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Time and Time-Before-Time: An Ancient Puzzle!

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 (6An)
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

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. |

dedicate these few pages to the memory of my grandfather.
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56 TIME AND TIME-BEFORE-TIME

develop. Therefore, it is no surprise that the ancient readers of the Timaeus, regardless of
their philosophical allegiance, repeatedly tackled the problem.? 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.?

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, | intend to shed
light on all of these philosophical proposals. | 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, | 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.

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: ypovoc & obv pet’ ovpavod yéyovev).
Therefore, it could also “dissolve” at some point along with the latter, were a dissolution
ever to happen to them (cf. 38B6-7: iva dpo yevvnOévieg Guo kai Avbdow, dv mote
Mot tig avtdv yiyvntai). 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.: 0 pév yap on mapdderypo Tavto aidvA
gotv 8v, 0 8 av 1t TéLoVG TOV GmavTa YPOVOV YEYOVOE TE Koi MV kol éoduevog). 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,* 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: t0 pév yap om
mapaderypa mavto aidva oty 6v) — 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/Ddrrie (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).
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abides in unity — an image which moves in accordance with number (37D5 ff.)”.° So,
generated time proves an endless® 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.’

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:®

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.’

5 For a different reading of this passage of text, see Brague (1982), who is followed by
Cavagnaro (1994). Here | follow the ‘canonical’ reading by Cornford (1935), 98 ff.

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.

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

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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As far as A) is concerned, it is possible to trace it back to Cicero and his De natura
deorum.’® 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.!! 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.

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

Mubaydpag <kai IMAdtmv> kai ol Ztwucoi yevntov vo Beod tov Kdopov: Kai
@Baptov pev doov €mi Tf) @voel, aichntov yap givor S10TL Kol COUATIKOV, OO
v eBapncoduevov ye mpovoig kai cuvoyl] 0eod. Att. fr. 6.12: Tocodtov 6¢
Gmodel 1o S TovTwv Bondelv @ IMhdtwvog Aoyw dhote fon Tvag Kai Tdv
nepi [TAdtwvog éomovdakdtmv poPncag, oig inev, Anéotnoe Tod d0YHaTOG, 00
SuymBévtag cuVIBETV ATt KOTA HEV aDTAY VGV TRV TPAyLATOV NV dvey Bgod
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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.”® 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?™* Moreover, what did the demiurge use to do before the beginning of his
cosmogonic activity? Had he been sleeping for all that period?*> Now, Platonists used to
counter these objections, and they sometimes reached interesting solutions.’® But,
however remarkable all this controversy may be, this is not what | 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 | 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 | ask is, why did your Providence remain idle
all through that extent of time of which you speak. (trans. after Rackham®)

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

BovAMjoemg kai duvapemg Emvorjoatl obte TO yevopevov debaptov olte TO pn
Bapnodpevov yevwntov dv. ‘Otav 8¢ v apiotnv Ti§ aitiav émiothon TV €K
0g0d, del tavTny Nyepdva. TdV mavtov Aadvio undev avtiyv Tdv dAl@V aitiov
amoeaivew yeipova. Teholov yap S10TL pev yéyove 1L 810 todto eBapiiva, €i 8¢
0 0e0g Povretor, un eOopiivar, Kol S1otL pév Tt dyévwntov €Tt Exewv ioydv Tod
u eBapijvar, v 8¢ mapd tod Beod PodAnowv €vdely mpog 10 dpbapTov
npfool TL TOV YEVOUEVQV.

13 Baltes/ Dorrie (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.: i & &v pw xai
xpéog dpoevl Botepov fi mpocbev, Tod pndevog dpEapevov, edv; 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/Dérrie (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 noctiumgue 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)*® 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. | 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.™

18 |.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 | maintain that the semantic richness of spatium (and particularly its spatial
meaning) turns out to be useful in order to make something of aeternitas, | do not mean that
aeternitas equates to a spatial extension. Rather, what | 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;? 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, % a negative answer seems likely. For, inasmuch as time is defined as an
“accident of accidents”,? 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, | propose to place all the pieces in the following order:*

1) The initial Epicurean criticism against ‘creationism’* 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/Dérrie (1998), 393-394.

