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Aurum Antiquum: · 
Refle~tions In and On Virgil's 
Aenetd · 

John C. Kohl Jr. 

Part 1: Heroic Tension in Aeneid 5 and 6 

Palinurus 

Virgil's Aeneid leaves the attentive reader with many puzzles. 
One such puzzle pertains to the de~th of Palinurus in books 5 
and 6. On the voyage to Italy that closes book 5 (S.838-71) 
Aeneas' helmsman Palinurus is enticed at night by the god 
Somnus: since the seas are calm with a following wind and no 
threat is on the horizon, steering itself is not needed; one can 
take a break from the helm altogether. Palinurus vigorously 
opposes this suggestion and clings to the tiller all the more 
tightly, so much so that when Somnus overwhelms the sailor 
with drugs, he falls into the sea, dragging the tiller and part 
of the stern with him. Aeneas laments his missing helmsman: 
"Palinurus, having trusted too much in the calm sky and sea, 
you shall lie naked on unknown sands." However, when the 
two meet next in Hades (6.337-83) Aeneas betrays nothing of 
his former judgment, asking Palinurus, "Which of ,the gods 
tore you from us and plunged you into the open sea?" 
Palinurus, unaware of what we had been told, replies that it 
was not by a god but by chance !forte), that he had slipped 

John Kohl is an alumnus of St. John's College (1961), a retired biologist 
(Ph.D., 1967) and an amateur classicist. He has taught Greek, mathematics, 
and 'physical and biological sciences in liberal arts programs at Shimer 
College, The College of St. Thomas More (fexas), and Thomas More 
College (New Hampshire) and has held research positions in mammalian 
mutation research, in chemical defense, and most recently in cancer 
immunotherapy at Baylor Medical Center in Dallas, Texas, where he 
currently resides. 
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and, grabbing the tiller for stability, dragged it and part of the 
stern into the sea. Nor was he washed up a corpse on the 
beach, but made it alive to the rock cliffs of the shore where 
barbarous natives killed him and threw him into the breakers, 
and now his body awaits burial. 

This discrepancy is usually attributed to Virgil's having 
composed books 5 and 6 at different times and having not yet 
worked out fully the differences in the death of Palinurus; 1 

however, I think that here in the underW-orld rhe poet is delib
erately posing counter-lessons in how to read the fate of the 
sailor. Charles Segal explains the two contrary aspects: 

The apparent discrepancy is only a difference in 
the point of view and in the mode of narration. In 
5 the story is told in the third person by the 
omniscient narrator with the full panoply of epic 
conventions. In 6 the victim tells the tale as he 
experienced it. Like any victim of a sudden catas
trophe, he does not know exactly what happened. 
Indeed, his vagueness about the 'great force' that 
tore off the rudder (6.349) is only a subtle 
reflection of the skill with which Virgil has kept 
apart and yet reconciled the divine and human 
levels.2 

According to Segal, in book 5 we have the comprehensive, 
divine view of Palinurus' death, and in book 6 a personal, 
human view of the same action. The act itself, Palinurus' 
disappearance into the sea together with part of the ship, is 
shrouded in mystery, and becomes ambiguous, enigmatic. 

Yet, there is a Homeric precedent for this death, a 
Homeric counterpart, that of the young and hapless shipmate 
of Odysseus, Elpenor (x.552-60; xi.51-80), who got drunk in 
Circe's house, forgot he was at the top of the stairs, fell down, 
and broke his neck. 3 So the same sort of accident befalls on 
the one hand Aeneas' trusted, prudent, and skilled helmsman 
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and on the other hand Odysseus' young, inexperienced, and 
indiscreet shipmate. 

Games And Underworlds 

The points of comparison that Virgil raises in the Palinurus 
episode constitute a subtle invitation to look at the other 
principal episodes in the fifth and sixth books of the Aeneid 
in light of one another and to consider the Virgilian episodes 
in relation to their respective Homeric counterparts. 

An overview of the episodes in the upper world of Aeneid 
book 5 and lower world of 6 suggests that such a comparison 
is warranted and, therefore, possibly illuminating. Aeneas 
announces five contests for the Sicilian games (5.45-71): a 
ship race, a foot race, a boxing match, an archery contest, and 
a javelin throw. In addition, however, a riding display by the 
boys (the lusus Troae), not given in Aeneas' initial agenda, 
takes place after the fourth (archery) contest, and the last of 
the announced contests, the javelin throw, is never held. The 
Sicilian landing and activities are a prelude to Aeneas' visit to 
Hades in the sixth book where there are, similarly, five major 
encounters of Aeneas in the underworld: first, with his lost 
and unburied helmsman Palinurus; second, with Dido; third, 
with his half brother and former comrade Deiphobus; fourth, 
with the punished souls in Phlegethon as described by the 
Sibyl; and, finally, with his father Anchises and posterity in 
the Blissful Groves. This indicates paired associations seriatim 
of the respective episodes in each book. 

Substantial portions of both of these books also have their 
respective Homeric counterparts. In the fifth book the funeral 
games instituted by Aeneas in honor of his father, Anchises, 
clearly invite comparison with those instituted by Achilles in 
Iliad XXIII in honor of his beloved Patroclus.4 Only four of 
the eight events in Iliad XXIII correspond with those in 
Aeneid 5: a chariot race, a foot race, a boxing match, and an 
archery contest. Virgil has recast the first and longest event in 
the Iliad (XXIII.262-650), the chariot race with five 
challengers, as a ship race between four boats selected from 
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the fleet as a whole, which is the most lengthy athletic contest 
in the Aeneid (5.114-285).5 

Similarly, the five encounters in the Aeneid have parallels 
with the respective five encounters in Odysseus' visit to 
Hades in Odyssey xi: first, with his unburied shipmate 
Elpenor; second, with his mother Anticleia; third, with his 
comrade. Agamemnon; fourth, with. the punished in Hades 
including a brief conversation with Heracles; and, finally, 
with the prophet Tiresias, which in the Homeric order 
.actually comes between the first conversation with Elpenor 
and that with Anticleia, but which has a parallel in Aeneas' 
visit with Anchises. 

A comparison of Aeneid 5 and 6 with the two Homeric 
parallels thus yields a rich complex of associations. In order 
to explore these associations· systematically, the five events in 
Virgil's games will be discussed in order. Each contest is first 
examined in light of its Homeric counterpart in the Iliad, 
then compared with the respective encounter in Virgil's 
underworld; and lastly the underworld encounter is cast 
against its counterpart in the Odyssey. The general scheme is 
diagrammed below. 

Sequence 1 2 3 4 5 

Iliad 23 Chariot race Foot race Boxing Archery 

Aeneid 5 Ship.race Foot race B,oxing Archery Troy Game 

Aeneid 6 Palinurus Dido Deiphobus Tartarus Elysium 

Odyssey 11 Elpenor Antideia Agamemnon Herades 

Ship Race 

The drama in both the Homeric and Virgilian accounts of the 
race depends upon the· layout of the race course, which in 
each consists of an outward-bound leg, a turning point, and 
an inward-bound leg to the finish line. In the Iliad it is on the 
inbound stretch that Apollo and Athena contest with one 
another to decide the race between Eumelus, the front runner 
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and Apollo's favorite, and Diomedes, Tydeus' son and 
Athena's champion, who is in hot pursuit. Thanks to Apollo, 
Diomedes loses his whip, but Athena restores it, breathes new 
strength into Diomedes' horses, and in her anger goes after 
Eumelus' car and breaks the pole of his chariot, causing a 
wreck. Antilochus now rashly challenges Menelaus for 
second place by forcing the older hero to draw his team off 
the course in a narrow passage near the finish line in order to 
avoid a collision. For this act, the young man's second place 
finish is later challenged by Menelaus at the awards ceremony 
and he is rebuked: young warriors, no matter how valiant, 
must learn to remember their place in the face of their 
betters. 

Virgil elegantly reworks the elements of Homer's race to 
draw significantly different lessons. The narrow place in the 
racecourse is resituated at the; turning point itself, where two 
of the four ships fail of their own choosing. Gyas' ship, the 
leader on the outbound course, enters the turn, but the ship's 
pilot, Menoetes, fearing rocky shoals there, steers too wide 
and loses the lead. For his timidity, Menoetes is pitched into 
the sea by Gyas, and the ship loses its pilot and the race in the 
bargain. Next, Sergestus, challenging Mnestheus for the lead, 
rashly takes the inside course, where his ship founders on the 
rocks. Mnestheus' ship, taking the middle course, flies 
through the gap like a startled, frightened dove, leaving the 
embarrassed Sergestus to free his ship and later slink back to 
port like a wounded snake. Now the race is between the 
survivors of the turn, Mnestheus and Cloanthus. As in the 
chariot race, the gods decide the victor, but only after 
Cloanthus vows sacrifice and libations to the host of divinities 
of the sea and harbor did Portunus " ... with his own great 
hand [drive] him on his way: swifter than wind or winged 
arrow the ship speeds landward and found shelter in the deep 
harbor" (5.241-43). 

Aeneas' conversation with Palinurus in Hades constitutes 
a counter-lesson to the boat race. As we have seen, Palinurus 
claims here that no divine agency was involved in his fall 
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from the helm, that it was solely by chance, although we also 
see that Palinurus struggled against his sleeplessness on the 
fateful night. If we view this again in light of the Homeric 
counterpart Elpenor, we learn that such accidents happen to 
the skilled and responsible as well as to the young and inexpe
rienced, even though Palinurus prudently tried to resist his 
misfortune, while Elpenor seemed totally unaware of his. 

Foot Race 

There is a similar reworking of Homeric precedents in the 
second contest on Sicily, the foot race. Three contestants are 
racing for the finish line in Homer's story, Oileus' son, Ajax, 
Laertes' son, Odysseus, and Nestor's son, Antilochus, who by 
now has learned to respect his betters and is in last place. 
Odysseus calls on his patron Athena, who not only assists her 
favorite with added strength but also causes the challenger, 
Ajax, to slip in the path on the dung from the sacrificial bulls, 
much to the amusement of all onlookers. Ajax's complaints 
and Antilochus' deference do win the former second prize at 
the awards ceremony. 

The field in Virgil's race is much wider than in Homer's; 
in fact, we do not know exactly how many racers there are, 
but seven-Nisus, Euryalus, Diores, Salius, Patron, and two 
Sicilians, Helymus and Panopes-are named. The pair, Nisus 
and Euryalus, the former the lover of the latter, is first and 
third, respectively, as they come into the home stretch; only 
Salius in second place separates them. Here Virgil presents an 
episode altogether analogous to and reminiscent of Homer's 
but with a shift in its comedic emphasis. Unlucky (infelix) 
Nisus slips in the slippery blood (not dung) which, poured 
forth by chance (forte) from the slaughtered calves, had 
soaked the ground and green grass in the path of the runners. 
Nisus, seeing Salius now as the leader, trips him up, allowing 
his beloved Euryalus to win the race. No divinity has inter
vened here, and the end of the race, rather than relying 
entirely on the befouled and risible aspect of Nisus to achieve 
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a humorous pathos, dissolves in a comedic wrangling over 
prizes. Salius vehemently claims first place and fraud. 
Meanwhile, the comely Euryalus, his eyes filled with tears 
over possible loss of victory, is winning favor with the crowd, 
and Dibres, who would finish fourth and out of the money if 
Salius wins, is protesting on behalf of Euryalus. When Aeneas 
compromises by ruling in Euryalus' favor but giving Salius a 
prize anyway, out of pity "for the fall of an innocent friend," 
Nisus now (successfully) puts in for a prize on his own behalf. 

The prize awarded Nisus, a shield captured by Aeneas 
from a Greek, foreshadows an incident later involving the 
pair in much darker circumstances. In the first real action of 
the Italian war, described in book 9, the pair is clispatched at 
their own suggestion from the besieged Trojan camp to get 
relief from Aeneas. As they pass through the sleeping, wine
laden Italians at night, the pair takes advantage of the 
situation to work havoc on the enemy forces like the 
celebrated night expedition of Odysseus and Diomedes in 
Iliad X. Unlike the Argive night expedition against the 
Trojans, which proves wholly successful, that of the two 
young Trojans against the Italians has a different outcome, 
primarily because of the pair's avidity here for booty, as it was 
for prizes earlier. Nisus, whom we know as a good runner, 
could have escaped through the enemy lines to Aeneas, but 
his loyalty to his companion, the captured Euryalus, a loyalty 
which led to a comic scene earlier in Virgil's narrative, now 
in the darkness of war proves fatal to both. 

The counter-lesson to the foot race is furnished by the 
second of Aeneas' principal encounters in Hades, Dido, who 
answers Aeneas' earlier silence at Carthage (4.331-96) with 
her own: in the face of such intense passion, words falter 
because they are from her point of view unnecessary. Aeneas, 
conversely, feels he owes her an explanation, but the expla
nation he finally gives her in Hades-that he left her unwill
ingly (invitus)-is weak and of no avail: hers was a love 
unrequited. If the death of Nisus was the culmination of love 
fulfilled, then in this counter-lesson Dido's death was the 
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culmination of a love unfulfilled. What we seem to have at 
the center of such passions in either case is death, which 
renders the value we place upon passionate love ambiguous. 
The intensity of the passionate relationships here is 
heightened further by the parallel in the second major 
episode in Horner's Hades (xi.155-224), Odysseus' meeting 
with his mother Anticlea, who wasted away and perished in 
grief over the absence of her son. In the Odyssey it is the 
ebbing of passion, not its waxing, that proves fatal. 

