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Time and Time-Before-Time: An Ancient Puzzle1 

Carlo Delle Donne 

Abstract: If time began, had a “time-before-time” ever existed? What kind of time could 

it be? Seneca (Ep. Mor. 88.33) considered this question as one of utmost importance, as 

far as the the concept of time was concerned: “discendum est [...] an aliquid ante tempus 

sit sine tempore; cum mundo coeperit an etiam ante mundum quia fuerit aliquid, fuerit 

et tempus”. In ancient times, this topic had to be debated, although our knowledge is 

unfortunately meagre. The discussion is likely to have been raised on cosmological 

grounds. A passage of text by Proclus (In Tim. 1.277.1 ss.) is worth examinig. There, 

both Atticus and Plutarch are told to have defined the “pre-cosmic time” as “the number 

of the disordered movement which existed before the birth of the world”. Such a 

definition seems to derive from the following theoretical assumptions. 1) Both of them 

proposed a “temporal” interpretation for the Timaeus‟ cosmogony: therefore, there 

should have been a time when the demiurge ordered the pre-cosmic matter and its 

movement, 2) thus making cosmic time begin. 3) Nevertheless, the two believed that any 

movement had to imply time somehow; but there had been a pre-cosmic movement, so 

there should have been a “pre-cosmic time”. Now, we are presented with two 

possibilities as to how to think of such a time. For the Epicurean Velleius 

(Cic.Nat.deor.1.21), time-before-time nulla circumscriptio temporum metiebatur, spatio 

tamen qualis ea fuerit intellegi potest. This aeternitas needs to be deemed as a spatium 

because the pre-cosmic time is not unidirectional. Instead, Plutarch (VIII PQ, 1007c) 

describes the pre-cosmic movement as “a kind of amorphous and indefinite matter   ιε  

of time”. Thus, time-before-time turns out to be a potential reality in so far as it is 

numerically disordered. 

 

Keywords: Plutarch; Cicero; time; Plato 

 

 

I. 

Did time ever begin? If so, was there a „time-before-time‟? And, if this is the case, what 

kind of time could that be? According to Plato‟s Timaeus, time did come into existence 

along with heaven thanks to the activity of the divine craftsman. But Plato is far less 

clear as to which kind of time, if any, there was before the demiurge gave birth to the 

ordered world. Actually, Plato says next to nothing on the matter — plausibly because 

this issue was of no interest to him. Nevertheless, the description of a demiurgic process 

resulting in the generation of time seems to imply — at least on the face of it — the 

existence of some sort of chronological extension for that very process to occur and 

                                                           
1  I would like to particularly thank the reviewers for their precious and enriching comments. I 

dedicate these few pages to the memory of my grandfather. 
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develop. Therefore, it is no surprise that the ancient readers of the Timaeus, regardless of 

their philosophical allegiance, repeatedly tackled the problem.
2
 And by the late 

Hellenistic age, this debate had presumably become „canonical‟ if, according to Seneca 

(Ep. 88.33), it was a routine question whether time came into existence along with the 

world, or it existed even before.
3
  

With regard to this big issue, we can rely on some valuable pieces of evidence. For 

example, in Cicero‟s De natura deorum, the Epicurean character Velleius provides us 

with an original account of time-before-time; moreover, two Middle Platonists too, 

Plutarch and Atticus, significantly elaborated on this same notion. Here, I intend to shed 

light on all of these philosophical proposals. I believe they are likely to present us with 

(at least) three different theoretical approaches to the Timaeus‟ problem that are all 

worth examining in a theoretical perspective. Thus, I will also have the opportunity to 

offer a big picture of what can be reconstructed of this ancient debate, which stemmed 

from the active reading of Plato‟s ipsissima verba. 

 

II. 

But let‟s start with Plato‟s very own words. From Timaeus 37C6 onwards, we are 

provided with three pieces of information regarding time: 

1  Timaeus rather assertively states that “time was born along with heaven” thanks to 

the activity of the demiurge (Tim. 38B6: ρξόλνο δ᾽ νὖλ κεη᾽ νὐξαλνῦ γέγνλελ). 

Therefore, it could also “dissolve” at some point along with the latter, were a dissolution 

ever to happen to them (cf. 38B6-7: ἵλα ἅκα γελλεζέληεο ἅκα θαὶ ιπζ῵ζηλ, ἄλ πνηε 

ιύζηο ηηο αὐη῵λ γίγλεηαη). But, even though the world and time could theoretically be 

dissolved only by the demiurge (32C4), inasmuch as they were generated by him, we 

should expect this never to occur (38C1 ff.: ηὸ κὲλ γὰξ δὴ παξάδεηγκα πάληα αἰ῵λά 

ἐζηηλ ὄλ, ὁ δ᾽ αὖ δηὰ ηέινπο ηὸλ ἅπαληα ρξόλνλ γεγνλώο ηε θαὶ ὢλ θαὶ ἐζόκελνο). For 

the reasons that led the demiurge to give birth to heaven and, along with it, to time, 

grounded as they are on his unchangeable goodness,
4
 are not likely to ever lose their 

validity (29E1 ff.). 

2  What is this „generated time‟ like? We are told that it bears a resemblance to a 

“paradigm”, i.e. “the eternal nature”, to which it is meant to be “as similar as possible” 

 38B8 ff. . But while the “paradigm” is eternally “a being”  38C1 ff: ηὸ κὲλ γὰξ δὴ 

παξάδεηγκα πάληα αἰ῵λά ἐζηηλ ὄλ) — and is hence unhooked from any temporality 

(37E5 ff.) — time is “a mobile image of eternity […] an eternal image of eternity which 

                                                           
2  See Ferrari (2014); Sorabji (1984), 268 ff.; Baltes/Dörrie (1998), 388-398, 412-415. 
3  De divinis humanisque discendum est, de praeteritis de futuris, de caducis de aeternis, de 

tempore. De quo uno vide quam multa quaerantur: primum an per se sit aliquid; deinde an 

aliquid ante tempus sit sine tempore; cum mundo coeperit an etiam ante mundum quia fuerit 

aliquid, fuerit et tempus. 
4  On this issue, see now Johansen (2014). 



CARLO DELLE DONNE  57 

 

abides in unity — an image which moves in accordance with number  37D5 ff. ”.
5
 So, 

generated time proves an endless
6
 copy of eternity. 

3  In order to make such time begin, the demiurge gave shape to seven “planets”, 

which were meant to “distinguish and preserve the numbers of time”. So, generated time 

is an “image” of eternity which moves “in accordance with number”; and such 

“numbers” of time depend on the periodical movements of some heavenly bodies — the 

planets.
7
 

So far so good. Nevertheless, we are left in doubt as far as an eventual “time-before-

time” is concerned. Actually, as I said above, Plato tells us near to nothing on the matter. 

He leaves it open to discussion whether: 

A) no time at all ever existed before the birth of ordered time (and should this be the 

case, he could have had something like eternity in mind);  

B  even though time didn‟t exist before the birth of the world, nevertheless a sort of 

“embryo” of it did exist;
8
 

C) the generation of time by the demiurge should be deemed as happening in a 

different kind of time. 

