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According to Diogenes Laertius, Empedocles died by jumping into Etna—

and by hanging, by drowning, by falling, by traveling, and not at all: he

simply vanished into thin air. Why so many and such varied deaths? What

connection do these multiple deaths have to the life and work of Empedo-

cles, as presented by Diogenes Laertius in his  Lives of Eminent Philosophers? 

What is the connection between the historical life and philosophical work

of Empedocles, and Diogenes Laertius’ biographical account of them? 

These were the questions that launched the present work, which exam-

ines the biographies of three archaic philosophers, Empedocles, Hera-

clitus, and Democritus, by tracing the direct and correlative relationship

that exists between the biographical data in the work of Diogenes Laertius

and the extant fragments of these philosophers. Nowhere does the correla-

tion between biography and philosophy occur more clearly than in the use

of anecdotal material; nowhere in the anecdotal material is the correla-

tion more striking than in Diogenes Laertius’ use of various deaths to

illustrate and exemplify his subjects’ philosophy, morals, beliefs, idiosyn-

crasies, and foibles. This approach to philosophical biography yields three
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important results: a method by which to analyze and interpret the inter-

play between biography and philosophy; a suggestion that a reevaluation

of Diogenes Laertius is due; and a system by which to classify and study

the mechanics of ancient biography in general. 

The study of biography is not new ground for the classical scholar, 

although the notion of a direct correlation between biography and litera-

ture has not always, or even generally, been accepted. In 1981, however, 

Mary R. Lefkowitz broke new ground with her book,  Lives of the Greek

 Poets.  Her methodology yielded fresh and compelling interpretations of both biographers and poets, winning widespread support for the new biographical theory. 

Lefkowitz argues that the poets’ lives are taken from their poetry, which

is read by the biographers as a series of personal statements. That is, the

ancient biographer analyzes the subject’s work in an autobiographical

manner, a reading frequently aided by use of the first person (“I”) by the

poet. The biographer’s reaction to those (seemingly personal) statements

leads to the formation of a favorable or negative biographical tradition, 

which is illustrated in the poet’s life by the use of anecdotes set in

schematized patterns and formulas. For instance, in the biographical tradi-

tion that exists for Sappho, the poet throws herself over a cliff to her

death in despair over her unrequited love for a handsome young man. 

Lefkowitz demonstrates that the story of Sappho’s suicide reveals unfavor-

able reaction to her first-person lesbian references, negates those refer-

ences, and punishes the poet for them. 

However, Lefkowitz’s work, like most other studies of this kind, is

restricted to poetry and the poets. Fortunately, Alice S. Riginos’ 1976

 Platonica: The Anecdotes concerning the Life and Writing of Plato,  has gone far in demonstrating a similar approach in the biography of Plato. In the

 Platonica  Riginos successfully argues that Plato’s biography, especially in the use of anecdotal material, adheres to these reaction formations and

formulaic schema. The many anecdotes that speak of Plato and Dionysus

of Syracuse, for example, fall into a well-established category that con-

trasts “philosopher” (free, intellectual, Greek, civilized) with “tyrant” 

(slavish, uneducated, barbarian, uncivilized). It is an anecdote, as we will

see, that exists for almost every philosopher who has a biography. 

The present work, then, examines the lives of three archaic philoso-

phers as compiled and written by Diogenes Laertius in his  Lives of Eminent

 Philosophers.  The method, the identification of anecdotes and pat-

terns that correspond to the philosophy of the subject, is a fascinating
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revelation of the ancient biographical mind at work. For instance the lives

of Empedocles and Heraclitus, and indeed the lives of many other philoso-

phers, bear some resemblance to each other, given that ancient biography

runs along schematized patterns and forms. Both Heraclitus and Empedo-

cles, for example, are asked by their fellow citizens to rule, and both refuse

to do so. But there the similarity ends. Empedocles is celebrated by the

biographers as an ardent democrat for his refusal, while Heraclitus is

denounced as a misanthrope for his. Obviously, the refusal to rule is being

used in completely different ways: Empedocles is glorified, Heraclitus vili-

fied. Why is the same anecdote used to such different ends in the two

lives? 

To the biographers, the philosophers, like the poets and especially

those who wrote in the first person, were never simply writing philosophy. 

To be sure, the archaic philosophers were not writing philosophy in the

modern sense of writing philosophy. For modern thinkers, philosophy is

the expression not of personal beliefs but of the conclusions that any

rational being would arrive at after abstract, that is, impersonal reflection. 

In what follows, I will use “philosophy” in the modern sense, although it is

by no means clear that the ancients thought of philosophy as an “imper-

sonal, abstract” affair. Rather, especially for biographers such as Diogenes

Laertius, philosophical works were also, and sometimes even primarily, 

read as autobiography. Philosophy, like poetry, was seen as a collection of

personal or autobiographical statements, to which the biographer re-

sponds in kind. For example, in the course of his philosophical work, 

Heraclitus compares men to apes and children. The biographer, interpret-

ing these remarks as personal rather than philosophical convictions, saw

an ugly misanthropy at work and perhaps even one that applied to him

personally. The biographers’ reaction to Heraclitus and to his work was, in

fact, generally unfavorable and manifests itself in an unusually hostile

biography; hence Heraclitus’ refusal to rule becomes another example of

the philosopher’s misanthropy. Empedocles, on the other hand, in his

work addresses his fellow citizens as “friends” and says that the “best men” 

become political leaders. His philosophical statements therefore impressed

the biographers in a favorable manner and result in a generally favorable

biographical tradition; his refusal to rule glorifies the philosopher as a

selfless, sympathetic, and democratic fellow citizen. So within any philo-

sophical biography, a single anecdote can work in quite different ways

according to the biographical tradition that exists for the individual phi-

losopher. That biographical tradition, favorable or hostile, arises from the
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subject’s philosophy, but even more so from the biographers’ reaction to

the subject’s philosophical work, read in a personal manner as autobiogra-

phy and not as philosophy. 

The method discussed here imposes its own limitations. Consider, for

example, Parmenides, who has considerable extant philosophical work, 

but no biography to speak of. Then again think of Pythagoras, who has a

long and fascinating biography and no extant philosophy. The first re-

quirement of the methodology then (an existing biography and extant

philosophical work) is also the first limitation. Simply put, there must be a

fairly detailed biography and enough extant philosophical work to realize, 

within honest intellectual boundaries, a working knowledge of the sub-

ject’s philosophy. Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Democritus all meet the

criteria suitably. All three have wonderful lives and deaths, filled with sex

and scandal and suicide, with books and tyrants and temples, a perfect

balance of reverence and the irreverent. Fortunately, all three also have

enough extant philosophy to find and interpret the correlation between

their lives and their works, to see how their biographical traditions came

about, and to determine how anecdotal material is used for each one. 

And there are sources that fit these parameters. Fortunately, scholars

have collected and compiled archaic philosophical material from varied

sources, including Diogenes Laertius, who often quotes or paraphrases his

subject’s work. For the philosophical fragments that exist for Empedocles, 

Heraclitus, and Democritus, I rely upon the most authoritative and ac-

cepted collection of archaic philosophical material, the sixth edition of

Diels’  Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker,  as revised by Walther Kranz. Included with the philosophical fragments are all the biographical elements

that have been collected for the philosophers, the greatest part of which

comes from Diogenes Laertius. Diogenes Laertius, however, is a problem-

atic character. Even the dates of his life, ironically enough, are uncertain, 

although it is believed he lived sometime in the third century CE. This

means, practically speaking, that Diogenes Laertius lived and wrote at a

considerable distance from his subjects, some five to six hundred years in

fact, since we usually date Empedocles to the late sixth century and

Heraclitus and Democritus to the early fifth century BCE. If the lateness

of Diogenes Laertius’ dates inspires no great confidence in his knowledge

of his subjects, neither, unfortunately, does his writing, which includes

both the sublime and the ridiculous, usually presented side by side, from

the same open-eyed and admiring authorial stance. Philosophical and

even literary evaluations of Diogenes Laertius’ contribution to the history
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and interpretation of philosophy have not been positive. However, here

too things are changing, and a secondary aspect of the study is a contribu-

tion to the reevaluation of the literary and/or philosophical value of

Diogenes Laertius. His work, the  Lives of Eminent Philosophers,  is after all the source for almost all of our biographical information; as such, it has

had a profound, if unacknowledged, influence upon philosophy interpre-

tation. After nearly a century of neglect (since Nietzsche’s  Beiträge zur

 Quellenkunde und Kritik des Diogenes Laertius), Diogenes Laertius is once again the object of scholarly interest, as J. Mejer’s 1978  Diogenes Laertius and His Hellenistic Background,  M. Gigante’s 1987  Vite dei Filosofi,  and B. 

Gentili’s and G. Cerri’s 1988  History and Biography in Ancient Thought

show. 

Catherine Osborne’s 1987  Rethinking Early Greek Philosophy  admirably

demonstrates the role of biographers in Greek thought and Diogenes Laer-

tius’ influence on or importance to philosophical thought specifically. 

Osborne persuasively argues that a wealth of new information is available

to the modern philosopher/interpreter when a new method of philosophi-

cal retrieval, a “rethinking” of writers such as Hippolytus and Diogenes

Laertius, is employed. To date, the misleading practice of examining

philosophical fragments in isolation has led to a confusion in philosophi-

cal interpretation. Osborne convincingly argues the need to examine the

fragments in the biographical or scholarly context in which they were

preserved. A similar appraisal of Diogenes Laertius emerges in this work, 

supporting Osborne’s theory and suggesting that Diogenes Laertius can, 

with proper interpretation, serve as an important and even respectable

source for the modern scholar. 

The third aspect of this book is the identification and categorization of

standard themes ( topoi) and anecdotes as revealed by comparison of phi-

losophical statement with biographical material. In this way the reader is

introduced to the mechanics of ancient biography. While the identification

and classification of anecdotes and topoi into a coherent system is, in itself, crucial to our understanding of the ancient biographical mind, there is to

date no systematic and comprehensive approach to the use of anecdotal

material and topoi for the study of ancient biography. Here, then, is a

beginning of that work in detailed and accessible form, which I hope will

provide at least a reference and model, and at best, the basis for future

research and interpretation for scholars in the field. 

In this work, anecdotes are categorized by the way in which they are

used; topoi by the standard theme they present. The request to rule, for
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example, that we saw earlier in the lives of both Empedocles and Heracli-

tus is a standard theme or  topos  that occurs in the lives of many philosophers. In the life of Empedocles, as we saw, it is used positively to glorify

the philosopher; in the life of Heraclitus, it is used negatively to vilify the author. These topoi are given color and veracity in anecdotes that are

used in various ways to characterize the subject or his philosophy. They

may present the philosopher in a realistic or unrealistic manner or in a

comic, flattering, or hostile light. Furthermore, anecdotes may float freely

from philosopher to philosopher, with details changed to personalize their

use in the lives of several different philosophers, or they may be created for

and adhere to one philosopher alone. My initial identification and cate-

gorization of anecdotes and topoi are as follows:

AN EC D OT E S

1. Illustrative. Illustrative anecdotes illustrate some aspect of the philoso-

pher’s work or personality. Heraclitus’ misanthropy is illustrated by

several anecdotes in which he either scorns or insults someone or “the

people” as a whole or refuses to rule. 

2. Concrete. These anecdotes make concrete or give physical form to

some aspect of the philosopher’s work. For example, the biographers

that attribute certain laws to Solon the Athenian make these laws

concrete (physical in form) by describing the actual physical form in

which Solon presented them. The term  concrete  was suggested by

Finley (1975, 47), who remarks that “the distant past was concretized

and personalized, exactly as it had been in myth and legend.” 

3. Transferred. These anecdotes, which attach themselves to one philoso-

pher after another, were termed “transferred” by Fairweather (1974, 

263); I prefer the term  free floating.  Request to rule is a common theme for many lives and is shaped into an anecdote, hostile or favorable, as

required. 

4. Rebound. In this type of anecdote, the philosopher’s beliefs, doctrines, 

work, or a popular interpretation of beliefs, doctrines, and work, re-

bound on the philosopher to comic or tragic effect. Death by rebound

is a popular biographical device. 

5. Representative. Anecdotes of this kind bring together representatives

of schools, politics, beliefs, and cultures without regard to chronology

or plausibility, simply because the people meeting represent opposites
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or extreme types. For example, the meeting between Croesus and

Solon is a representative anecdote used to contrast Solon, who repre-

sents all things Greek, civilized, moderate, wise, and western, with

Croesus, who represents all that is barbarian, immoderate, foolish, and

eastern. 

T O P O I

1. Association with Athens. 

Athens, as the home of Socrates, Plato, 

Aristotle, and various philosophical schools and movements, plays a

special place in philosophical biography. Many anecdotes are set

there, even when it is unlikely for their subjects to be in Athens; 

association with the “home” of Greek philosophy confers special

honor on the philosopher in question. The association, which often

exists in opposition to chronological and doxographical records, has

created a great deal of confusion. 

2. Athletics. 

While many of Diogenes Laertius’ subjects are associated

with games or sports, making the topos a common one, the use of

athletics in philosophical biography is ambiguous. An association

with sports, even on the Olympic level, most often forms part of a

hostile biographical tradition; this hostility stems from the contempt

with which Stoic and Cynic philosophers and biographers viewed

sports. In a few lives, however, the association with sports demon-

strates favorably either an “everyman” tradition for the philosopher

or elevates the philosopher in a uniquely Greek manner, an elevation

that the hostile tradition sometimes parodies. A very few philoso-

phers are distinguished by the biographers as Olympic victors, al-

though this probably results from a confusion between similar names. 

As discussed in chapter 1, this is likely the case in the life of Empedo-

cles. As we will see, the biographies of those philosophers who attend

or compete at the games showed a marked resemblance to the life of

Pythagoras. Pythagoras’ own association with the Olympic Games is

based equally upon a saying attributed to him (“Life is like the Great

Games, to which some go to compete for prizes, some with wares to

sell, but the best go as spectators.”) and upon his Sicilian citizenship, 

through civic association with Hieron and Theron, Sicilian rulers

celebrated by Pindar for their Olympic victories. On the other hand, 

the ultimate source of the topos may well be the life of the archetypal
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philosopher Thales, whose life and death, embodies almost all the

biographical topoi that exist, for Thales dies while watching the

Olympic games. What happier death could there be? 

3. Bon Mot. 

Philosophers always have the last word and the last laugh

(at least when the tradition is favorable.) Their quick wit and repar-

tee usually reflects their philosophical system in miniature. 

4. Book Burning. 

Philosophers seem constantly to burn each other’s

books or have theirs burned by irate citizens. Destruction of their

work (which occurs in other forms as well) symbolizes a philosopher’s

or philosophical school’s antipathy to another philosopher or school, 

as perceived and personalized by the biographer. 

5. Characteristics (Physical). 

Philosophers are single, although rarely

celibate, pale, unkempt, and often dirty, and they live to very old ages

despite their often trying lives. Their physical characteristics reflect

the hostile tradition, albeit usually presented in a comic way, from

whence many of these portraits derive and reflect the popular inter-

pretation of asceticism or philosophy in general. 

6. Characteristics (Emotional). 

Philosophers are crazy. Most are mel-

ancholy, if not downright depressed. A few exhibit manic traits such

as laughing uncontrollably. They can also be very absent-minded and

tend to fall into wells and pits with some frequency. They commonly

share an abusive, hateful character and manner that was notorious in

the ancient world. Since as a group they disdain the life of the senses, 

they blind themselves or punish the flesh in quite imaginative ways. 

All these emotional characteristics, like the physical ones, reveal the

comic or popular view of the life of the mind; perhaps there is solace

here for those of us who lead such lives in this ancient and revered

tradition of the absent-minded professor. 

7. Child Prodigy. 

The childhood of the philosopher, like that of the

poet, is a portent of his adult life, character, and sometimes philoso-

phy; the child is the philosopher writ small. 

8. Contempt for Wealth. 

The philosophers are quite contemptuous of

the material world, as befits their ascetic nature. Usually they are

born to great wealth and eminence, which they invariably cast off, 

democratic (or misanthropic) to a man. Their disdain for wealth can

manifest itself physically, in a lack of proper clothes and hygiene, in a

withdrawal from society, and in complete disdain for those who have

power, especially when it is absolute. This last is used to special

purpose in contrasting philosophers and tyrants. 
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9. Deification. 

Philosophers do, occasionally, become gods after their

death; such an honor obviously comes of a favorable biographical

tradition and may perhaps reflect a literary form of the hero-cult as

practiced in early Greece. Deification is further discussed under the

topos of Posthumous Honors. 

10. East and West. 

One of the more common of philosophical topoi, in

which the philosopher comes into contact with a representative of

the east who is usually but not always a tyrant. The philosopher

represents Greece and the west and all that is good, including educa-

tion, sobriety, moderation, caution, justice, peace, democracy, civiliza-

tion, and the rational in general. The tyrant or other eastern char-

acter represents the east and all that is bad, including barbarism, 

ignorance, luxury, injustice, and immoderate, uncivilized, and irratio-

nal behavior in general. The best-known example of this topos is the

meeting between Solon, the Athenian lawgiver, and Croesus, the

madly rash and unlucky king of Lydia. This meeting is further dis-

cussed under the topos of Philosopher and Tyrant. 

11. Epiphany. 

Epiphanies, the appearance of the god or the god’s repre-

sentative, are rare but not unknown in philosophical biography. Bees, 

the standard emissaries of the gods in the lives of the poets, visit some

philosophers such as Plato, while the gods themselves appear to a few

lucky others. Some emissaries are more welcome than others, as we

will see. 

12. Exile. 

Almost all of the philosophers undergo or undertake some

kind of exile, which can be voluntary, forced, political, or intellec-

tual, as well as geographical, and can take the form of withdrawal, 

sleep, or silence also. Exile, in all its forms, symbolizes the philoso-

pher’s alienation from and/or rejection of his own physical or intellec-

tual community. 

13. Family. 

The philosopher’s family background, as we saw previously

is one of wealth, power, and prominence. The philosopher, however, 

typically rejects this background to embrace poverty, simplicity, de-

mocracy, exile, madness, or death. The philosopher’s family, when it

exists, seems to do so only to exasperate and torment the philosopher

or to explain gaps and missing pieces in his work. 

14. Feuds. 

Philosophers engage in and carry on feuds and contests with

other philosophers and/or their disciples and schools, when they are

not actually burning each other’s books. Such behavior symbolizes

intellectual disagreement between different philosophical schools, 
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which is perceived and expressed in terms of bitter personal enmity

by the biographers. 