Boxing Match 

The boxing contest in the Iliad (XXIII.653-99) is a relatively 
short and direct affair. After Achilles has called the contest 
and set forth the prizes, Epeius, "son of Panopeus and a man 
valiant and big and with the looks of a prizefighter" (XXIII 
664-65), stands up to take on any and all challengers. Only 
one in the silent crowd rises to challenge him, Euryalus, 
whose father Talaus, had been a good boxer. Epeius makes 
good his appearance and repute and very quickly and 
magnanimously dispatches the challenger, Euryalus. Virgil 
reverses this pattern of events in the boxing contest on Sicily: 
it is the reluctant challenger, Entellus, who eventually 
vanquishes the favorite, Dares. But the match does not start 
out that way: the older Entellus flails wildly at the more 
nimble Dares, loses his balance, and takes a fall on his own. 
This marks the turning point in the fight. In Homeric turning 
points we would ordinarily have the arrival of a hero or a 
god, who would advise and rally the oppressed warrior, 
lighten and breathe strength into his limbs, and then retire as 
the tide of affairs reverses. But no god directly enters into 
Virgil's account here (5.450-57), nor are we privileged to 
learn what Entellus thinks and says to himself: 

Eagerly the Teucrians and Sicilian men stand up; a 
shout mounts to heaven, and Acestes first runs 
forward and in pity lifts his aged friend from the 
ground. But neither downcast nor dismayed by the 
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fall, the hero returns keener to the fray and rouses 
strength from his wrath. Shame, too, and 
conscious valor kindle his strength. Heatedly he 
drives Dares headlong over the entire arena with 
redoubled punches, right and left. 

13 

Entellus, loser of the first round of the fight, will be declared 
victor in the second round when the contest is halted to 
prevent the very death of Dares himself. 

The course of events here reminds us of a broader theme: 
the Trojans, losers at Ilium in the first round, will be the 
eventual winners overall in Italy. Such a reversal has its broad 
appeal. There is a widespread impulse to cheer on the 
underdog and a perennially engaging fascination with 
turnings in the tides of affairs of men, whether they be in real 
battles or in athletic competitions. The roots of this impulse 
and this fascination lie in the hope and in the curiosity that 
things are not what they seem and that appearances may be 
deceiving. Here in the games anger, shame, and honor have 
erupted to transform old Entellus, the one appearing physi
cally weaker, into a furious fighter of overpowering strength. 
Pulling the vanquished Dares from the fight, Aeneas says to 
the overmatched warrior: "Unhappy man, how could such 
frenzy seize your mind? Don't you see the other's strength 
and the changed will of the god? Yield to heaven" (5.465-67). 
To Aeneas this sudden transformation of Entellus can only be 
attributed to the subvention of a god and to a change in the 
favor of a god. Has a god chided Entellus and brought him to 
a new sense of himself? 

The counter-lesson to the boxing contest is found in the 
third of Aeneas' major encounters in Hades, that with 
Deiphobus, who recounts how his wife Helen betrayed him 
on the fateful night when Troy fell. She seemed to be a 
faithful wife and, trusting in her, Deiphobus sleeps, while 
Helen, actually an enemy accomplice, disarms the house and 
allows the enemy entry. Thus surprised and with his guard 
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down, Deiphobus is killed and mutilated. Entellus also seems 
to be what he is not, a weak old man and not much of a 
match for the younger and nimble Dares. But there are 
numerous instances both in team and individual sports where 
the favored contestant, deceived by the poor reputation and 
weak appearance of the opponent, becomes overconfident, 
prepares poorly for the contest, and does not prosecute it 
with vigor, trusting that the outcome has or will soon be 
settled favorably. As a consequence the favorite is surprisingly 
defeated in an upset. From Dares' perspective, is not this an 
alternative explanation for the result in the boxing contest 
suggested by the juxtaposition here? 

The Homeric parallel is found in the third major 
encounter of Odysseus in Hades, that with Agamemnon, who 
tells his visitor of his betrayal and murder at his homecoming 
by his deceitful wife Clytemnestra and her companion 
Aegisthus. This is an unseemly and shocking deed, so much so 
that the victim is totally unprepared either tactically or in 
spirit to defend himself and falls, "slaughtered like a bull in a 
manger," Agamemnon says. 

Archery Contest 

The archery contest, the last of the contests described in the 
memorial games to Anchises, parallels in most of its details 
the archery contest in the Iliad, penultimate in the sequence 
of events ordained by Achilles. The goal in both is to hit a 
dove, tethered to the top of a mast. Twice as many men (four: 
Hippocoon, Mnestheus, Eurytion, and Acestes) compete in 
the Aeneid as in the Iliad (Tencer and Meriones), and Virgil's 
account of sixty lines (5.485-544) correspondingly goes 
beyond Homer's twenty-five line episode (XXIII.859-83) in 
its emotional depth. 

·The first of Virgil's contestants, Hippocoon, misses and 
the dove flutters her wings in terror as she perceives the force 
of the arrow in the quivering mast. Then Mnestheus succeeds 
with his shot, like the first of Homer's contestants, Tencer, in 
severing the cord holding the dove to the mast: " ... off to the 
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south winds and black clouds she sped in flight" (5.512 f.). 
Then the dove, "now happy in the open sky and clapping her 
wings beneath a black cloud," is transfixed by an arrow from 
the third of Virgil's competitors, Eurytion (as by Homer's 
second, Meriones): "Down she fell, dead, left her life amid 
the stars of heaven, and, falling, brought down the arrow that 
pierced her." Virgil's subjective sympathy for the victim here 
far surpasses that of Homer, who simply describes the dove at 
one point as "timorous" (XXIII.874) and her flight. as 
"circling" (XXIII.875). Consequently the pathos is not 
captured and concentrated by the successive reversals of fear, 
freedom, exultation, and sudden end as in the Aeneid, nor is 
the transfixed bird, the epitome of death, brought to earth for 
all to examine but, rather, dove and arrow fall separately. 

The counter-lesson to the dove killed in flight is furnished 
by the fourth of Aeneas' major encounters in Hades, the visit 
to Tartarus. In contrast to the senseless loss we feel at 
witnessing the sudden death of a happy innocent-the dove 
in flight-here we witness those who have committed crimes, 
the guilty, and who are now being punished. The whole of 
Tartarus is encircled thrice with walls, then with flames, and 
entered by a gate of adamant, which is guarded by Hydra and 
surmounted by an iron watchtower where sleepless Tisiphone 
stands watch. There is no escape. The Sibyl, who says she was 
instructed by Hecate, tells Aeneas of the inmates, their crimes 
and punishments: the Titans, the twin sons of Aloeus, 
Salmoneus, Tityos, Ixion, and Pirithous-all challengers of 
Jupiter's reign-and those guilty of fratricide, of fraud, of 
adultery, of betrayal of their kin, and of treason. The 
admonition is given by Phlegyas, most miserable of all: 
"Learn to be just and not to slight the gods" (6.620). This 
sums up the lesson, though the Sibyl adds that it is impossible 
for her to recount all the forms of crime and their punish
ments. 

The Tartarean visit has its Odyssean parallel in the last 
episode in Hades in Odyssey xi where Odysseus sees Minos 
giving judgment; Orion with his club; Tityus being pecked in 
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his liver by vultures because he had raped Zeus' consort, 
Leto; Tantalus being tempted; Sisyphus rolling his rock 
repeatedly up the mountain; and Heracles, who stole the dog 
Cerebus from Hades. Odysseus wanted to stay to see "men 
still earlier," such as Theseus and Pirithous, but he is afraid of 
being immobilized in Hades by Persephone and her Gorgon's 
head, so he leaves. Of those whom he does see, only Tityus' 
and Heracles' transgressions are specifically mentioned. In 
general, Odysseus is more attracted to these and the others by 
their notoriety rather than by their infamy, and the punitive 
dimension in the Homeric adventure is not strongly brought 
out, unlike that in the Virgilian parallel. 

Returning to the archery competition on Sicily (5.519f.), 
we are left with the fourth competitor, Acestes, who is yet to 
shoot. The prize has already been taken, yet Acestes still 
draws back his bow and launches his arrow into the empty 
sky. 

On this a sudden portent meets their eyes, 
destined to prove of lofty presage; this in after 
time the mighty issue showed, and in late days 
terrifying seers proclaimed the omen. For flying 
amid the airy clouds, the shaft caught fire, marked 
its path with flames, then vanished away into thin 
air; just as often shooting stars, unloosed from 
heaven, speed across the sky, their tresses 
streaming in their wake. 

Unlike the three earlier contests, there is no direct point of 
contact between this sign and anything in the comparable 
Homeric event. Acestes is the fourth and supernumerary 
competitor in the archery program, and his action goes 
beyond anything that is conceived in analogy with Iliad 
XXIII. The flaming arrow thns assumes a significance in the 
drama of the Aeneid that lies beyond the action in the 
Homeric epics and retutils us to Virgil's poem itself to find its 
proper reference. The description quoted above (5 .522-28) 
doubtless recalls the earlier shooting star shown by Jupiter to 
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Anchises (2.692-700), who like Acestes stood before a prize, 
Troy, which had been lost. 

The Lusus Troiae 

And so, as the dust of the contest clears, we have what is 
known as the Lusus Troiae, in which sons parade across the 
field on horseback under the proud and attentive gaze of their 
fathers: "The Dardanians greet the bashful boys with cheers 
and rejoice as they gaze, seeing in their features their sires of 
old" (5.575-76). The scene gives precise expression here to 
the term "religion," binding the sons to the fathers, and 
through them, to the forefathers in an unbroken line of 
temporal succession. The first part of their equestrian 
maneuvers (5.575-87) appears to consist of mock charges and 
combat. The second part (5.597ff.) emerges as a sort of 
intricate dressage: 

Just as once on lofty Crete the Labyrinth produced 
a track woven with blind alleys and possessed a 
perplexing trick in its thousand paths, where for 
one following the signs insoluble and irremediable 
wandering awaits, so scarcely otherwise do the 
sons of Tencer entangle their tracks and weave 
their flight and battle games, like dolphins 
swimming through the watery seas who divide the 
Carpathian and Libyan waters and play amid the 
waves. 6 

The counter-lesson to the celebration of Trojan youth on 
Sicily is the parade of future Roman greats on the Fields of 
Elysium, which Anchises shows Aeneas at the conclusion of 
his visit to Hades. In Virgil's depiction, it is as if Aeneas is 
situated at the stationary hub of a rotating wheel on whose 
periphery various Roman figures are affixed; he looks up at 
the section moving in the upper world to see youths moving 
from past into future, then looks down at the section in the 
lower world to see heroes moving from future into past, 
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about to be recycled to the upper world. Anchises explains to 
Aeneas the doctrine of palingenesis, i.e., purgation in the 
underworld and rebirth above, as they watch the succession 
of Romans. How does this transgenerational rejuvenation 
take place? The capacity to describe it is beyond us, since it 
involves a reversal in the usual temporal order. Aeneas sees 
only the barest, iconic presentation of his Roman successors 
processioning by in a direction opposite to his and not their 
growth, development, or interrelationships. 

Tiresias, the blind Theban prophet and counterpart to 
Anchises in this scheme, warns Odysseus that Poseidon is 
angry over what Odysseus did to the Cyclops Polyphemus 
and will make his return voyage difficult. If Odysseus really 
desires a peaceful death at an old age, then after getting home 
he must journey far inland to a place where oars are no longer 
recognized as nautical implements and perform a funeral over 
a sailor's cenotaph. Tiresias also gives Odysseus a second 
warning: if he and his shipmates harm the Cattle of the Sun 
on the island of Thrinicia (which the ancients later identified 
as Sicily), then only Odysseus will come home, in a foreign 
ship, and after much time, so that he will have to contend 
with insolent suitors for the hand of Penelope. In all this 
Odysseus hears much but sees very little from Tiresias, and 
what he does hear is given as conditional instructions-if you 
do this, then that will follow. Aeneas hears from Anchises, 
and also sees much, but what he does hear and see is given 
unconditionally. 

Heroic Tension 

The parallels between the events in Aeneid books 5 and 6 and 
those in Iliad XIII and Odyssey xi, respectively, do not simply 
focus our attention on certain elements of the action but also 
contrast the lessons of the Virgilian events with those of their 
Homeric counterparts, that is to say, the new with the old. 
Thus in the first event, the chariot/boat race, we have 
moderate resolve and the positive assistance by the gods 



KOHL 19 

(Virgil) vs. interference and disruption by the gods and 
respect for betters (Homer); in the second, the foot race, 
pious love and loyalty (Virgil) vs. humiliation by divinities 
(Homer); in the third, the boxing match, spirited determi
nation and resolve in the face of disgrace (Virgil) vs. magnan
imous strength (Homer); .and in the last event, archery, 
persistence in the sacrifice for the larger goal (Virgil) vs. the 
celebration of skill (Homer). In Hades Palinurus' struggles 
(Virgil) contrast with Elpenor's ineptitude (Homer), Dido's 
passion (Virgil) with Anticlea's loss of passion (Homer), 
Helen's treachery not only to her family but also to Troy 
(Virgil) with Clytemnestra's murder of her husband for her 
lover (Homer), guilt and punishment in Phlegethon (Virgil) 
with crime and notoriety in Tartarus (Homer). 