Be that as it may, as we will see all of these options appear to have more than one 

aporetic side.
9
 

                                                           
5  For a different reading of this passage of text, see Brague (1982), who is followed by 

Cavagnaro (1994). Here I follow the „canonical‟ reading by Cornford (1935), 98 ff. 
6  In the description of time, I take the adjective “eternal” as an instance of the canonical 

relationship of “predicative participation” which links, according to Plato, the ideal 

paradigms to their sensible copies. It goes without saying that a copy cannot encapsulate a 

certain property (e.g. being beautiful, or eternal) as perfectly and as exhaustively as the 

model does; nevertheless, they do have a relationship of eponymia. A different explanation 

of the adjective is provided by Cornford (1935), 98 n. 1. 
7  See Fronterotta (2003), 210 ff. nn. 122-126 and Cornford (1935), 102: 

Time is essentially divided into the three „forms‟, past, present, future; and it 
„moves according to number‟, being measured by a plurality of recurrent 
„parts‟, the periods called day, month, year. Nothing that we can call Time can 
exist without these units of measurement; and these again cannot exist without 
the regular revolutions of the heavenly bodies, the motions of the celestial 
clock. Time, accordingly, is said to „come into being together with the Heaven‟ 
in the sense that neither can exist without the other. […] Plato takes first those 
among their number, namely the Planets, whose special utility to mankind lies 
in their marking off the periods of time and so teaching men to count and 
calculate. He remarks later (47a) that the observation of these regular periods 
led to the discovery of number, to all inquiry into nature, and to philosophy 
itself. 

8  As will be clarified later in the paper, some Platonists seem to have put forward this 

theoretical proposal. 
9  One potential problem arising from A) had to do with the very nature of eternity — how to 

conceive it? An interesting proposal seems to me to be put forward by Cicero‟s Velleius. As 

for B), the major aporetic aspect regards the conceptual framework that a Platonist had to 

rely on in order to elaborate on the notion of “embryo”, or “potentiality”. In relation to this 

point, something worth discussing will emerge from the analysis of Plutarch‟s writings. 

Actually, only C) is not likely to pose any particularly harsh difficulties in theoretical terms. 
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III. 

As far as A) is concerned, it is possible to trace it back to Cicero and his De natura 

deorum.
10

 Here Velleius, the Epicurean character, launches a violent attack on both 

Plato‟s opificem aedificatoremque mundi deum and the Stoic fatidicam Pronoeam, quam 

Latine licet Providentiam dicere.
11

 As for the former, the first inconsistency detected by 

Velleius is the following  1.8.20 : “the one who represented the world not only as being 

generated, but even as if it were an artifact, this same person said that the world would 

be everlasting (qui non modo natum mundum introduxerit, sed etiam manu paene 

factum, is eum dixerit fore sempiternum ”. And soon after he adds: “Can you suppose 

that a man can have even dipped into natural philosophy, if he imagines that anything 

that has come into being can be eternal? What composite whole is not capable of 

dissolution? What thing is there that has a beginning but not an end? (hunc censes primis 

ut dicitur labris gustasse physiologiam id est naturae rationem, qui quicquam quod 

ortum sit putet aeternum esse posse? quae est enim coagmentatio non dissolubilis, aut 

quid est cuius principium aliquod sit nihil sit extremum? ”. In other words: if the world 

is a product of a certain cosmogonic activity, it cannot be the case that it is sempiternum; 

for what is born cannot be aeternum. On the face of it, one could be rather convinced by 

this criticism. 

Nevertheless, if one pays attention to the very words employed by Velleius, a 

semantic fluctuation can be detected. The alleged inconsistency is first put in terms of 

“being born  natum ” vs “being everlasting  sempiternum ”, while soon after it is said to 

exist between “being born  natum sit ” and “being eternal  aeternum ”. Nonetheless, the 

two expressions are all but synonyms. Everlastingness is a temporal category, whereas 

eternity is unhooked from any form of temporality. But that is not the whole story. 

In the end, Velleius comes back to the initial semantic opposition, as he uses 

expressions such as non dissolubilis and nihil sit extremum. So, what this criticism fails 

to properly take into account is the Platonic distinction between “being eternal” 

 Velleius‟ aeternum), which is exclusively peculiar to the „ideal paradigm‟, and “being 

everlasting”  Velleius‟ sempiternum), which happens to be a characteristic of the 

ordered world. Moreover, even the allusion to the necessity for every coagmentatio to 

dissolve some time in the future is likely to neglect Plato‟s argument against it. For as 

has been briefly shown above in 2), the everlastingness of the kosmos depends on the 

unchangeable goodness of the demiurge; therefore, despite its being a coagmentatio, the 

world can be temporally endless.
12

 

                                                           
10  On these paragraphs, see Pease (1955), 182 ff.; Sedley (2007), 139 ff.; Baltes/ Dörrie (1998), 

388-398. 
11  According to the Epicureans, the Platonic and Stoic gods were utterly engaged in a heavy 

and exhausting demiurgic activity, that was inevitably to put their beatitude at risk; on this 

polemics, see Opsomer (2005), Verde (2017), Erler (2017). 
12  See also Plac. 2.4.886E: 

Ππζαγόξαο <θαὶ Πιάησλ> θαὶ νἱ Σησηθνὶ γελεηὸλ ὑπὸ ζενῦ ηὸλ θόζκνλ· θαὶ 
θζαξηὸλ κὲλ ὅζνλ ἐπὶ ηῇ θύζεη, αἰζζεηὸλ γὰξ εἶλαη δηόηη θαὶ ζσκαηηθόλ, νὐ 
κὴλ θζαξεζόκελόλ γε πξνλνίᾳ θαὶ ζπλνρῇ ζενῦ. Att. fr. 6.12: Τνζνῦηνλ δὲ 
ἀπνδεῖ ηνῦ δηὰ ηνύησλ βνεζεῖλ ηῶ Πιάησλνο ιόγῳ ὥζηε ἤδε ηηλὰο θαὶ η῵λ 
πεξὶ Πιάησλνο ἐζπνπδαθόησλ θνβήζαο, νἶο εἶπελ, ἀπέζηεζε ηνῦ δόγκαηνο, νὐ 
δπλεζέληαο ζπληδεῖλ ὅηη θαηὰ κὲλ αὐη῵λ θύζηλ η῵λ πξαγκάησλ ἦλ ἄλεπ ζενῦ 



CARLO DELLE DONNE  59 

 

Unlike the first one, the second criticism is more efficacious. As a matter of fact, it is 

likely to go to the very heart of both the Platonic and the Stoic cosmogony, even though 

it may suit better Plato‟s theory.
13

 The argument runs as follows: if there was a time 

when the demiurge (or the Stoic god) decided to give shape to our world, there had to be 

a sufficient reason for that decision to be made at that precise time; but what could such 

reason be?
14

 Moreover, what did the demiurge use to do before the beginning of his 

cosmogonic activity? Had he been sleeping for all that period?
15

 Now, Platonists used to 

counter these objections, and they sometimes reached interesting solutions.
16

 But, 

however remarkable all this controversy may be, this is not what I will focus on. For 

soon after asking whether mundi aedificatores […] innumerabilia saecla dormierint, 

Velleius provides us with an interesting account of what these saecla preceding time 

were like: 

 

Ab utroque autem sciscitor cur mundi aedificatores repente exstiterint, innumerabilia 

saecla dormierint; non enim si mundus nullus erat saecla non erant (saecla nunc dico non 

ea quae dierum noctiumque numero annuis cursibus conficiuntur; nam fateor ea sine 

mundi conversione effici non potuisse; sed fuit quaedam ab infinito tempore aeternitas, 

quam nulla circumscriptio temporum metiebatur, spatio tamen qualis ea fuerit intellegi 

potest, quod ne in cogitationem quidem cadit ut fuerit tempus aliquod nullum cum tempus 

esset) — isto igitur tam inmenso spatio quaero Balbe cur Pronoea vestra cessaverit.  