15. Inventions and Being First. 

All of the philosophers invent some-

thing, be it rhetoric, machines, or beliefs, and are the first to do

something such as map making, teaching, or traveling to a distant

place. Here the biographers give a concrete form to a philosophi-

cal expression or cover and fill chronological or doxographical gaps, 

such as the tradition that makes Gorgias, known for his rhetoric, 

the student of Empedocles, who, according to the biographers, in-

vented it. 

16. Laws and Lawgivers. 

Most of the philosophers actively engage in

politics by giving laws, framing constitutions, and generally helping

the civic body, or atypically by shunning or criticizing civic concerns. 

Philosophers advocate democracy and shun tyranny and political

office. The very few exceptions to this topos demonstrate an ex-

tremely hostile biographical tradition. 

17. Lost Works. 

Quite often the biographers list works written by the

philosophers that are otherwise unknown to us and then explain why

the work no longer exists. Most often, missing or lost work has been

destroyed by a (usually) female family member. The actual destruc-

tion may be intentional or accidental and occur with or without the

philosopher’s consent. Otherwise missing work is due to intentional

book burning by a rival or a disturbed citizen body or the accidental

burning of a storage place. “Lost” works, however, are more usually

those mistakenly attributed to an author, for example, the tragedies

written by a different Empedocles, but attributed to the philosopher

and thus “lost.” 

18. Philosopher and Tyrant. 

A constant in philosophical biography, this

topos opposes west and east, democracy and tyranny, freedom and

slavery, education and ignorance, civilization and barbarism, simplic-

ity and wealth, philosopher and tyrant. In such encounters, the tyrant

often makes a request to the philosophers (that they visit him, explain

their work, teach him, or simply obey him, sometimes offering wealth

and recognition in return), which the philosopher refuses. This set

piece owes much to the standard topics of rhetoric. 

19. Philosopher Triumphant. 

Occasionally, even the philosopher tri-

umphs over social and biographical expectations of impracticality and

absentmindedness and emerges triumphant, sometimes even making

a profit. These rare occasions illustrate the favorable tradition and
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actively refute hostile biographical readings of the philosopher’s work

and perceived character. 

20. Plagiarism. 

Philosophers are commonly accused of stealing one an-

other’s work, or even that of a god’s, and claiming it for their own. 

This is either a hostile interpretation of philosophical influence, as

discussed further in the topos of student and teacher, or an attempt to

deny the subject’s own philosophical importance. 

21. Ptheiresis. 

Death by ptheiresis (lice disease) occurs more often in

philosophical biography than one would imagine. However, it does

not afflict those unkempt philosophers described earlier, as one might

expect, but is reserved for those considered impious or at least unor-

thodox in their religious beliefs. 

22. Student and Teacher. 

The student-teacher relationship in philo-

sophical biography is most often presented in terms of a love affair

between one philosopher and another, a relationship to which chro-

nology seems no bar. In general, the biographers make any informa-

tion about their subjects concrete and personal, and philosophical

influence becomes a love affair, much as philosophical differences

become a feud. The terms and their implications ( paides/erastes) owe

much to Plato’s “exploitation of the Athenian homosexual ethos as a

basis of metaphysical doctrine and philosophical method” (Dover

1972, 16). 

A B B R E V I A T I O NS

Note: Standard works are abbreviated in the text as follows:

DK

H. Diels,  Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker,  rev. W. Kranz (Berlin, 

1954)

DL

R. D. Hicks, ed.,  Diogenes Laertius. Lives of Eminent Philosophers

(Cambridge, Mass., 1925)

LGP

M. R. Lefkowitz,  Lives of the Greek Poets (Baltimore, 1981)

O N E

E M P E D O C L E S

8

E M P ED OC L E S O LY M P I A N

Empedocles’ dive into Etna has fascinated scholars, poets, and artists from

ancient to modern times. Diogenes Laertius was so taken with it, in fact, 

that he gives two versions of the event. Biographically speaking, the story

becomes even more fascinating as it becomes ever more clear that Emped-

ocles was destined to leave the world precisely in this manner, his fate

determined by biographers and historians and ultimately through his own

writing. Empedocles’ philosophical works, the  Purifications  and the  Physics,  were considered raw autobiographical data fit for the gleaning, and the manner in which Empedocles’ philosophy was transformed into his

biography reveals more about ancient biographers, such as Diogenes Laer-

tius, than it does about Empedocles. Out of the philosophy itself grew a

legend that has haunted and intrigued us through the years. 

There was a tendency in the ancient world, by no means restricted to

the biographers, to approach any given text as biographical.1 The poets

were favorite subjects of this approach: Homer’s life was pieced together

12
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from the  Iliad  and the  Odyssey;  Aeschylus was presumed to have fought at Salamis because he describes that battle in his  Persians.  2 The same is true of the philosophers in general, and for Empedocles and other archaic

philosophers specifically, because of their use of the first-person “I” in

their work. For our purposes, the pursuit of a biographical tradition that

emerges from a philosopher’s work, the life of Empedocles is particularly

instructive. First, because Empedocles was such a popular figure for the

biographers, they have given us an enormous amount of biography to

work with. Second and fortunately, a great deal of Empedocles’ own

philosophy is still extant, so that the two bodies of work, biography and

philosophy, are available for comparative work to illustrate the method. 

Keeping in step, then, with Empedocles’ biography as it occurs in Diog-

enes Laertius, we begin with his origin and background, all of which lead, 

inexorably, to that fateful final jump. 

 The Philosopher at the Games

The archaic philosopher Empedocles was a famous man from a famous

town. A citizen of Acragas in Sicily, Empedocles flourished in the early

middle of the fifth century BCE, during the great age of Sicilian tyrants, 

Hieron of Syracuse and Theron, also of Acragas.3 Acragas (modern-day

Agriegento) was prosperous and strong, as was most of Sicily during this

era; the tyrants Hieron and Theron were as celebrated for their beneficent

and prosperous rule as for their victories in the Olympic Games on the

Greek mainland.4 The association between Empedocles’ fellow Sicilians

and the Olympic Games led to an association between Olympia and

Empedocles himself. This has caused a great deal of confusion when it

comes to determining Empedocles’ family in the biographies and, to a

certain extent, in attribution of his work.5

According to most ancient sources, Empedocles was the son of a man

named Meton. The philosopher’s grandfather and son were also named

Empedocles; it was common practice for the ancient Greeks to name sons

and daughters for grandparents. A dissenting view, however, gives Exaene-

tus as the name of Empedocles’ father and of his son. The presence of

different family names are not unusual in these biographies; several differ-

ent names are given for Heraclitus’ and Democritus’ fathers as well. Vari-

ant family names do suggest, however, variant purposes, one other than

biography. For example, we could expect the name Exaenetus to appear

somewhere in Empedocles’ philosophical works, just as the name Cleis, 
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which occurs in one of Sappho’s poems, is sometimes considered Sappho’s

daughter by the biographers and later, as the biography takes on a life and

a tradition of its own, “Cleis” was given as the name of Sappho’s mother, 

thus imposing traditional nomenclature practice for a biographical pur-

pose.6 Biographical motives are also at work in different names given for

members of Empedocles’ family. The several sources that give these differ-

ent names were collected by Diogenes Laertius in his life of Empedocles, 

and presented to the reader as follows:

1. Empedocles [the philosopher], according to Hippobotus, was the son of Meton and the grandson of Empedocles of Acragas. Timaeus says the same

in the fifteenth book of his  Histories,  and that the grandfather of the poet

[philosopher] was a man of distinction. And Hermippus agrees with this

also. So too Heraclides in his work,  On Diseases, [says] that Empedocles was from a distinguished family and had a grandfather who kept race

horses. And Eratosthenes in his records,  Olympic Victories,  says that

Meton’s father was the winner in the Seventy-First Olympiad, and uses

Aristotle as his reference. Apollodorus the grammarian in his  Chronology

tells us that he [the philosopher] was the son of Meton . . . and he says

that the victor in the horse-riding in the Seventy-First Olympiad was this

man’s namesake and grandfather. (DL 8.51–52)



Εµπεδοκλης, ως ␸ησιν Ιππ οβοτος, Μετωνος ην υι ος του Εµπεδοκλ εους

Ακραγαντινος. το δ αυτο και Τιµαιος εν τηι πεντεκαιδεκατηι τωνΙσ-

τοριων [fr. 93 FHG I 215] ⬍λ εγει προσιστορων⬎ επισηµον ανδρα

γεγον εναι τον Εµπεδοκλ εα τον παππον του ποιητου. αλλ α και Ερµιπ-

πος [fr. 27 FHG III 42] τ α αυτ α το υτωι ␸ησιν. οµοιως Ηρακλειδης εν τωι



Περι ν οσων [fr. 74 Voss], οτι λαµπρας ην οικιας ιπποτρο␸ηκ οτος του

παππου. λ εγει δ ε και Ερατοσθ ενης εν τοις Ολυµπιονικαις [FGrHist. 

241 F 7 II 1014] τ ην πρ ωτην και εβδοµηκοστ ην ολυµπιαδα [496]

νενικηκ εναι τον του Μετωνος πατ ερα, µαρτυρι χρ ωµενος Αριστοτ ελει

[fr. 71]. (52) Απολλ οδωρος δ ο γραµµατικ ος εν τοις Χρονικοις



[FGrHist. 244 F 32 II 1028] ␸ησιν ως ην µ εν Μ ετωνος υι ος . . . ο δ ε ⬍τ ην⬎



µιαν και εβδοµηκοστ ην ολυµπιαδα νενικηκ ως κ ελητι το υτου παππος ην

οµ ωνυµος . . . 

2. But Satyrus in his  Lives  says that Empedocles was the son of Exaenetus and himself left behind a son named Exaenetus. And he says that in the

same Olympiad Empedocles was victorious in the horse race and his son
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in wrestling or, as Heraclides in his  Epitome  has it, in the foot-race (DL 8.53)7

Σατυρος δ ε εν τοις Βιοις (fr. 11 FHG III 162] ␸ησιν, οτι Εµπεδοκλης



υι ος µ εν ην Εξαιν ετου, κατ ελιπε δ ε και αυτος υι ον Εξαινετον᝽ επι τε

της αυτης ολυµπιαδος τον µ εν ιππωι κ ελητι νενικηκ εναι, τον δ ε υι ον

αυτου παληι η, ως Ηρακλειδης εν τηι Επιτοµηι [fr. 6 FHG III 169), 

δρ οµωι. 

Diogenes Laertius, as is his habit, gives the reader these different bio-

graphical accounts, without indicating which he finds more believable, 

probable, or accurate. In the first version, the philosopher descends from a

distinguished grandfather named Empedocles, who kept race horses and in

fact won a horse race at Olympia; the passage further states that the

philosopher’s father, Meton, also enjoyed a victory there, in an unspeci-

fied event. In the second version, the philosopher’s father and son are

both named Exaenetus, and the philosopher Empedocles and his son

Exaenetus enjoy victories at Olympia, at the same meet but in different

events (the philosopher wins in the horse race and the son in wrestling or

in the foot race.) The only common theme in the different biographical

accounts is that Empedocles and his family (grandfather, father, and son)

have a strong connection with the Olympic Games. But is this connection

a valid one, or simply one of association? 

In the lists of Olympic winners mentioned previously,8 we do in fact

find an Empedocles, the son of an Exaenetus, who wins the horse race in

the Seventy-First Olympiad, an account that agrees with several of the

versions in the first citation, and with the name of Empedocles’ father as

Exaenetus in the second citation. Furthermore, the victorious Emped-

ocles of the Seventy-First Olympiad had a son named Exaenetus, who

won in the Ninety-First and Ninety-Second Olympiads in wrestling, one

of the two possibilities listed in the second citation.9 Therefore, it is not

the philosopher himself, but his grandfather Empedocles who wins in the

Seventy-First Olympiad, and Exaenetus, the grandfather’s son (not the

philosopher’s), who wins in wrestling in the Ninety-First and Ninety-

Second Olympiads. Empedocles himself has no Olympic victory in any

event in any year. Why then do the biographers present him as an

Olympic victor? 

The biographers, it seems, have either fallen prey to a double confu-

sion or misused their sources to biographical purpose.10 The victory of
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Empedocles’ grandfather was transferred to the philosopher, and the

grandfather’s son (Exaenetus) became the philosopher’s son. This brought

to the story a tradition of a father and son triumph there, in the sort of

coincidence enjoyed by biographers. So while the family has a specific

association with Olympia, Empedocles himself does not. And yet Diog-

enes Laertius insists upon and even emphasizes the association, as the

following citations show:

3. I myself [Diogenes Laertius] found in Favorinus’  Memorabilia  that Empedocles feasted the sacred envoys at Olympia on a bull made of honey

and barley-meal. (DL 8.53)



εγ ω δ ε ε υρον εν τοις υποµνηµασι Φαβωρινου [fr. 3 FHG III 578], οτι

και βουν εθυσε τοις θεωροις ο Εµπεδοκλης εκ µ ελιτος και αλ␸ιτων. 

4. It is said that Cleomenes the rhapsode recited these same verses [of

Empedocles],  The Purifications  at Olympia; so too says Favorinus in his Memorabilia. (DL 8:63)

αυτους δ ε το υτους τους Καθαρµους [εν] Ολυµπιασι ραψωιδησαι λ εγε-

ται Κλεοµ ενη τον ραψωιδ ον, ως και Φαβωρινος εν Αποµνηµονε υµασι. 

5. At the time when Empedocles visited Olympia, he demanded excessive

attention, so that no one was so mentioned in the meeting as was Empedo-

cles. (DL 8.66)

καθ *ον δ ε χρ ονον επεδηµει Ολυµπιασιν, επιστρο␸ης ηξιουτο πλειο-

νος, ωστε µηδενος ετ ερου µνειαν γιγνεσθαι εν ταις οµιλιαις τοσα υτην

οσην Εµπεδοκλ εους. 

According to Diogenes Laertius and his sources, then, not only does

Empedocles win at Olympia, he entertains sacred envoys there, has a

recitation of his work the  Purifications  there, and demands excessive attention from all who attend. If these five citations have any thematic link

beyond placing Empedocles at Olympia or speaking of his rather boorish

behavior, it is not immediately apparent. But how credible are each of

these citations? 

Of the four big athletic events in Greece, the Pythian games at Delphi

were second only to the Olympic ones and included musical and poetic

contests in which a poet or philosophers could compete. And, even
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though there were no similar official events at Olympia, any number of

unofficial literary and poetic recitations and events took place there along-

side the official athletic contests.11 Therefore a recitation of Empedocles’

work, with or without his presence, is quite possible. Moreover, the fame

and power attributed to Empedocles’ grandfather in the first citation

might well account for the philosopher’s role as host to “sacred” ambassa-

dors or envoys. The term  sacred  could mean nothing more than “official,” 

since all who attended the games did so under terms of a sacred truce

between various powers; “sacred envoys” could simply be official represen-

tatives of a city or state. On the other hand, the term  sacred  could allude to the “sacred” quality of the  Purifications,  which was often interpreted as a religious work. And perhaps the victory mentioned in citations 1 and 2, or the recital in citation 4 went to Empedocles’ head, making him act in an unpleasant, demanding, and conspicuous way. All these things could

be true even if, taken all together, they begin to sound more and more

improbable. 

There is, in fact, a much simpler explanation for the tradition of Empedo-

cles at Olympia, if we regard the citations as biographical flourishes rather

than historical fact. The first two indicate, or force, a biographical associa-

tion among well-known men of Sicily and a well-known event, the Olym-

pic Games.12 Because Empedocles is from Acragas and therefore a fellow

citizen of the famous tyrant Theron, he shares Theron’s association with

Olympia and the games. The tyrants are known to us for their place in

history, but they were best known to the ancient world as Olympian victors, 

a status widely published in Pindar’s  Olympian Odes.  Six of the fourteen odes address Sicilian victories; the first three were written for Theron and

his cousin and fellow Sicilian tyrant Hieron. Victory lists and biographical

material were manipulated, then, to strengthen the association between

Empedocles and Olympia, to strengthen the association between Sicily’s

famous sons, Theron, Hieron, and Empedocles. The importance of the

association between Empedocles and Olympia is further emphasized by the

three other citations that place him there without an athletic victory: as a

poet (citation 4), as a host to sacred envoys (citation 3), and as a demanding and much-talked-about visitor (citation 5). The link between all these

aspects of Empedocles’ association with Olympia is seen in a single bio-

graphical anecdote and are, in fact, used to explain or elaborate upon it. 

6. Empedocles of Acragas was victorious in the horse race at Olympia and being a Pythagorean and therefore avoiding animate sacrifice, shaping a
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bull from myrrh and frankincense and costly perfumes, he divided it and

distributed it to those at the festival. (Athenaeus 1.5.e ⫽ DK 31 A11)

ο Ακραγαντινος ιπποις Ολ υµπια νικ ησας Πυθαγορικος +ων και εµ-

ψ υχων απεχ οµενος εκ σµ υρνης και λιβανωτου και των πολυτελε-

στατων αρωµατων βουν αναπλασας δι ενειµε τοις εις τ ην πανηγυριν

απαντησασιν. 

Here the disparate elements of Empedocles at Olympia are united: the

horse race, the victory, the sacrifice, and the banquet.13 And citation 6, 

with its mention of Pythagoreanism, the shunning of animal sacrifice, and

especially the details of a proper, inanimate sacrifice, allows us to link the

whole tradition of Empedocles at Olympia to the  Purifications,  which is likely the starting point for the anecdote that places him there. 

7. Then Ares was not god among them, nor yet was Din of Battle, 

Zeus was not king nor Kronos, nor yet Poseidon—

but Kypris then was Queen. 

Her men earnestly appeased with good and pious offerings, 

with painted figures and sweet oil, their fragrance cunningly made, 

with unmixed myrrh and gifts of sweet smelling incense, 

and libations of honey flowing to the ground. 

Nor did the altar flow with the unspeakable slaughter of the bull, 

though this defilement still is greatest among men, 

to bereave the animal of his life to eat his limbs. (fr. 128)



ουδ ε τις ην κεινοισιν Αρης θεος ουδ ε Κυδοιµ ος

ουδ ε Ζευς βασιλευς ουδ ε Κρ ονος ουδ ε Ποσειδων, 

αλλ α Κ υπρις βασιλεια. 