21 See Verde (2007), (2008), (2009), (2009a).

22 gSee Sext. P. 3.137: ’Emixovpog 8¢, xabd¢ Anuitpog 6 Adkov ¢noi, cOpmToOMa
CUUTTOUATOV, TAPETOUEVOV HUEpolg T€ Kol voéi kol dpaig kai mébeor kol dmadeiong kol
Kwnoeot kol povoig and Sext. S. 10.181: Aoxel 8¢ kai €ig tovg mept Emikovpov kai
ANUOKPITOV  PUGIKOVG TOlWTN TIG Ovaeépechor Ttod ypdvov vomolg “ypdvog Eotiv
NUEPOEDEG Kol VUKTOEDEG Pavtacpa”, ko’ fiv mdhwv Gmopdg €otwv M [mepi] 10D ypdvov
@voig. 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; | 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?* 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.?® 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.

V.

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,?” 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.?® 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: udAlov 82 xivnolg oboo kai TAEG bt kol cvppetpio povog Koeltan).
Therefore, time should not be defined through the means of a mere “accident” (1007B:
amd ovpuPePnrotoc opldpevor) — e.g. by making it a ‘supervening property’ of

25 See lo. Aet. 117-118, 141-142 for an attempt at a solution, with Sorabji (1984), 269.
26 On these hermeneutic approaches, see now Petrucci (2019).

21 See Ferrari (1995).

28 Ferrari (2016), (2017); Donini (2011).
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movement in general®® (1007B: ov yap maboc 00de cvuPePnroc fic Etvye Kvioeng 6
xpovog £otiv) as Aristotle, Speusippus® and the Stoics® had done. On the contrary, it
is its “essence” or “power” that should be considered (1007B: tv 8" ovciav avtod kai
v dVvauy ob cuvopdvteg), were a true definition of it to be provided. And that is what
even Pythagoras® and Pindarus® 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 (oitio 8¢ xai dvvapug kol apyr) 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 (tfjg mavta
GUVEXOVGTC TOL YIyVOuEVa GUUHETPioG Kol Tageme, fiv 1} Tod Aov QVGIC EUyuyog ovoa
Kwetran). [...] Time, then, since it is thus necessarily implicated and connected with the

2 50, the mistake proves twofold: 1) time should not be defined by means of one of its
“accidental properties” (and ocvpuPefnrdtog Oplopevor), such as its being numerical
somehow; 2) and it should not be reduced to a mere “affection” or “accident” of another
substance (o0 yép mébog 0v8E cvuPePndC g ETVYE KIVGENC).

1007A: prytéov odv ToUC HTO TOVTOV TAPATTOREVOLG 8i dyvotay oiesBal TOV ypdvov “pétpov
glval KIvVoeng Kol ApOUOV KoTd TO TPOTEPOV Kol DoTEPOV”, OC APIGTOTEANG EINEV.

31 ibid.: # “10 &v kwiogl Toodv” dg Snevowmoc. See Parente (1980), 334-335; at page 335, the
scholar maintains: ‘Speusippo definisce anzi il tempo per mezzo del puro concetto di
quantita, forse aggiungendo €v kinoel proprio per chiarire che qui sta la diversita dalla
grandezza spaziale, immobile.’

ibid.: fj “didotuo kvAcews” GAlo & oVdEV M¢ Eviol TdV Ztwik@dv, amd cvpfepnrdtog
oplopevol v 6’ odoiov avTod Kol TV SVVOULY 00 GUVOPDVTEC.