Moreover I would put to both of you the question, why did these deities suddenly awake 

into activity as world-builders after countless ages of slumber? For though the world did 

not exist, it does not follow that ages did not exist — meaning by ages, not periods made 

up of a number of days and nights in annual courses, for ages in this sense I admit could 

not have been produced without the circular motion of the firmament; but from the infinite 

past there has existed an eternity not measured by limited divisions of time, but of a nature 

intelligible in terms of extension; since it is inconceivable that there was ever a time when 

time did not exist. Well then, Balbus, what I ask is, why did your Providence remain idle 

all through that extent of time of which you speak. (trans. after Rackham17) 

Now, in this passage of text, there are at least two aspects which need to be taken 

into account and (hopefully) clarified. First, we are expected to have a precise 

understanding of the point being made, and to be able to accurately reconstruct how the 

                                                           
βνπιήζεσο θαὶ δπλάκεσο ἐπηλνῆζαη νὔηε ηὸ γελόκελνλ ἄθζαξηνλ νὔηε ηὸ κὴ 
θζαξεζόκελνλ γελλεηὸλ ὄλ. Ὅηαλ δὲ ηὴλ ἀξίζηελ ηηο αἰηίαλ ἐπηζηήζῃ ηὴλ ἐθ 
ζενῦ, δεῖ ηαύηελ ἡγεκόλα η῵λ πάλησλ ιαβόληα κεδὲλ αὐηὴλ η῵λ ἄιισλ αἰηίαλ 
ἀπνθαίλεηλ ρείξνλα. Γεινῖνλ γὰξ δηόηη κὲλ γέγνλέ ηη δηὰ ηνῦην θζαξῆλαη, εἰ δὲ 
ὁ ζεὸο βνύιεηαη, κὴ θζαξῆλαη, θαὶ δηόηη κέλ ηη ἀγέλλεηόλ ἐζηη ἔρεηλ ἰζρὺλ ηνῦ 
κὴ θζαξῆλαη, ηὴλ δὲ παξὰ ηνῦ ζενῦ βνύιεζηλ ἐλδεῖλ πξὸο ηὸ ἄθζαξηνλ 
ηεξῆζαί ηη η῵λ γελνκέλσλ. 

13  Baltes/ Dörrie (1998), 394. Baltes (1998), 395 interrogatively alludes to Panaetius, fr. 64-69 

van Straaten as the possible Stoic target of Velleius‟ criticism. 
14  The archetype of this criticism is to be found in Parm. fr. 8.10-11 D.K.: ηί δ‟ ἄλ κηλ θαὶ 

ρξένο ὦξζελ/  ζηεξνλ ἢ πξόζζελ, ηνῦ κεδελὸο ἀξμάκελνλ, θῦλ; On this text, see Sedley 

(2007), 142 n. 20.  
15  See also Lucr. 5.156 ff. and Diog. Oen. frr. 20-21 Smith. 
16  E.g. see Atticus fr. 45 Baltes and Baltes/Dörrie (1998), 393. 
17  Rackham (1933). 
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general argument runs; second, we should wonder whether the piece of philosophy 

concerning the saecla is to be deemed as Epicurean — hence, one Velleius does side 

with — or not. And should the second option be the case, it would be necessary to 

reconstruct the argumentative function of that dialectical assumption. In order to shed 

light on the latter points, a look at the relevant Epicurean literature will be beneficial. 

The first assumption emerging from the text deals with the split between the 

existence of the world and that of time: non enim si mundus nullus erat saecla non 

erant. Or rather, it is not exactly „time‟ at issue here, but what Velleius calls saecla. One 

can be sure of the importance of this linguistic choice because Velleius himself stresses 

its relevance. But what does saecla precisely allude to? The Epicurean immediately 

rules out one possible reading: the saecla are not to be identified with those “temporal 

ranges” which result from the “number of days and nights, or the annual revolutions” 

(cf. saecla nunc dico non ea quae dierum noctiumque numero annuis cursibus 

conficiuntur). For it is exactly this kind of ordered time, depending on the movements of 

the planets, that Platonists  along with Plato  describe as being generated “together with 

heaven”  cf. nam fateor ea sine mundi conversione effici non potuisse) 

So, it is at this point that Velleius introduces a version of option A)
18

 above as the 

proper reading of saecla. When considering time-before-time, we should refer to an 

aeternitas, which ought to be thought of as “infinite” and “uncountable”  cf. fuit 

quaedam ab infinito tempore aeternitas; innumerabilia saecla). But how could we 

conceive such an eternity, given that it cannot be measured or described by means of any 

“temporal delimitation”  cf. quam nulla circumscriptio temporum metiebatur)? Velleius 

soon provides us with an interesting piece of information: spatio tamen qualis ea fuerit 

intellegi potest. How are we expected to read (and, hence, translate) the word spatium 

here? As every Latin dictionary shows, the word covers two semantic fields: both that of 

extension in time and that of extension in space. I think that it is precisely this 

constitutive ambiguity of the word that is being exploited here. In other words, in order 

to think of and describe an extension deprived of any temporality like aeternitas, a non-

temporal word, and yet one somehow related to the idea of „extension‟, is required; I 

mean, what is needed is a word which could allude to an extension ontologically 

different from that of time: to a spatial extension, for example. Therefore — Velleius 

seems to me to put forward — let‟s think of saecla, or aeternitas, even as if they were 

something spatial, provided that any reference to “time” is utterly eliminated.
19

 

                                                           
18  I.e. no time at all ever existed before the birth of ordered time. 
19  One reviewer has put forward the following objection to my argument: 

The author argues that spatium should be understood as spatial extension as 
opposed to temporal extension. This view calls for explanation. Particularly, 
what does it mean that spatial extension existed before time? This claim leaves 
open the possibility that there was a time before time; a time when spatial 
extension existed. 

 Now, when I maintain that the semantic richness of spatium (and particularly its spatial 

meaning) turns out to be useful in order to make something of aeternitas, I do not mean that 

aeternitas equates to a spatial extension. Rather, what I am speculating upon is the datum of 

the aporetic nature of the notion of aeternitas. Since this idea exceeds the limits of any 

temporal terminology, it seems to me that, to Velleius‟ eyes, another dimension like that of 

space (along with its semantic field) appeared more promising. In other words, aeternitas is 
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So, the general argument against Plato turns out to run as follows: let‟s assume that 

time comes into existence along with the world; and let‟s also assume that there was no 

time before the birth of time, so that the very process of generation of time held by the 

demiurge took place in something like an aeternitas;
20

 let‟s then think of this aeternitas 

as if it were a dimension intrinsically different from time, thus being much more similar 

to space (spatium) than to time; according to the Epicurean, it is still open to question 

why, in that spatium, the Stoic Pronoea and the Platonic demiurge remained 

cosmologically motionless (isto igitur tam inmenso spatio quaero Balbe cur Pronoea 

vestra cessaverit).  

Now, one should wonder whether this argument is shared by Velleius or not. In other 

words, is such a conception of time-before-time as a spatial-like eternity a piece of 

genuine Epicurean philosophy? As far as the extant Epicurean texts dealing with time 

are concerned,
 21

 a negative answer seems likely. For, inasmuch as time is defined as an 

“accident of accidents”,
22

 it actually depends on any world-like atomic configuration. To 

state it more precisely: since atoms are as eternal in their motion as the existence of void 

is, the number of such accidental world-like compounds is infinite. As a consequence, 

since time depends on the atomic motion, and this motion is eternal, time has no 

beginning at all. Therefore, there could not be any time-before-time, according to the 

Epicureans.  