τ ην οι γ ε υσεβ εεσσιν αγαλµασιν ιλασκοντο

γραπτοις τε ζ ωιοισι µ υροισι τε δαιδαλε οδµοις

σµ υρνης τ ακρητου θυσιαις λιβανου τε θυ ωδους, 



ξανθων τε σπονδ ας µελιτων ριπτοντες ες ο υδας᝽

τα υρων δ ακρητοισι ␸ ονοις ου δε υετο βωµ ος, 

αλλ α µ υσος τουτ εσκεν εν ανθρ ωποισι µ εγιστον, 

θυµον απορραισαντας ε⬍ν⬎ εδµεναι η εα γυια. 

Here Empedocles speaks of sacrifice as it occurred during the rule of

Love, when humans had not yet fallen from grace by practicing blood-
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shed. While bloodshed of any type is a transgression against Empedocles’

moral code, it is the slaughter of animals, and especially bulls, that Emped-

ocles emphasizes here. He then lists the appropriate inanimate offerings:

statues or figurines, oil, myrrh, incense, and honey. The basis of this code

may be a belief in the transmigration of the soul (which Athenaeus in his

anecdote calls Pythagorean). Whatever its origin, the prohibition itself is

strong and clear. The biographers, then, have made what is abstract and

philosophic in the  Purifications (Empedocles’ prohibition against blood sacrifice) into a concrete sacrifice in the anecdote, one in which Empedocles offers a bull-shaped figure made of myrrh, frankincense, and costly

perfumes. Empedocles’ specific mention of a bull makes the anecdote all

the more appropriate to Olympia, where the best and most common

offering of the victorious athlete was a bull sacrificed to Zeus, followed by

a communal meal or banquet. In terms of biographical logic, Empedocles

has to make the sacrifice because he describes it in his work and has to

make it somewhere. His familial and Sicilian association with Olympia, 

where bulls are the typical sacrifice, makes Olympia the perfect place. 

This set of citations and anecdotes exemplify the biographical mind at

work and shows how best we should approach it. All ancient biographers

start with their subject’s work, gleaning from it statements and experiences

that seem autobiographical. For example, as discussed earlier, the biogra-

phers make the Cleis mentioned by Sappho her daughter and then, by the

conventions of nomenclature, make it the name of Sappho’s mother as

well. Empedocles’ use of the first-person “I” greatly enhanced this practice, 

giving the biographers freedom to interpret every statement on a personal

and autobiographical level. Thus the proper sacrifice described in philo-

sophical and metaphorical expression becomes an actual sacrifice in the

biographers’ interpretation; the abstract thought expressed in the philoso-

phy is made concrete in the anecdote. (How “abstract” this abstract

thought was in archaic philosophy may be debated, but for the purposes of

this study, we may assume that biographical authors took the “phenome-

nomical words” to be stating or expressing abstract thought.) The anecdote

of the sacrifice can thus be characterized as both concrete and illustrative, 

since it serves to illustrate Empedocles’ ethical or religious thoughts. Fi-

nally, the biographers give the anecdote greater veracity by setting it at

Olympia, a site with a strong and ready association for the philosopher. 

They even supply a reason for the sacrifice (Empedocles’ victory in the

horse race). The anecdote then finds agreement and support for its details
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in the general tradition that surrounds Empedocles and Acragas, horse

races and Olympian winners, tyrants and philosophers. 

Empedocles’ anecdote of sacrifice is one of the most perfect examples of

philosophical biography, the biographers’ methods, and the method used

in this study. Different material and types of material, however, call for

different approaches. The number and concrete quality of the details in

citation 6, for example, encourage us to turn directly to Empedocles’ text, while the lack of details in citations 3, 4, and 5 requires that we consider biographical motive and use of the material. Citation 3, for example, 

speaks not only of the association between Empedocles and Olympia, but

also rather casually illustrates Empedocles’ religious beliefs; only knowl-

edge of the preferred Olympic sacrifice for victory (a bull) allows the

citation full significance. Citations 4 and 5 also demonstrate the association with Olympia but are used otherwise, to introduce the greater topos

of the philosopher at the games. While this particular topos does not

occur for all the philosophers, it does occur often enough (in the lives of

Plato and Pythagoras, for example),14 to be classified as free floating or

transferred. It drifts from subject to subject, generally indicating a doxo-

graphical tradition, a sort of genealogy15 of philosophers and schools as

teachers and students, which will be discussed later. Here, citation 5 is specifically used to introduce Empedocles’ personal character, to which

we now turn our attention. 

 Empedocles: Divine Character and Manner

In citation 5, we learn that when Empedocles visited Olympia, he de-

manded “excessive attention,” so much so that he drew the attention, and

the talk, of all present. Using the biographers’ methods, we can adduce

behavior that was selfish, egotistical, and arrogant, which in fact agrees

with their depiction of Empedocles generally. Just before citation 5, in fact, Diogenes Laertius calls Empedocles boastful and selfish; others describe him as a braggart given to theoretical arrogance and eccentric dress. 

8. And he would put on purple robes and over them a golden belt, as

Favorinus says in his  Memorabilia,  and bronze sandals and a Delphic

[laurel] wreath. He had thick hair and was accompanied by a train of boy

attendants. And he was ever grave in his manner and appearance. Thus

he would go forth and the people, meeting him, saw in him something

worthy of a king. (DL 8.73)
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δι ο δ η πορ␸ υραν τε αναλαβειν αυτον και στρ ο␸ιον επιθ εσθαι χρυ-

σουν, ως Φαβωρινος εν Αποµνηµονε υµασιν, ετι τ εµβαδας χαλκας



και στ εµµα ∆ελ␸ικ ον. κ οµη τε ην αυτωι βαθεια και παιδες ακ ολουθοι᝽



και αυτος αει σκυθρωπος ε␸ ενος σχ ηµατος ην. τοιουτος δ η προηιει, των πολιτων εντυχ οντων και τουτο αξιωσαντων οιονει βασιλειας τιν ος

παρασηµον. 

9. For Empedocles, fastening a fillet of deep purple around his hair, walked proudly around the streets of the Greeks, composing hymns to prove that

he had become a god. (Philostratus VA 8.7 ⫽ DK 31A18)

Ε. µ εν γ αρ και στρ ο␸ιον των αλουργοτατων περι αυτ ην [σψ. τ ην κ οµην]

αρµ οσας εσ οβει περι τ ας των Ελληνων αγυι ας  υµνους ξυντιθεις, ως

θεος εξ ανθρ ωπου εσοιτο. 

These depictions, like the sacrifice at Olympia, doubtless owe their exis-

tence to a philosophical statement couched in the first person, which was to

provide the biographers a rich vein of material that is generally used to

comic, if not satirical, effect. 

10. Friends, who dwell in the great town above tawny Acragas, 

upon the city’s citadel, busy in your good works, 

You who are reverent harbors for strangers and strangers to evil, 

Greetings. I go among you an immortal god, no longer mortal, 

but honored among all men, appropriately, 

wreathed in ribbons and fresh garlands. 

I am honored by men and women. They follow me

by the thousands, seeking the advantageous way, 

some desiring prophecy, others, against all sorts of diseases, 

ask to learn a well-pointed saying, 

having suffered too long in their painful distress. (fr. 112)

ω ␸ιλοι, ο!ι µεγα αστυ κατα ξανθου Ακραγαντος

ναιετ αν ακρα π ολεος, αγαθων µελεδηµονες εργων, 

ξεινων αιδοιοι λιµ ενες, κακ οτητος απειροι, 

χαιρετ᝽ εγ ω δ υµιν θεος αµβροτος, ουκ ετι θνητ ος

πωλευµαι µετ α πασι τετιµ ενος,  ωσπερ εοικα, 

ταινιαις τε περιστεπτος στ ε␸εσιν τε θαλειοις. 

τοισιν †  αµ † "αν  ικωµαι αστεα τηλεθαοντα, 

ανδρασιν ηδ ε γυναιξι, σεβιζοµαι᝽ οι δ  αµ  επονται
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µυριοι εξερ εοντες,  οπηι προς κ ερδος αταρπ ος, 

οι µ εν µαντοσυν εων κεχρηµ ενοι, οι δ επι νο υσων

παντοιων επ υθοντο κλυειν ε υηκ εα βαξιν, 

δηρον δ η χαλεπηισι πεπαρµ ενοι ⬍ αµ␸ οδ υνηισιν⬎. 

Here, Empedocles uses his customary first-person address to describe

the soul’s triumphant final state in its journey toward spiritual and physi-

cal perfection; the chains of mortality are broken and the speaker, re-

born, goes forth garlanded and acclaimed, aiding others in their jour-

ney.16 In discussing the fragment, I have been careful to designate the

first-person “I” as the speaker, as befits the allegorical nature of the verse. 

The biographers, however, immediately identified the “I” as Empedocles

himself.17 We see their reading of the fragment in citations 5 and espe-

cially in 8 and 9, where Empedocles is depicted as a pompous and self-proclaimed god dressed in liturgical garb, proclaiming prophecies and

cures. The ribbons and garlands of the original work become the purple

robes, golden belt, and the laurel wreath of the citations, his thousands of

attendants whittled down to trains of boy attendants, and there is more

than a hint of effeminacy and self-indulgence in the description.18 The

claim to divinity is belittled as mere boastfulness;19 remarks on his always

formal, grave behavior (repeated several times in his biography) suggest

an exaggerated view of his own importance.20 A further indication of this

boastful, selfish behavior, as Diogenes Laertius characterizes it, occurs in

his demand for excessive attention, undue reverence, we might say, when

he visits Olympia. 

Empedocles’ biographical character results from what seems to the bio-

graphers a vainglorious boast, the declaration that Empedocles has be-

come a god (“I go among you an immortal god, no longer mortal.”) His

association with Olympia, discussed in the previous citations, supports

this elevated status (as Pindar so often remarks, Olympic victors outrank

the common run of mortal men; in the citations, Empedocles seems to

present himself as far above mere mortal status) and also provides a

concrete grounding for his actions there. Hints about his character and his

demand for attention are now also evident in the earlier citations; selfish-

ness, boastfulness, and theatricality will be the routine charges laid at

Empedocles’ door. His perceived character, then, is little more than a

parody of his work. His god-like nature, attitude, and appearance, concret-

ized and elaborated in the anecdotal examples of his actions, character, 

and dress, are the result of a philosophical statement interpreted biographi-
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cally. The use of various topoi, which also play their part in these charac-

terizations, are discussed in the remaining sections in this chapter. 

 Empedocles’ Teachers

Part of the blame for Empedocles’ eccentricity can be attributed to the

teachers Diogenes Laertius assigns him, although, if our only source for

ancient philosophy were the biographers, we would have to conclude that

there was little or no independent thought in the ancient world. Rather, 

as the doxographies show, there was a neat, observable, and carefully

delineated progression of schools, philosophers, and teachers, in which

one philosopher or school of thought carefully and ponderously followed

another. The teachers are especially important, because mistakes and new

theories alike can be laid at their door, depending on the biographer’s

view of his subject or of the subject’s teacher within the doxographical

tradition. Given a hostile biographer and a hostile tradition of biography, 

the subject steals his ideas from his teacher and may even betray him. In a

favorable tradition, the student rebels and finds a new teacher or founds a

new school of thought. Only the most hostile tradition admits neither

student nor teacher. 

Empedocles shows a generally favorable tradition, in that he has several

teachers. According to the biographers, Empedocles’ theatrical manner and

appearance is to be attributed to both Anaximander and Pythagoras, while

his research methods imitate those of Anaxagoras (Alcidamas  ap.  DL

8.56).21 Diogenes Laertius further notes that Empedocles imitated Par-

menides’ verse (Theophrastus  ap.  DL 8.56), and another source tells us that Empedocles either turned from Parmenides to Anaxagoras and Pythagoras, 

or that he imitated Xenophanes, with whom he is said to have lived.22

Some of these reports can be eliminated on purely chronological

grounds: Anaximander as a teacher can quickly be ruled out, since he

probably died a good fifty years before Empedocles was born.23 The report

that Empedocles studied with Anaxagoras is doubtful also, even given the

notorious problem of Anaxagoras’ dates. Assuming, as most do, that

Anaxagoras’ dates are ca. 500–428 BCE and Empedocles’ are ca. 495–35

BCE, a relationship of contemporaries rather than student and teacher

seems more probable, if a relationship between the two indeed existed. 

Because there is no historical logic to the pairing of Empedocles, Anaxi-

mander, and Anaxagoras as student and teacher, we must seek a biographi-

cal one. The relationship that existed between these philosophers, if it did
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exist, was of necessity a matter of intellectual, rather than personal, influ-

ence. An intellectual relationship, however, was too abstract for the biogra-

phers, who were eager to find (or to invent) personal references and relation-

ships in the philosophy. Their insistence on the personal results in concrete

anecdotes about philosopher X as the student/teacher of philosopher Y; the

resulting student/teacher tradition constitutes one of the most common bio-

graphical topoi.24

Intellectual similarities between philosophers can be enough to link

them as student and teacher. The fact that Anaxagoras and Empedocles

both independently sought to rework Milesian philosophy in response to

Parmenidean philosophy may lie behind the personal relationship attrib-

uted to them.25 Aristotle, in fact, represents Anaximander as Empedocles’

teacher by their theories of condensation and rarefaction, common theo-

ries which each held, but had each independently reached.26

The same student/teacher topos informs reports of Parmenides and

Xenophanes as teachers who further influenced Empedocles’ literary style. 

This much is true: all three wrote in verse, Parmenides and Empedocles use

the same metrical form, and Xenophanes influenced Parmenides’ philo-

sophical views (which is why Xenophanes and Parmenides are universally

described in their own biographies as teacher and student.) However, it is

unlikely, if not chronologically impossible, for Empedocles himself to have

studied with either Parmenides or Xenophanes (Parmenides was born ca. 

515 BCE, while Xenophanes’ dates are 570–475 BCE). However, if we

substituted the word  influence  for  teacher,  the mists begin to clear. Xenophanes certainly influenced Parmenides’ philosophical views. Empedocles, 

in his response to Parmenides’ views, was therefore indirectly influenced by

Xenophanes as well.27 So not only does the biography make an abstract, 

philosophical, intellectual, or literary influence concrete, it also neatly

orders or suggests a more linear doxographical tradition, the generation of

teachers, students, and philosophies. Parmenides and Xenophanes, like

Anaxagoras and Anaximander, are called Empedocles’ teachers because of

their philosophical influence or because of similar or shared philosophical

theory and interests. The biographical tendency to equate philosophical or

even literary influence with an actual student/teacher relationship trans-

lates, in the biographies, into a personal, concrete student-teacher relation-

ship, which can be traced through the philosophic generations. 

Several sources make Empedocles the student of Pythagoras, or of his

son Telauges, or of other named or unknown Pythagoreans.28 As we saw

in citation 6, Athenaeus ascribes the choice of inanimate offerings at
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Olympia to Empedocles’ Pythagorean beliefs, and Diogenes Laertius cites

Empedocles’ work to support Pythagoras as Empedocles’ teacher, writing

that, “Empedocles himself mentions Pythagoras, saying,” 

11. There was a man among them of rare wisdom, 

possessed of the greatest wealth of knowledge. 

(DL 8.54; cf. Empedocles’ fr. 129)29

ην δε τις εν κεινοισιν ανηρ περι ωσια ειδ ως, 

!ος δ η µηκιστον πραπιδων εκτησατο πλουτον. 

Empedocles himself, however, even in the larger fragment 129 from which

Diogenes Laertius here quotes, never names this man of rare wisdom, nor, 

I would argue, had he a real individual in mind. Rather, I believe, the

fragment speaks of the pure and ideal soul of potential existence in its

unique state of complete wisdom. The biographers, in contrast, clearly

desired a more concrete and possibly autobiographical reference for the

fragment, and their first choice was Pythagoras.30 As described in their

biographies, there are striking similarities of dress and behavior between

Empedocles and Pythagoras. Both wear long hair and purple robes, both

compete at Olympia,31 both attract great attentions there, both are digni-

fied in manner,32 both are solemn in demeanor, and, most important of

all, both claim to have become gods.33

The association between Empedocles and Pythagoras, evident in these

conflated characteristics of eccentric dress, solemn behavior, and the

claim to have become a god, is the result of their shared philosophical

belief in metempsychosis, the transmigration or rebirth of the soul into

various states of purification through various types of life and death experi-

ences, a belief which was almost universally attributed to Pythagoras. 

Although the theory of metempsychosis was fairly common in and around

Empedocles’ time and location,34 ancient authors, like some modern ones, 

almost unanimously attribute the theory to Pythagoras and imply, if they

do not explicitly assert, that Empedocles simply elaborated or altered a

uniquely Pythagorean doctrine.35 Pythagoras’ work does not now exist, 

save in brief quotation;36 we cannot, therefore, directly trace descriptions

of his dress and manner or those anecdotes in which he returns from the

dead or claims to be a god to his own statements on metempsychosis. 

However, we do have Diogenes Laertius, who groups Empedocles and

Pythagoras thematically, ends his life of Pythagoras by announcing that he
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will now move on to noteworthy Pythagoreans, and immediately begins his

life of Empedocles, whom he seems to consider a student of Pythagoras. 

Given this biographical link forged between the two philosophers, this

shared biographical tradition of student-teacher, having marked physical

and personal similarities, is not surprising. The original link between the

two was their shared belief in metempsychosis that the biographers made

concrete by similar dress and manner. Through the theory of metempsycho-

sis, Empedocles and Pythagoras are further linked by accusations of fraudu-

lent claims to divinity (divinity is, of course, the logical philosophical

outcome of metempsychosis, rebirth into a higher form) and by deaths

which punish the philosophers for their implied claims to divinity. Pythag-

oras is accused of hiding in the earth under a rock and telling his disciples of his trip to the underworld and back, and his death occurs when he refuses to

cross a bean field (DL 8.38, 41; 8.39, 40 and 45). Beans, of course, symbolize

rebirth, and one of the Pythagorean maxims that Diogenes Laertius quotes

advises his followers to strictly avoid them (DL 8.19, 33, 34). 

Linked through personal and philosophical similarities, Pythagoras’ bi-

ography becomes a template for the life of Empedocles.37 Differences in

biographical detail, however, are easily traced to Empedocles’ philosophi-

cal work. Citation 7, for example, speaks of the soul’s fall from its high state by the sin of bloodshed in sacrifice, which inspires the biographers’

anecdote of the honey and barley bull offered at Olympia. Empedocles

describes the triumph of metempsychosis and the soul’s elevated state in

citation 10, which in turn forms the basis for both his claims to divinity and the extravagant characterization in citations 8 and 9. The shared belief in metempsychosis is explained by the biographers in terms of a

student-teacher relationship; in his work, Empedocles expands upon the

doctrine taught to him by Pythagoras. That imitation is extended further

by the many similarities in their anecdotal traditions: both compete at the

games, attract attention, and claim to be gods. The theory of metempsy-

chosis that Empedocles presents in his work, then, enables the biographers

to characterize him merely as a student or imitator of Pythagoras.38 The

evidence of citation 10 enables them to fill in the picture with the philosopher’s own words. 