1007B: § te IMubayopag, Epmtdeig ti ypdvog éoti, TV TodToL WoyRV eineiv. This attempt at
a definition is to be compared with that provided by Aristot. Phys. 218B1: oi pév yap trv
10D dAov kiviot eival pooty, oi 88 v ceoipav ovtiv. 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: ‘Apa 8¢ dfjAov 811
000¢ TOTOG 0VOE KEVOV 000 Ypdvog €otiv £Em 0D ovpavod. 'Ev dravtt yap tonm duvotov
omépEar odpo- kevov & gival pacty &v @ pmy Evumdpyel odua, duvatov & éoTi yevésHat-
xpOVog 8¢ apBpog Kwvnoemg: kivnolg & Gvev puowod copatog ovk Eotv. "E&w 8¢ tod
ovpovod dédektar Ot oUT’ Eotv 00T’ €vdéyetar yevécbor odpa. Davepov dpo dtL ovte
010G obte KevOv olte ypdvog Eotiv EEm). The scholar gives much more importance to fr.
201 Rose (ITvBoydpov Prhocopiog mpdTo Ypapel APIGTOTEANG TOV UEV 0DPOVOV Eivar Eva,
énelodyecbon 8’ €k oD dmeipov ypdvov Te kol Tvor Vv Kol 0 Kevov O dlopilel EkdoTov Tog
xopog del), which he reads together with Zeno’s disproval of the conception of time as a
continuum of discrete units (Aristot. Phys. 239B8-9: ov yap chykertal 6 ypdvog ék T@v Vv
TV adwpétmv, Gomep o0d’ Ao péyebog 0vdév; 29-30: cvpPaiver 8¢ mapda TO Aappavey
TOV ¥pOvoV cuykeicBat €k TdV viv- uf didouévov yap TovToL 0VK £06TaL O GLAAOYICUAG).
Such a “granular” conception of time is considered as Pythagorean by Cherniss.

1007B: v &’ ovciov avtod kol Ty dOvapy ob cvvopdvtes, fiv 6 te [livoapog Eotikev 0D
Qadlog Vmovodv gimelv ‘Gvakto TOV maviwv VmepPdAiiovia xpovov poakdpwv’. 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 (obtwg odv dvaykaioy mpdG TOV 0VPAVOV EXYMV GUUTAOKTV Kai GUVAPUOYTV O
xpdvog), is not simply motion (oby anhdg éott kivnoig), but, as has been said, motion in
an orderly fashion that involves measures, limits and revolutions (kivnoig év ta&el pétpov
£yovo1 Kol TEPoTa Kol TEPLOSOVG).

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 (gikdveg &’
glotv dpeo t0d Ogod, g pev ovoiag 6 KOGHOG TG 6 AddTTog O XPOVOG &V KIVAGEL,
koBdmep &v yevéoet Be0¢ 6 KOGUOG).

In all this, one cannot but notice the strong similarity between Plutarch's and
Plotinus’ accounts.®® 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; ** 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. ¥ 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®®):

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 (n @voig abt ypdvog, 1O to100ToL pfjKog Biov &v petafolaic Tpowdv Opalaig
T€ Kot OpoioLg AyoPnTi TPOLovoULS, GLVEXEG TO TG Evepyeiag Eyov) [...]. 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 (Aw kol gipnron dpa 1@de 1@ mavti
yeyovéval, 6Tl oy avTov petd todde tod mavtog £yévvnoey. Ev yap tij totavtn évepyeia
Kol T0de yeyévntan TO wAv: Kol 1 HEV xpovog, O 88 &v xpove). [...] 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 (Ei odv ypdévov Tic Aéyor yuxiic &v kvioetl petaPatikii &€ dAlov &ig
&\Aov Biov Lonv etvar, ap’ dv Soxol Tt Aéyew)? 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 (Ei yap aiov ot Lon
€V 6T00EL Kol T) 00T Kol GoaNT®S Kol Arelpog §1om, eikova & 6l Tod aidvog Tov ypovov
givat, domep koi T8 1O Ty Exel TPOG Exeivo, avti pév Lofic g 8kel AV Sel Lony TV
Tijode T Suvapeng Tic Yoyfic domep dudvLpoV Aéyely elval Kol GvTl KIVGEDS VOEPDC
YOUYTG TVOG LEPOVG Kiviow).

35 See Thévenaz (1938), 96; Cherniss (1976), 86, n. a; Chiaradonna (2003).
36 That is to say, as a hypostasis: see Chiaradonna (2003), 243.

87 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 (petapolaic
POV Oporais te Koi Opoioig dyoenti mpowovoalg VS Tiig mavta cuveyovons Td
yryvoueva coppetpiog kai tééemg) and continuous (cuveygg to tig évepyeiag Eyov VS &l
néMAeL ... mdémote drohvecdan yryvopevov®®). 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”,”” 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.*’ 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: &0sv Opod yeyovotag ¢noilv Opod koi AvORoscBar mdAv, v TiG owTOdG
KOTOAQUPEVT ADGIC: 00 Yap 010V T  eival ympic xpoOvoy TO yeviTov Gomep 00SE TO vonTov
ai®dvog, i HEAAEL TO HEV Gel pévety TO 8¢ undémote dodvesbat yryvopevov.

