the
“traditional theology of the Greek and ancient barbarian nations have their
roots in an authoritative philosophy which derives as such from the earliest

43 Bos, 1989, p. 5.

44  See, for example, BALDRY, 1952, esp. pp. 84-86 on the reign of Kronos. Baldry
suggests that Kronos was associated with the “good old days”, first in Hesiod’s
Works and Days 111 and “later evidence shows that the association with Kronos
was taken for granted both by writers and the common people”. I thank Jochen
Althoff for this reference.

45 KARAMANOLIS, 2016.
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generations of men”. This valorisation of ancient wisdom is crucial for post-
Hellenistic Platonists, who

believed that the unique philosophical tradition of Greece had been established on the
basis of the achievement of a series of brilliant thinkers in the Classical and pre-
Classical period who had succeeded in reconstructing the primitive truth in its entirety,
and that, in consequence, the shortest road to truth would be the one that led back there
through them.*

Of course, some of this wisdom would have been conveyed in myth. Seem-
ingly in direct contradiction to Plato, Plutarch thinks scientific accounts of
nature and the cosmos possible. However, in his view, mythic accounts
supplement the scientific. It may be that, for Plutarch, myths contain a higher
truth than science. This view itself may have been a rather Platonic view,
situated historically in Plutarch’s time and place. The philosophical milieu in
which Plutarch wrote the De Fuacie, and shared the various ideas contained
therein, strongly valued the knowledge to be gained by finding, inheriting and
borrowing concepts from other — and more ancient — cultures.
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