Collectively, the Virgilian readings center upon civic 
virtues rather than individual virtues in the Homeric counter
parts. This is not surprising. Virgil's special concern, as 
pointed out by Maurice Bowra/ "is the destiny not of a man 
but of a nation, not of Aeneas but of Rome," whereas 
"Homer concentrates on individuals and their destinies. The 
dooms of Achilles and Hector dominate his design; their 
characters determine the action." Curtius captures this 
contrast as one between sapientia (King Latinus) and 
fortitudo (Turnus); Putnam detects in Aeneas an irrecon
cilable difference between freedom and force, and Desrosiers 
that of the patient, enduring, nearly comedic type of 
Odyssean hero and the decisive, active hero whose pride 
prefigures a tragic doom in the manner of Achilles. 8 Thus a 
tension emerges between the spirit of the Augustan Age of 
Peace and its ethical ideals and the spirit at ancient Troy with 
its celebration of human excellence and valor . 

. . The parade on the fields of Elysium is perhaps the most 
conspicuous of the lessons in book 6 that pose interpretations 
contrary to those of the corresponding events in book 5 but 
it is not the only such lesson. In fact all the lessons do. Thus 
we have, in the first place, an accidental occurrence (Palinurus 
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in the underworld) placed in opposition to occurrence due to 
divine intervention (Palinurus on board ship, and the ending 
of the ship race). In the second, passion that is altruistically 
directed (Nisus and Euryalus in the foot race) is in opposition 
to passion reflexively directed to one's own fulfillment (Dido 
in the underworld). In the third, victory by wrathful spirit 
(Entellus in the boxing match) opposes victory achieved by 
exploiting disinterest and dispiritedness in the opponent by 
surprise (Deophobus in the underworld). In the fourth, death 
or injury as innocent victim (dove in the archery contest) 
stands opposed to death as guilty transgressor (the prisoners 
in Tartarus). In the fifth and final pair, events arising through 
individual striving and skill (boys in the Lusus Troiae) are 
opposed to those predestined as part of an atemporal cycle or 
plan (the parade in Elysium). In general, these alternatives 
reflect an elemental, Lucretian interpretation of motives in 
which an agent is acting autonomously for himself or herself 
alone, placed in opposition to a traditional, providential 
interpretation of motives where figures past, present, or 
future, and remote from the agent lay claim to that agent's 
actions and intentions. 

Once again we are brought back to the tension between 
the two heroic types: the man of fortitude, confidence, skill, 
and strength, mindful of his own prowess in light of his 
forebears, and the man of prudence, negotiation, patience, 
and persistence, mindful of and guided by thoughts of his 
posterity. Aeneas, a refugee warrior from the plains of Ilium 
is well acquainted with the first type of hero. Through his 
Odyssean journey to Italy, home of his Dardanian ancestors, 
and his prophetic experiences there, most especially in 
Hades, he has now become acquainted with the second 
heroic type. If such interpretations as we have given to the 
events here indicate Virgil's concern with Aeneas and his 
mission, we expect, therefore, that the second or "Iliadic" 
half of the poem will be dominated by a man who represents 
the fusion of these complementary types as the complete 
hero. Such a man will display courage, martial skill, and 
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prowess, while acting as leader and statesman in adjudicating 
and resolving disputes. In judging these disputes, he will be 
aware of the contradictory motives and lessons pertaining to 
each action, which will enable him to reach a just decision in 
each case. 

As Aeneas emerges from the underworld, soon to face this 
civil strife and deal with its resolution, which he does entirely 
successfully, we might expect him to be a much more 
complex figure than before, laced with contradictory motives 
and the task of resolving them. This would add an interiority, 
a dimension of depth to his soul. But of the psyche of the 
Trojan leader we learn nothing directly. There are no 
monologues reported, nor internal dialogues, nor even the 
occasional battlefield self-exhortation, any of which might 
have revealed this psychic space. The terms "wooden" and 
"frigid" have sometimes been applied to this frustrating 
aspect. Yet Virgil's silence here may be a tacit invitation to the 
reader to reflect upon the character and formation of the 
beneficent leader as well as a quiet comment on how little 
Aeneas is directly in control of his own destiny and that of his 
people, being instead like a cipher in a cosmic account, told 
by powers largely beyond his knowledge. 

Part 2: Regarding Virgil's Golden Age 

Aura Discolor 

How much, then, of his mission does Aeneas in fact under
stand? If his project itself-to lead his Trojan refugees out of 
the dying city and found a new Troy somewhere else-is 
straightforward, the symbol attached to that project, the 
golden bough, is problematic. The symbol has had many 
interpretations, but is distinguished above all by being the 
fusion of opposites: the natural shape and properties of 
regeneration and growth contrasted with the artificial ones 
formed of refined metal and having a sheen and a crackling 
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sound in the wind. To found the new Troy, then, is to plant a 
contrivance that must yet regenerate and grow naturally. 

In a well-known study, "Discolor Aura: Reflections on the 
Golden Bough," Robert Brooks reflects on his subject in this 
way: 

The poet has expressed life and death, both as 
opposites, in the wisdom of the Sibyl, and as union 
in the will of Aeneas. The human actors have 
reached the impasse of inner experience and 
outward observation, two irreconcilable aspects of 
reality. The golden bough is the necessary and 
external sign demanded to resolve the antinomy, 
and bears a fundamental relation to it? 

Later in the same study Brooks returns to the opposition: 

The essence of the golden bough is the contrast 
between its lifeless nature and its organic 
environment. But we cannot stop here. Obviously 
the image of gold must express other relevant 
associations; otherwise lead or iron or stone would 
have done equally well. 

Brooks attaches considerable importance to the bough's 
appearance at the moment of its discovery (6.204): discolor 
unde auri per ramos aura refulsit. ("With diverse hue shone 
out amid the branches the gleam of gold.")10 The word aura, 
a play on aurum, normally has no visual sense but rather 
denotes an. atmospheric emanation, while the gleam is 
discolor, variegated and not a pure color. Discolor aura, then, 
is a strange way to describe the brilliance of gold and suggests 
a secret, enigmatic, even sinister quality of the golden bough. 

In Hesiod we read that Cronos held sway over a golden 
age of men, but the old god was deposed by his son Zeus and 
sent to Tartarus, and a new, inferior silver age of men was 
initiated, followed by further declensions of men down to our 
present iron age. But in Ennius' later account the destiny of 
Cronos (Saturn) does not quite work out that way: he finds 
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refuge ( cf. lateo) in Italy, in Hesperia, land of the ancient 
Latin folk. In the Aeneid King Latinus later greets the Trojan 
delegation, telling them (7.202-04) that the Latins are of the 
race of Saturn, and Evander will later explain (8.314-27): 

Native Fauns and Nymphs used to inhabit these 
groves and a race of men born of tree trunks and 
the hardy oak, for whom there was neither custom 
nor culture, nor did they know how to yoke oxen, 
lay up wealth, nor spend their gains, but branches 
and harsh hunted fare for sustenance nourished 
them. First from heavenly Olympus carne Saturn 
fleeing the arms of Jove and an exile from his lost 
kingdom. He united an unruly race dispersed 
among the high mountains, gave them laws, and 
chose to call it Latium, since he lay safe in this 
country. Under this king were the ages which they 
say were golden. So calmly he used to rule the 
people in peace, then little by little there followed 
a worse age of duller hue (deterior. . . ac decolor 
aetas). 

So into this worse age ·of duller hue now steps a new man, 
Aeneas, who forges a (re)union between his Trojans and the 
Latins. Is the diverse hue of the golden bough, the token and 
emblem by which he gains access to Hades and thence to his 
mission in Latium, reflected later in the age of duller hue in 
which that mission is carried forth in the second half of the 
Aeneid? Conversely, is the decadent, discordant, discolored 
age, which Aeneas seeks to resolve in Italy, heralded by the 
variegated aura of his golden bough? That is, does the 
decadence in the post-golden ages have its roots in the golden 
age from which it declines? 

Decolor Aetas 

Virgil intends that his hero Aeneas prefigure his own patron 
Octavian, whom Anchises describes to Aeneas, as we have 
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seen, as the promised one, the son of a god, who will 
reestablish the Golden Age in Saturn's Latin land, and spread 
a Roman Empire. He also appears on Aeneas' brazen and 
golden shield (8.675-81), a double flame corning forth from 
his face and the Julian star upon his head as he commands the 
fleet at the triumphal battle of Actiurn. 

To indicate what is at stake in this Augustan picture, a 
brief sketch of the mythological background of this golden 
figure is important. As in much else in Virgil's epic, it is 
instructive to begin by way of comparison with Horner and in 
particular with the principal figure of the Iliad, Achilles. 
Laura Slatkin11 has called attention to the legend in Pindar's 
Eighth Isthmian Ode that Thernis had counseled the gods that 
the nymph Thetis marry a mortal rather than the divine Zeus 
or Poseidon, since the son of such divine union would 
challenge father Zeus and overthrow the entire Olympian 
order. Thus Thetis marries mortal Peleus instead, and the son 
is the half-god Achilles. But at Troy Achilles now becomes a 
similar threat to his commander in chief Agamemnon, an 
inferior man, to whom, nevertheless, he must pay honor by 
yielding the captive Briseus. It is at this point (Iliad !.503-10) 
that Thetis puts to Zeus the request that her son Achilles be 
properly honored. The subsequent action does not relate 
primarily to the hegemony of either Zeus or Agamemnon but 
rather to how Zeus works out the end of Achilles in the Iliad 
and whether the hero's short-lived life and glorious end 
constitute a just, fitting response to Thetis' request. Achilles 
amidst the carnage of the ensuing war, the death of his 
beloved Patroclos, and the retributive killing and desecration 
of Hector exacts tribute from Argive and Trojan alike. In the 
extraordinary last scene of the poem Achilles has in effect12 

already achieved his goal as ruler and is enthroned as king of 
Hades, where he will later lament to visiting Odysseus that he 
would rather be a slave among mortals than hold his present 
regal station. We are left to wonder whether such excellence 
among men can only be so rewarded. 
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The compass of the Aeneid's action, in contrast to the 
Iliad's, is not from the heights to the depths of heroic fortune 
but the past, present, and future of successful statecraft. In 
comparison with the Iliadic myth, the central problems raised 
by the Aeneid do not relate to the justice due a central heroic 
figure such as Achilles but to the very existence of a city in the 
face of a civil war, a city in which just dispensation might be 
given. In this sense, the problems upon which Virgil's epic 
turn might be said to be antecedent to those of its Homeric 
prototype. A practical reading of the Iliad in this light 
suggests at a minimum that preservation of the city is favored 
when the best men are not situated in subordinate positions. 
Such inverted circumstances often lead to internecine strife 
among leaders, which, in turn is often fatal to the city as a 
whole. 

The problem of civil war is faced directly in the story of 
Atreus and Thyestes. In one common version of the myth, 
there is a dispute between the two brothers, Atreus (father of 
Agamemnon) and Thyestes, over the kingship of Mycenae. A 
ram with a golden fleece, a symbol of election, is born into 
Atreus' flock. With the aid of Atreus' wife, whom Thyestes 
has seduced, the golden ram is stolen, and Thyestes assumes 
the kingship. Hermes then persuades Atreus to desist until the 
course of the sun is reversed, which Zeus then accomplishes. 
Again, let us first take note that the questions upon which this 
myth centers do not focus on the two fraternal antagonists 
and their doom but upon the very survival of the political 
order of Mycenae, which will be torn asunder if and when the 
two brothers collide in civil war over the kingship. Only some 
outside, extraordinary intervention is able to avert this 
destruction, in this case Zeus' action. 

The Statesman 

The mythic context of the Aeneid, as disclosed in an 
important contribution by Jacob Klein, 13 turns on the myth of 
Atreus and Thyestes and, in particular, on the re-embodiment 
and extension of that myth in the story of the reversed 
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cosmos in Plato's dialogue The Statesman. Virgil probably 
read and discussed this dialogue with Octavian. A reading of 
Virgil's ancient biographies, notably those sections attributed 
to Suetonius in Aelius Donatus and that of M. Valerius 
Probus, indicates that Virgil was in the circle of patronage of 
Octavian long before the principate. Virgil's lifelong interest 
in philosophy seems at first to have centered upon the 
Epicureans and later shifted to the Platonists. 14 

If we turn our attention to The Statesman itself, however, 
it becomes evident that the Atreus{fhyestes myth is not quite 
the entire story the Stranger wants to discuss with young 
Socrates. The two had spent their previous discussion, in 
effect, trying to find out what a ruler was, and by a laborious, 
dialectical process had arrived at a provisional definition of a 
ruler as a guide over human beings, a "shepherd of the 
people" as is usually applied to Agamemnon at Troy. But men 
can seize power by various means, usually violent. What 
distinguishes legitimate from illegitimate rulers? If I say, 
"Obey my orders!" to you and a group of your fellows, what 
compels you to do so? or not to do so? It is this question that 
leads them to the Atreus/Thyestes myth in the first place and 
to the witness of Zeus especially. What is the pathos by which 
the restoration of the throne to Atreus is enforced? Thus the 
Stranger in Plato's Statesman is led to tell of the god's action 
directly (268E-274E), where the god reverses the course of 
the world from the ever more chaotic age of Zeus to restore 
the earlier, Edenic age of Saturn or "golden age." 

The Ever-Recurring Return 

The Stranger explains: 

During a certain time the god himself joins in 
guiding and rolling around all in its motion, while 
at another time, when the periods have at length 
reached the proper measure of time, he lets it go, 
and of its own accord it turns back in the opposite 
direction, since it's a living being and endowed 
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with intelligence from him who put it together in 
the beginning. (268C-D) 
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One is fancifully reminded of a spring-driven toy or top that 
one winds up at the beginning, then lets go of until the toy or 
top runs down, becomes wobbly, and tips over, at which 
point one winds it up again. And the stranger adds that bodily 
things like the cosmos can't go on forever in one direction 
like the divine, but this winding up and running down is the 
next best thing to it. (269A-270A) Translated into political 
terms, we see a society originally face-to-face with the 
divinity that organizes and inspires it. Then the divinity 
retreats into the background. As the generations of men 
proceed one after another, the original divine memory 
becomes ever dimmer, the inspiration weaker, the inhabitants 
more forgetful of their origins, the organization more 
corrupt, and the society more dissolute. We see Plato's 
concern for this weakening reflected in many other dialogues: 
the myths of recollection in the Meno and Republic, the 
replacement of defaced images by fresh images in the 
Symposium, magnetic chains of iron rings hanging from a 
lodestone in the Ion, et cetera. In the face of dissolution, a 
renewal by a divinity is then required. 