In light of this, Velleius‟ argument should be deemed as merely dialectical. So, as a 

general reconstruction, I propose to place all the pieces in the following order:
23

 

1) The initial Epicurean criticism against „creationism‟
24

 was likely to be directed 

against the possibility of a birth of time along with the voluntary generation of the world 

by the demiurge. For the demiurge had to choose a certain time in order to start his 

cosmological activity; but, what „time‟ could that be, if the „cosmological time‟ was 

born later, along with the world? And, as far as that pre-cosmic phase is concerned, in 

                                                           
so different from time that, paradoxically, it might be more properly described as if it were 

something spatial. See also Ferrari (2014), 274-275, who nonetheless observes that this 

spatial conception is likely to rule out the idea (that is typical of time) of irreversibility; in 

fact, even if this problem was perceived as such by the Epicureans, it is precisely because 

eternity is utterly other than time that the idea of irreversibility too should simply be put 

aside. 
20  Baltes/Dörrie (1998), 393-394. 
21  See Verde (2007), (2008), (2009), (2009a). 
22  See Sext. P. 3.137: ἖πίθνπξνο δέ, θαζὼο Δεκήηξηνο ὁ Λάθσλ θεζί, ζύκπησκα 

ζπκπησκάησλ, παξεπόκελνλ ἡκέξαηο ηε θαὶ λπμὶ θαὶ ὥξαηο θαὶ πάζεζη θαὶ ἀπαζείαηο θαὶ 

θηλήζεζη θαὶ κνλαῖο and Sext. S. 10.181: Δνθεῖ δὲ θαὶ εἰο ηνὺο πεξὶ ἖πίθνπξνλ θαὶ 

Δεκόθξηηνλ θπζηθνὺο ηνηαύηε ηηο ἀλαθέξεζζαη ηνῦ ρξόλνπ λόεζηο “ρξόλνο ἐζηὶλ 

ἡκεξνεηδὲο θαὶ λπθηνεηδὲο θάληαζκα”, θαζ‟ ἣλ πάιηλ ἄπνξόο ἐζηηλ ἡ [πεξὶ] ηνῦ ρξόλνπ 

θύζηο. See also Lucr. 1.418 ff.: tempus item per se non est, sed rebus ab ipsis/ consequitur 

sensus, transactum quid sit in aevo,/ tum quae res instet, quid porro deinde sequatur;/ nec 

per se quemquam tempus sentire fatendumst/ semotum ab rerum motu placidaque quiete 

(459 ff.), along with Zinn (2016). 
23  See also Sedley (2007), 144-145. 
24  The term might sound odd and even misleading; I use it in the same sense as Sedley (2007) 

does. 
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which sense is it possible to use expressions such as „later‟ and any other temporally 

qualified one, if time did not exist at all?
25

 More generically, is it possible to think of and 

describe that phase in non-temporal terms at all? The Epicureans were likely to give a 

negative answer to the question. 

2) Nevertheless, the Platonists could reply that any temporal expression, if referred to 

the pre-cosmic phase, had to be read metaphorically, and not literally.
26

 For time-before-

time is not time at all, but eternity, whose nature might be conceived e.g. even in spatial 

terms, provided that it is not conceived in temporal terms. 

3) At this point, the Epicureans could decide to take such an account of eternity into 

account, for the Platonic conception appeared to them to be as aporetic as it was at the 

very beginning. Even if one admits that before the birth of time something like a 

“spatial” eternity existed, it still remains problematic to identify the sufficient reason for 

the demiurge to have decided to interrupt his eternal motionlessness.  

 

IV. 

An instance of the line of thought stated in B  is to be found in Plutarch‟s VIII Platonica 

Quaestio (hereafter PQ), where the author provides us with a rather different solution as 

far as the nature of time-before-time is concerned. As will soon become clear, he 

originally elaborates on the notion of “matter”, presumably combining both Platonic and 

Aristotelian themes. But I will come back to this later. Let‟s start with some general 

remarks on Plutarch‟s cosmology,
27

 which are likely to be necessary to fully understand 

his conception of time.  

Plutarch was utterly convinced of the fact that Platonic philosophy was potentially 

systematic and coherent.
28

 Nevertheless, Plato had not always been clear and consistent 

in his works; therefore, he had himself made it necessary, for his followers, to explain 

“the untold” so to speak, and to solve all the possible inconsistencies. For example, a  in 

the Phaedrus (245C 5 ff.), he had written that there could not be any movement unless 

there be a soul responsible for it; but b) in the Timaeus (e.g. 30A 5 ff.), he had stated 

that, before the birth of the world and of its soul, there was a chora which did move in a 

disorderly manner; c) therefore, should Plato ever be consistent, he had to believe in the 

existence of a pre-cosmic soul, which should be responsible for pre-cosmic movement. 

Or rather, this was the consequence Plutarch considered to be inevitable for Plato‟ 

argument to run successfully. 

But what are we to think of time? In the VIII PQ, we are told that time is inextricably 

linked to the cosmic soul, and that it “was born” just as the cosmic soul “was born”. 

Actually, they were born together. In particular, time turns out to be „coextensive‟ with 

the movement of the cosmic soul inasmuch as that movement is mathematically ordered 

(1007C: κᾶιινλ δὲ θίλεζηο νὖζα θαὶ ηάμηο αὐηὴ θαὶ ζπκκεηξία ρξόλνο θαιεῖηαη). 

Therefore, time should not be defined through the means of a mere “accident”  1007B: 

ἀπὸ ζπκβεβεθόηνο ὁξηδόκελνη) — e.g. by making it a „supervening property‟ of 

                                                           
25  See Io. Aet. 117-118, 141-142 for an attempt at a solution, with Sorabji (1984), 269. 
26  On these hermeneutic approaches, see now Petrucci (2019). 
27  See Ferrari (1995). 
28  Ferrari (2016), (2017); Donini (2011). 
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movement in general
29

 (1007B: νὐ γὰξ πάζνο νὐδὲ ζπκβεβεθὸο ἧο ἔηπρε θηλήζεσο ὁ 

ρξόλνο ἐζηίλ) as Aristotle,
30

 Speusippus
31

 and the Stoics
32

 had done. On the contrary, it 

is its “essence” or “power” that should be considered  1007B: ηὴλ δ᾽ νὐζίαλ αὐηνῦ θαὶ 

ηὴλ δύλακηλ νὐ ζπλνξ῵ληεο), were a true definition of it to be provided. And that is what 

even Pythagoras
33

 and Pindarus
34

 had — however inchoatively — done. 

So, time needs to be credited with a stable ontological status. And Plutarch believes 

himself to be properly delivering on such a requirement when he provides us with the 

following description (1007B, 1007D, trans. after H. Cherniss):  

For time is […] cause and potency and principle  αἰηία δὲ θαὶ δύλακηο θαὶ ἀξρὴ) of that 

which holds together all the things that come to be, i.e. of the symmetry and order in 

which the nature of the whole universe, being animate, is in motion (ηῆο πάληα 

ζπλερνύζεο ηὰ γηγλόκελα ζπκκεηξίαο θαὶ ηάμεσο, ἣλ ἡ ηνῦ ὅινπ θύζηο ἔκςπρνο νὖζα 

θηλεῖηαη . […] Time, then, since it is thus necessarily implicated and connected with the 

                                                           
29  So, the mistake proves twofold: 1) time should not be defined by means of one of its 

“accidental properties”  ἀπὸ ζπκβεβεθόηνο ὁξηδόκελνη), such as its being numerical 

somehow; 2  and it should not be reduced to a mere “affection” or “accident” of another 

substance (νὐ γὰξ πάζνο νὐδὲ ζπκβεβεθὸο ἧο ἔηπρε θηλήζεσο). 
30  1007A: ῥεηένλ νὖλ ηνὺο ὑπὸ ηνύησλ ηαξαηηνκέλνπο δἰ ἄγλνηαλ νἴεζζαη ηὸλ ρξόλνλ “κέηξνλ 