40 Phys. 4.14.223A16 ff.:

noTEPOV 68 U oBong wuyfi £in Gv 6 xpdvog 1) ob, amopiceiey dv Tig. ddvvatov

yap Ovrog eivar oD dapBuncovtog advvatov kol dplfuntov T givar, Gote

dfAov 6t 008’ apdpde. apBrog yap 1 to pwunuévov §| o apluntov. i 8¢

pnodgv drdo mépukev apOuelv i yoym kol yoyfig vodg, advvatov glvou ypovov

yoxflg un odong, GALT todto & mote OV EoTv O ¥pOVOG, 0lov €l EvoéyeTarl

kivnow elvon &vev yoyiic. 10 8¢ mpotepov kai Dotepov &v kvnoel €otiv-

XPpOVoG 6¢ TadT’ €otiv 1) AplOuNnTd 0TIV,
The argument runs as follows: 1) should it be impossible for “what is supposed to count” to
exist (advvatov yap dvtog sivon Tod apBpncovtoc), 2) it would impossible for something
countable to exist as well (&8vvatov kai apBumTov Tt eivar); 3) moreover, in this case, not
even number could ever exist (Gote 6fjAov 6t1 008’ ap1BpoC); but, 4) since it is soul, or its
intellect, that is expected to be naturally capable of counting (gi 8¢ undev GAlo mépukev
apOueiv fj yoyr xai yoyig voidg), 5) it is impossible for time, inasmuch as it a number, to
exist in the absence of soul (8vvatov eivor ypdvov yoyfic ur oBonc). See the commentary
by Castelli (2012), 241-243:

mi pare che la problematicita dell’argomento intenda sottolineare la modalita
presente nella definizione del tempo come numerabile. [...] Avrebbe senso
parlare di un ente numerabile anche qualora la potenzialita 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 & mote Ov.

4 Thatis why, at 1007C, Plutarch states that ‘in fact, the ancients even held that the essence of
soul is number itself moving itself (xoi yép 1) yoyfic ovoia katd ToOG ToAModS aplOudg fv
avtog Eavtov kiv@v’)’ (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
(xpdvog & odx Mv), 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* (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”: 3

IThovtopyog pev kot Attikog Kol dAAol ToArol TV [TAatovikdY KoTd xpdvov TV Yévesty
fikovoav kai eact yiyvesOor v {Ntnow, eite dyévnrog kata ypdvov 0 koopog, €ite
YeEVNTOC: elvar yap mpd Tiic Koopomotiag draktov Kivioty, dua 8& KIvioel TavTmg 0Tl Kol
xpOvVog, MoTe Kol ypdvov eival mpd TOD mMAVTOC Gpo 88 TG TOVTL yEYOvEVOL YpOVOV
ap1OpoV dvta Tiic ToD TAVTOC KIVGEMS, MG EKETvog MV Tiic TPd TG KOoGHomolag obong
atékTov Kviioewg aptOpde.

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-Stones*)

As is evident, such a conception of time-before-time is a version of C)*. 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 |t seems to me that, should Atticus consistently argue for the existence of a precosmic time,
the sharing of the following assumption proves crucial: dua 3¢ kvfogl maviwg éoti Kol
xpovoc. 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:

6 8& AMéEavdpoc prlovelkdv Seian Tod TTAdTwvoc oboav S6&av Thv Aéyovsay
¥pOVOV etvol TV 10D 0dpavod eopdv mpdTov név oV Eddnuov poptopetor
Aéyovta ‘Mkorovdnce kai [TAdtwv Tii 66En TodTn Kod Héko GTOTWG: TPIV YOP
ovpavov yevéshal, enol kivnow givan Groktov. ov Alvov on Aived cuvdmrel,
ginep mioa kivnoic év ypdve’. [...] 'Eug 8¢ vmodeicatl ypedv, TPATOV ULV
no0ev 6 Eddnuog vmevomoe ypovov Aéyewv tov ITAdtova thv 100 0vpavod
TEPLPOPAY, €lto. HTL OVK GKOAOVOET todt0 10 Gromov 1® IMAdtwwi, dc 6
AAEEavOPOC cuveloyicato, TO YPOVOV Elvat TPO ¥pOVOV. ‘€l yap mico Kivnolg,
onoiv, &v ypdvm, diilov Ot kal 1 TAnUUEANC Kol dtakTog Kivnotlc &v ¥pove. &l
0OV 1 TOWTN KivNoLE TV TPty 0VpavdY yevésal, Siikov &t kol xpovog AV Tpd
g 10D 0vpavod mepipopdc. £l ovv adTn 6 ¥pdvog, €N Gv xpdvog Tpo xpdvov.’
So, in my opinion, Atticus was trying to take exactly such criticism into account when
proposing his theory.

44 Boys-Stones (2018).

45 |.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 (kivnow 8¢
Kai Tpd THC Tod 0Vpavod yevésewc). Time there was not, however (ypdvoc & ovk 1v), for
there was not order either or any measure or distinction but motion indeterminate (o0d¢
yap ta€lg 00dE pétpov ovdEV 0VdE dlopopds, GG kiviolg adprotog), amorphous and
unwrought matter, as it were, of time (Gonep Guoppog HAn ypdvou kai doynudriotog); but
providence, when she took in tow and curbed matter with shapes and motions with
revolutions (katoforodoa v pév UAnv oyAuact tv 8¢ «kivnow meprddoig),
simultaneously made of the former a universe and of the latter time (v pév koéopov dua
TV 8¢ ypOVOV Enoinoev).

In the pre-cosmic phase, the “matter” (VAn) was in “motion” (kivnoig). Neither of the
two was mathematically ordered, since matter was deprived of any “shape” (oynuata),
whereas movement lacked any “periodicity” (nepiodoig). 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” (oynuoact) 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. 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.”’ 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

4 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’.”® 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? 1
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* shows,
Atticus thought that “time did exist also before the generation of heaven, but no ordered
time did exist (ypdvog pév fv Kol mpd ovpavod yevicemg, TeTayUEvog 8 YpOVOg ovK
fv)”: to Proclus, this might have sounded similar to Plutarch’s statement according to
which the pre-cosmic “indefinite movement” was ®onep duoppog AN ypoVOL Kai
AcyNUATIOTOG,

Sapienza-Universita di Roma

48 |t should be noticed that, at certain point (1006D) of the VIl 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:

dextéov Opyavo pn ToUG AoTéPaC GAAR TO codpato TV (dov AéyecOay
koOamep AploTOTEANG MPICOTO TNV YuynV ‘ApOTV EVIEAEYEIOV CAOUATOC
QLGIKOD OpyavikoDd Suvauet {ony &xovioc.” dote ToodTov Elvan TOV Adyov: oi
Yoyl €iG TG TPOGNKOVTA OPYOAVIKO CAOMOTO. &V ¥POVD KOTECTAPNGOV. OALY Kol
todt0 Tapd TV d0&av otiv: 00 Yap Gmal GALL ToALAKLg dpyava xpOVOL TOVG
aotépog gipnkev, Omov kol TOV fiMov avtov ‘gig SIOpPIGHOV KoL QUACKTV
apOUdV ¥pOVOL yeYOVEVOL PNOL LETA TOV GAADV TAOVAT®V.

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

&l 82 kivnolg ovk 1v, o0dE mAnuueMic kiviiolg. pétny épa Aéyovotv oi mepi
ATTIKOV, BT YpdvOg pév v Kol Tpd ovpovoD YEVEGEMS, TETOYIEVOG 8 YPOVOC
ovK fv- 81OV yap ¥poOvoc, Exel kol To Tapeldov 6Tt kod TO péAlov, dmov 8¢
Tabta, ékel kol 70 ‘MY’ Kai 1O ‘Eotar’ TAVTOG. GAAY PNy 1O GV’ kol T ‘Eoton’
xpOVOL €oTiv €I0M yeyovota mapd Tod Snuovpyod: S0 Kol yeyovota T
TPOGEINEY. 008’ &pa. pdVOG TIg T Tpd THg Shovpyiag.
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