But what then is suffered by the cosmos during this life
restoring winding-up? young Socrates asks. This leads to 
further elaboration of the Stranger's myth. (270Bff.) There is, 
in fact, great destruction of humans at this time, the Stranger 
declares, and only a small part of the human race, having had 
many strange experiences here, has survived to tell the tale. 
The renewal, we infer, is a violent one, a period of protracted 
and most destructive civil war, and the reversal is. indeed a 
cosmic reversal. Time itself is reversed; everything is put back 
to its original condition; memory itself is now put out of 
question. Things are not begotten in succession but spring up 
out of the earth on their own accord. There are no special 
bonds of kinship and no special claims thereby on wealth and 
power. Creatures do not eat one another and do not have to 
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labor for their food; strife and competition are thus elimi
nated. Men may even have the power of conversing with 
other animals. Such is the Edenic life of men during the reign 
of Cronos when the god himself is their shepherd and unlike 
that of the present age of Zeus, who remains aloof. 

So, once the universe is turned back and the earthquake, 
shock, and destruction resulting from the end of the old age 
subside, the new epoch takes over; however, the material 
element in the cosmos persisting from previous times 
gradually takes over and prevails. The cosmos therefore 
becomes more and more fierce. Men require special assis
tance from the gods (Prometheus, Hephaestus, Demeter, 
Dionysus) and finally a more extreme intervention is 
warranted to reverse the whole order again. But here (274E2) 
a difficulty arises: the two interlocutors are in search of the 
statesman and his art. If Cronos as shepherd of the people is 
the paradigmatic statesman, then Cronos has no statecraft, no 
art, because Cronos in the golden age has nothing to do, 
neither to feed or lead men nor to care for them at all. The 
good statesman is a statesman paradoxically by not having to 
exercise any statecraft. This puzzle, which we may perhaps 
characterize as that of the philosopher-king, will send the 
conversation of the two off again in search of the statesman 
and his rule. Here we will leave them and turn back to look 
at the story in a wider context. 

The Statesman myth has been reexamined more recently 
by Pierre Vidal-Naquet, who begins his discussion with a 
passage from the peripatetic Dicaearchus, a student of 
Aristotle, a passage that in turn was cited by Porphyry in his 
treatise de Abstinentia. 15 According to Dicaearchus, the 
Golden Age, which in his account actually existed and was 
not an idle fiction, was home to men who were vegetarians 
and had food in abundance, though not in superabundance, 
lives devoid of property, social conflict, and wars and a style 
of living simple and frugal, symbolized by the acorn. These 
Golden-Age people lived under the direct patronage of 
Cronos, who is according to Vidal-Naquet "an extremely 
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ambiguous divine personage." Vidal-Naquet asks, What does 
Dicaearchus' text acquire from the past and what does it 
conceal? Vidal-Naquet finds an answer to his question in 
Theophrastus' tract On Piety where this era is portrayed as a 
period of vegetable consumption and animal sacrifice, which 
apparently has succeeded vegetable sacrifice and has actually 
appeared as a substitute for human sacrifice: thus, 
vegetable-human-animal. These fourth-century specula
tions of Dicaearchus and of Theophrastus and later of 
Porphyry are built on a theory of actual progression or 
evolution from one earlier stage to the next. In this 
progression Cronos emerges as a terrible, cannibalistic god 
and the golden age as an age of enormous ambiguity from a 
political standpoint. 

Virgil's account of Saturnus in the Georgics and especially 
in the Aeneid draws in many of its aspects upon Ennius' trans
lation of Euhemerus' account of Saturn.'6 But Euhemerus' 
Saturn used to dine on mortal flesh (until Jupiter put an end 
to it) and he was not beneficent god; Saturn in Virgil, on the 
other hand, is a vegetarian and a benefactor. 

Do wild men become tame in the age of Cronos, or do 
tame men become wild (cannibalistic) in this epoch? Since we 
are moving from one kind of man, one kind of animal, to 
another, we cannot say. But two contrary attempts, two 
contrary movements, have been made, according to Vidal
Naquet, to bridge the gap. In the "upward" movement, we 
import the civic order into the virtues of the golden age, a 
tendency expressed by the Orphics and Pythagoreans; in the 
"downward" the entrance into the Golden Age is tantamount 
to making contact with bestiality, expressed in various 
Dionysiac practices. In some cases, notably in Euripides' 
Bacchae both movements are present. The ambiguity even 
seems to reach The Statesman in a somewhat lighter, more 
playful fashion. The Stranger asks the young Socrates 
whether men were more blessed in the reign of Cronos or 
now in the reign of Zeus? They decide that it depends on 
whether men in the first age engaged in philosophical conver-
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sation with the animals or merely ate, drank, and gossiped 
with them. (272B1-D1) 

In the Aeneid itself this ambiguity surfaces in the figures 
of the Cyclopes. When we first encounter them in book 3 of 
the Aeneid, they are the sheep-grazing, cannibalistic savages 
with whom we are familiar from Horner's Odyssey. But in the 
Aeneid's sixth book we learn of and in the eighth book we see 
the Cyclopes of Aetna, skilled metal workers in Vulcan's shop 
who set to work on Aeneas's shield. In contrast, Horner's 
Hephaistos in Iliad XVII works on Achilles' shield alone, and 
the robot-like, wheeled tripods he has made cannot be 
compared to Vulcan's Cyclopean assistants, who have names 
("Thunderer," "Lightning," "Fireworker") and who respond 
to Vulcan's exhortations. Clearly some sort of Cyclopean 
transformation has taken place, of which, however, we 
receive no further information. On the deeper ambiguities in 
Virgil there will be more to say later; now we move on to 
other aspects of the Golden Age in Plato. 

History 

Colin Starnes17 brings our attention to the eighth book of 
Plato's Republic where, having concluded along with the 
other interlocutors their description of the best state, the true 
aristocracy, Socrates and Glaucon embark on a description of 
the other, inferior ones. These Socrates subsumes under four 
types: tirnocracy, (whose principle is honor); oligarchy 
(wealth); democracy (liberty); and-worst of all-tyranny 
(power). They then talk about the ways in which one type 
may collapse into the next, inferior one. Socrates prefaces this 
discussion with the following observations: 

Hard as it is for a state so framed to be shaken, 
yet, since all that comes into being must decay, 
even a fabric like this will not endure forever, but 
will suffer dissolution. In this manner: not only for 
plants that grow in the earth, but also for all 
creatures that move thereon, there are seasons of 
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fruitfulness and unfruitfulness for soul and body 
alike, which come whenever a certain cycle is 
completed, in a period short or long according to 
the length of life for each species,IS 
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Seen in the light of Socrates' discussion of the political 
forms in the Republic, the myth of the golden age in the 
Statesman has sufficed to bring to light a new conception of 
social history. As Klein points out, the myth does not rest on 
the old, "organic" conception as seen in the Republic, 
according to which the social order goes through successive 
cycles of growth, maturity, senescence, and death like the life 
cycle of an annual plant, but rather on a revolutionary 
conception, where at the beginning of each cycle there is a 
revolution, a reversal, a renovative overthrow of the 
previous, senescent, decrepit age, and the restoration of the 
new age, which then gradually declines. In turning the course 
of events back to a golden past, the statesman turns back and 
binds the political order back to its ancestral foundations. 
This gives a deeply religious character to Roman politics and, 
conversely, as Hannah Arendt has explained, a deeply 
political character to Roman religion: 

In contrast to Greece, where piety depended upon 
the immediate revealed presence of the gods, here 
religion literally meant re-ligare: to be tied back, 
obligated, to the enormous, almost superhuman 
aud hence always legendary effort to lay the 
foundations, to build the cornerstone, to found for 
eternity. To be religious meant to be tied to the 
past, and Livy, the great recorder of past events, 
could therefore say, Mihi vetustas res scribendi 
nescio quo pacta antiquus fit animus et quaedam 
religio tenet ('While I write down these ancient 
events, I do not know through what connection 
my mind grows old and some religio holds 
[me ]').19 
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Negatively, as in the case of transgression, it is the 
loosing, the releasing from these bonds of religio either by the 
restitution of damages or by the paying of a like penalty that 
constitutes just absolution.20 Positively, the religious sense of 
the Romans, which was cultivated at funerals by the presence 
of ancestral death masks and the giving of orations honoring 
ancestors as well as the recently departed, has been observed 
to contribute significantly to the formation of future genera
tions of Roman citizens. 

For who would not be inspired by the sight of 
images of men renowned for their excellence, all 
together and as if alive and breathing? What 
spectacle could be more glorious than this? 
Besides, he who makes the oration over the man 
about to be buried, when he has finished speaking 
of him, recounts the successes and exploits of the 
rest whose images are present, beginning from the 
most ancient. By this means, by this constant 
renewal of the good report of brave men, the 
celebrity of those who performed noble deeds is 
rendered immortal, while at the same time the 
fame of those who did good service to their 
country becomes known to the people and a 
heritage for future generations. But the most 
important result is that young men are thus 
inspired to endure every suffering for the public 
welfare in the hope of winning the glory that 
attends on brave men. 21 

In Virgil's epic this conception, eminently both religious 
and political, centers upon that revolutionary figure, pious 
Aeneas, from whom the poem takes its title. The variegated 
hue of the golden bough by which he gains access to Hades is 
an external sign of the union of life and death, of freedom 
and force, fused in the character of Aeneas. But this union, 
which characterizes the hero and pervades his age, only 
extends so far. In subsequent generations of men this union 
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progressively falls apart; the ages become inferior. Thus to 
extend the metaphor: the brilliance of the variegated hue 
now diminishes as the elements successively separate to form 
ever-duller colors. 22 Further, turning the cosmos back to its 
pristine condition is accompanied by much destruction and 
civil strife, as Plato's Stranger reminds us. The gold of the 
golden age thus achieved is a gold alloyed with sadness and 
loss. This, I suggest, is another meaning of the bough's 
discolor aura. 

There are other dark aspects of the golden age as well. In 
the eighth book of the Aeneid, as we have already seen, 
Evander describes to Aeneas Latium's past (8.314-36); from 
this description it is fairly clear that Saturn, overthrown by 
his son Jupiter, came as a refugee amongst the aboriginal, 
primitive peoples of Italy, to whom he was a political and 
cultural hero, ruling in peace. This Saturnian age then gave 
way to debased societies as warfare and acquisitiveness 
supplanted the Saturnian element, a decline aided and 
abetted by waves of invaders. The Latins under Latinus are 
remnants of this aboriginal Saturnian element, as is made 
clear by various other allusions in the poem as well.23 Now 
come Evander and Aeneas, exiles from foreign lands and both 
descendants of Jupiter. Aeneas is persistently and vehemently 
opposed throughout the poem by Saturnian Juno. Her wrath 
against Aeneas and the Trojans is announced at the very 
beginning of the epic (1.4) and is sustained nearly until the 
end (12.842). In two soliloquies (1.37-49; 7.293-322) and in 
three conversations (Helenus to Aeneas: 3.435-40; Juno to 
Allecto: 7.331-40; Juno to Jupiter: 10.63-95) Juno makes 
clear the reasons for her antipathy: her beauty has been 
slighted in favor of others (the Judgment of Paris); her 
husband cheats (Dardanus, the Trojan founder comes from 
the dalliance of Jupiter with Electra), and her own children 
are not pretty to look at Uuventa has been spurned by Jupiter 
in favor of Ganymede, and Mars and Vulcan generally are not 
attractive figures either). In contrast, Aeneas' mother is 
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Venus, the winner of the Judgment of Paris, and both Aeneas 
and his Trojan companions are described as handsome, 
beautiful people. Witness the taunts of Numanus at Ascanius 
and the encamped Trojans at 9.598-620 and the protest of 
Iarbas to Jupiter at 4.215-18: the Trojans are effeminate, 
foppish people, incapable of fighting. The very sight of these 
beautiful Trojan dandies, we imagine, makes Juno angry-a 
properly Saturnian sentiment. Finally and more broadly, 
there is the prediction that a Trojan remnant will someday 
establish itself and overthrow Carthage, Juno's favorite city. 
Mythological orthodoxy within the foregoing context thus 
indicates that restoration of the golden age in Italy would 
entail bringing Saturn or at least his representatives out of 
hiding and reestablishing them. But the divine allegiances are 
all wrong for this. Juno, the chief opponent of Aeneas, and 
her associates-Turnus, Latinus, the Latins, Jutnrna and 
allies-are of Saturnian stamp and resist the new order in 
Italy, while Aeneas, Evander, and the Trojans and their allies 
are the J avian protagonists of that new order. The institution 
of the new order represents, therefore, the complete 
subversion of the Saturnian elements and not their reinsti
tution. But Aeneas' institution, as we have seen, is quite 
precisely advertised as setting up the return of the golden age, 
which Virgil's own patron Octavian, descendant of Aeneas' 
Jovian line, will reestablish in Saturn's Latin land, and from 
which will extend a golden empire (6.789-800; 8.675-81). 
How, then, can the usurpers of golden Saturn properly found 
a golden age? 