εἶλαη θηλήζεσο θαὶ ἀξηζκὸλ θαηὰ ηὸ πξόηεξνλ θαὶ  ζηεξνλ”, ὡο Ἀξηζηνηέιεο εἶπελ.  
31  ibid.: ἤ “ηὸ ἐλ θηλήζεη πνζόλ” ὡο Σπεύζηππνο. See Parente (1980), 334-335; at page 335, the 

scholar maintains: „Speusippo definisce anzi il tempo per mezzo del puro concetto di 

quantità, forse aggiungendo ἐλ θηλήζεη proprio per chiarire che qui sta la diversità dalla 

grandezza spaziale, immobile.‟  
32  ibid.: ἢ “δηάζηεκα θηλήζεσο” ἄιιν δ᾽ νὐδὲλ ὡο ἔληνη η῵λ Σησηθ῵λ, ἀπὸ ζπκβεβεθόηνο 

ὁξηδόκελνη ηὴλ δ᾽ νὐζίαλ αὐηνῦ θαὶ ηὴλ δύλακηλ νὐ ζπλνξ῵ληεο. 
33  1007B: ὅ ηε Ππζαγόξαο, ἐξσηεζεὶο ηί ρξόλνο ἐζηί, ηὴλ ηνύηνπ ςπρὴλ εἰπεῖλ. This attempt at 

a definition is to be compared with that provided by Aristot. Phys. 218B1: νἱ κὲλ γὰξ ηὴλ 

ηνῦ ὅινπ θίλεζηλ εἶλαί θαζηλ, νἱ δὲ ηὴλ ζθαῖξαλ αὐηήλ. It should be noticed that, according 

to Cherniss (1935), 214-216, here Aristotle is not alluding to „the Phytagorean definition of 

time at all, but merely [to] a traditional symbolic name for the heavens‟ (p. 216; see Cael. 

279a11-18, where Cherniss sees a reference to this Pythagorean doctrine:  Ἅκα δὲ δῆινλ ὅηη 

νὐδὲ ηόπνο νὐδὲ θελὸλ νὐδὲ ρξόλνο ἐζηὶλ ἔμσ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ. ἖λ ἅπαληη γὰξ ηόπῳ δπλαηὸλ 

ὑπάξμαη ζ῵κα· θελὸλ δ‟ εἶλαί θαζηλ ἐλ ᾧ κὴ ἐλππάξρεη ζ῵κα, δπλαηὸλ δ‟ ἐζηὶ γελέζζαη· 

ρξόλνο δὲ ἀξηζκὸο θηλήζεσο· θίλεζηο δ‟ ἄλεπ θπζηθνῦ ζώκαηνο νὐθ ἔζηηλ. Ἔμσ δὲ ηνῦ 

νὐξαλνῦ δέδεηθηαη ὅηη νὔη‟ ἔζηηλ νὔη‟ ἐλδέρεηαη γελέζζαη ζ῵κα. Φαλεξὸλ ἄξα ὅηη νὔηε 

ηόπνο νὔηε θελὸλ νὔηε ρξόλνο ἐζηὶλ ἔμσ). The scholar gives much more importance to fr. 

201 Rose (Ππζαγόξνπ θηινζνθίαο πξώηῳ γξάθεη Ἀξηζηνηέιεο ηὸλ κὲλ νὐξαλὸλ εἶλαη ἕλα, 

ἐπεηζάγεζζαη δ‟ ἐθ ηνῦ ἀπείξνπ ρξόλνλ ηε θαὶ πλνὴλ θαὶ ηὸ θελὸλ ὃ δηνξίδεη ἑθάζησλ ηὰο 

ρώξαο ἀεί , which he reads together with Zeno‟s disproval of the conception of time as a 

continuum of discrete units (Aristot. Phys. 239B8-9: νὐ γὰξ ζύγθεηηαη ὁ ρξόλνο ἐθ η῵λ λῦλ 

η῵λ ἀδηαηξέησλ, ὥζπεξ νὐδ‟ ἄιιν κέγεζνο νὐδέλ; 29-30: ζπκβαίλεη δὲ παξὰ ηὸ ιακβάλεηλ 

ηὸλ ρξόλνλ ζπγθεῖζζαη ἐθ η῵λ λῦλ· κὴ δηδνκέλνπ γὰξ ηνύηνπ νὐθ ἔζηαη ὁ ζπιινγηζκόο). 

Such a “granular” conception of time is considered as Pythagorean by Cherniss.  
34  1007B: ηὴλ δ᾽ νὐζίαλ αὐηνῦ θαὶ ηὴλ δύλακηλ νὐ ζπλνξ῵ληεο, ἣλ ὅ ηε Πίλδαξνο ἔνηθελ νὐ 

θαύισο ὑπνλν῵λ εἰπεῖλ „ἄλαθηα ηὸλ πάλησλ ὑπεξβάιινληα ρξόλνλ καθάξσλ‟. Both 

Pythagoras and Pindarus credited time with a form of substantiality, for the former reduced 

it to the world soul, whereas the latter described it as a „lord […] who excels all the beatified 

Gods‟.  
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heaven (ν ησο νὖλ ἀλαγθαίαλ πξὸο ηὸλ νὐξαλὸλ ἔρσλ ζπκπινθὴλ θαὶ ζπλαξκνγὴλ ὁ 

ρξόλνο), is not simply motion (νὐρ ἁπι῵ο ἐζηη θίλεζηο), but, as has been said, motion in 

an orderly fashion that involves measures, limits and revolutions (θίλεζηο ἐλ ηάμεη κέηξνλ 

ἐρνύζῃ θαὶ πέξαηα θαὶ πεξηόδνπο).  

But this is not the whole story. For, as long as he is a loyal Platonic philosopher, 

Plutarch also needs to consider Plato‟s definition of time as the “mobile image of 

eternity”. Thus, he sets out to integrate it within his theoretical framework: just as the 

sensible world is an image of the essence of god, i.e. of his being “what really is”, time 

is the image of the eternity of god (1007D, trans. after Cherniss): 

They are both semblances of god, the universe of his essence and time a semblance in 

motion of his eternity, even as in the realm of becoming the universe is god (εἰθόλεο δ᾽ 

εἰζὶλ ἄκθσ ηνῦ ζενῦ, ηῆο κὲλ νὐζίαο ὁ θόζκνο ηῆο δ᾽ ἀηδηόηεηνο ὁ ρξόλνο ἐλ θηλήζεη, 

θαζάπεξ ἐλ γελέζεη ζεὸο ὁ θόζκνο). 

In all this, one cannot but notice the strong similarity between Plutarch's and 

Plotinus‟ accounts.
35

 First of all, both of them identify time with the regular and ordinate 

activity of the cosmic soul — even though Plotinus considered this soul as a 

metaphysical principle;
 36

 moreover, both of them rely upon and elaborate on Plato‟s 

conception of time as the „image of eternity‟; and, last but not least, the doxography they 

quote and comment on is rather the same.
 37

 So, it seems to me that all this points to a 

significant dependence of Plotinus on Plutarch‟s theoretical elaboration. That is why, if 

one compares the passage of text quoted above with the following ones by Plotinus, the 

similarities will appear to be striking (3.7.12.1-4; 22 ff.; 11.40 ff., trans. after Gerson
38

): 

We must think of the nature of time as the extent of the kind of life which consists of 

changes that are even and uniform in their silent procession, while it maintains continuity 

of activity (ἡ θύζηο α ηε ρξόλνο, ηὸ ηνηνύηνπ κῆθνο βίνπ ἐλ κεηαβνιαῖο πξνηὸλ ὁκαιαῖο 

ηε θαὶ ὁκνίαηο ἀςνθεηὶ πξνηνύζαηο, ζπλερὲο ηὸ ηῆο ἐλεξγείαο ἔρνλ  […]. For this reason, it 

is also said that time came to be at the same time as this universe, because soul generated 

it along with it. For it was in an activity of this kind that this universe, too, was generated. 