T H E C A R E E R S O F E M P ED O C L E S

Empedocles’ careers, like his character, are the result of a biographical

reading of his work. The same biographical process which resulted in the

 Empedocles

27

different aspects of his personal character also results in his different

careers. Philosophers, in the biographies, are rarely just philosophers; most

achieve notoriety in other fields as well. Many are statesmen, some are

physicians, several produce literary works, and some make predictions. 

Empedocles achieves renown in all these fields.39 In the lives of those

philosophers also known as statesmen or poets, the biographers drew on

philosophical works that discuss politics or literature. Many of Solon’s

biographical achievements, for example, are elaborations of his political

verse, while Plato’s criticism of poetry and poets created a tradition that

he wrote poetry before turning to philosophy. In Empedocles’ case, the

biographers’ task was greatly simplified; they had only to turn to his work

and an autobiographical reading of the following fragment. 

12. Finally, then, prophets and poets and physicians

and princes among mortal men are they wont to be, 

blossoming forth from this state to become gods, greatest in honor. 

(fr. 146)

εις δ ε τ ελος µαντεις τε και υµνοπ ολοι και ιητροι

και πρ οµοι ανθρ ωποισιν επιχθονιοισι π ελονται, 

ενθεν αναβλαστουσι θεοι τιµηισι ␸ εριστοι. 

In this single citation, the biographers had Empedocles’ own assessment of

the careers that are “best for men;” we cannot really be surprised, then, to

find anecdotes that speak of Empedocles’ engagement in politics, poetry, 

medicine, and prophecy.40

The motive of philosophical biography, like poetic biography, is to flesh

out the bare philosophical or poetic outlines that exist in the subject’s work

with concrete physical detail. The motive behind each particular anec-

dote, however, varies from subject to subject, and an anecdote’s favorable

or hostile intent depends upon the biographer’s interpretation of the sub-

ject’s work. For example, works that seem to express impiety or arrogance

result in hostile anecdotes, while works that express or at least seem to

express piety and humility result in approval and favorable anecdotes. The

biographies of two poets show these two traditions clearly: Aeschylus, 

whose work seemed to praise and to sanction the traditions of religion, 

society, and the state, enjoys a biographical tradition full of approval and is almost completely favorable. Euripides, on the other hand, whose work

seemed dangerously radical when it came to traditional religion, society, 
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and the role of the state, has a biographical tradition that is extremely

punitive and hostile (which is why he ends up exiled and murdered.)41

Aeschylus and Euripides are extreme examples, however, and usually the

two biographical traditions, hostile and favorable, are usually mixed in any

given life. Reactions to and depictions of Empedocles’ careers vary, just as

his character was described as either vain and theatrical or dignified and

lordly, according to either a hostile or a favorable reaction to his work.42

An almost completely favorable tradition informs his political career, the

first to be examined. 

 Empedocles the Politician

Diogenes Laertius, in his discussion of Empedocles’ background, tells us

that Empedocles was a member of a wealthy and politically prominent

family of Acragas. In other words, Empedocles has the standard biographi-

cal background for a philosopher.43 However Empedocles, like other phi-

losophers, was able to overcome the twin handicaps of wealth and birth. 

His rejection of them constitute another topos of philosophical biography, 

as it does for several others, for Empedocles, like Solon and Heraclitus, 

refuses the city’s highest office when it is offered to him.44

Although refusals such as these fall into a general category, their func-

tion differs from biography to biography or subject to subject. The same

act can inspire praise for one philosopher and condemnation for another. 

For example, Solon’s refusal of the Athenian tyranny glorifies the philoso-

pher and is part of the favorable, democratic tradition of his biography. 

His refusal, like the constitution he creates, helps the people and pro-

motes their democracy.45 Heraclitus, on the other hand, who refuses an

inherited kingship, is characterized by that refusal as a surly misanthrope

who hates the people; his refusal even to govern indicates his scorn and

hatred for his fellow citizens and is part of the hostile tradition that

vilifies him. 

To determine how the topos functions in the biography of Empedocles, 

we turn first to his political life as given by Diogenes Laertius. 

13. Aristotle too declares him to have been a champion of freedom and

averse to rule of every kind seeing that, as Xanthus relates in his account

of him, he declined the kingship when it was offered to him, obviously

because he preferred the frugal life. With this Timaeus agrees . . . (DL

8.63)
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␸ησι δ αυτον και Αριστοτ ελης [fr. 66]

ελε υθερον γεγον εναι και πασης αρχης αλλ οτριον, ει γε τ ην βασιλειαν

αυτωι διδοµ ενην παρηιτ ησατο, καθαπερ Ξανθος εν τοις περι αυτου

λ εγει, τ ην λιτ οτητα δηλον οτι πλ εον αγαπησας. τ α δ αυτ α και Τιµαιος

[fr. 88a FHG I 214] ειρηκε . . . 

According to the biographers, Empedocles’ reason for refusing the king-

ship is a preference of the simple life, a preference shared by Heraclitus, as

we shall see. Other than the fact that both philosophers refuse a kingship, 

the two have nothing in common, and even their shared refusal functions

differently in their biographies. Heraclitus’ refusal is proof of his misan-

thropy, but Empedocles, like Solon, is presented as a democratic champion

whose various political acts, such as refusing the kingship, benefit the

people. In the biography, Diogenes Laertius uses this refusal to introduce

various other examples of Empedocles’ political actions: he defeats several

tyrants, destroys an oligarchy, and staunchly and publicly defends freedom. 

And so the political tradition that exists for Empedocles is almost entirely

favorable; the anecdotes that make up and support this favorable tradition, 

however, are entirely unbelievable. This is where we see the real weakness

of the biographers’ methods. Despite their best efforts, they find few frag-

ments to support their reading of citation 12, for neither the  Purifications nor  On Nature  readily lend themselves to political interpretation. 

Given this scarcity of material, the biographers were forced to rely on

schematized patterns and established topoi to provide a political career for

Empedocles. The following anecdote illustrates the type of material the

biographers used to provide evidence for his political career; in Diogenes

Laertius’ text, it follows the refusal of kingship. 

14. With this [the refusal of kingship], Timaeus agrees, at the same time giving the reason why Empedocles favored democracy, namely that, having been invited to dinner with one of the officials, when the dinner had

gone on some time and no wine was put on the table, although the other

guests kept quiet, Empedocles, becoming indignant, ordered wine to be

brought. Then the host confessed that he was waiting for the servant of

the senate to appear. When he came, he was made master of the banquet, 

clearly by the arrangement of the host, whose design of making himself

tyrant was only thinly veiled, for he ordered the guests either to drink the

wine or have it poured on their heads. For the time being, Empedocles was

reduced to silence; the next day he impeached both of them, the host and
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master of the banquet, and secured their condemnation and execution. 

This, then was the beginning of his political career. (DL 8.64)

τ α δ αυτ α και Τιµαιος [fr. 88a FHG I 214] ειρηκε, τ ην αιτιαν  αµα



παρατιθ εµενος του δηµοτικον ειναι τον ανδρα. ␸ησι γ αρ  οτι κληθεις

υπ ο τινος των αρχ οντων, ως προβαινοντος του δειπνου το ποτον ουκ

εισε␸ ερετο, των [δ] αλλων ησυχαζ οντων, µισοπον ηρως διατεθεις εκ ε-

λευσεν εισ␸ ερειν᝽ ο δ ε κεκληκ ως αναµ ενειν ε␸η τον της βουλης υπη-

ρ ετην. ως δ ε παρεγ ενετο, εγενηθη συµποσιαρχος, του κεκληκ οτος δηλο-

ν οτι καταστησαντος, !ος υπεγρα␸ετο τυραννιδος αρχ ην᝽ εκ ελευσε γ αρ "η



πινειν "η καταχεισθαι της κε␸αλης. τ οτε µ εν ο υν ο Εµπεδοκλης ησ υχασε᝽

τηι δ υστεραιαι εισαγαγ ων εις δικαστ ηριον απ εκτεινε καταδικασας



αµ␸οτ ερους, τ ον τε κλητορα και τον συµποσιαρχον. αρχ η µ εν ο υν αυτωι

της πολιτειας  ηδε. 

And a strange beginning it is. The anecdote comes to us from Timaeus, a

historian and compiler generally hostile to philosophers (as this anecdote

might suggest) and therefore generally unreliable. That such a man is one of

the very few named sources for Empedocles’ political career does little to

strengthen the credibility of the tradition.46 The anecdote is especially

inauspicious for one whose moral code prohibits bloodshed, especially

when it stems from Empedocles having to wait for wine or being threatened

with having it poured on his head. The anecdote seems to be nothing more

than a comic invention, although several interpretations of it have been

offered by various scholars. Most, while quick to point out that the story is

obviously untrue, see in it nonetheless a valid indication of Empedocles’

role in Acragas’ transformation from tyranny to democracy, although no

other evidence for such a role can be found.47 Others more properly suggest

that the story originated in comedy, a not unusual source for the biogra-

phies of philosophers as well as poets,48 and the anecdote certainly presents

Empedocles in a potentially comic light. Biographically speaking, banquets

are frequently used to display character,49 and Empedocles’ behavior and

response to his tyrannical host also suggest the very common topos of

philosopher and tyrant.50 A similar example of the topos is preserved for us

elsewhere by Diogenes Laertius, where he tells of a banquet given by Diony-

sus, tyrant of Syracuse, that Plato and Aristippus attend. According to

Diogenes Laertius, when the wine was brought, Dionysus ordered everyone

to put on purple robes and dance; Plato refuses and Aristippus agrees. On

one hand, the anecdote contrasts the wild (uncivilized), imperious behav-

 Empedocles

31

ior of Dionysus with Plato’s calm dignity and on the other, illustrates Plato’s indifference to power and wealth, by his opposition to Aristippus who

literally dances to the tyrant’s tune. Thus the anecdote works on several

different levels: it demonstrates the difference between philosopher and

tyrant and between two different philosophers and their characters and

schools. The anecdote of Empedocles at the banquet is also used several

different ways, although it indicates a greater amount of ambivalence to-

ward its subject. Empedocles’ quite reasonable request favorably contrasts

to the unreasonable demands of the would-be tyrant. Yet, while the setting

and the threat to have wine poured on his head are laughable, his actions in

securing the men’s execution are not. For even if his intent is noble (Empe-

docles seeks to end the tyranny before it begins), his actions are ridiculous

and again speak of his exaggerated sense of self-worth; worse, they are out of

keeping with his philosophical beliefs as stated in the  Purifications  and discussed earlier in this chapter: how can a man who prohibits bloodshed

execute two men for withholding wine or threatening to pour it on his

head? 

In philosophical biography, the setting of the banquet is a standard

means of illustrating character, and the details here are vague enough to

place the anecdote during any time of civic unrest, a condition common

to most of Greece most of the time. Finally, the anecdote’s source is

telling; although Diogenes Laertius presents the anecdote favorably, there

is no evidence that his source Timaeus did. Timaeus’ hostility toward

philosophers does not strengthen the anecdote’s credibility and intent and

in fact by suggesting that it began in this manner, seriously weakens the

notion that Empedocles had a political career at all. 

Diogenes Laertius’ other attempts to flesh out Empedocles’ political

career are not much more convincing: he mentions the destruction of an

oligarchy, a political exile, a speech that defeats a tyranny, and a speech

about freedom. Our information about the first of these, the destruction of

an oligarchy, is especially vague. Diogenes Laertius tells us only that

Empedocles destroyed an organization called the “Thousand” some years

after its birth and that, by its destruction, Empedocles proved he favored

the popular cause.51 Our ancient sources, including Diodorus Siculus, 

makes no mention of the Thousand or any similar organization, and our

modern sources tend to depend on Diogenes Laertius for their informa-

tion. In short, nothing is known about the organization, its beginning, 

or demise.52 The anecdote is probably nothing more than a vague refer-

ence to political change in Acragas after Theron and Thrasydaeus, tied to
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Empedocles by a lost comic portrayal or an attempt to link a famous son to

important events at home. Like the traditional refusal to rule, this does

little more than demonstrate a standard biographical topos of the philoso-

pher’s democratic sympathies, which the next anecdote also (and also

rather oddly) portrays.53

15. Again, when Acron the physician asked the council for a site on

which to build a monument to his father, who had been eminent among

physicians, Empedocles came forward and forbade it in a speech in which

he enlarged upon equality, and in particular put the following question:

“But what inscription should we put upon it: Should it be, ‘Acron the

eminent physician of Acragas, son of Acros/ is buried beneath the steep

eminence of his most eminent native city?’” Some give the second line as, 

“Is laid in an exalted tomb on a most exalted peak.” Some attribute the

verse to Simonides. (DL 8.65)

παλιν δ ε Ακρωνος του ιατρου τ οπον αιτουντος παρ α της βουλης εις

κατασκευ ην πατρ ωιου µνηµατος δι α τ ην εν τοις ιατροις ακρ οτητα

παρελθ ων ο Εµπεδοκλης εκ ωλυσε, τα τε αλλα περι ισ οτητος διαλε-

χθεις και τι και τοιουτον ερωτησας᝽ τι δ ε επιγραψοµεν ελεγειον; "η

τουτο᝽  ακρον . . . ακροτατης” [B 157]; τιν ες δ ε τον δε υτερον στιχον

ο υτω προ␸ ερονται᝽  ακροτατης κορυ␸ης τ υµβος ακρος κατ εχει. τουτ ο



τινες Σιµωνιδου ␸ασιν ειναι. 

Diogenes Laertius himself admits that the epigram may have been

wrongfully attributed to Empedocles.54 The details of the anecdote, as well

as Diogenes Laertius’ placement of it, make it seem a reference to political

activities. This is the speech Empedocles makes “about freedom;”55 it

comes just after the anecdote of the banquet and before that of the

Thousand. A politically necessary oratorical ability may also be suggested, 

and the anecdote may serve a dual purpose by demonstrating Empedocles’

rhetorical as well as political prowess.56 However, since Empedocles and

Acron are linked in the  Suda  as having studied sophistry together in

Athens, their implied competition here, as well as a certain sophistry

evident in the epigram, may suggest an oratorical battle, with or without

political overtones and intentions. The speech “on freedom,” like the

epigram that floats from subject to subject (here, Empedocles and Simo-

nides), suggests that the biographers, with no solid evidence from other

work to illustrate the political career that Empedocles praises in citation

12, were forced to depend upon a topos. However, when the biographers
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came to their last proof of Empedocles’ political career, the tradition of

Empedocles’ exile, they were on firmer ground. 

In the previous discussion, we have seen that Empedocles’ political

career follows a standard scheme: a love of democracy and a hatred of

tyranny as demonstrated by several topoi: refusal of kingship, opposition to

tyrants and tyranny, and the destruction of an oligarchy. The next anec-

dote, which discusses Empedocles’ exile, also remains within the limits of

standard or schematized philosophical biography. Diogenes Laertius con-

cludes his discussion of Empedocles’ political career by remarking that, 

16. Later, when he [Empedocles] was away from Acragas, the descendants

of his enemies opposed his return and because of this, he went off to the

Peloponnessus and died. (DL 8.67)57

υστερον µ εντοι του Ακραγαντος οικιζοµ ενου αντ εστησαν αυτου τηι

καθ οδωι οι των εχθρων απ ογονοι᝽ δι οπερ εις Πελοπ οννησον αποχ-

ωρησας ετελε υτησεν. 

Citation 16, which ends Diogenes Laertius’ discussion of Empedocles’

political career and begins discussion of Empedocles’ deaths (one of which

occurs in exile), allows no other interpretation than political exile brought

about by political enmity. In any case, the biographical tradition demands

it: many, if not most, philosophers undergo exile at some point during their

lives.58 Political exile is, of course, appropriate for a democratic reformer, 

and Empedocles’ exile is plausible within the scheme of his biography.59

Other sorts of exile, however, are plausible for other philosophers and for

any variety of reasons. Thus the philosopher’s exile became a standard

topos serving either the favorable or hostile tradition. For example, Solon’s

exile was voluntary and noble, symbolizing and enhancing his political

actions; Heraclitus was driven, by his misanthropic nature, to voluntary but

quite ignominious exile; Democritus’ exile illustrates and strengthens the

tradition of his madness.60 Empedocles’ exile is voluntary, political, and

favorable, as is appropriate to the generally favorable tradition of his political career. Diogenes Laertius presents the exile neutrally and rather casu-

ally.61 Since, according to biographical reasoning, Empedocles spoke of it

himself in his own work, Diogenes Laertius may have felt no other com-

ment was necessary. 

17. I wept and wailed, looking upon the unfamiliar land . . . (fr. 118)

κλαυσα τε και κ ωκυσα ιδ ων ασυνηθεα χωρον . . . 
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18. From such honor and so great a happiness . . . (fr. 119)

εξ ο ιης τιµης τε και  οσσου µηκεος ολβου . . . 

Although Empedocles speaks metaphorically in citations 17 and 18

about the soul’s exile from the gods during the rule of Strife,62 a literal and very personal interpretation—Empedocles’ reaction to his own exile—

was easily adduced by the biographers. The only other evidence we have

for an exile, political or otherwise, comes from Timaeus, whom we have

no reason to trust, and from Pliny, who characterizes Empedocles’ travels

as “more like an exile.”63 This final part of the political tradition, like the other anecdotes examined, has very little historical credence; moreover, it

can be directly traced to extant philosophical material, which suggests

that biographical invention was at work throughout. 

Had Empedocles a political career at all? The evidence produced by

Diogenes Laertius, as we have seen, is extremely weak. The career itself

follows a schematized pattern and most of the anecdotes have been re-

vealed as biographical topoi. The weakness of the tradition seems to

bother even some of the biographers. It must have been difficult to recon-

cile the democratic reformer of the anecdotes with the philosopher who, 

by way of greeting, announced his immortality. It is Timaeus, as Diogenes

Laertius records, who noted the contradiction. 