There are two ways to look at this new foundation, and 
here the recent critics are sharply divided into two camps. 
Advocates of the Empire, the "Augustans," point to the final 
reconciliation of Juno and Jupiter in which the latter will 
declare her to be not only Saturn's other child but also his 
sister (12.830) and are well aware of the century of civil strife 
and confusion that marks the late Republic; they will look at 
the amalgamation of the Saturnian and the Jovian as a 
complete solution to the dynastic and political problems of 
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the, past. The Saturnian gold will be alloyed with the Jovian 
iron to produce a metal of stronger characteristics, if duller 
hue. But the scene of this reconciliation is somewhat 
ambiguous. Jupiter sees Juno seated on a cloud above the 
battle, watching the final battle between Aeneas and Turnus, 
and they exchange decisive words in the following dialogue, 
beginning with Jupiter: "The end is reached. You have had 
the power to chase the Trojans over land or wave, to kindle 
monstrous war, to mar a home and to blend bridals with woe. 
I forbid you to try any more." To which Juno with submissive 
expression responds: 

Because indeed, great Jupiter, this as your will was 
known to me, I left unwillingly Turnus and the 
earth: you would not have seen me alone on an 
airy seat to suffer fair and foul, but girt in flames I 
would have stood beneath with the very ranks and 
dragged the Teucrians into hostile strife. Juturna I 
confess I persuaded to help her miserable brother 
and I approved that she dare greater things for his 
life, but not spears nor stretch the bow. This I 
swear by the implacable fountain head of Styx, 
sole dread ordained for gods above. And now I 
truly yield and I give up the fight in loathing. 
(12.803-06) 

Juno had in fact earlier told Jutnrna this: "If you dare 
anything more favorable for your twin, do it; it is fitting. 
Perhaps better things may follow for the unhappy." 
(12.152-3) While not openly encouraging Juturna to do 
battle on behalf of her brother, these words do not discourage 
it either. Consequently, Juno's later vehement denial before 
Jupiter, who has reproached her for the fact that Juturna now 
faces Venus on the battlefield, may indicate that Juno's 
withdrawal has less to do with a fundamental change of heart 
and more to do with the implicit external threats of her 
brother. Under this view, the new golden age is not the 
voluntary melding of the Saturnian and the Jovian but the 
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involuntary usurpation of Saturnian by the Jovian. The new 
age is really the age of iron; instituted by political force and 
by poetic craft, it has been gilded in Saturnian guise to 
produce a shaded gold. The Saturnian partisans of the old 
Republic will say that by sleight of hand the Jovian has been 
substituted under the appearance of the Saturnian, and they 
were clear about the Augustan parallels. As put by Ronald 
Syme, one of the exponents of this point of view, 

In the Revolution the power of the old governing 
class was broken, its composition transformed. 
Italy and the non-political orders in society 
triumphed over Rome and the Roman aristocracy. 
Yet the old framework and categories subsist: a 
monarchy rules through an oligarchy. 24 

This line of reasoning has been carried forward by Inez 
Scott Ryberg, who writes: 

But if one side of Virgil's picture of Latinus is 
Saturnian, the other side is Roman. He appears 
wearing the trabea, the traditional garb of the 
Roman king; he presides over Roman customs, the 
opening of the Gates of War and the making of 
treaties; he resists the breaking of the alliance with 
the Trojans and will take no part in the 
unrighteous war. 25 

This ambivalent picture of Latinus carries over to an 
ambivalent position of Augustus: "That the new Golden Age 
of Augustus will embody the qualities of the reign of Saturn 
is an important part, but only part, of the concept." Thus, she 
suggests, the phrase said of Augustus, aurea condet saecula 
(he will establish the golden age) has the overtones condere 
lustrum (to establish the purifying sacrifice) and condere 
urbem (to establish the city). This overtone or "echo," 
according to Ryberg, "hints, with 'flattering ambiguity,' that 
the founder of the new Golden Age will be like Jupiter, the 
son greater than his father who brought to a close the reign 
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of Saturn." But here, I think, we find a deviation from the 
scheme we have been exploring: rather than successive 
restorations of the golden age, we have successive challengers 
to it, each challenger aspiring to overthrow and outdo his 
predecessor, a scheme not devoted to achieving political 
stability but, if anything, to undermining it. 

Virgil in his poem does not resolve the status of the 
golden age. Like his mentor, Plato, he shows us much, tells us 
little, and moments of resolution seem rare. In the case of the 
bough, it is a symbol, and it has a certain power, namely of 
guaranteeing Aeneas passage through the underworld, but 
not much more. There is, in Brooks' critique, no 
"transcendent quality, passing beyond the contrasts of nature 
to an ultimate harmony. . .it is unnatural, embodying the 
contrasts of nature, rather than the supernatural, 
transcending them." The bough is received and exercised in 
ritual silence. "The rite is effective," Brooks comments, 

and the hero receives his power, but not the 
knowledge of what that power should mean ... 
The amor which impels him to pass living into 
death receives no answer. This deeper antithesis of 
success in action/frustration in knowledge is the 
central and fundamental significance of the golden 
bough. Certainly it is this which effects that 
curious distortion of the language at the moment 
of the bough's discovery. Discolor aura: not the 
light of revelation, but the dubious and shifting 
colors of the magic forest. 

In similar manner, the more we turn back to pursue and 
to restore the golden age, the more this age seems to recede 
into the past. It becomes a dim, indistinct, and shifting glow, 
the object of a quest that is ever-to-be-completed. Saturn 
remains hidden, and with him hides that direct apprehension, 
that illuminating knowledge of man's true estate. That to 
which we keep turning back is instead a counterfeit Saturn, a 
Jupiter disguised as Saturn, or perhaps a sort of negotiated 
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cobbling together, an amalgamation of elements of the two. 
Thus, the same antithesis of success in action/frustration in 
knowledge, which Brooks uncovered as the central and 
fundamental significance of the golden bough, discloses itself 
here also. As a result, we have the constituting of a new 
political order without the express declaration of its consti
tution; we have a new beginning, a novum principium, but 
without the enunciated new principles. To indicate this inter
mediate, indeterminate quality 'which seems to pervade 
Virgil's poem, Brooks says, "the Aeneid is a work in limbo," 
and he concludes his study with an allusion to Dante's well 
known exposition of that place in the fourth canto of the 
Inferno, where Dante's Virgil tells us that because he is 
unbaptized he is lost, and without hope he lives in longing. 
But unlike Dante, I would suggest that "limbo" in its original 
meaning is not a place of darkness but a place at the edge of 
things. Those who fell under the sway of the old order, the 
pagan "ancients," were drawn and moved by the figures of 
Aeneas, of Anchises, Ascanius and others, no matter how 
dimly descried. In a distant, indistinct way virtues were made 
visible, although unlike for Dante and the People of the Book, 
they could own little true explanation. 
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The Principle of Sound Learning is that the noise of vulgar fame 
should never trouble the cloistered calm of academic existence. 

Hence, learning is called sound when no one has ever heard of it; 
and 'sound scholar' is a term of praise applied to one another by 

learned men who have no reputation outside the University, and a 
rather queer one inside it. If you should write a book (you had 
better not), be sure that it is unreadable; otherwise you will be 

called 'brilliant' and forfeit all respect. 
-F. M. Cornford 

Microcosmographia Academica: 
Being a Guide for the Young Academic Politician 

Of the making of textbooks about the calculus there is no 
end, and, as Steerforth says to young "Daisy" Copperfield, 
"there never was a more miserable business." It's not that 
they prove to be "unreadable"; much worse, they're not 
meant to be read in the first place. Reading, after all, is an 
intensely personal enterprise replete with risks and responsi
bilities, and offering consequences uneven and unpredictable 
at best. Textbooks, on the other hand, are intended to be 
successful, and therefore proceed without reference to or 
dependence upon such quaint contingencies as the judgment 
and perseverance of individual students. (That they accord
ingly do nothing to foster the judgment and perseverance of 
individual students is perhaps a trifle inconvenient from the 
standpoint of anyone with the interests of education at heart, 

Michael Comenetz, Calculus: The Elements. World Scientific Publishing Co., 
2002. M. W. Sinnett is a tutor at the Annapolis campus of St. John's College. 
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but there's no doubt of its being good for business: The intel
lectual and spiritual vices reinforced by most textbooks 
strengthen the market for more of the same, a nice example 
of what systems analysts call a "negative feedback loop.") 

"Success" is defined in terms the modern world owes to 
B. F. Skinner: the subjects are to be conditioned into the 
reliable performance of certain operations, the origins and 
meaning of which remain soothingly obscure. The color
coding of components of its presentation, for example, 
practically allows a modern text to read itself to the students, 
and since even this may fail to produce the desired results, 
many textbooks now include a computer disc in order to 
offer "interactive guidance," as well as, in a warm and 
supportive voice, the text's personal encouragement: "I am 
your friend. Trust me. Math is fun." A week's worth of class, 
meanwhile, demonstrates that the blue, purple, magenta, and 
brown bits (constituting roughly 900AJ) of the text can be 
safely ignored; the important parts are the section summaries 
(in red, for easy reference) and the worked examples (in 
green, the color of life). These, in turn, are keyed to vast 
arrays of repetitive and uninteresting exercises which 
sufficiently disclose, in and of themselves, the venerable 
pedagogical principle governing the whole: monkey see, 
monkey do. 

It was not always so. In the age when men were formed 
of gold, there were texts in the land that were also books
good books withal, perhaps even great books. Hardy, 
Whittaker, Courant, Spivak, Apostol. These were the names 
of high places, points of entry and the means of appren
ticeship to the professions of science. The latter, the two 
volumes of Calculus by Tom M. Apostol of CalTech (known 
to us as "the gospel according to the Apostol Tom"), was the 
constant companion for four solid semesters of any of us in 
the University's departments of science or engineering. It was 
a book we not only read and re-read, but also poured over, 
despaired of, rejoiced in, feared, hated, loved, savored, 
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emulated. It was a book of which we hoped to be found 
worthy. These modern texts seem rather the work of a pygmy 
race. 

Nor, in most respects, does the work under review, 
Calculus: The Elements by Michael Comenetz, bear 
comparison with these great treatises; in its scope, intended 
audience, and purpose, it is poles apart. And yet, in one 
essential way, it both invites and survives such comparison, 
for Comenetz's text is also a book, a very good book, a book 
that demands and rewards careful reading and reflection. 

The beginning of Calculus is with the "problem of 
calculus," and comprises brief discussions of five types of 
inquiry about physical and mathematical objects for which 
neither classical Greek geometry nor medieval Islamic algebra 
provide adequate resources. By way of proposing "lines of 
thought" that lead naturally to "the problem," Comenetz asks 
us to consider (1) the density and mass of a wire; (2) the 
growth rate and total volume of some quantity in three
dimensional space; (3) the velocity, acceleration, and distance 
traversed by a "particle" in space; (4) the accumulation of 
quantities such as velocity and momentum through the 
operation of a force over time; and, (5) certain quantities 
associated with curves, such as the areas bounded by a curve 
or the inclination of a curve. In each case, a problem entirely 
amenable to classical or medieval treatment under conditions 
of appropriate uniformity becomes wholly intractable under 
the circumstances of variability often prevailing in the world 
around us. If the density of the wire, for example, is 
uniform-that is, if the ratio of mass to length is independent 
of the size or location of the segment of wire considered
then the ordinary algebraic operations of multiplication and 
division are sufficient to express the relations between these 
quantities: density is the quotient of mass by length, and 
hence, mass is the product of density with length. If, on the 
other hand, the density of the wire varies with length, as one 
expects in practice, then the "generalizations of notions of 
quotient and product" that appear in Chapter Two are called 
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for. As the reader proceeds through the situations described 
in (2) through (5) "the same problem presents itself again and 
again to the eye that knows how to look;" namely, the 
problem of understanding the mutual determination of 
quantities whose relation is non-uniform. That such relations 
prevail between quantities routinely experienced in the 
physical world suggests an essential feature of the calculus 
that Comenetz is determined we shall see. This mathematics 
arises not through turning away from the world, but through 
active engagement with it. 

This connection with (what Eric Voegelin would call) the 
"engendering experience" of the subject is sustained 
throughout. Questions from the first chapter are employed in 
the second in order to motivate the introduction of the 
integral and derivative. Problem (1), in particular, pertaining 
to the mass of a non-uniform wire, plays the central role in 
introducing the "integral" as a generalized sum of differential 
quantities reflecting the variations in the wire's density along 
its length. The notion of integral is then more briefly applied 
to the components of problems (2) through (5), which 
pertain to the accumulation of quantities over space or time. 
The process is then repeated in terms of the components of 
these same problems that pertain to the generalized quotients 
expressing the infinitesimally local character of the 
phenomena in question. Beginning again with the wire, the 
"function" m = m(x), which gives the mass of the wire at 
each point x along the wire's length, is used to define the 
density of mass at x as the "limit" of average densities over a 
sequence of decreasing intervals containing x. This notion of 
"derivative" is then applied to the corresponding components 
of problems (2) through (5); that is, to the determination of 
the strictly local characteristics of the quantities being 
considered. Thus, just as Comenetz in Art. 2.4 applied the 
definite integral in calculating the area bound underneath the 
graph of a function, so in Art. 2.9 he turns to the compu
tation of the graph's slope at an arbitrary point. The careful 
arrangement of the problems, with geometric properties of 
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graphs corning last, permits smooth transitions between the 
two halves of Chapter Two and between Chapters Two and 
Three. The use of the definite integral to discuss the area 
bound by a curve over a fixed interval (Art. 2.4) leads 
naturally to the "indefinite integral" (Art. 2.5) interpreted as 
a function giving the area bounded by the curve over a 
variable subinterval. The question that then naturally arises 
(even if not explicitly forrnulated)-how fast this variable 
area is changing-leads to the discussion of the derivative (in 
Art. 2.6 and following). Lurking in the background, of 
course, is the Fundamental Theorem, which Cornenetz 
reserves for the following chapter. The immediate transition 
to Chapter Three is also effected by means of problem (5) on 
the geometry of curves, where (especially in §2.9.9 on 
"Differentiability") he presents examples that raise rather 
difficult questions as to the existence and general properties 
of derivatives and integrals. 