And this activity is time, but the universe is in time (Δηὸ θαὶ εἴξεηαη ἅκα ηῶδε ηῶ παληὶ 

γεγνλέλαη, ὅηη ςπρὴ αὐηὸλ κεηὰ ηνῦδε ηνῦ παληὸο ἐγέλλεζελ. ἖λ γὰξ ηῇ ηνηαύηῃ ἐλεξγείᾳ 

θαὶ ηόδε γεγέλεηαη ηὸ πᾶλ· θαὶ ἡ κὲλ ρξόλνο, ὁ δὲ ἐλ ρξόλῳ . […] Would it, then, make 

any sense to say that time is the life of the soul in its changing motion from one way of 

living to another (Εἰ νὖλ ρξόλνλ ηηο ιέγνη ςπρῆο ἐλ θηλήζεη κεηαβαηηθῇ ἐμ ἄιινπ εἰο 

ἄιινλ βίνλ δσὴλ εἶλαη, ἆξ‟ ἂλ δνθνῖ ηη ιέγεηλ)? For if eternity is life in stability, identity, 

and sameness, and is unlimited from the start, and time must be an image of eternity, just 

as this universe is related to the one above, then instead of the life above we must say 

equivocally, in a way, that there is another life, that of this power of the soul; and instead 

of intellectual motion, there is the motion of a part of the soul (Εἰ γὰξ αἰώλ ἐζηη δσὴ 

ἐλ ζηάζεη θαὶ ηῶ αὐηῶ θαὶ ὡζαύησο θαὶ ἄπεηξνο ἤδε, εἰθόλα δὲ δεῖ ηνῦ αἰ῵λνο ηὸλ ρξόλνλ 

εἶλαη, ὥζπεξ θαὶ ηόδε ηὸ πᾶλ ἔρεη πξὸο ἐθεῖλν, ἀληὶ κὲλ δσῆο ηῆο ἐθεῖ ἄιιελ δεῖ δσὴλ ηὴλ 

ηῆζδε ηῆο δπλάκεσο ηῆο ςπρῆο ὥζπεξ ὁκώλπκνλ ιέγεηλ εἶλαη θαὶ ἀληὶ θηλήζεσο λνεξᾶο 

ςπρῆο ηηλνο κέξνπο θίλεζηλ).  

                                                           
35  See Thévenaz (1938), 96; Cherniss (1976), 86, n. a; Chiaradonna (2003). 
36  That is to say, as a hypostasis: see Chiaradonna (2003), 243. 
37  See 3.7.7-10. 
38  Gerson (2018). 
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So, according to both Plotinus and Plutarch, time is to be considered as the energeia 

of the cosmic soul, which both of them describe as being essentially regular (κεηαβνιαῖο 

πξνηὸλ ὁκαιαῖο ηε θαὶ ὁκνίαηο ἀςνθεηὶ πξνηνύζαηο VS ηῆο πάληα ζπλερνύζεο ηὰ 

γηγλόκελα ζπκκεηξίαο θαὶ ηάμεσο) and continuous (ζπλερὲο ηὸ ηῆο ἐλεξγείαο ἔρνλ VS εἰ 

κέιιεη … κεδέπνηε δηαιύεζζαη γηγλόκελνλ
39

). Moreover, while Aristotle argued for the 

dependence of time on the individual soul inasmuch as the latter “counts” the movement 

and thus makes time “exist”,
40

 Plutarch maintains that there cannot be any ordered 

movement of the world soul without time, inasmuch as time is the ordered movement of 

the world soul. So, when the pre-cosmic soul was ordered by the divine demiurge — 

thus turning into the cosmic soul — its movement became numerically ordered as well; 

therefore, at that moment, time too came into existence.
41

 But, if a pre-cosmic disorderly 

movement did exist and, hence, a disorderly moving soul existed as well, are we to 

conclude the existence of a disorderly pre-cosmic time too? Is that possible? On the face 

of it, as far as Plutarch is concerned, we are given two different answers by the texts at 

                                                           
39  1007D: ὅζελ ὁκνῦ γεγνλόηαο θεζὶλ ὁκνῦ θαὶ ιπζήζεζζαη πάιηλ, ἄλ ηηο αὐηνὺο 

θαηαιακβάλῃ ιύζηο: νὐ γὰξ νἷὸλ η᾽ εἶλαη ρσξὶο ρξόλνπ ηὸ γελεηὸλ ὥζπεξ νὐδὲ ηὸ λνεηὸλ 

αἰ῵λνο, εἰ κέιιεη ηὸ κὲλ ἀεὶ κέλεηλ ηὸ δὲ κεδέπνηε δηαιύεζζαη γηγλόκελνλ. 
40  Phys. 4.14.223A16 ff.: 

πόηεξνλ δὲ κὴ νὔζεο ςπρῆο εἴε ἂλ ὁ ρξόλνο ἢ νὔ, ἀπνξήζεηελ ἄλ ηηο. ἀδπλάηνπ 
γὰξ ὄληνο εἶλαη ηνῦ ἀξηζκήζνληνο ἀδύλαηνλ θαὶ ἀξηζκεηόλ ηη εἶλαη, ὥζηε 
δῆινλ ὅηη νὐδ‟ ἀξηζκόο. ἀξηζκὸο γὰξ ἢ ηὸ ἠξηζκεκέλνλ ἢ ηὸ ἀξηζκεηόλ. εἰ δὲ 
κεδὲλ ἄιιν πέθπθελ ἀξηζκεῖλ ἢ ςπρὴ θαὶ ςπρῆο λνῦο, ἀδύλαηνλ εἶλαη ρξόλνλ 
ςπρῆο κὴ νὔζεο, ἀιι‟ἢ ηνῦην ὅ πνηε ὂλ ἔζηηλ ὁ ρξόλνο, νἷνλ εἰ ἐλδέρεηαη 
θίλεζηλ εἶλαη ἄλεπ ςπρῆο. ηὸ δὲ πξόηεξνλ θαὶ  ζηεξνλ ἐλ θηλήζεη ἐζηίλ· 
ρξόλνο δὲ ηαῦη‟ ἐζηὶλ ᾗ ἀξηζκεηά ἐζηηλ. 

 The argument runs as follows: 1  should it be impossible for “what is supposed to count” to 

exist (ἀδπλάηνπ γὰξ ὄληνο εἶλαη ηνῦ ἀξηζκήζνληνο), 2) it would impossible for something 

countable to exist as well (ἀδύλαηνλ θαὶ ἀξηζκεηόλ ηη εἶλαη); 3) moreover, in this case, not 

even number could ever exist (ὥζηε δῆινλ ὅηη νὐδ‟ ἀξηζκόο); but, 4) since it is soul, or its 

intellect, that is expected to be naturally capable of counting (εἰ δὲ κεδὲλ ἄιιν πέθπθελ 

ἀξηζκεῖλ ἢ ςπρὴ θαὶ ςπρῆο λνῦο), 5) it is impossible for time, inasmuch as it a number, to 

exist in the absence of soul (ἀδύλαηνλ εἶλαη ρξόλνλ ςπρῆο κὴ νὔζεο). See the commentary 

by Castelli (2012), 241-243: 

mi pare che la problematicità dell‟argomento intenda sottolineare la modalità 
presente nella definizione del tempo come numerabile. […] Avrebbe senso 
parlare di un ente numerabile anche qualora la potenzialità ad essere numerato 
[…] non possa mai venire attualizzata per ragioni legate alla costituzione 
ontologica del cosmo, che non include dei numeranti (ovvero degli enti 
razionali)? (p. 242) 

 See also Ross (1936), 611, ad loc. on the meaning of ὅ πνηε ὂλ. 
41  That is why, at 1007C, Plutarch states that „in fact, the ancients even held that the essence of 

soul is number itself moving itself (θαὶ γὰξ ἡ ςπρῆο νὐζία θαηὰ ηνὺο παιαηνὺο „ἀξηζκὸο ἦλ 

αὐηὸο ἑαπηόλ θηλ῵λ‟ ‟ (transl. after Cherniss). Even though Plutarch rejects this definition in 

DAP 1012D-F, he cites it here as testimony in support of his own interpretation because in it 

three crucial elements happen to be “mingled”: the soul, its being movement, and the 

numerically ordered nature of this movement. All of them are revealing here as far as the 

definition of time, not of the soul, is concerned. See however the discussion by Cherniss 

(1976), p. 86-87, n. c. 
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our disposal. For the VIII PQ (1007C) denies the existence of a time-before-time 

(ρξόλνο δ᾽ νὐθ ἦλ), even though there Plutarch states that the pre-cosmic disorderly 

movement was, as it were, “the matter of time” — whatever this may exactly imply. 