19. At any rate, Timaeus in his eleventh and twelfth book, for he men-

tions him often, says that Empedocles seems to have an opposite view in

his politics, whereas in his verses he appears boastful and selfish, for he

says, “Greetings. I go among you an immortal god, no longer mortal,” and

so on. (DL 8.66)64

ο γ ε τοι Τιµαιος εν τηι ια και ιβ (πολλακις γ αρ αυτου µνηµονε υει)

␸ησιν εναντιαν εσχηκ εναι γν ωµην αυτον ⬍εν⬎ τε τηι πολιτειαι ⬍και

εν τηι ποι ησει᝽  οπου µ εν γ αρ µ ετριον και επιεικη⬎ ␸αινεσθαι,  οπου δ ε

αλαζ ονα και ␸ιλαυτον [εν τηι ποι ησει]᝽ ␸ησι γουν᝽ χαιρετ . . . πωλευ-

µαι και τ α εξης. 

The contrast between the democratic activist of the favorable political

tradition and the braggart of Empedocles’ biographical character is bluntly

juxtaposed here, the incongruity of the two portraits illustrated with a

quotation from Empedocles’ work. Timaeus’ aim was not historical veracity

(rather, his words suggest another of his attempts to disparage Empedocles
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by drawing attention to this discrepancy), and yet his point is well taken. 

Empedocles’ characterization as arrogant and attention-seeking, as dis-

cussed earlier, simply does not correspond to his career characterization of

democrat and tyrant-slayer. Naturally not: in the political career we have

disparate topoi and a few biographically interpreted fragments welded to-

gether into a schematized, favorable political biographical career, not a

historical survey of an actual one. 

Empedocles’ personal character, while created by the same method, 

draws upon different fragments than those used to create the political

career. In terms of character, the biographers’ interpretation of the frag-

ments was hostile and derivative; the result is the boastful, selfish, and

rather foppish Pythagorean poseur. The two traditions (democrat and

would-be god) make for an uneasy biographical alliance, a democratic

champion with delusions of divinity. The political anecdotes examined

previously, intended to characterize Empedocles as a reformer and cham-

pion of the people, are ultimately not convincing. Given the nature of

Empedocles’ work and language—and the scarcity of work that allows a

political reading—the biographers were forced to depend instead upon

comic allusions and standard topoi, resulting in anecdotes that, upon

investigation, weaken the political career they were meant to prove or

discuss. The weakness of the anecdotes illustrates the biographer’s lack of

appropriate material to flesh out Empedocles’ political career as among

those listed in citation 12. As we have seen, the biographers themselves had reservations about the dual nature of Empedocles’ character, question-ing the inherent contradiction of their own creation. With the tradition

of Empedocles’ political career now laid to rest, we move to the second of

those careers which Empedocles praised as “most worthy for men.” 

 Empedocles the Poet

Empedocles’ poetic talent is beyond dispute.65 Ancient and modern com-

mentators, excepting one, have praised the poetic form in which Empedo-

cles presented his philosophic theories. Bury calls him a born poet; Guthrie

praises the ease and naturalness with which Empedocles transforms theory

into verse; Lucretius calls his poetry immortal; and Plutarch’s remarks are

worth full quotation: “It is not his habit to decorate his subject matter, for

the sake of fine writing, with epithets like bright colors, but rather to

make each one the expression of a particular essence or potency.”66 The
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exception to this nearly unanimous praise is Aristotle, despite the favorable

way in which Diogenes Laertius presents his comments. 

20. In his work  On Poets,  he [Aristotle] says that Empedocles was of Homer’s school and powerful in diction, being great in metaphors and in

the use of all other poetic devices. (DL 8.58)67

Αριστοτ ελης δ ε . . . εν δ ε τωι Περι ποιητων [fr. 70] ␸ησιν  οτι και

Οµηρικος ο Εµπεδοκλης και δεινος περι τ ην ␸ρασιν γ εγονεν, µετα-

␸ορητικ ος τε "ων και τοις αλλοις τοις περι ποιητικ ην επιπε υγµασι

χρ ωµενος. 

Aristotle’s comments elsewhere give a distinctly different impression. 

21. Empedocles has nothing to do with Homer except meter; the first

should be called a poet, the other rather a scientist. (Aristotle  Poet. 

1.4447b 17 ⫽ DK 31 A22)

ουδ εν δ ε κοιν ον εστιν Οµηρωι και Εµπεδοκλει πλ ην το µ ετρον᝽ δι ο

τον µ εν ποιητ ην δικαιον καλειν, τον δ ε ␸υσιολ ογον µαλλον "η ποιητ ην. 

22. [On the requirements of good Greek] . . . The third requirement is to avoid ambiguity, unless indeed the ambiguity is deliberately sought, as it is

by those who pretend they have something to say when they have not. 

Such people usually say it in verse, like Empedocles. Elaborate circumlocu-

tions deceive people who are impressed, as most people are impressed, by

prophecies, so that they assent to ambiguous oracles, like, ‘If Croesus

crosses the river Halys, he will destroy a great kingdom.’68 (Aristotle  Rhet. 

3.5.1407a31 ⫽ DK 31A25)

τριτον µ η αµ␸ιβ ολοις᝽ ταυτα δ ε, "αν µ η τ αναντια προαιρηται,  οπερ

ποιουσιν  οταν µηθ εν µ εν εχωσι λ εγειν, προσποιωνται δ ε τι λ εγειν. οι



γ αρ τοιουτοι εν ποι ησει λ εγουσιν ταυτα οιον Εµπεδοκλης. ␸ενακιζει

γ αρ το κ υκλωι πολυ ον, και πασχουσιν οι ακροαται  οπερ οι πολλοι

παρ α τοις µαντεσιν.  οταν γ αρ λ εγωσιν αµ␸ιβολα, συµπαρανε υουσιν

Κροισος  Αλυν διαβ ας µεγαλην αρχ ην καταλ υσει. 

Either Aristotle was inconsistent in his views, or Diogenes Laertius was

mistaken in his interpretation.69 The possibility of misinterpretation leaves

Diogenes Laertius’ other statements on the matter in doubt as well. 
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23. [Aristotle] says that [Empedocles] wrote other poems, in particular on the invasion of Xerxes and a hymn to Apollo, which a sister of his (or, 

according to Hieronymus, his daughter) afterwards burnt. The hymn she

destroyed accidentally, but the poem on the Persian War deliberately, 

because it was unfinished. And in general terms Aristotle says Empedocles

wrote both tragedies and political discourses. But Heraclides, the son of

Sarapion, attributes the tragedies to a different author. Hieronymus de-

clares that he had come across forty-three of his plays, while Neanthes

tells us that Empedocles wrote these tragedies in his youth, and that he, 

Neanthes, was acquainted with seven of them. (DL 8.57–58)

και δι οτι γραψαντος αυτου και αλλα ποι ηµατα τ ην τε Ξ ερξου διαβασιν

και προοιµιον εις Απ ολλωνα, ταυθ  υστερον κατ εκαυσεν αδελ␸ η τις

αυτου ("η θυγατηρ,  ως ␸ησιν Ιερ ωνυµος [fr. 24 Hiller]), το µ εν προοι-



µιον ακουσα, τ α δ ε Περσικ α βουληθεισα δι α το ατελειωτα ειναι. (58) καθ ολου δ ε ␸ησι και τραγωιδιας αυτον γραψαι και πολιτικο υς᝽



Ηρακλειδης δ ε ο του Σαραπιωνος ετ ερου ␸ησιν ειναι τ ας τραγωιδιας. 

Ιερ ωνυµος δ ε τρισι και τετταρακοντα ␸ησιν εντετυχηκ εναι, Νεανθης

[FGrHist. 84 F 27 II 197] δ ε ν εον οντα γεγρα␸ εναι τ ας τραγωιδιας και

αυτων επτ α εντετυχηκ εναι. 

According to Aristotle, then, Empedocles wrote not only the two ex-

tant philosophical works that we possess, but also a hymn to Apollo, a

poem on Xerxes, political works, and tragedies; elsewhere Diogenes Laer-

tius tells us that Empedocles also wrote a medical treatise (DL 8.77). The

tragedies were known to two other authors but in differing numbers:

Hieronymus knew some forty-three of them, while Neanthes knew only

seven and characterized them as a youthful work. Heraclides, on the other

hand, attributes the tragedies to another author altogether. 

Several incidental details make this report of these otherwise unknown

works highly suspect. First, the destruction of work, accidental or inten-

tional, by a family member, was a convenient and popular way to explain

gaps or inconsistencies in an author’s work and constitutes a topos in

poetic and philosophical biography. For example, the biographers tell us

that Heraclitus’ book perished in a fire and that Homer’s daughter lost or

destroyed his  Cypria.  70 And, although there have been a few attempts to validate the existence of two lost works of Empedocles’ (the hymn to

Apollo and the poem on Xerxes), the reports of other works are generally

considered unreliable. The tradition of a hymn to Apollo most likely
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reflects the religious nature of the  Purifications  and Empedocles’ poetic and allegorical use of traditional religious terminology, as, for example, in  On Nature, “Hear, then, the four roots of things, Bright Zeus and life-bearing Hera and Aidoneus and Nestis . . .” (fr. 6).71

Reports of Empedocles’ recitations at festivals would further enforce

the idea of a hymn to Apollo. For example, contests at the Pythian

festivals, the site of musical and poetic contests would include hymns to

Apollo. On the other hand, the poem on Xerxes, like Empedocles’ Olym-

pic victories, results from the association of Empedocles with Acragas and

Theron. While Xerxes was preparing his campaign against Greece ca. 480

BCE, the Carthaginians were preparing to move against Sicily. Inevitably, 

the two invasions became intertwined: it was greatly to Xerxes’ advantage

that the great cities of Sicily, Syracuse and Acragas in particular, were

prevented from sending aid east to the allied Greek forces. In 480 BCE, 

Hamilcar the Carthaginian general attacked the Syracuse troops of Gelon

at Himera; the day turned in Sicily’s favor when Theron, tyrant of

Acragas, joined the attack.72 Theron and Acragas, then, played a vital

part in the defense of Sicily and indirectly in the defeat of Xerxes. Once

again, Acragas’ glory was redirected or transferred to its most famous son, 

Empedocles, whose most plausible inclusion in the event would be to

write about it. Discussing the battle of Himera, Bury remarks: “But [the

wealth and power of ] Acragas brought less glory to Theron than to the

name of the most illustrious of her sons, the poet and philosopher Empedo-

cles.”73 Theron’s role at Himera, considered a deciding factor in Xerxes’

defeat, was symbolically transferred to Acragas’ most famous citizen in his

role as a poet. Empedocles’ alleged poem on Xerxes symbolizes and pre-

serves Acragas’ moment of greatness.74

As for the other works, the political treatise simply corroborates the


tradition of Empedocles as a politician, and the medical works (discussed

later in this chapter) function in the same way. Empedocles’ tragedies, on

the other hand, result from the same type of misidentification that made

Empedocles an Olympian victor. In this case, as in the misidentified Olym-

pic victories, we are fortunate to have an outside source that identifies

another Empedocles, grandson of the philosopher, as the author of some

twenty plays. The tragedies, disputed in number as well as existence, 

are then most likely the work of the philosopher’s grandson; their attribu-

tion to the philosopher is due either to honest biographical confusion or an

equally honest desire to flesh out Empedocles’ literary career.75

In conclusion, the attribution of these other works is highly question-
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able. The poem on Xerxes, the hymn to Apollo, and the political and

medical works are all simply different versions of the same impulse that

made Empedocles a politician in the biographies: to flesh out and make

concrete careers mentioned in citation 12. The various works all corroborate one of those careers (poet, politician, physician), while their alleged

destruction accounts for their loss. The very neatness of the scheme, one

work for each career, added to the destruction for the works in question, 

argues against their existence.76

The only credible transition of Empedocles as a poet, then, rests upon

his extant works, the  Purifications  and  On Nature.  There is no need for further proof of his poetic skill. These two works, in which Empedocles

effortlessly employs unusual and striking similes, flowing metrical phrases, 

and which communicate, with a seamless, natural style, philosophical

theory, demonstrate all by themselves a poetic genius that has been ad-

mired and praised through the ages. The reports of his other works, like

those of his other deaths, have been greatly exaggerated. 

 Empedocles the Physician

In citation 12, we saw that Empedocles praises four careers: statesman, 

poet, physician, and prophet. In the preceding sections, we have seen the

evidence in Diogenes Laertius for two of those careers, along with the

evidence from Empedocles’ extant work to support the biographical inter-

pretation of the citation. Empedocles’ career as a physician, although

better attested than either politician or poet, is yet more complicated

through its conflation with his career as a prophet. Most of the anecdotes

classified as medical can also be regarded as miraculous, and so, rather

than make an artificial division, I will discuss them together in the follow-

ing section. First, the evidence for the medical career: in Diogenes

Laertius, Empedocles is called a physician by Heraclides of Pontus (8.61)

and by Satyrus (8.65). Sources outside Diogenes Laertius make Empedo-

cles a physician of the Italian school (Galen), an empirical scientist/

physician (Pliny), a famous healer (Celsus), and a skilled practitioner

(Iamblichus). Two ancient medical authorities speak of Empedocles:  An-

 cient Medicine,  with its attack on those who mix the principles and methods of medicine and philosophy, and  Sacred Diseases,  with its discussion of charlatans and miracle workers; Empedocles’ inclusion in this discussion is

not accidental, but very telling.77

From the biographical reports, we would expect Empedocles’ work to
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reveal medical statements, or at least allusions to medicine, and in this we

are not disappointed; some fragments of the  Physics  are, in fact, concerned with respiration and embryology. Despite those interests, however, Empedocles was not a physician but a philosopher, even though ancient and

modern authors misleadingly speak of his “enormous influence on medi-

cine.”78 While the inference may be valid, given the nature and stature of

early philosophical work on all fields of science, accounts of Empedocles’

medical practice are not.79 Empedocles’ interest in natural science, espe-

cially in respiration and embryology, and the few fragments that record his

interest were elaborated by the biographers into medical theory and prac-

tice and given concrete anecdotal form. While this practice exists for the

philosophers in general, the anecdotes that illustrate Empedocles’ medical

work are unusual in both their number and their claims. Furthermore, 

biographical motives and bias add to the confusion between Empedocles’

“medical career” and that of prophet or  mantis.  Empedocles is described by one biographer as physician and healer, by another as magician and miracle worker, and modern opinions on this point are still divided.80 Because

the next anecdote describes Empedocles equally as a physician and as a

magician, it bridges the gap between this section and the next, which

discusses the fourth and last of Empedocles’ careers. Diogenes Laertius

uses Satyrus’ statement to introduce this section; it may serve as our

starting point as well. 

 The Holy Fool

24. Satyrus in his Lives says that [Empedocles] was both a physician and an outstanding orator . . . he says that Gorgias of Leontini himself was

present when Empedocles performed miraculous deeds. And he says that

Empedocles claims this and more . . . (DL 8.58–59)



␸ησι δ ε Σατυρος εν τοις Βιοις [fr. 12 FHG III 162],  οτι και ιατρος ην

και ρητωρ αριστος. Γοργιαν γουν τον Λεοντινον [82 A 3] . . . αυτου

τουτ ον ␸ησιν ο Σατυρος λ εγειν, ως αυτος παρειη τωι Εµπεδοκλει

γοητε υοντι. αλλ α και αυτον δι α των ποιηµατων επαγγ ελλεσθαι τουτ ο

τε και αλλα πλειω . . . 

In this passage, we see Empedocles described not only as physician and

orator, but as γοης, one who bewitches, fascinates, or plays the wizard; this

is not a complimentary characterization, as Wright points out.81 The most
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striking of these “miraculous deeds” occurs in a story known to Hermippus

and Heraclides, and told to us by Diogenes Laertius. 

25. At all events, Heraclides testifies that the case of the woman in a

trance was such that for thirty days Empedocles kept her body alive

without breath or pulse. (DL 8.61)



τ ην γουν απνουν ο Ηρακλειδης [fr. 72 Voss] ␸ησι τοιουτ ον τι ειναι, ως

τριακοντα ηµ ερας συντηρειν απνουν και ασ␸υκτον το σωµα᝽

26. Hermippus says that Empedocles healed Pantheia, a woman of Acra-

gas, whom the physicians had given up. (DL 8.69)

Ερµιππος [fr. 27 FHG III 42] δ ε ␸ησι Πανθειαν τινα Ακραγαντινην

απηλπισµ ενην υπο των ιατρων θεραπευσαι αυτον και δι α τουτο τ ην

θυσιαν επιτελειν᝽

27. Heraclides, when speaking of the woman in the trance, says that

Empedocles became famous for sending away living a woman who had

been dead. . . . (DL 8.68)

Ηρακλειδης [fr. 76 Voss] µ εν γ αρ τ α περι της απνου διηγησαµενος, ως

εδοξασθη Εµπεδοκλης αποστειλας τ ην νεκρ αν ανθρωπον ζωσαν. . . . 

The details gleaned from these three accounts are sketchy: the woman is

called Pantheia and is healed by Empedocles after the local physicians had

given up (Hermippus). She remained in a deathlike trance for thirty days, 

without pulse or breath, until Empedocles restored her and sent her away, 

for which he became famous (Heraclides). Satyrus, whose statement in

citation 24 introduces Empedocles as a magician, strengthens his claim

with a quotation from Empedocles’ work, when he continues:

28. (And Satyrus says that this man himself [Gorgias of Leontini] was

present when Empedocles performed his miraculous deeds.) And he says

that Empedocles claimed this and more in his poems, in which he says:

(DI 8.58–59)

τουτ ον ␸ησιν ο Σατυρος λ εγειν, ως αυτος παρειη τωι Εµπεδοκλει

γοητε υοντι. αλλ α και αυτον δι α των ποιηµατων επαγγ ελλεσθαι τουτ ο



τε και αλλα πλειω, δι ων ␸ησι᝽
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29. You will learn medicines of all kinds and against old age, a remedy

hear—

since for you alone will I complete this tale of many charms. 

You will stop the force of the tireless winds, as they sweep across the

earth

shattering crops with their destructive blasts. 

Then, should you wish it, you will bring back these winds requited. 

From murky rain, you will bring a seasonable time

for men and from burning drought, make now the streams that

nourish trees, streams that dwell in the pure upper air. 

You will bring back from Hades the strength of a man who has

perished. (fr. 111)

␸αρµακα δ οσσα γεγασι κακων και γηραος αλκαρ

πε υσηι, επει µο υνωι σοι εγ ω κραν εω ταδε παντα. 