We therefore turn from the physical problems that 
motivate the concepts of "integral and derivative" in Chapter 
Two to a largely mathematical account of the processes of 
"differentiation and integration" in Chapters Three and Four. 
Here the emphasis is upon an orderly mathematical account, 
which proceeds from an heuristic discussion of limits and 
continuity, through an abstract (though not rigorous) 
definition of the derivative, to the delineation of differenti
ation formulae for standard categories of functions and the 
general algebraic properties of differentiation. The explicit 
statement of the Fundamental Theorem then leads to 
discussion of indefinite integrals, the formulae for definite 
integrals corresponding to known derivatives, and to the 
further applications of differentiation in determining mathe
matical properties of functions and of their graphs. This 
approach is continued in Chapter Four, where "local" 
properties disclosed by derivatives are applied to "global" 
properties best characterized by the generalized summation 
of definite integrals. Thus the chain rule for the differenti
ation of suitable compositions of functions leads to 
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techniques of integration such as "substitution," "parts," and 
"partial fractions." We discover in general that the applica
bility of integrals is as various as our ability to build differen
tials of relevant quantities. The two chapters of pure mathe
matics then lead to two more of applied mathematics
specifically, to the study of equations containing differentials 
(a.k.a. "differential equations"), and again the same inverse 
relationship between "differentiation and integration" is 
found: the equations that express physical processes as 
relations between derivatives can be solved (at least in these 
elementary circumstances) by means of integration. 

Perhaps the most beautiful thing in Calculus is 
Comenetz's seventh chapter on "plane curves." Nowhere else 
do we see so clearly the historical background that modern 
analysis has transformed. The tools constructed in preceding 
chapters are the means to a simplified and very clear 
discussion of the "arc length" and "curvature" of smooth, 
non-intersecting curves in the Cartesian plane. Precise refer
ences to the Lemmas of Part 1 of the Principia permit 
Comenetz not only to connect his account with that of 
Newton, but also to show what is at stake in both. Instead of 
a characterization that applies to a figure as a whole, as in the 
geometry of Euclid or Apollonius, the modern approach, 
which begins with Newton and applies to a much wider class 
of curves, characterizes curves in terms of their "local 
geometry" (Art. 7.3); that is, it characterizes them in terms of 
their behavior in neighborhoods of individual points. The 
qualities that are truly "intrinsic" to such curves, such as "arc 
length" and "curvature," are therefore most naturally defined 
analytically. This chapter includes a number of examples in 
which the analytical definition of curvature is beautifully 
illustrated in terms of the geometrical figure known as the 
"osculating circle"; but in the end it is curvature as a function 
of arc length, k = f(s), that determines the curve independ
ently of all geometric considerations. And this use of arc 
length as an independent variable expressing position "along" 
a curve allows a smooth transition to the final topic of the 
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chapter, a lovely yet brief treatment of the generalization of 
the Riemann integral known as the "line" or "contour 
integral." 

The elegance and cohesiveness of this chapter is but the 
clearest example of a general feature of Comenetz's Calculus; 
namely, that it is a carefully thought-out and entirely self
contained whole. The five problems briefly discussed in 
Chapter One return time and again, and develop in tandem 
with the mathematical language they help to motivate. 
Because they demonstrate the depths that open up through 
the appropriate analytical concepts and techniques, the 
problems not only receive extensive discussion in their own 
right, but also necessitate the application of the virtually all 
the mathematics that Comenetz presents. Even the 
concluding chapter on Taylor series, which might at first seem 
to have been tacked on, provides the author a chance to 
survey the journey on which he has led the reader. Thus, 
there are no loose ends. Indeed, as the book concludes, we 
are invited to "contemplate," not the five platonic solids as at 
the close of Euclid's Elements, but "the elegant formula" for 
the power series computation of n/4, and to recognize in it 
"the depth that yields the finest fruits of reason." 

Its elegance notwithstanding, there is also something 
disquieting about the wholeness of this book; in particular, 
there is something artificial-not to say unnatural-about 
Comenetz's invitation to contemplation, which is as if to 
suggest that we have arrived someplace special. No such 
invitation is forthcoming from Euclid at the close of Book 13, 
since none is needed, except in the case of perverse moderns 
such as myself whose cosmic piety on that august occasion 
was all too rapidly swept away in a torrent of rather obvious, 
and rather blasphemous, questions. (What do "Platonic 
solids" look like in n-dimensions? or in a locally compact 
topological vector space? or in a Banach space? Are there 
Platonic solids in a Banach space? Hilbert space, sure, but 
Banach space? What happens if ... ?) For those who come 
freshly to Euclid-which in a just world would include every 
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literate person-the urge to contemplation arises ineluctably 
from the movement of the text itself; one contemplates 
because it's the natural thing for anyone who (thinks he) 
dwells in a cosmos to do. Modern mathematics, by way of 
contrast, promulgated by inhabitants of the universe, is 
fragmentary by nature. Consummations are therefore 
illusory, and wholes are inseparable from the idiosyncrasies of 
authors, as witness the fact, which Comenetz knows perfectly 
well, that from any point in Calculus one can ascend verti
cally into the theoretical ionosphere and never be heard from 
again. This, in turn, is simply further evidence of the 
perspective that guides Comenetz's careful arrangement of 
his material in the first place; since this mathematics is exeget
ically related to the order of the physical world, to entertain 
seriously some final wholeness about it would be to indulge 
oneself in the fantasy of (what Paul Feyerabend calls) "the 
conquest of abundance." Our true place in the order of things 
is more aptly described by Newton's famous metaphor 
(suggested by the cover of Calculus) that we moderns, at best, 
are as small boys playing on a beach and diverting ourselves 
in finding now a shinier pebble or a more curious shell, while 
"the great ocean of truth" lies undiscovered before us. 
Comenetz has indeed presented his readers a cornucopia of 
"the finest fruits of reason," but ten more volumes of such 
would still imply that the greatest harvest is yet to come, 
indeed, that the greatest harvest will always be yet to come. 

These considerations also lend urgency to the question 
for whom Calculus: The Elements is intended. It certainly has 
the features of a textbook, including sets of "questions" with 
"answers [in the back]," a "topical summary" keyed to the 
appropriate articles and sections of the text, and a "reader's 
guide" that, among other things, offers alternative routes 
through the material. It is somewhat difficult to imagine, 
however, the nature of the course (or courses) in a conven
tional college or university to which it would be appropriate. 
It is clearly not intended, on the one hand, for the training of 
mathematicians. The book is indeed full of delightful 
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surprises for the mathematically-minded reader (integrals and 
derivatives clearly presented prior to, and with nothing more 
than a "cautionary" remark about, limits; a definition of 
continuity that clearly derives from general topology; and 
numerous intimations of a beautiful generalization of calculus 
known as differential geometry), but it contributes little to 
the learning that the beginner would require in order to 
notice them. Only a few of the central theorems of the subject 
are formulated as such, and even these cannot be rigorously 
proven given the relegation of such things as a precise 
("epsilon-delta") definition of limit to brief discussions in fine 
print. On the other hand, it seems too demanding for the 
"calculus for poets" course and has the wrong practical orien
tation for the "calculus for business administration" course. 
Nor is it appropriate to a class of science or engineering 
students, in which context it would be judged both deficient 
and superfluous at the same time, deficient in certain 
necessary technical matters and superfluous in offering a 
good deal of instruction in physics that would be more 
exhaustively taught elsewhere. Precisely as a coherent and 
self-contained whole, Comenetz's Calculus is a terminal 
introduction to a non-terminal subject. One can easily 
imagine it enticing its reader to further study, but it is difficult 
to see how such study could be undertaken without the 
reader, at least in part, starting over someplace else. 

This is not to deny, however, the worth of reading 
Calculus. To the contrary, members of any of the categories 
mentioned will profit from the perspective, not to mention 
the idiosyncrasies, presented here. But perhaps it is not 
categories of readers that Comenetz has in mind. Perhaps it is 
only when we stop thinking about categories of readers (as 
authors of mere textbooks never do )-perhaps it is only when 
we consider who, and not what, the readers are-that we 
discover the "actually existing individual" (Kierkegaard) for 
whom this book is a godsend. What, in the end, does it 
achieve? What does it do? And the answer is that it doesn't 
do anything. It's a book not a machine; it's meant to be read, 
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and wondered at, and reflected on, and struggled with. It can 
be said to make the case for mathematical physics as among 
"the finest fruits of reason," but even this only for those who 
have eyes with which to see, and energy with which to 
persevere, and courage with which to inquire. It is hard to 
imagine the person willing to undergo the risks of genuine 
reading who would not profit from, and delight in, what 
Comenetz offers. 

A painful duty, thus, confronts me: Calculus: The 
Elements is, in my opinion, definitely not unreadable. 
Comenetz, therefore, as I need hardly add, cannot be judged 
a sound scholar. Alas! 



~ The Sting of the Torpedo Fish 
fj:-- Christopher B. Nelson 
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Can you tell me, Socrates, whether virtue can be taught? Or if 
not teachable, is it acquired by practice, or if neither, whether 
men possess it by nature or in some other way? 

So begins Plato's dialogue, Meno, opening as abruptly upon 
the reader as my remarks have upon you this afternoon. You 
freshmen will spend a good part of this year with Plato, his 
frustrating protagonist, Socrates, and this very dialogue, 
Meno, in both English translation and the original Greek. I 
think I am on relatively safe ground in saying that the reason 
we spend so much time on the Meno is that this dialogue 
belongs peculiarly to this college; it is deeply rooted here. I 
hope to expose a few of those roots this afternoon, but let me 
first return to the beginning. 

Tell me, Socrates, if you can, whether human 
excellence can be taught? If not, whether we can 
acquire it by practice? Or if neither of these, 
whether we are born with it or it comes to us in 
some other way? 

Meno's question is interesting, for it appears to go to the 
heart of some very big questions that all of us share: what 
does it mean to be human? and how can we be better human 
beings? Parents would love to know how to raise children 
who are improvements on themselves; all parents want what 
is best for their children. Teachers would be happy and 
honored above all others if they could teach their students 
virtue. As for students, why else are you here but that you 

Christopher B. Nelson is President at the Annapolis Campus of St. John's 
College. This is the Convocation Address to the Class of 2010, delivered at 
Annapolis on August 23, 2006. 
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believe that some answer might be given to Meno's question: 
What is the right path to virtue? How might I acquire hnman 
excellence? 

But Meno's question has its flaws. For one, it comes ont 
of the blue and without context. We are supposed to know, 
somehow, what Meno is talking about. We are assumed to 
have a common vocabulary and even a common nuder
standing of basic concepts. 

Speaking of vocabulary, some of you will have noted that 
I translated the Greek in two different ways when I repeated 
Meno's question in English, an exercise you freshmen will 
undertake as you try first to discover what is being said and 
what it means before asking whether it is true. Such attempts 
at translation will be first steps to getting at the root of 
Meno's question. 

Socrates appreciates what is at stake in Meno's question. 
He thns goes straight to the heart of it with a response that 
would confound any student hoping to receive the almighty 
truth from a teacher. Socrates in effect says: how can I say 
how virtue is acquired when I don't even know what it is? 
And worse, Socrates then says that he has never met any other 
person who knows what virtue is. He entreats Meno to help 
him understand what Meno thinks it to be. Meno makes the 
attempt, responding confidently with what he has heard from 
other teachers, repeating their opinions as his own. Yet, under 
Socrates' questioning, Meno finds himself disowning the 
opinion he began with. After two false starts, Meno begins to 
get uncomfortable with Socrates' examination. When 
Socrates begs him to start over yet a third time, Meno tries to 
divert the conversation from the question of virtue to the 
problem with Socrates: 

Socrates, I certainly used to hear, even before 
meeting you, that you never do anything else than 
exist in a state of perplexity yourself and put 
others in a state of perplexity. And now you seem 
to me to be bewitching me and drugging me and 
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simply subduing me with incantations, so that I 
come to be full of perplexity. And you seem to me, 
if it is even appropriate to make something of a 
joke, to be altogether, both in looks and in other 
respects, like the flat torpedo-fish of the sea. For, 
indeed, it always makes anyone who approaches 
and touches it grow numb, and you seem to me 
now to have done that very sort of thing to me, 
making me numb. For truly, both in soul and in 
mouth, I am numb and have nothing with which I 
can answer you. And yet thousands of times I have 
made a great many speeches about virtue, and 
before many people, and done very well, in my 
own opinion anyway; yet now I'm altogether 
unable to say what it is. 
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It is beginning to look as if Meno has no interest in the 
answer to the question and is more concerned with his image 
or reputation than with the truth. On the other hand, 
Socrates is not satisfied; he still wants to proceed with the 
search for an answer. He is also willing to conduct the search 
with Meno, a man who seems to have no thoughts of his 
own. Socrates, in wishing to proceed, has done two things: he 
has told Meno that he will serve as Meno's teacher if Meno 
will let him, that is to say, that he will join Meno in the 
search; and he has told the reader that he is willing to do so 
because he might actually learn something from Meno. He is 
truly open to the possibility that the teacher may learn from 
the student-any student, even Meno. So, Meno, what is 
virtue? 