Rather differently, Proclus
42

 (in Tim. 1.276.30 ff. = Atticus fr. 19 des Places) tells us that 

both Plutarch and Atticus did believe in the existence of a time-before-time. According 

to both of them, such a „time‟ should be deemed as “the number of the disorderly pre-

cosmic motion”, just as cosmic time was “the number of the movement of the world”:
 43

 

Πινύηαξρνο κὲλ θαὶ Ἀηηηθὸο θαὶ ἄιινη πνιινὶ η῵λ Πιαησληθ῵λ θαηὰ ρξόλνλ ηὴλ γέλεζηλ 

ἤθνπζαλ θαί θαζη γίγλεζζαη ηὴλ δήηεζηλ, εἴηε ἀγέλεηνο θαηὰ ρξόλνλ ὁ θόζκνο, εἴηε 

γελεηόο· εἶλαη γὰξ πξὸ ηῆο θνζκνπνηίαο ἄηαθηνλ θίλεζηλ, ἅκα δὲ θηλήζεη πάλησο ἐζηὶ θαὶ 

ρξόλνο, ὥζηε θαὶ ρξόλνλ εἶλαη πξὸ ηνῦ παληόο· ἅκα δὲ ηῶ παληὶ γεγνλέλαη ρξόλνλ 

ἀξηζκὸλ ὄληα ηῆο ηνῦ παληὸο θηλήζεσο, ὡο ἐθεῖλνο ἦλ ηῆο πξὸ ηῆο θνζκνπνηίαο νὔζεο 

ἀηάθηνπ θηλήζεσο ἀξηζκόο.  

Plutarch and Atticus and many other Platonists take „generated‟ in a temporal sense, and 

say that the point at issue is whether the cosmos is, in a temporal sense, ungenerated or 

generated. For before the cosmos was made, there was disorderly movement; but time 

always accompanies movement, so there was time before the universe. But time which 

counts movement in the universe came into being with the universe — the other sort 

counts the unordered movement before creation. (trans. After Boys-Stones44) 

As is evident, such a conception of time-before-time is a version of C)
45

. Now, one 

should try to see whether these testimonies are really contradictory or not. In order to do 

that, a deeper understanding of the expression „matter of time‟ from the VIII PQ is 

                                                           
42  On Proclus and Plutarch, see Baltes (1978), 9-14, Rescigno (1998), Opsomer (2001). 
43  It seems to me that, should Atticus consistently argue for the existence of a precosmic time, 

the sharing of the following assumption proves crucial: ἅκα δὲ θηλήζεη πάλησο ἐζηὶ θαὶ 

ρξόλνο. Now, the problem is that the impossibility for movement to exist without time is 

never defended by Plato; rather differently, it was Aristotle who was likely to maintain it; 

moreover, we know from Simp. in Phys. 9.702.24 ff., 702.34 ff., that Eudemus (and 

Alexander in the wake of him  criticised Plato‟s inconsistence as far as the birth of time was 

concerned exactly on the basis of the interdipendence of time and movement: 

ὁ δὲ Ἀιέμαλδξνο θηινλεηθ῵λ δεῖμαη ηνῦ Πιάησλνο νὖζαλ δόμαλ ηὴλ ιέγνπζαλ 
ρξόλνλ εἶλαη ηὴλ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ θνξὰλ πξ῵ηνλ κὲλ ηὸλ Εὔδεκνλ καξηύξεηαη 
ιέγνληα „ἠθνινύζεζε θαὶ Πιάησλ ηῇ δόμῃ ηαύηῃ θαὶ κάια ἀηόπσο· πξὶλ γὰξ 
νὐξαλὸλ γελέζζαη, θεζὶ θίλεζηλ εἶλαη ἄηαθηνλ. νὐ ιίλνλ δὴ ιίλῳ ζπλάπηεη, 
εἴπεξ πᾶζα θίλεζηο ἐλ ρξόλῳ‟. […] ἖κὲ δὲ ὑπνδεῖμαη ρξεώλ, πξ῵ηνλ κὲλ 
πόζελ ὁ Εὔδεκνο ὑπελόεζε ρξόλνλ ιέγεηλ ηὸλ Πιάησλα ηὴλ ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ 
πεξηθνξάλ, εἶηα ὅηη νὐθ ἀθνινπζεῖ ηνῦην ηὸ ἄηνπνλ ηῶ Πιάησλη, ὡο ὁ 
Ἀιέμαλδξνο ζπλεινγίζαην, ηὸ ρξόλνλ εἶλαη πξὸ ρξόλνπ. „εἰ γὰξ πᾶζα θίλεζηο, 
θεζίλ, ἐλ ρξόλῳ, δῆινλ ὅηη θαὶ ἡ πιεκκειὴο θαὶ ἄηαθηνο θίλεζηο ἐλ ρξόλῳ. εἰ 
νὖλ ἡ ηνηαύηε θίλεζηο ἦλ πξὶλ νὐξαλὸλ γελέζζαη, δῆινλ ὅηη θαὶ ρξόλνο ἦλ πξὸ 
ηῆο ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ πεξηθνξᾶο. εἰ νὖλ α ηε ὁ ρξόλνο, εἴε ἂλ ρξόλνο πξὸ ρξόλνπ.‟ 

 So, in my opinion, Atticus was trying to take exactly such criticism into account when 

proposing his theory. 
44  Boys-Stones (2018). 
45  I.e. the generation of time by the demiurge should be deemed as happening in a different 

kind of time. 
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required. What does it mean? Let‟s start with Plutarch‟s words (1007C, trans. after 

Cherniss): 

That is just the reason too why Plato said that time had come to be simultaneously with 

heaven, but there had been motion even before the generation of the heaven (θίλεζηλ δὲ 

θαὶ πξὸ ηῆο ηνῦ νὐξαλνῦ γελέζεσο). Time there was not, however (ρξόλνο δ᾽ νὐθ ἦλ), for 

there was not order either or any measure or distinction but motion indeterminate (νὐδὲ 

γὰξ ηάμηο νὐδὲ κέηξνλ νὐδὲλ νὐδὲ δηνξηζκόο, ἀιιὰ θίλεζηο ἀόξηζηνο), amorphous and 

unwrought matter, as it were, of time (ὥζπεξ ἄκνξθνο  ιε ρξόλνπ θαὶ ἀζρεκάηηζηνο); but 

providence, when she took in tow and curbed matter with shapes and motions with 

revolutions (θαηαβαινῦζα ηὴλ κὲλ  ιελ ζρήκαζη ηὴλ δὲ θίλεζηλ πεξηόδνηο), 

simultaneously made of the former a universe and of the latter time (ηὴλ κὲλ θόζκνλ ἅκα 

ηὴλ δὲ ρξόλνλ ἐπνίεζελ).  