πα υσεις δ ακαµατων αν εµων µ ενος οι τ επι γαιαν

ορν υµενοι πνοιαισι κατα␸θιν υθουσιν αρο υρας᝽

και παλιν,  ην εθ εληισθα, παλιντιτα πνε υµατ(α) επαξεις᝽

θησεις δ εξ οµβροιο κελαινου καιριον αυχµ ον

ανθρ ωποις, θησεις δ ε και εξ αυχµοιο θερειου

ρε υµατα δενδρε οθρεπτα, τα τ αιθ ερι ναι ησονται, 

αξεις δ εξ Αιδαο κατα␸θιµ ενου µ ενος ανδρ ος. 

When we began, we saw that Satyrus listed Empedocles’ careers as physi-

cian and orator, a statement that is immediately followed by the further

assertion that Empedocles performed miraculous deeds, that is, that Em-

pedocles was a magician (citations 24 and 28). Satyrus then presents as his proof lines from Empedocles’ philosophical work  On Nature (in citation 29). 

The citation from  On Nature  promises, among other things, that Em-

pedocles’ pupil (or addressee) will learn to control the winds, rain, and

drought and how to bring back from the underworld the strength (µ ενος)

of someone who has perished (κατα␸θισθαι). The same word (µ ενος)

describes the strength of both the winds and the dead, and the verb that

speaks of the destructive tendency of the wind (κατα␸θιν υθουσιν) is a

related form of the verb used of human destruction (κατα␸θιµ ενου). The

citation suggests that both respiration and the winds can be controlled

and made to return at will and that, if breath is returned to the body, so is

life. Furthermore, the citation suggests that the speaker has the power to

control these natural forces through his knowledge of them. 
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According to the citation, moreover, neither life nor death is a perma-

nent, fixed state. Instead there exist only subtle alterations between two

similar states. This is further suggested by Empedocles’ remarks on the

mutability of the elements, the alternation between the destructive force

of the winds and their necessary (requited) presence, between wet and

dry, life and death. 

This reading takes on still greater force if read, as is proper, in conjunc-

tion with other parts of Empedocles’ work. 

30. And I will tell you something else: creation exists for no mortal

thing

whatsoever, nor is there any end in destroying death. 

Rather, there exists only the mingling and the separation of things

joined, 

and the name applied to this by man is nature. (fr. 8)

αλλο δ ε τοι ερ εω᝽ ␸ υσις ουδενος εστιν απαντων

θνητων, ουδ ε τις ουλοµ ενου θανατοιο τελευτ η, 

αλλ α µ ονον µιξις τε διαλλαξις τε µιγ εντων

εστι, ␸ υσις δ επι τοις ονοµαζεται ανθρ ωποισιν. 

31. But when the parts are mingled together in a man and come into

the light, 

or into the family of wild animals or shrubs, 

or into birds, this, then, they call creation, 

as when they separate, this they call ill-fated death. 

Themis does not call it so but even I, through convention, apply

this term. (fr. 9)

οι δ οτε µ εν κατ α ␸ωτα µιγ εντ εις αιθ ερ ι⬍κωνται⬎

η κατ α θηρων αγροτ ερων γ ενος  η κατ α θαµνων

η ε κατ οιωνων, τ οτε µ εν το ⬍λ εγουσι⬎ γεν εσθαι, 





ε υτε δ αποκρινθωσι, το δ α υ δυσδαιµονα π οτµον᝽

#η θ εµις ⬍ου⬎ καλ εουσι, ν οµωι δ επι␸ηµι και αυτ ος. 

32. The fools. For they have no long-reaching thought

but believe something not existing before comes into being, 

or that something dies away and perishes utterly. (fr. 11)
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νηπιοι᝽ ου γαρ σ␸ιν δολιχ ο␸ρον ες εισι µ εριµναι, 

ο#ι δ η γιγνεσθαι παρος ουκ ε ον ελπιζουσιν

η τι καταθνηισκειν τε και εξ ολλυσθαι απαντηι. 

These three fragments, like citation 29, deny the existence of absolute life and death. Most people are aware only of the outward signs of regeneration and decay and so speak of life and death as fixed and absolute states. 

Having no deeper or more real knowledge of these forces, they cannot

control them. The speaker, on the other hand, sees beyond appearances

into the changing and interrelated nature of all things and has and can

teach control of these elements. 

In the discussion of these citations, I have been careful to designate the

first-person “I” of citation 29 as the speaker; the biographers, however, would immediately identify the “I” as Empedocles himself. Their methods, 

which first require an autobiographical reading of the fragment, next

require a concrete anecdote to flesh it out, as the Pantheia anecdotes bear

out. There, only Empedocles can bring the woman back to a “living state.” 

The other physicians, ordinary men who cannot recognize the subtle

gradations between life and death but by their inability perceive only two

absolute states of life and death, have given up. Empedocles, according to

the biographers, because of his greater knowledge, is able not only to see

the connection between the two states, but to control them (just as he

can control the winds through his knowledge of them) and thus control

life and death itself. He has, in fact, brought back the “necessary force,” 

the µ ενος, of one who has perished, “κατα␸θιµ ενου.” Diogenes Laertius

follows the Pantheia anecdote with more of Heraclides’ comments on

Empedocles and another quotation to bolster Heraclides’ point. 

33. At all events, Heraclides testifies that the case of the woman in a

trance was such that for three days he kept her body [alive] without breath

or pulse; and for that reason Heraclides calls him not merely a physician

but a holy man (i.e., µαντις] as well, deriving the titles from the following

line also: (DL 8.61–62)



τ ην γουν απνουν ο Ηρακλειδης [fr. 72 Voss] ␸ησι τοιουτ ον τι ειναι, ως

τριακοντα ηµ ερας συντηρειν απνουν και ασ␸υκτον το σωµα᝽ οθεν



ειπεν αυτον και ιητρον και µαντιν, λαµβανων αµα και απο το υτων των

στιχων᝽
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Friends, who dwell in the great town above tawny Acragas, 

upon the city’s citadel, busy in your good works, 

you who are reverent harbors for strangers and strangers to evil, 

Greeting. I go among you an immortal god, no longer mortal, 

but honored among all men, appropriately, 

wreathed in ribbons and fresh garlands. 

I am honored by men and women; they follow me

by the thousands, seeking the advantageous way, 

some desiring prophecy, others, against all sorts of diseases, 

ask to learn a well-pointed saying, 

having suffered too long in their painful distress. 

(fr. 112 ⫽ citation 10)

ω ␸ιλοι, ο#ι µεγα αστυ κατα ξανθου Ακραγαντος

ναιετ αν ακρα π ολεος, αγαθων µελεδηµονες εργων, 

ξεινων αιδοιοι λιµ ενες, κακ οτητος απειροι, 

χαιρετ᝽ εγ ω δ υµιν θεος αµβροτος, ουκ ετι θνητ ος

πωλευµαι µετ α πασι τετιµ ενος, ωσπερ εοικα, 

ταινιαις τε περιστεπτος στ ε␸εσιν τε θαλειοις. 

τοισιν † αµ †  αν ικωµαι αστεα τηλεθαοντα, 

ανδρασιν ηδ ε γυναιξι, σεβιζοµαι᝽ οι δ αµ επονται

µυριοι εξερ εοντες, οπηι προς κ ερδος αταρπ ος, 

οι µ εν µαντοσυν εων κεχρηµ ενοι, οι δ επι νο υσων

παντοιων επ υθοντο κλυειν ε υηκ εα βαξιν, 

δηρον δ η χαλεπηισι πεπαρµ ενοι ⬍ αµ␸ οδ υνηισιν⬎. 

As we saw earlier, this fragment provided the biographers with ample

proof of Empedocles’ career as physician, with its promises of remedies and

cures. However, it also provides proof of other powers and another career

mentioned by Empedocles in fragment 112, that of µαντις, which I trans-

late as “holy man” in an attempt to preserve the word’s ambiguity. Mantis

means “diviner,” “prophet,” or “seer.” Heraclides perhaps uses the term

favorably in citation 33 to credit Empedocles with marvelous skills in

healing, again suggesting the link between the natural philosopher and the

medical man.82 In citation 24, however, when Satyrus describes Emped-

ocles as an orator and physician who “perform[s] miraculous deeds,” he uses

the verb γοητε υω, which is much less favorable, meaning to “beguile,” 

“bewitch,” or “to play the wizard.” Moreover, the biographers’ combination

46

D E AT H B Y P H I L O S O P H Y

of orator and physician, unlike seer and physician, or prophet and physi-

cian, typically indicates a charlatan.83 Diogenes Laertius, certainly, means

this part of the biography to illustrate Empedocles’ career as a wizard or

magician, as his next anecdote in this section reveals. 

34. Timaeus too, in his eighteenth book of the  Histories,  says that Empedocles was admired on many grounds. For example, when the etesian winds

began to blow violently and damage the crops, he ordered donkeys flayed

and their skin made into sacks. He stretched them here and there on the

hills to catch the winds, and because he stopped it, was called the ‘wind-

stopper.’84 (DL 8.60)

␸ησι δ ε και Τιµαιος εν τηι οκτωκαιδεκατηι [fr. 94 FHG I 215] κατ α

πολλους τρ οπους τεθαυµασθαι τον ανδρα. και γ αρ ετησιων ποτ ε σ␸οδ-

ρως πνευσαντων ως τους καρπους λυµηναι, κελε υσας ονους εκδαρηναι

και ασκους ποιησαι περι τους λ ο␸ους και τ ας ακρωρειας δι ετεινε προς

το συλλαβειν το πνευµα᝽ ληξαντος δ ε κωλυσαν εµαν κληθηναι. 

We have already seen that Empedocles’ belief in metempsychosis prohib-

its bloodshed; citation 7, in fact, explicitly warns against the slaughter of animals. Yet here we have an anecdote in which Empedocles not only kills

animals but flays them for their skins. Not surprisingly, the anecdote comes

from Timaeus, whom we have identified as a hostile, and therefore prob-

ably unreliable, source. If this were the only record of such an act, we could

perhaps dismiss it, but other anecdotes, in which Empedocles uses his

control of the elements to save cities from plague, crops from destruction, 

and women from miscarriage, must give us pause.85 The details of these

cures through control of wind and water, like the description of Empedo-

cles as holy man and magician, are obviously taken from his words in

citation 29; in each of these miraculous acts, Empedocles uses his knowledge of the elements to control them, for the benefit of the people. His

knowledge and power, in these several anecdotes, once more imply Emped-

ocles’ control over the forces of life and death, as symbolized by his rescue

of the people from potentially deadly states. In the smaller details of these

accounts (the barren women, miscarriages, winds) we see once more

Empedocles’ interest in embryology and respiration, constant symbols of

life and death.86 Finally, these heroic, god-like actions by which the phi-

losopher saves his fellow citizens make up a common topos in the favorable

tradition of philosophical biography. A quite similar anecdote occurs for
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Democritus: having saved his fellow citizens from plague and destructive

winds, he is honored as a god.87 (An honor much like this is offered

Empedocles for similar reasons, as we will see.) The ability to control the

elements is frequently attributed to the early philosophers. Their interest

in the physical world and especially in meteorology is translated into

magical powers over natural forces. Quite often they are deified for these

powers. The very frequency with which such anecdotes occur, however, 

argues against their credibility in any individual case.88

The tradition of Empedocles’ career as physician and “prophet,” as

demonstrated, comes from Empedocles’ own words examined earlier in

citation 12. 

Finally, then, prophets and poets and physicians, 

and princes among mortal men are they wont to be, 

blossoming forth from this state to become gods, greatest in honor. 

(fr. 146)

εις δ ε τ ελος µαντεις τε και υµνοπ ολοι και ιητροι

και πρ οµοι ανθρ ωποισιν επιχθονιοισι π ελονται, 

ενθεν αναβλαστουσι θεοι τιµηισι ␸ εριστοι. 

Empedocles’ career as physician, like his other careers, originates in this

fragment. His medical interests, shared by other early philosophers and

indicated by those fragments that speak of respiration and embryology, 

were elaborated into anecdotes in which Empedocles “heals” Pantheia

and saves “the people.” In some instances, the anecdotes form a favorable

tradition that speaks of Empedocles as a physician whose knowledge and

power benefits the people. In other instances, interpretation of citation 12

was colored by a hostile reaction to those fragments in which Empedocles

was thought to claim divine status and prerogatives. This hostile reading

results in the unfavorable tradition that makes Empedocles a charlatan

and magician. Empedocles’ own use of mantis in citation 12 allowed

Satyrus to label him a magician and Timaeus to produce anecdotes which

negated Empedocles’ stated philosophic and religious beliefs. Diogenes

Laertius’ placement of his material provides an illustrative structure: in

8.58 (citation 24), Satyrus says Gorgias was present when Empedocles

performed miraculous deeds. In 8.59 (citation 28), Satyrus says Empedo-

cles claimed these magic powers and more in his philosophy, to prove

which he quotes citation 29. In 8.60, Diogenes Laertius presents Timaeus’
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anecdote about the winds (citation 34). In 8.61 (citation 25), we have Heraclides’ report of Pantheia and Diogenes Laertius’ explanation of Heraclides’ use of the term mantis “at all events, Heraclides testifies that the

case of the woman in a trance.” Diogenes Laertius then includes Emped-

ocles’ own words in citation 29 as proof. Clearly, the biographers intend to show Empedocles not as a holy man but as a magician. The tradition of

Empedocles as physician has become hopelessly confused with anecdotes

of Empedocles the magician, based on control of natural elements and

forces such as wind and water, life and death. Empedocles’ last two ca-

reers, prophet and physician, like those of politician and poet, are nothing

more than the biographers’ embellishment of the professions listed in

citation 12, colored by reactions to citation 10 (“I go among you an immortal god. . . .”)

T H E D E A T H S OF EM P E D O CL E S

Now that we have examined the various aspects of Empedocles’ family, 

character, and career, we must consider his various deaths. His spectacular

descent into Etna is the best known of his several deaths, but by no means

the only one: the biographers have given us several deaths to choose from, 

and all have more or less merit. But no matter how banal some deaths

seem compared with Etna, all deserve our attention, for even the variant

deaths go back to Empedocles’ work. Our analysis of them provides insight

into biographical reaction and interpretation of the philosophical work. 

In Empedocles’ case, as one might suspect, the belief in metempsychosis

and the denial of death as an absolute state underlie the various necrolo-

gies. The various deaths are presented by Diogenes Laertius as follows:

35. Demetrius of Troezen in his work  Against the Sophists  says that Empedocles, as Homer puts it, ‘fastening a steep noose from a lofty dogwood, / let

fall his neck and sent his soul to Hades.’ (DL 8.74)

∆ηµ ητριος δ ο Τροιζ ηνιος εν τωι Κατ α σο␸ιστων βιβλιωι [FHG IV 383]

␸ησιν αυτον καθ Οµηρον [1 278] αψαµενον βρ οχον αιπ υν α␸ υψηλοιο

κρανειης αυχ εν αποκρεµασαι, ψυχ ην ⬍δ⬎ Αι)δ οσδε κατελθειν. 

36. Later, when he was traveling in a carriage to a festival in Messene, he fell and broke his hip. Becoming ill from this he died, at age seventy-seven. His tomb is in Megara. (DL 8.73)
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υστερον δ ε δια τινα πανηγυριν πορευ οµενον επ αµαξης ως εις Μεσση-

νην πεσειν και τον µηρον κλασαι᝽ νοσησαντα δ εκ το υτου τελευτησαι



ετων επτ α και εβδοµηκοντα. ειναι δ αυτου και τα␸ον εν Μεγαροις. 

37. In Telauges’ letter, he says that Empedocles’ fell into the sea and

drowned, because of his age. (DL 8.74)

εν τωι προειρηµ ενωι [C 14 53, 55] Τηλα υγους επιστολιωι λ εγεται αυτον

εις θαλατταν υπο γηρως ολισθ οντα τελευτησαι. 

It is not unusual for a philosopher to have more than one death; death

was a favorite topic for the biographers and entire collections were de-

voted to famous or unusual deaths.89 Biographical death, however, is

always telling, because it is always drawn from the subject’s work, and

indicative of the biographers’ reaction to that work.90 The biographers’

hostility seems especially to emerge in the death stories; rarely does death

glorify its subject. 

Biographical death in general shows more malice than anecdotes that

discuss the living, but their ultimate source is the same, the philosophical

thoughts and beliefs that are expressed in the subject’s work. These philo-

sophical statements are then interpreted personally and autobiographi-

cally. For the biographers, death was the ideal and ultimate opportunity to

refute and negate all that the subject expressed in his work.91 Examples of

the biographical tradition are well known from poetry. Even “good” au-

thors are fair game for the parody of death. Aeschylus, for example, dies

when a tortoise shell falls on his head (the tortoise shell was used in

antiquity for the lyre on which Aeschylus would have composed or sung

his work). For “bad” poets like Euripides, death is a fearful thing: he is torn apart by dogs (as becomes a heretic) or by women (angry at his portrayal

of them in the  Medea  and elsewhere). Many of the philosophers’ deaths

are frankly hostile, such as the death of Heraclitus who, almost universally

regarded as misanthropic, dies like an animal, buried in dung.92 Pythag-

oras, who admonishes his disciples to stay away from beans, dies as a result

of his refusal to cross a bean field. Empedocles’ several deaths are also

peculiarly appropriate to him, although the allusions are less obvious. The

most malicious of Empedocles’ deaths is that of suicide, which clearly

arises from a desire to refute and punish Empedocles for his “claim,” in

citation 10, fragment 112, “I go among you an immortal god.” In similar

manner, more than one biographer slyly suggests that Empedocles was
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driven by his own arrogance to prove his immortality by jumping into

Etna, as later interpretation will show. 

In the tradition of Empedocles’ suicide, we have a perfect example of a

hostile biographical reaction to a philosopher’s work, expressed in anec-

dotes that at once negate the work and punish the author.93 In Empedo-

cles’ case, suicide further punishes Empedocles for his boast of a unique

understanding of the cosmos and control over its forces, as discussed in

citations 28 and 33. 94 It certainly negates his stance against killing and mocks his belief in metempsychosis.95 All of Empedocles’ deaths function

in this manner: words are taken from his philosophy, turned against him, 

and made the instrument of his death. For example, citations 36 and 37

further punish Empedocles by ridiculing his claim to divinity. It is not a

god but an all too humanly fragile man who drowns or falls and breaks his

hip and dies. So much for immortality. 

The death by drowning seems odd, until we consider certain fragments

that the biographers must have found particularly ludicrous and are there-

fore worth of special attention. 