Meno now tries a sting of his own, challenging Socrates 
with a classic learner's paradox: either we know something or 
we don't. If we know it, we don't need to search for it. But if 
we don't already know what we are looking for, how will we 
ever recognize it when we see it? Socrates will not be deterred 
by Meno's attempt to bring the conversation to an abrupt 
halt. Instead, he takes Meno's problem seriously and answers 
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in two ways. First, he repeats a myth he has heard that 
suggests that learning is a kind of recollection, which requires 
an exercise of responsibility for learning by the one doing the 
learning. Learning does not occur when someone else, a 
teacher for example, tries to put knowledge into a student. 
Instead, it is an act of recovery, in some way, of something 
already known to us. 

When Meno demonstrates that he doesn't get it, Socrates 
resolves upon a way to show Meno what he means, asking 
Meno to observe carefully as he examines one of Meno's 
slave boys about a problem in geometry which is new to him, 
a problem that can be demonstrated by a drawing in the 
earth-a problem, not incidentally, that you will be working 
on in your mathematics tutorial with Euclid. The slave boy 
reaches a point where he expresses with confidence an answer 
that is false, an answer that he comes to understand as wrong 
a few moments later under Socrates' questioning. The slave 
boy tries again with the same result. Socrates asks him to start 
over, just as he did with Meno a little earlier. He asks the boy 
to produce another answer, and the slave boy says: "Indeed, 
Socrates, I do not know." 

Socrates turns to Meno, and by extension to us, and says: 

Do you see, Meno, what advances he has made in 
his power of recollection? He did not know at 
first, and he does not know now, what is the 
[answer]: but then he thought that he knew, and 
answered confidently as if he knew, and had no 
difficulty; now he has difficulty, and neither knows 
nor fancies that he knows. 

Meno: True. 

Socrates: Is he not better off knowing his 
ignorance? 

Meno: I think that he is. 
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Socrates: If we have made him doubt, and given 
him the "torpedo's shock," have we done him any 
harm? 

Meno: I think not. 

Socrates: We have certainly, it would seem, assisted 
him in some degree to the discovery of the truth; 
and now he will wish to remedy his ignorance, but 
then he would have been ready to tell all the 
world again and again [the answer he gave at 
first?]. 

Meno: True. 
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Socrates persuades Meno that the slave boy simply would not 
have been ready to inquire and learn the truth without first 
being reduced to perplexity. The torpedo's shock not only did 
not hurt, it positively helped; it was the condition for the 
learning that did occur (and the slave boy did go on, with 
Socrates' help, to find the solution to the geometry problem). 

Socrates has shown us, the readers (and Meno, if he were 
listening), that understanding our own ignorance is necessary 
for learning to take place, especially understanding our 
ignorance of the everyday, common things we thought we 
knew well. When we can look at the familiar and suddenly 
realize that we really do not understand it, when we can look 
at what we always thought we knew, and ask "what is this 
thing?" then we are ready to learn and well along the path to 
better understanding. In that state we are truly torpid, just as 
the slave boy was, and we bring a sense of wonder to our 
search. This wonder comes not from something we under
stand, but rather from our desire to understand, what we 
sometimes call a love of learning, born not in understanding 
but in ignorance. 

Socrates has done something else in his demonstration. 
He has also shown us the power of discovering what 
something is not, and helped us see that knowing what 
something is not is much more than knowing nothing; it is a 
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kind of "knowing ignorance," an "intelligent perplexity" that 
comes from trying out and discarding false notions. He has 
also helped us see not only that we do not know what virtue 
is, but also that we do not even know what learning is. 

We now look at Meno and see that he is a slave: a slave 
to his pride, a slave to the opinions of others, unwilling to 
examine what he clearly does not understand. Meno's 
problem is not that he is ignorant, but that he has no desire 
to be free from the shackles of that ignorance. 

We look at the slave boy and see that he is free; free from 
the false notions he has been carrying around with him, free 
from barriers to learning. This freedom, strangely, comes not 
from the certainty of knowledge but from the recognition of 
his ignorance. 

Let me return to the place where I began, when I said that 
this dialogue of Plato's is deeply rooted at the College. We 
want you to acquire the freedom of Meno's slave boy, the 
freedom that allows you to acknowledge the one certainty in 
life: "Indeed, Socrates, I do not know." Recognition of that 
certainty is the path to learning things that will belong to you, 
not just repeating things that belong to others. We also want 
you to have practice with the tools you will need to acquire 
this freedom, tools that will help you to listen and to read 
attentively and deeply, to express yourselves intelligibly and 
precisely, and to measure and reckon the world in which you 
live accurately and comprehensively; tools that will help give 
shape to your understanding who you are and where you live, 
and what your responsibility is toward others and the world 
you inhabit together, the world of the body and the world of 
the spirit. 

We live with a deep paradox at the College, one that you 
will confront right at the outset. We have made very delib
erate choices about what should and should not be included 
in this all-required curriculum (and there are many, many 
excellent works that are not on the program list simply 
because there is no room for them in just four years). Yet we 
tell you that, for all the conviction we may have that these 
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choices constitute the best undergraduate curriculum we can 
devise, this conviction is not grounded in the answers these 
books purport to give but in the questions they raise. When 
we say that this college is committed to radical inquiry, we 
mean inquiry into the very traditions and books that have 
shaped the world into we are born. This is why we are not 
ashamed to admit that, although we are called an institution 
of higher learning, we really do not know what learning is. 
We share the conviction, nonetheless, that it is worth the 
search to find out. When we welcome you to St. John's 
College, we are welcoming you to join us in a search that we 
imagine will sustain all of us for all of our lives, a search for 
origins and foundations that will be firm enough to support 
the good life we each wish to live. We call on you to join us 
as fellow lovers of learning, not as would-be scholars. 

One of the things you will discover as you read the 
several Platonic dialogues on the program is that they 
demand your engagement. They ask for you to reflect on how 
you might respond to Socrates. So, let me venture into the 
conversation of the Meno with a small, tentative reflection on 
the question Socrates puts to Meno: "What is virtue?" My 
thoughts, at least for now, are these: the way to virtue may 
require that we come to know our great weakness, our own 
ignorance. This ignorance is common to all who are less than 
divine; it is something we share with one another in our 
humanity. If there is a connection between knowledge and 
right conduct, it is likely to be found in our ignorance and in 
the humility it inspires, in seeing that every single one of us 
has a long, long way to go toward understanding, in the 
endless search for truth. I suspect that human virtue lies 
somehow coterminous with this strange path toward 
knowledge, which is a path through ignorance and therefore 
available to us all. As we are not likely to attain great heights 
of knowledge, it is more likely that we can share with each 
other the great peaks of desire. It may be that the love of 
learning, more than the attainment of understanding, is what 
binds us together most tightly. It may also be this love of 
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learning which impels us to great acts of virtue, like the virtue 
we will be asking you to exhibit every day in class: helping 
your classmates to experience the loving sting of the torpedo 
fish, helping them see that you too have a lot of baggage to 
unload, and coming to see that learning is best pursued in a 
community of lovers of learning, each seeking what is best for 
the others. 

And now I see that I have found my way to a typical 
difficulty experienced by all Socratic interlocutors. I have 
tried to say something about the nature of virtue, in terms of 
loving and learning, when I'm not sure I know what these are. 
So, let me leave you with this question: Tell me, freshmen, 
what is this love of learning that has brought you to our door, 
and where does it come from? For I do not know, although I 
am happy in the thought that we have this much to share with 
each other for four full glorious years. 

Welcome to St. John's College! May you experience the 
sting of the torpedo fish early and often. May the sting never 
hurt, but help you along the path toward understanding and 
freedom. 
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I'll begin by thanking you for coming to listen to me on a 
busy weekday. As far as I know, a sense of guilt was not a 
recognized affect in the pagan world where about forty-nine 
percent of my moral allegiance lies, otherwise I would 
apologize to you-apologize for being about to suggest to 
you a way of life, a way that may not jibe with your purposes 
and plans as graduate students who have chosen your place in 
the academic organization of studies at a large university, as I 
did over half a century ago. The least I can do, however, is to 
give you my bona fides, although, as I will tell you in a 
moment, I did not exactly keep the faith. 

About fifty years ago I haunted Phelps Hall, as you do 
now. The tutelary deities of those days were called Bellinger, 
Bennett, Dawson, Immerwahr, Silk. I recall them with the 
tenacious affection that the young conceive for their teachers. 
Not that we were all that well taught: we learned not what 
we needed to know but what our professors wanted to teach. 
It is my impression, gained from our students' reports and 
appointment interviews, that you graduate students are far 
more rationally and rigorously prepared than we were. 
Perhaps that, too, has its downside. In any case, our teachers 
were giants, but our education was haphazardly splintered. 

Nonetheless we scrambled ourselves into some semblance 
of learning, but above all we achieved what we really wanted: 
to get to Greece, or Rome, or wherever our hearts lay. 

Eva Brann is a tutor and former dean on the Annapolis campus of St. John's 
College. The occasion for this talk was the award of the Yale Graduate 
Alumni Association's Wilbur Cross Medal as well as the celebration of the 
sixtieth year of Yale's Directed Studies, a Great Books Program. It was 
delivered on October 12, 2006. 
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I went to Athens, full of philhellenic fervor. It was an 
uneasy first year at the American School of Classical Studies. 
I learned that the Hellas of my dreams-partly, I guess, a 
legacy of my German childhood, but more, I like to think, tbe 
manifestation of some aboriginal memory-was most reliably 
accessible in the secure irrealities of my imagination, as I was 
before long to learn that the Greeks were most inexpugnably 
alive in the volumes of my then incipient library. Yet tbe 
place, Greece itself, was pervading my reading and imagining 
with its sensory lucidities: the pungent aroma of the thyme at 
landfall on Ceos after a wild, nauseated crossing from 
Sunion, the backlit blown poppies growing on Hymettus, but 
above all the then still pristinely diaphanous atmosphere of 
Attica, which gave sensory truth to Aristotle's saying that 
light is the activity of a transparent medium (De Anima 418 
b9). 

Unfortunately this numinal landscape was overrun by 
latter day squatters, the modern Greeks. I must have been 
infected with tbis attitude from my elders, but I certainly 
colluded in it. It was only eventually that I began to wonder 
with some empathy what it must feel like to be the rightful 
yet very remote heirs to all that broken and buried glory. We 
archaeologists were, in any case, called to be intent on ruins 
above ground which were meant to be salvaged from the 
daily business of a modern-and then very poor-city, and 
from the detritus-a treasure trove to us-from which we 
scraped the earth away, careful trowelful by trowelful. Not 
that I did that myself; I wasn't any good at it, capable of 
sweeping away millennia at a trowel-stroke, while inspecting 
at puzzled length what a discerning eye would have immedi
ately identified as discombobulated fill. Also, I was intimi
dated by the Greek workmen who had been competently at 
this job for generations. 

But I saw what we were doing, and I studied what we 
brought to light. For one thing, there was a melancholy to it. 
A colleague of those years, Seth Benardete, once said to me 
that Roman buildings were enhanced by ruination, while 
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Greek temples were diminished. It seemed true, but why? I 
now think it is because Roman edifices anticipate roman
ticism, as it were, for they have in them something that lends 
itself to the deconstruction into that suggestive incom
pleteness which is indeed one characteristic of the romantic. 
A cracked Roman column will gather around itself a pastoral 
veduta; a Greek column drum will focus the eye on its 
collapsed perfection. For romantic is what the Greeks are not, 
at least at their canonical best: plan and detail participate in 
each other reciprocally; ruination cannot enhance them. A 
shorn or broken temple or treasure house is a kind of animad
version on passage. One might say, fancifully, that temples 
disapprove of time. 

I am going somewhere with these divagations. (You will, 
by the way, forgive all the vocabulary. There is an expansive 
pleasure in being among people who, by reason of their 
profession, are able to decode, even if they don't know, all the 
excellent words our Grecolatinate Auglosaxon English holds 
in store for us.) What I'm wandering toward are all the intel
lectual aporiai, the perplexities, that bedeviled that essentially 
glorious first year-the intellectual ones, I mean; I'll spare 
you the personal ones brought on by youth and Attic nights. 
These perplexities were far more engaging than the mere, idly 
sweet melancholy of being too late in history. 

First I should say that I fell heart and soul into the activity 
that engendered these perplexities. I was endlessly lucky and 
still feel full of gratitude for falling in with an organization 
like the American Excavation of the Athenian Agora-if there 
are many like it. To put it succinctly: these were fanatics; they 
worshiped at the (anum of scrupulousness: of digging 
technique, of cataloguing protocol, of generous collegiality. 
In the fifties not all the foreign schools were up and running, 
and visiting unhoused scholars would marvel at the institu
tional hospitality they received. The Agora was a model for 
canonicality: everything that was done was done exemplarily, 
from spelling to photography, from restoration to exhibition. 
There was a kind of communal concentration on the work, 
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any JOmmg of two sherds, each discovery of a pottery 
workshop or (glory of glories) of a pot painter, every 
convincing serialization of artifacts was noted with interest. 

I got into this meticulous enterprise in a way I can't 
account for to this day. I was invited to come down from 
Soudias Street on the slopes of Lycabettos to the Agora below 
the Acropolis. Homer Thompson, the director, took me 
through the show rooms where the unpublished potsherds 
were laid out and asked me what I'd like to work on. I 
pointed at some attractive looking stuff; never was there a 
luckier index finger. It landed on the Late Geometric and 
Protoattic pottery, the period when the black praying-mantis
like figures of the Dipylon funeral amphorae were morphing 
into rounded polychrome human representations, and the 
funerary somberness was replaced by sometimes intentionally 
comical exuberance. 