In the pre-cosmic phase, the “matter”   ιε  was in “motion”  θίλεζηο). Neither of the 

two was mathematically ordered, since matter was deprived of any “shape”  ζρήκαηα), 

whereas movement lacked any “periodicity”  πεξηόδνηο). But, when god set out to give 

an ordered shape to both matter and movement, he exploited two different means: he 

drew upon “geometrical shapes”  ζρήκαζη) as far as the ordering of matter was 

concerned, whereas he introduced “periods” into movement. In the first case, the 

product was a geometrically ordered materiality, whereas in the second the result was a 

„recursive‟ movement. Now, the very being recursive, or orderly, of movement is to be 

called „time‟. So, it is not surprising that here Plutarch rejects the possibility of a real 

time before the birth of cosmic time, given that a) real time is the principle of order of 

movement and b) in the pre-cosmic phase there was no order at all. Nevertheless, the 

principle of nihil ex nihilo was crucial to Plutarch.
46

 Therefore, he could not help but 

look for a sort of “matter of time”, whence he could bring “cosmic time” into existence. 

And, since the ordered movement is like the „substance‟ of cosmic time, a pre-cosmic 

„embryo of time‟ — as it were — had inevitably to be traced back to the disorderly pre-

cosmic movement. In this sense, such a movement could be described as the “matter of 

time”, at least inasmuch as it functions as a „substrate‟ for the following numerical 

arrangement held by the demiurge. In other words, the pre-cosmic movement is the 

“matter of time” so long as it plays a role which is functionally analogous to that played 

by the chora during the cosmogony. The pre-cosmic movement is like the chora of the 

generation of time, and the means through which the god accomplishes the ordering of 

that movement is number. Thus, mathematical entities play an intermediary role - as 

usual in Platonic texts dealing with cosmology. 

But there is more to it than this. For it seems to me that such an employment of the 

notion of “matter” owes much more to Aristotle‟s reflection than may appear.
47

 As a 

consequence, the pre-cosmic movement is the “matter of time” in the sense that it can 

give birth to time somehow. Time is potentially contained in that movement. Thus, such 

a movement can be described as “matter” in fully Aristotelian terms since it provides the 

                                                           
46  See IV PQ 1003A. 
47  Even though the extent of Plutarch‟s acquaintance with Aristotle‟s writings is highly 

controversial: see Sandbach (1982), Donini (2004), Karamanolis (2006), 85-126 and 

Roskam  2011 . On other Middle Platonist readings of Plato‟s Timaeus, see also Ulacco-

Opsomer (2014). 
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„material cause‟ whence to „extract‟ time. And if this is the case, numbers turn out to be 

the „formal cause‟, while the god plays the role of the „efficient cause‟.
48

 Now, in my 

opinion, this reading might be right; nevertheless, it should be remembered that, when 

Plutarch talks of “matter”, he is likely to have the widespread Aristotelian-like reading 

of Plato‟s chora in mind. So, the sense of potentiality (which might be concealed in the 

expression “matter of time”  could be, so to speak, nothing but a piece of tradition. And, 

if so, it would not imply on the part of Plutarch a real „concession‟ to Aristotle‟s theory 

of matter and form. 

So, is there any inconsistence between Proclus‟ report and Plutarch‟s own words? I 

think that Proclus is not accurate in attributing the same conception to both Plutarch and 

Atticus. For Plutarch would not admit the existence of a pre-cosmic time to be thought 

of as the “number of the pre-cosmic disorderly movement”. It is the very notion of 

number that appears to be lacking in the pre-cosmic phase. Rather differently, Plutarch 

does maintain that the pre-cosmic movement was, in a manner of speaking, the 

„substrate‟ for its subsequent ordering. I think that Proclus identified Atticus and 

Plutarch‟s accounts in light of a superficial analogy. As fr. 31 des Places
49

 shows, 

Atticus thought that “time did exist also before the generation of heaven, but no ordered 

time did exist (ρξόλνο κὲλ ἦλ θαὶ πξὸ νὐξαλνῦ γελέζεσο, ηεηαγκέλνο δὲ ρξόλνο νὐθ 

ἦλ ”: to Proclus, this might have sounded similar to Plutarch‟s statement according to 

which the pre-cosmic “indefinite movement” was ὥζπεξ ἄκνξθνο  ιε ρξόλνπ θαὶ 

ἀζρεκάηηζηνο.  

 

Sapienza-Università di Roma 

 

 

                                                           
48  It should be noticed that, at certain point (1006D) of the VIII PQ, Plutarch wonders whether 

a Platonic passage of text (Tim.42D4-5) could be read in Aristotelian terms; in particular, it 

is there at issue the relationship between the body and the soul of the heavenly bodies. What 

Plutarch suggests (and soon after rejects) is to read that relationship along the lines of 

Aristotle‟s definition of soul: 

δεθηένλ ὄξγαλα κὴ ηνὺο ἀζηέξαο ἀιιὰ ηὰ ζώκαηα η῵λ δῴσλ ιέγεζζαη; 
θαζάπεξ Ἀξηζηνηέιεο ὡξίζαην ηὴλ ςπρὴλ „πξώηελ ἐληειέρεηαλ ζώκαηνο 
θπζηθνῦ ὀξγαληθνῦ δπλάκεη δσὴλ ἔρνληνο.‟ ὥζηε ηνηνῦηνλ εἶλαη ηὸλ ιόγνλ: αἱ 
ςπραὶ εἰο ηὰ πξνζήθνληα ὀξγαληθὰ ζώκαηα ἐλ ρξόλῳ θαηεζπάξεζαλ. ἀιιὰ θαὶ 
ηνῦην παξὰ ηὴλ δόμαλ ἐζηίλ: νὐ γὰξ ἅπαμ ἀιιὰ πνιιάθηο ὄξγαλα ρξόλνπ ηνὺο 
ἀζηέξαο εἴξεθελ, ὅπνπ θαὶ ηὸλ ἥιηνλ αὐηὸλ „εἰο δηνξηζκὸλ θαὶ θπιαθὴλ 
ἀξηζκ῵λ ρξόλνπ γεγνλέλαη‟ θεζὶ κεηὰ η῵λ ἄιισλ πιαλήησλ. 

 This shows, at least, that Plutarch was aware of the Aristotelian hylomorphism. 
49  Procl. in Tim. 3.37.11 ff.: 

εἰ δὲ θίλεζηο νὐθ ἦλ, νὐδὲ πιεκκειὴο θίλεζηο. κάηελ ἄξα ιέγνπζηλ νἱ πεξὶ 
Ἀηηηθόλ, ὅηη ρξόλνο κὲλ ἦλ θαὶ πξὸ νὐξαλνῦ γελέζεσο, ηεηαγκέλνο δὲ ρξόλνο 
νὐθ ἦλ· ὅπνπ γὰξ ρξόλνο, ἐθεῖ θαὶ ηὸ παξειζόλ ἐζηη θαὶ ηὸ κέιινλ, ὅπνπ δὲ 
ηαῦηα, ἐθεῖ θαὶ ηὸ „ἦλ‟ θαὶ ηὸ „ἔζηαη‟ πάλησο. ἀιιὰ κὴλ ηὸ „ἦλ‟ θαὶ ηὸ „ἔζηαη‟ 
ρξόλνπ ἐζηὶλ εἴδε γεγνλόηα παξὰ ηνῦ δεκηνπξγνῦ· δηὸ θαὶ γεγνλόηα αὐηὰ 
πξνζεῖπελ. νὐδ‟ ἄξα ρξόλνο ηηο ἦλ πξὸ ηῆο δεκηνπξγίαο. 
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