38. For by now I have been boy and girl, 

plant and bird and mute sea-fish. (fr. 117). 

ηδη γαρ ποτ εγ ω γεν οµην κουρ ος τε κ ορη τε

θαµνος τ οιων ος τε και εξαλος ελλοπος ιχθ υς. 

Another fragment, similar in language and perhaps in intent, shows that

the different incarnations are an integral part of the cosmic cycle and that

all existing forms share the same origin. 

39. . . . for from these [elements] all things exist, that were and are and will be, 

the trees burst forth, and men and women, 

beasts and birds and mute sea-fish, 

and the gods, long-lived and highest in honor. 

for these [elements] alone exist but by running through one another

become different; to such a degree does mixing change them. 

(fr. 21.9–14)



. . . εκ το υτων γ αρ πανθ οσα τ ην οσα τ εστι και εσται, 

δ ενδρεα τ εβλαστησε και αν ερες ηδ ε γυναικες, 

θηρ ες τ οιωνοι τε και υδατοθρ εµµονες ιχθυς, 
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και τε θεοι δολιχαιωνες τιµηισι ␸ εριστοι. 

αυτ α γ αρ εστιν ταυτα, δι αλληλων δ ε θ εοντα

γιγνεται αλλοιωπα᝽ τ οσον δι α κρησις αµειβει. 

Citation 38, divorced from a biographical interpretation, announces

various incarnations, male and female, plant and animal, that befall a soul

in its cycle. Citation 39 also lists different forms, trees, men, women, birds, beasts, and fish, that share a single origin. Citation 39 goes further, however, in that it mentions the gods as also having burst forth from the

common pool of elements in their various transformations. The inclusion

of the gods in citation 39 argues for their (philosophical and implicit) inclusion in citation 38 as well; the similarity in thought and expression in the two fragments is obvious. Together the two fragments give a further

clue to our understanding of citation 10 and the biographers’ reaction to it: “Greetings. I go among you an immortal god, no longer mortal.” To a

well-read biographer, the next step in the procession of forms in citation

38 would be that of citation 39, from mortal to immortal. Clearly, to their way of thinking, it was a step Empedocles claimed to have taken. Death by

drowning, then, is a wonderfully appropriate death for a philosopher who

claimed to have been not only a god but a fish as well. 

These three deaths have in common then the desire to punish Empedo-

cles for his claim to divinity or for some part of his philosophy: his denial

of death, his control over the elements (significantly lacking in his fall to

earth and drowning), the transmigration of the soul into various forms, or

the prohibition against violence and killing. Since Empedocles has now

died by land, by sea, and by suicide, we turn towards Etna. Diogenes

Laertius offers us several versions of this famous death. 

40. Hermippus tells us that Empedocles cured Pantheia, a woman of

Acragas who had been given up by the physicians, and this was why he

[Empedocles] was offering sacrifice, and that those who had been invited

were about eighty in number. Hippobotus, again, says that when Empedo-

cles got up, he set out on his way to Etna; then, upon reaching it, plunged

into its fiery craters and disappeared, his intention being to confirm the

report that he had become a god. Afterwards, the truth was known, 

because one of his sandals was thrown up in the flames; it had been his

custom to wear bronze sandals. (DL 8.69)

Ερµιππος [fr. 27 FHG III 42] δ ε ␸ησι Πανθειαν τινα Ακραγαντινην

απηλπισµ ενην υπο των ιατρων θεραπευσαι αυτον και δι α τουτο τ ην
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θυσιαν επιτελειν᝽ τους δ ε κληθ εντας ειναι προς τους ογδοηκοντα. 

Ιππ οβοτος [Heraclides fr. 77 Voss] δ ε ␸ησιν εξανασταντα αυτον ωδευ-



κ εναι ως επι τ ην Αιτνην, ειτα παραγεν οµενον επι τους κρατηρας του

πυρος εναλ εσθαι και α␸ανισθηναι, βουλ οµενον τ ην περι αυτου ␸ ηµην

βεβαιωσαι οτι γεγ ονοι θε ος, υστερον δ ε γνωσθηναι, αναρριπισθεισης

αυτου µιας των κρηπιδων᝽ χαλκας γ αρ ειθιστο υποδεισθαι. προς τουθ

ο Παυσανιας αντ ελεγε. 

41. Diodorus of Ephesus says that . . . the people of Selinus suffered from a plague because of the miasma of the nearby river, and that the men

perished and the women died in childbirth, and so Empedocles thought of

diverting two rivers, at his own expense, and so, by mixing them, made

the water sweet. When the plague had vanished and the people of Selinus

were feasting on the river bank, Empedocles appeared. The people, rising

up, worshipped and prayed to him as a god. And he, wishing to confirm

their belief, leapt into the fire. (DL 8.70)

∆ι οδωρος δ ο Ε␸ εσιος ␸ησιν . . . τοις Σελινουντιοις εµπεσ οντος λοι-

µου δι α τ ας απο του παρακειµ ενου ποταµου δυσωδιας, ωστε και αυτους

␸θειρεσθαι και τ ας γυναικας δυστοκειν, επινοησαι τον Εµπεδοκλ εα

και δ υο τιν ας ποταµους των σ υνεγγυς επαγαγειν ιδιαις δαπαναις᝽ και





καταµιξαντα γλυκηναι τ α ρε υµατα. ουτω δ η ληξαντος το /υ λοιµο /υ και



τ /ων Σελινουντιων ε υωχουµ ενων ποτ ε παρ α τωι ποταµωι, επι␸ανηναι

τον Εµπεδοκλ εα᝽ τους δ εξανασταντας προσκυνειν και προσε υχεσθαι



καθαπερει θεωι. τα υτην ο υν θ ελοντα βεβαιωσαι τ ην διαληψιν εις το πυρ

εναλ εσθαι. 

The common elements in the two anecdotes are immediately apparent; 

both speak of a cure, a feast, and a sacrifice. The common hostility of the

two accounts is also immediately apparent in Empedocles’ desire to prove

himself a god; it is this desire that, in both accounts, leads to his final act of grandstanding and propels him into Etna.96 The “cures,” as we have

seen, illustrate and make concrete Empedocles’ interest in respiration, 

embryology, and the curative powers that result from control of the ele-

ments. They further embody several strands of Empedocles’ philosophy

and biography, his refutation of death as an absolute state (citations 30, 

31, and 32); his control over wind and water (citation 29); and his career as a physician/magician/champion of the people (citations 13, 14, 15, 24, 

and 28). It also provides for, and ridicules, his “fifth” career; we remember
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that in citation 12, after being prince and poet, prophet and physician, the best men go on to become gods, greatest in glory. Both accounts of his

death at Etna emphasize Empedocles’ determination to prove that he has

reached this state. In a theatrical, vainglorious attempt to prove himself a

god, he throws himself into the flames of Etna. The anecdotes of his

death, then, continue to deride Empedocles’ character when they speak of

this desire, while they ridicule his claim in citation 10, of having reached the final state of divinity.97 Diogenes Laertius’ epigram on the subject

distills the hostility of the biographers which occasioned the story. 

42. 

And you, Empedocles, did purify your limbs with quick

flame and drank fire from immortal bowls. 

I do not say that you willingly jumped into Etna’s streams, 

but that, not wishing to be found out, you jumped in. (DL 8.75 ⫽

 AP  7.123)

και ο υ ποτ, Εµπεδ οκλεις, διερ0η/ ␸λογι σωµα καθηρας

πυρ απο κρητηρων εκπιες αθανατων᝽

ουκ ερ εω δ οτι σαυτον εκ ων βαλες ες ρ οον Αιτνης, 

αλλ α λαθειν εθ ελων εµπεσες ουκ εθ ελων. (DL 8.75 ⫽  AP  7.123) With the tradition of Empedocles’ jump into Etna, its method and

motive compressed in Diogenes Laertius’ epigram, a curious pattern begins

to take shape. We have seen, in various citations, Empedocles’ boasted

(biographical) control over the elements. In the previous anecdotes, we

have seen death by water, by earth, and, with Etna, by fire. Turning to

Empedocles’ work, we find a fragment that seems uncannily appropriate to

these deaths. In Diogenes Laertius’ text, the epigram appears shortly be-

fore his introduction to Empedocles’ theory of the four elements, or roots, 

of all things. 

43. For hear, first of all the roots of all things—

Zeus and bright-shining Hera and Aidoneus who gives life, 

and Nestis too who, with her tears, moistens the mortal stream. 

(fr. 6)

τ εσσαρα γ αρ παντων ριζ ωµατα πρωτον ακουε᝽

Ζευς αργ ης Ηρη τε ␸ερ εσβιος ηδ Αιδωνε υς

Νηστις θ, #η δακρ υοις τ εγγει κρο υνωµα βρ οτειον. 
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The four elements, fire, air, earth, and water, which Empedocles poetically

designates using traditional divine names, are in Empedocles’ system the

four roots or sources of all things that exist.98 The elements are acted upon

by the opposing forces of Love and Strife; they are moved and changed and

have their existence according to which force is ascendant. Another of

Empedocles’ fragments speaks of the changes that occur under the rule of

Strife and (metaphorically) about the changes that it brings for the soul. 

44. There exists Necessity’s decree, an ancient resolution of the gods, 

timeless, immortal, made fast by broad oath, 

that, whenever one in sin defiles his limbs with bloodshed, 

who quarrels and in error, makes falsely sworn his oath, 

then the daimons, who have as their portion long-lasting life, 

make him wander, far from the blessed gods, for thrice a thousand

seasons, 

being born in all sorts of mortal shapes throughout this time, 

changing in turn the grievous paths of living. 

For the strength of the air chases him into the ocean, 

and the ocean, in its turn, spews him forth onto dry land; the earth

into the rays of glowing sun, and aether next hurl him deep into the

vortex. 

One after another, in turn they receive him, but all hate him. 

I now am one of these, a fugitive from the gods and a wanderer, 

having put my faith in mad Strife. (fr. 115)

εστιν Αναγκης χρηµα, θεων ψη␸ισµα παλαι ον, 

αιδιον, πλατ εεσσι κατεσ␸ρηγισµ ενον ορκοις᝽



ε υτ ε τις αµπλακιηισι ␸ ονωι ␸ιλα γυια µι ηνηι, 

⬍νεικει θ⬎ ος κ(ε) επιορκον αµαρτησας εποµ οσσηι, 

δαιµονες οιτε µακραιωνος λελαχασι βιοιο, 



τρις µιν µυριας ωρας απο µακαρων αλαλησθαι, 

␸υοµ ενους παντοια δι α χρ ονου ειδεα θνητων

αργαλ εας βι οτοιο µεταλλασσοντα κελε υθους. 

αιθ εριον µ εν γαρ σ␸ε µ ενος π οντονδε δι ωκει, 



π οντος δ ες χθονος ο υδας απ επτυσε, γαια δ ες αυγ ας

ηελιου ␸α εθοντος, ο δ αιθ ερος εµβαλε διναις᝽

αλλος δ εξ αλλου δ εχεται, στυγ εουσι δ ε παντες. 

των και εγ ω νυν ειµι, ␸υγ ας θε οθεν και αλητης, 

νεικει) µαινοµ ενωι πισυνος. 
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In this fragment, the heat and fire combine to thrust the sinful wan-

derer deep into the vortex. In citations 40 and 41, Empedocles’ desire for divinity thrusts him deep into the heat and fire of Etna. In the deaths by

land and water, citations 36 and 37, we see that the other elements deny Empedocles’ control over them and, as in citation 44, exert their power

over him; he is forced into the ocean where he drowns and to the ground

where he breaks his hip and dies. In short, the elements that he describes

in citation 44, and over which he is supposed to have control in citation 29, drive him pitilessly, as in citation 44, to his death. What, then, of the fourth element, air? At least one biographer anticipated the question. 

45. And Heraclides, after telling the story of the woman in the trance, and that Empedocles became famous for sending away living a dead woman, 

says that he was offering sacrifice near the field of Peisianax. Then after

the feast, when some of the friends who had been invited apart to rest, 

some under trees in a nearby field, some where they chose, Empedocles

himself remained there on the spot where he had feasted. And when it

became day, he could not be found. A search was undertaken and the

servants questioned, but they hadn’t seen him, and then someone said

that in the middle of the night he had heard a loud voice calling Empedo-

cles. Then he had gotten up and had seen a light in the sky and a glittery

flame, but nothing else. All those who heard this were amazed at what had

happened, and Pausanias came down and sent the people out searching. 

Later, though, he ordered them to trouble themselves no more, saying

that something worthy of prayer had happened, and that they ought to

sacrifice to Empedocles, since he had become a god. (DL 8.67–68)

Ηρακλειδης [fr. 76 Voss] µ εν γ αρ τ α περι της απνου διηγησαµενος, ως

εδοξασθη Εµπεδοκλη αποστειλας τ ην νεκρ αν ανθρωπον ζωσαν, ␸ησιν

οτι θυσιαν συνετ ελει προς τωι Πεισιανακτος αγρωι. συνεκ εκληντο δ ε





των ␸ιλων τιν ες, εν ο ις και Παυσανιας. ειτα µετ α τ ην ευωχιαν οι µ εν

αλλοι χωρισθ εντες ανεπα υοντο, οι µ εν υπο τοις δ ενδροις ως αγρου

παρακειµ ενου, οι δ οπηι βο υλοιντο, αυτος δ ε εµεινεν επι του τ οπου



ε␸ ο υπερ κατεκ εκλιτο. ως δ ε ηµ ερας γενηθεισης εξαν εστησαν, ουχ

ηυρ εθη µ ονος. ζητουµ ενου δ ε και των οικετων ανακρινοµ ενων και



␸ασκ οντων µ η ειδ εναι, εις τις ε␸η µ εσων νυκτων ␸ωνης υπερµεγ εθους



ακουσαι προσκαλουµ ενης Εµπεδοκλ εα, ειτα εξαναστ ας εωρακ εναι

␸ως ουρανιον και λαµπαδων ␸ εγγος, αλλο δ ε µηδ εν᝽ των δ ε επι τωι γενο-

µ ενωι εκπλαγ εντων καταβ ας ο Παυσανιας επεµψ ε τινας ζητησοντας. 
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υστερον δ ε εκ ωλυεν πολυπραγµονειν, ␸ασκων ευχης αξια συµβεβηκ ε-

ναι και θ υειν αυτωι δειν καθαπερει γεγον οτι θεωι. 

This story, like the Etna anecdotes, occurs after a feast and sacrifice

that celebrate one of Empedocles’ miraculous cures. It lacks, however, the

motivation offered in those anecdotes; here there is no mention of Emped-

ocles’ unworthy desire to prove himself a god. Rather, the people rise up in

spontaneous worship of him when he appears. We have not vanity but

apotheosis: a loud voice calling from heaven, a light in the sky, Empedo-

cles’ disappearance.99 He has, in fact, been taken up into his fourth, 

bright, shining element, air, the realm of pure spirit and mind. Empedo-

cles’ philosophical system has destroyed and delivered him, and his fifth

career, that of a god, has begun. 

A few details make the anecdote particularly appropriate, and pleasing. 

His “student” Pausanias is present, the man whom Empedocles addresses

in the opening statement of his work.100 This is the man to whom Empedo-

cles promises wisdom and understanding which far surpasses that of ordi-

nary men, a promise fulfilled when Pausanias alone understands what has

happened to his teacher. The student has taken Empedocles’ lessons to

heart, especially that of citation 12, which makes the transition from

mortal to immortal the final step of the five-part progression. He alone

understands that Empedocles has passed into a higher sphere and is now

due the honors of a god. Empedocles’ disappearance into the ether glori-

ously asserts his refutation of death and gives new force to his theory of

the mutability of the elements and the soul’s progression in transmigra-

tion. His apotheosis, which glorifies the philosopher and negates the vain

and theatrical gesture of the Etna anecdotes, completes the biographers’

use of the four elements. Empedocles dies by water, by earth, by fire, and

by air; his elemental death, like his soul’s progression, is complete. 

Needless to say, neither his apotheosis nor his more famous death in Etna

were acceptable or even believable to all. That the strongest censure should

come from the ever hostile Timaeus is no surprise. Diogenes Laertius pre-

sents Timaeus’ objections and his own, which are again couched in epigram-

matic form. 

46. Timaeus contradicts these stories and stoutly asserts that Empedocles left for the Peloponnesus and never returned; this is the reason, he says, 

that he died in some obscure manner. He answers Heraclides, whom he

mentions by name, in his fourteenth book: Peisianax was a citizen of
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Syracuse and had no land at Acragas. Furthermore, if this story were

circulating, Pausanias would have set up a monument to his friend, as to a

god, in a statue or shrine, for he was a wealthy man. “How came Empedo-

cles,” says Timaeus, “to jump into the craters, when he never once men-

tions them, although they were not far away? He must, therefore, have

died in the Peloponnesus. It is not at all surprising that his tomb is not

found, the same is true of many men.” (DL 8.71)

το υτοις δ εναντιουται Τιµαιος [fr. 98 FHG I 218] ρητως λ εγων ως

εξεχ ωρησεν εις Πελοπ οννησον και το σ υνολον ουκ επανηλθεν᝽ οθεν



αυτου και τ ην τελευτ ην αδηλον ειναι. προς δ ε τον Ηρακλειδην και εξ



ον οµατος ποιειται τ ην αντιρρησιν εν τηι ιδ᝽ Συρακ οσι ον τε γ αρ ειναι

τον Πεισιανακτα και αγρον ουκ εχειν εν Ακραγαντι᝽ Παυσανιαν τε

µνηµειον ⬍  αν⬎ πεποιηκ εναι του ␸ιλου, τοιο υτου διαδοθ εντος λ ογου, 







η αγαλµατι ον τι  η σηκον οια θεου᝽ και γ αρ πλο υσιον ειναι. πως ο υν, 



␸ησιν, εις τους κρατηρας ηλατο ων ο υνεγγυς ον των ουδ ε µνειαν ποτ ε



επεποιητο; τετελε υτηκεν ο υν εν Πελοποννησωι. (72) ουδ εν δ ε παραδο-

ξον τα␸ον αυτου µ η ␸αινεσθαι᝽ µηδ ε γ αρ αλλων πολλων.’