I might inject here that that very inclusive respect for all 
times and populations of the Athenian market place which is 
now doctrine in the humanities was practiced earlier in the 
American excavation, perhaps there first and most paradig
matically. But there was-or seemed to me-to be something 
behind it, something tacit but palpable, which lent both 
backbone and pathos to the studious objectivity of the 
research: everyone knew that there was a center, quite 
literally evident in the study vitrines of our museum and 
workrooms, the Stoa of Attalus. There was a culmination, a 
standard, a reference point: the Athenian mid-fifth century, 
the Classical Period. No one would have dreamed of saying 
so, but it was known, the way in a decently egalitarian 
community everyone knows to whom the aristeia would go if 
there were to be a competition, but no one has the bad taste 
to say so. 

I left archaeology. One way to explain it is that there were 
just too many issues no one had the bad taste to broach. I 
might as well mention the tacitly proscribed word: it was 
philosophy. My leaving was, in a very mild way, felt to be a 
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defection by those who had helped me and meant me to have 
a career in archaeology. I still feel a twinge. 

We were all deeply engaged in our work. I remember a 
night when those funereal stick-figures off a Geometric pot 
marched across my brain in a dream. But what was that 
work? 

We were erecting what had fallen and turning up what 
had been buried, often in actual graves. Were we mounting a 
renaissance for real life or a reburial in display cases? What, 
to leap to the largest context, was the human intention 
behind all those latter day "-logies" and "-graphies"-archae
ology, topography, chronology, epigraphy? What did we 
mean by reaching back into time, resurrecting the dead 
through their artifacts and making what was earliest appear 
latest? I recall sitting in my apotheke, my work and storage 
room, with all those eighth- and seventh-century pots, when 
Homer Thompson, who was not only a brilliant but an 
attentive director, stuck his head in and asked, "What's new?" 
What could be new? I was cluing out laboriously what the 
most ignorant potter's ten-year old paidion would have 
known as a matter of course. A friend and I once figured out 
that it took fourteen times as long to study one of those little 
oil lamps the excavation produced by the thousands as it did 
to make one. 

What were we doing? Were we not systematically and 
well-intentionedly, yet literally, abusing what we had seized 
on in research? Take drinking cups: kotylai, skyphoi, 
kantharoi-I could type and serialize them, yet I'd never 
drunk from one of them; it would have been against 
protocol. Take ancient texts: we mined them for topography, 
chronology, prosopography, but we didn't read them, not as 
words meant to tell human truths. 

I learned the lingo, the serviceable dialect of the trade, the 
necessary initiation into the mysteries of the guild, one dialect 
in the very language you are now learning to speak with 
aplomb. I used it appropriately, but did I know what I was 
saying? 
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Archaeology is, if anything, grass-roots history. Who can 
doubt that there is Herodotean history? Historia is inquiry; of 
course one may inquire, as he does, into great and wonderful 
human deeds to keep them from falling into oblivion. It 
makes immediate sense. But historical research as an 
academic discipline, and particularly archaeology, is 
concerned also with pots and pans and babies' potty chairs. 
(The Agora has several.) A sophisticated intellectual structure 
is needed to warrant the study of what one might call 
"deedlets," ergidia (to coin a term) rather than a deed, an 
ergon, a significant action. For we should wonder under what 
hypothesis the essentially surd realia of the long dead begin 
to speak: how does an artifact, especially an undistinguished 
one, express its maker's world? And how should we care: 
engagedly to learn of our advances and our losses, or objec
tively, just for the heck of it, just because what is buried 
beneath asks to be exhumed, just as a mountain is climbed 
because it is there? 

I spoke, as we all did, of development: pot-shapes 
developed, evolved. How, by what detours through the 
potter's vision-governed hands, did inorganic pieces re-enact 
the evolutionary lines of organic species? We spoke of 
chronology and were intent on establishing datings, but what 
was time that it could be accounted for through excavational 
strata, the spatial laminations of time, as it were? The 
measurement of time by motion is problematic enough, but 
its visible capture in vertical stasis-nothing is more 
anathema to an excavation than a disturbed stratification-is 
terminally puzzling. 

We all talked of proportion: the masked standard was 
classical harmony. The degenerate members, say of a series of 
amphorae, were long and lank, while earlier examples were 
refreshingly, finely young, and tautly chubby, like those 
archaically smiling korai. But of the theory of proportion, 
probably the greatest topic of Greek mathematics, we never 
spoke, and to the question "what must the world be like for 
the parts of a whole to be in a proportion, to have the same 
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ratio to each other?"-of that we seemed never to think. 
Some of you probably know the remarkable answer to that 
very question: how is it possible that a first element of a shape 
is to a second as a third such element is to a fourth. Only in 
a Euclidean world is such proportionality possible; there are 
other realms in which two shapes may be the same but no two 
can be similar, so that one canonical proportion cannot 
govern differently sized items. 

One cold winter's week I went down to Corinth to look 
at the Protocorinthean pottery collection in the American 
excavations. I had the excavation house to myself; at night 
there was a fire in the common room and a hot meal. There 
I perpetrated a horrible deed, all unknowing-as Greek 
hamartiai are ever committed. I got hungry at midnight and 
ate up the Corinthian starter yogurt in the icebox, the one 
that made the far-famed, the finest, creamiest yogurt in the 
archaeological world. There also I found a bookcase of the 
olive-green Loeb series and determined in youthful hubris to 
master in the cozy evenings all thirty-six Platonic dialogues, 
both those certainly genuine and also those probably 
spurious. I carne back with an anathema on me for the yogurt 
and treasure in my heart from the Plato. 

I have been at my college, St. John's, for the past half
century, thinking back now and then on my early years as a 
graduate student of classics and archaeology. I think I am 
intended to wax wise on the basis of age, and I'll take the 
challenge. You must know that where I come from we have 
no professors, authorities, or specialists, and our students are 
meant to look on us as just better-prepared fellow learners. 
That is not hyperbole but actual practice. As a result none of 
us tutors, as we call ourselves, wilt readily under scepticism. 
So if you find the following three lessons I've drawn from my 
two lives doubtful or even repugnant, I can't ask for anything 
more familiar than to hear you say so. 

One. Some of you, very few I would guess, are scholars to 
the bone. The pursuit of a delimited problem through 
thickets of opinion and mountains of evidence gives you a 
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soberly orgiastic pleasure. You don't need advice, you'll do 
what you love and gain the recognition you deserve. But 
others among you, quite a few I would again guess, know in 
your heart of hearts that your enthusiasm for scholarly 
research is a little forced, more drawn by duty than by joy; 
that the minuscule adjustments to previous opinions that you 
tweak into an issue and the slight variations you contrive 
upon old contextures give you only a meager satisfaction. 
When you acknowledge this condition in yourself, finish your 
degree, by all means. But, on the supposition that you do 
want a life of learning, forget about the university and go 
teach at a good small college. By good I don't mean presti
gious. Lovely things go on in fairly obscure places, where 
unsophisticated but willing young students often bring their 
teachers back to basics, to elementary questions of the sort 
that scholarly research races too far ahead of. As Thomas 
More advises a promising but very corruptible young man in 
one of my favorite plays, "A Man for All Seasons": "Be a 
teacher." 

Try not to think, in fact never think, of the writing you do 
as "my work." Those of you who are researchers at heart 
must believe-though there is something problematic about 
it-that they are part of a common progressive work, the 
advancement of learning. As I say, it's problematic whether 
there is any actual progress in the humanities, or whether as 
the cutting edge digs into the future, the past silts up and 
sinks into sedimented oblivion. Yet whoever is nonetheless 
committed to scholarship must surely believe that they can 
own no real estate on the orbis intellectualis where all is 
common ground tilled for the increase of knowledge. So 
much the sadder is it to hear teachers speak of "my work." Is 
teaching not their work? 

To put it another way: The scholarly world is more and 
more a virtual world, spatially expansive but often topically 
constricted. For my part, I think the humanly full life is 
concretely local and intellectually wide, to be lived in a face
to-face community whose members can talk to each other 
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about anything, where nothing of human interest is inter
dicted; where you don't have to mount a colloquium to have 
a colloquy, where there are no taboos except indifference and 
incivility; where discourse does not divide into either shop 
talk or chat but observes the truly interesting human mean; 
and above all, where no one owns a specialty so that others 
have to venture opinions with the disclaimer, "Of course, 
that's not my subject." Once I knew more about Protoattic 
pottery than anyone then alive in the world, an Englishman 
or two excepted. It is an experience everyone should have 
sometime. And then they should stop and live in that 
acknowledged semi-ignorance which is both proper to human 
inquiry and the ideal state of teachers, who, before producing 
another article, should set themselves to learn what their 
students ought to know. 

Let me make sure here that I'm rightly understood: These 
instructions aren't meant as categorical imperatives, uncondi
tional commandments. They are rather what Kant calls 
"hypothetical imperatives," of the "if-then" type. The 
protasis of each is: "If you want to live happily" -as Aristotle 
thinks of happiness: the soul activated in accordance with 
human excellence. The apodosis is: "then try doing it this 
way." 

Two. Socrates is said to have told the Athenians in his last 
public appearance that "the unexamined life is not worth 
living for a human being;" "ho ... anexi!tastos bios ou biotas 
anthropoi" (Apology 38A). I think he is being more absolute 
than "worth living" conveys. I would translate: "the 
uninspected life is not a lived life." Socrates is uttering both a 
claim and an injunction. The injunction is to ask yourself 
what you're doing, and the claim is that if you don't, you 
aren't all there, not quite alive. To me what Socrates says 
seems utterly true, and on that hypothesis I'll proceed. What 
are we mostly doing, we who are at home in the world of 
learning? That's plain: mostly we use words. To be human 
means to have logos-and indeed we do hardly anything but 
employ /ogoi-rational speech in general and special words in 
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particular. It is, then, part of our peculiar business to know 
what we are saying. 

So don't use words you don't understand or don't mean 
to come to understand at least partly. Graduate school is 
rightly more training than education, more preparation for a 
profession than learning for the sake of being all there. 
Hence, the possession of a professional vocabulary, often 
well-invented and always serviceable for expressing yourself 
within the guild-and, I can't help adding, for marking 
greenhorns and amateurs-is not only an accomplishment 
but also a professional deformation. So talk human whenever 
possible and know something, at least a little, of the explicit 
or implicit theory behind the language of the humanities. 

You might construe what I've just said as an invitation to 
theorize, to engage in theory. Not so, just the opposite. It is 
an incitement to philosophy, which is just the name for the 
questions Socrates thinks will make you come to, be all there, 
all aware. Moreover, here's a claim some of you will resist 
and some of you will recognize as the articulation of your 
own suspicions: Theory is the enemy-were I given to 
hyperbole I would say, the deadly enemy-of philosophy, 
more accurately, of Socratic philosophizing. I mean, say, legal 
critical theory, literary theory, every kind of social theory; I've 
just come off a bout of reading "desire theory," and I know 
whereof I speak. I could talk for hours about this 
displacement of thought, perhaps with some of you for a 
while afterwards. But for now I'll put it in capsule form; I 
understand philosophy to be everyone's business, certainly a 
classicist's. It is the desire to look as straight, deep, and 
directly into yourself and out into the world as you can. (It 
has, of course, only a tenuous, occasional connection to the 
academic subject by that name.) That effort I am speaking of, 
introspective and contemplative, looking within and gazing at 
the heavens, used indeed to be called theory. Theoria has had 
a long and fascinating passage of diminution into "theory." 
Theory is a rational screen, a mental jig under which things 
are re-formed into pre-assigned shapes. It is a form of ration-
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alization but not always of thinking. It is logos, however, not 
plus receptive love but plus willful manipulation. A theory is 
fun to devise but the devil to inherit, because duty demands 
that we grasp it and wisdom asks that we resist it. Here's 
another way to put it: when you spot trendiness or recognize 
ideology-the marks will be a jigged and unnatural termi
nology-become a porcupine, all quills up. 

Three. My third hypothetical imperative does verge on 
the categorical. There is a sort of human minginess that 
appears characteristically in academic settings-not that 
academics typically practice it, but that it lurks as an endemic 
danger of mutual infection. I have heard it said that its 
meanness is large in inverse proportion to the minuteness of 
the issues. Many of you will soon be members of departments 
and will be absorbed in departmental politics. The issues are 
not in fact so very small, since they concern the way the life 
of learning is lived, and it is right, or seems right to me, to be 
passionately involved. But passion is not pathos; beware of 
false moral drama. Be as little ignoble and ungenerous as you 
can. 

I could fill Twelve Tables with negative advice but I'll 
close with one piece particularly pertinent to this talk. In 
published research plagiarism is a serious offense. In reflective 
conversation it is a lovely compliment. If as teachers and 
colleagues you find ideas you thought were yours by priority 
turning up in your colleague's conversation, smirk with inner 
satisfaction and then offer a serious critique of your own 
thoughts, lest your borrowers fall into the original sin of the 
intellect: holding opinions that have been purloined but not 
appropriated. 

I've kept you too long, but that's what happens when an 
elder of the tribe is urged to talk. Yet, before I stop, one after
thought: If you could all band together to found a movement 
for the abolition of the "original contribution" requirement 
of the doctoral dissertation you would do the world of 
learning a great service. For in the humanities the drive for 
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originality and the search for insight are too often at cross
purposes. 