47. And there is a story told of Empedocles’ death, that from a carriage he fell and broke his right thigh. 

But if he lept into the fiery craters and drank in life, 

how is it that his tomb is shown in Megara? (DL 8.75)

ναι µ ην Εµπεδοκληα θανειν λ ογος ως ποτ αµαξης

εκπεσε και µηρον κλασσατο δεξιτερ ον, 

ει δ ε πυρος κρητηρας εσηλατο και πιε το ζην, 

πως  αν ετ εν Μεγαροις δεικνυτο τουδε τα␸ος; 

The tomb in Megara is also mentioned by Favorinus in citation 36 and

speaks once again of the historical importance of the Sicilian tyrants with

whom Empedocles is so strongly associated. Megara played an important

part in Sicilian history, due to Gelon’s repopulation of Syracuse, ca. 491

BCE. Gelon’s recruitment of settlers from Megara led to its fame as an

“outpost of Sicily.”101 The Megarians, no doubt, were eager to claim, and

probably to show, the tomb of Sicily’s most famous son. The carriage fall

also mentioned in citation 36 may allude to Empedocles’ “exile,” as does Timaeus’ claim that Empedocles died “somewhere in the Peloponnesus.”102 But Timaeus’ purpose in making this statement is openly hostile. By

suggesting that Empedocles’ place of death in unknown, he diminishes
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Empedocles’ importance, especially when he reduces Empedocles to the

rank of “many other men;” extraordinary men do not die “obscure deaths.” 

Timaeus’ other objections to the Etna story are petty, if valid, as Wright

points out.103 Peisianax was from Syracuse, and not from Acragas, Timaeus

tells us. A valid point, but one that emphasizes the transfer of famous place

names and bits of Sicilian history to the life of Empedocles. His rich student

Pausanias did not set up a memorial, as would have been appropriate and

expected.104 As to the craters of Etna, Strabo long ago settled the practical

question of Empedocles’ immolation: it would have been impossible for

Empedocles even to have approached the crater, much less have jumped

into it. Timaeus’ statement that the craters were not far off is rather surprising, since Etna is located some seventy miles from Acragas.105 It is Timaeus’

final objection, however, that gives the game away, revealing the biographi-

cal method at work: “How came Empedocles to jump into the craters, when

he never once mentioned them?” Or, to put it another way, if Empedocles

had any intention of jumping into Etna, he certainly would have men-

tioned Etna in his work. Since he never mentions Etna, he could not, 

therefore, have chosen to die there.106 Here we have biographical logic in a

nutshell: philosophers, and especially those who use the first-person “I,” are

in fact writing about themselves and all their statements are to be regarded

and interpreted autobiographically. Therefore their deaths, every bit as

much as their lives, must be apparent, discernable, and personally refer-

enced in their work. 

Empedocles, in short, lives and dies at the hands of his biographers. 

Every aspect of his life, and various deaths, was drawn from his philosophi-

cal works, interpreted in a biographical manner, and given concrete and

anecdotal form in a biography that proceeds through standard topoi:

meeting with tyrants, defending democracy, refusing to rule, helping the

people, dying a suitable death. In dealing with the life of Empedocles, we, 

and he, are fortunate that his form of expression, poetic and highly meta-

phorical, allowed for a generous and usually benign interpretation and

resulted in a favorable biographical tradition. Heraclitus, as we will see, 

was not so lucky. 

T W O

H E R A C L I T U S

8

Heraclitus has been a favorite subject for both ancient biographers and

modern scholars, so there is a special need to separate the mysterious, dark

philosopher from his mysterious, dark biography. The key point to keep in

mind when considering the life, and especially the death, of this profound

philosopher is the extraordinary antipathy, even hatred, that he roused

in his readers and biographers. Their hostility, evident to a certain degree in the lives of all the philosophers, reaches unprecedented heights when

Heraclitus dies buried in dung. To understand this death, the traditional

biographical reaction to Heraclitus must be reviewed in detail, for it is the

biographers’ reaction to and interpretation of Heraclitus’ work that account

for this singular, and singularly hostile, death. 

DA T E A N D B A C K G R O U N D

For Heraclitus, most scholars accept the traditional floruit as given by

Diogenes Laertius, from Apollodorus, as in the Sixty-Ninth Olympiad, 

504/3–501/0 BCE.1 Heraclitus was a native of Ephesus in Asia Minor, and
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Diogenes Laertius gives his father’s name as Bloson or Heracon.2 Tradi-

tionally, Heraclitus was considered a member of the local ruling family

through his father (DL 9.1; Strabo 14.25) but was said to have renounced

his inherited kingship (DL 9.6). For this information, Diogenes Laertius

draws upon Antisthenes of Rhodes, who cites the renunciation as proof of

Heraclitus’ “µεγαλο␸ροσ υνη.” Hicks translates this as “magnanimity;”3

however, I doubt very much that magnanimity is what either Antisthenes

or Diogenes Laertius had in mind.4 In the earlier section of the biography, 

Diogenes Laertius paired µεγαλ ο␸ρων with 
υπερ οπτης, which suggests a

more pejorative meaning to the use of µεγαλο␸ρσ υνη in 9.6 that Hicks

supplies. “Arrogance” or “superciliousness” comes closer to the mark.5

Diogenes Laertius is at pains throughout to illustrate that trait—call it

pride, arrogance, superciliousness, haughtiness, or simple contempt—that

was, to him and to others, most characteristic of Heraclitus and that was

to culminate ultimately in complete misanthropy. Indeed, as Mouraview

shows, the whole passage can be taken as a character study in arrogance.6

To explore the motives of this characterizations, then, will be our first step

in understanding traditional reactions to Heraclitus and to the biography

these reactions produced. 

TH E D A R K O NE OF E P HE SU S

In his lives in general, Diogenes Laertius supports his biographical state-

ments with illustrative quotations taken from his subject’s work.7 To

determine the validity of his characterization, we must first determine

whether the quotations he selects are accurately used and germane. He

begins his life of Heraclitus as follows:

1. Heraclitus, son of Bloson or, as some say, of Heracon, was an Ephesian. 

He was at this height in the Sixty-Ninth Olympiad. He was arrogant

beyond all men, and contemptuous, as is clear from his writings, in which

he says: (DL 9.1)



Ηρακλειτος Βλ οσωνος η, ως τινες, 
Ηρακωντος Ε␸ εσιος. ο 
υτος ηκµαζε

µ εν κατ α τ ην ενατην και ε
ξηκοστ ην ολυµπιαδα µεγαλ ο␸ρων δ ε γ εγονε

παρ ο
ντιναουν και 
υπερ οπτης, 
ως και εκ του συγγραµµατος αυτου



δηλον, εν 
ωι ␸ησι . . . 

2. Much learning does not teach wisdom, or else it would have taught

Hesiod and Pythagoras and then again Xenophanes and Hecateus. (fr. 40)

[Diogenes Laertius continues: For he has it that,]
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πολυµαθιη ν οον εχειν ου διδασκει᝽ 
Ησιοδον γ αρ αν εδιδαξε και



Πυθαγ ορην α υτις τε Ξενο␸ανεα τε και 
Εκαταιον. 

3. A single thing is wisdom, to understand knowledge, that which guides

everything everywhere (fr. 41), [and that,]



ειναι γ αρ "εν το σο␸ ον, επιστασθαι γν ωµην, ο
τ εη εκυβ ερνησε παντα

δι α παντων. 

4. Homer deserves to be chased from the [poetic] contests and beaten with a stick, and Archilochus too. (fr. 42)

τ ον τε Οµηρον ε␸ασκεν αξιον εκ των αγ ωνων εκβαλλεσθαι και 
ραπιζε-

σθαι και Αρχιλοχον ο
µοιως. 

Diogenes Laertius thus opens his biography of Heraclitus with a very

general statement about Heraclitus’ father and dates and moves immedi-

ately to a character study of his subject. To illustrate Heraclitus’ personal-

ity and its dominant trait, arrogance, he selects three seemingly unrelated

Heraclitean statements to support his opening remarks.8 By these cita-

tions, he means to establish Heraclitus’ character (his arrogance) firmly in

his reader’s mind. Citations 2 and 4 both censure well-known poets and philosophers; to the biographical mind, Heraclitus reveals his arrogance in

these statements by showing his contempt for Hesiod, Pythagoras, Xeno-

phanes, Hecateus, Homer, and Archilochus. The reason for his contempt

is given in citation 3: all these men have fallen short of the Heraclitean standard of true wisdom.9 To Heraclitus, true wisdom, which guides the

universe, lies in understanding knowledge and not merely possessing it. 

Hesiod, Pythagoras, Xenophanes, and Hecataeus fall short in that they

had much learning rather than true knowledge. Homer and Archilochus

also fall short of this standard. Heraclitus further suggests that they should

be expelled from the ranks of honor that they falsely hold. 

Thus it is a biographical interpretation of these fragments and their

implications for Heraclitean personality, and not their philosophical in-

tent, that interests Diogenes Laertius. He begins his biography by an-

nouncing that Heraclitus was an arrogant man (citation 1). Proof is given through illustrative quotations. Heraclitus insultingly dismisses several

well-known and highly regarded men of letters (citations 2–4) and sets

himself up as arbiter of true wisdom (as opposed to mere erudition) and

sole possessor of it (citation 3). But what of the Heraclitean and philosophical intent of these statements? If we do not, automatically, accept
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this traditional characterization based on traditional, biographical inter-

pretation of these fragments, we must instead reconstruct the thought and

philosophy that underlies them. Other fragments may provide the clues

for Heraclitus’ thought. Since citations 2 through 4 deal with poets and philosophers, let us see what Heraclitus says elsewhere about such men.10

5. Of those whose discourse I have heard, none arrives at the realization that wisdom is set apart from all else. (fr. 108)

ο
κ οσων λ ογους ηκουσα, ουδεις α␸ικνειται ες τουτο, ωστε γιν ωσκειν

οτι σο␸ ον εστι παντων κεχωρισµ ενον. 

6. For what intelligence or understanding have they? They believe in the bards of the people and use the mass as teacher, not knowing that, “Many

are bad, few are good.” (fr. 104)

τις γ αρ αυτων ν οος η ␸ρην; δηµων αοιδοισι πειθονται και διδασκαλωι

χρειωνται ο
µιλωι ουκ ειδ οτες οτι 
ο
ι πολλοι κακοι, ολιγοι δ ε αγαθοι. 

Citation 6 records Heraclitus’ dissatisfaction with the people, who rely upon and believe in poets and popular wisdom, without distinguishing the

few good teachers from the many that are bad. Citation 5 speaks of his

disenchantment with other philosophers, none of whom have arrived at

the separate nature of wisdom (a statement that recalls the definition of

wisdom in citation 3). Citations 5 and 6, then, explain the censure of poets and philosophers in citations 2 and 4. Such men not only fail to grasp the nature of wisdom, but compound their failure by leading the

people away from true wisdom (since the people cannot distinguish by

themselves between good and bad poets and philosophers.)11 The senti-

ments recorded in citations 2 and 4 have their basis not in arrogance, as Diogenes Laertius would have us believe, but in philosophy. Heraclitus

reproaches these men for their philosophical failings and for teaching false

wisdom to the people. The separate nature of wisdom (i.e., wisdom that is

personal and unique, separate from popular or cultural belief ),12 defined in

citation 3 and elucidated in citation 5, is his example of one way in which they fail. Heraclitus speaks not from contempt or arrogance, as Diogenes

Laertius would have us believe, but from a philosophical and perhaps even

didactic point of view. An objective reader, one who has no traditional or

popular view to uphold, could as easily find in these fragments concern for

the people, as contempt for others. 
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Diogenes Laertius continues his characterization of the arrogant phi-

losopher by more illustrative quotation in the next section, 9.2, which

begins:

7. Insolence, more than a fire, must be extinguished (fr. 43) [and]

υβριν χρ η σβενν υναι µαλλον η πυρκαι&ην. 

8. The people should fight for their laws, as for their walls (fr. 44)

µαχεσθαι χρ η τον δηµον 
υπ ερ του ν οµου οκωσπερ τειχεος. 

Heraclitus, as an arrogant man, here censures other people’s insolence, 

further proving Diogenes Laertius’ characterization. Citation 7 thus fits nearly into the scheme so far; people in their insolence think to possess

the truth and even lead others astray with their version of it and for this

they should be censured. It does, however, require some leap in thought

from the personal and specific of the preceding citation 4 (Homer and

Archilochus should be beaten and banished) to the impersonal and gen-

eral of citation 7 (insolence really should be done away with.) But what of citation 8? The relationship that Diogenes Laertius makes between arrogance, insolence, and the defense of one’s walls is not immediately appar-

ent; it seems neither particularly applicable to the people of citations 2

and 4, nor logically or philosophically to fit with the thought of citation 7. 

It is, nonetheless, important for Diogenes Laertius’ characterization, for

citation 8 brings in the first suggestion of the misanthropy for which

Heraclitus was notorious. The citation thus broadens the characterization

and paves the way to demonstrate Heraclitus’ arrogance and contempt for

the common people as well as for men of letters.13 The fragment, with its

explicit concern for the law, is read as an implicit criticism of “the people” 

(in that the people were thought to dismiss or ignore the law14), and so is

included by association with Heraclitus’ arrogance rather than by any

logical or philosophical context.15 There is no real relationship between

citations 7 and 8, despite the way Diogenes Laertius connects them, save the association, based upon Heraclitus’ arrogance, that exists in his own

mind and that he obliquely presents to the reader.16

Heraclitus, as it happens, was said to have enjoyed bad relationships

with a specific group of common people, his fellow citizens the Ephesians. 

Diogenes Laertius introduces the philosopher’s antipathy towards them as

9.2 continues. Immediately after citation 8, he tells us that
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9. And he also attacks the Ephesians for banishing his friend Hermodorus, where he says (DL 9.2):

καθαπτεται δ ε και των Ε␸εσιων επι τωι τον ε
ταιρον εκβαλειν 
Ερµ οδ-



ωρον, εν ο
ις ␸ησιν . . . 

10. All the Ephesians, from the young men upward, should hang them-

selves, and leave the city to the beardless youths, those who banished

Hermodorus who was the best man among them, saying, “Let there be

none among us who is best, and if there should be such a one, let him go

elsewhere and live with others.” (fr. 121)17

αξιον Ε␸εσιοις 
ηβηδον απαγξασθαι πασι και τοις ανηβοις τ ην π ολιν

καταλιπειν, οιτινες 
Ερµ οδωρον ανδρα ε
ωυτων ονηιστον εξ εβαλον



␸αντες᝽ 
ηµ εων µηδ ε ε
ις ονηιστος εστω, ει δ ε µη, αλλη τε και µετ

αλλων. 

Now, to assess Diogenes Laertius’ assessment of Heraclitus’ relationship

with the Ephesians, we must reconstruct that relationship as far as pos-

sible. Traditional sources tell us that Heraclitus was a member of the local

ruling family at Ephesus and that he renounced his hereditary kingships in

favor of his brother.18 Renouncing a kingship might indicate disdain for

one’s subject and so arrogance or misanthropy, but as a biographical topos

that occurs for several other philosophers as well,19 it cannot be taken as

evidence either for an actual renunciation, because of Heraclitus’ dislike

of the Ephesians, or for his arrogance generally. Even if one assumes that

Heraclitus did play some part in his city’s political life, as, again, so many

other philosophers are said to have done,20 it is still unnecessary to con-

sider citation 10 as factual in regard to the political life of the city or Heraclitus’ personality.21 While I do not think we need accept either

Diogenes Laertius’ remarks or the fragment itself as proof of Heraclitus’

antipathy for the Ephesians, I do think Diogenes Laertius had a particular

purpose for including both, as we will see. 

After indicating Heraclitus’ contempt for his townspeople in citations

9 and 10, Diogenes Laertius gives an anecdotal example of it. 

11. And being asked to make laws for them, he scornfully refused, because the city was already ruled by a bad constitution. Withdrawing to the temple

of Artemis, he played knucklebones with the children. Then, to the

Ephesians who had gathered around him, he said, “Why, worst of all men, 
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do you marvel? It is not better to do this than to play politics with you?” 

(9.3–4)

αξιο υµενος δ ε και ν οµους θειναι προς αυτων 
υπερειδε δι α το ηδη

κεκρατησθαι τηι πονηραι πολιτειαι τ ην π ολιν. αναχωρησας δ ε εις το

ιερον της Αρτεµιδος µετ α των παιδων ηστραγαλιζεν᝽ περισταντων δ





αυτον των Ε␸εσιων, τι, ω κακιστοι, θαυµαζετε; ειπεν᝽  η ου κρειττον

τουτο ποιειν η µεθ 
υµω πολιτε υεσθαι;

A good story, like so many in Diogenes Laertius: witty, a bit malicious, and

wonderfully to the point.22 But the better the anecdote, the more guarded

our response to it should be, for they usually are too good to be true. Given

our basic premise, that the biographers systematically create biography

from their subject’s philosophy, we expect to find the source of this story

somewhere in Heraclitus’ work. And, in fact, his collected statements

contain not one but several fragments suitable for such an incident. 

12. Time is a child playing dice; the kingdom is in the hands of a child. 

(fr. 52)

αι ων παις εστι παιζων, πεσσε υων᝽ παιδος 
η βασιληιη. 

13. Children’s playthings are men’s conjectures. (fr. 70)



παιδων αθ υρµατα νεν οµικεν ειναι τ α ανθρ ωπινα δοξασµατα. 

The citations have in common a single motif, children, with whom

men and their actions are unfavorably compared.23 Heraclitus suggests

that the very substance of the people’s concerns is childish and imperma-

nent (citations 13), as does his disparaging analysis of political matters and of those who participate in them (citation 12). The Ephesians’ concerns about politics specifically seem dismissed as the ephemeral sport of

children. 

Diogenes Laertius intends this anecdote to be the summary and demon-

stration of all his earlier statements about Heraclitus’ arrogance.24 He

began with general examples of Heraclitus’ character, by quoting citations

2 and 4, Heraclitus’ censure of poets and philosophers, and then by citation 3, Heraclitus’ claims to a unique understanding of the nature of wisdom. In the next sections Diogenes Laertius became less general; he

broadened his characterization of Heraclitus as arrogant with citation 7, 
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and used citation 8 to demonstrate Heraclitus’ contempt for ‘the people,’25

and also to introduce the trait of misanthropy, which he then directs, quite

specifically, towards the Ephesians in citations 9 and 10. To his mind, Diogenes Laertius has provided evidence not only for his characterizations

through illustrative quotations, but also context for his anecdote, by cita-

tion 8, which concerns law, and citation 10, with its diatribe against the Ephesians. The associations behind citations 7 and 8 is then clear; they are intended to supply the background for the anecdote which he gives as

summary. But before all these came citations 12 and 13; it was the work of Heraclitus which provided the initial impetus for the anecdote. 

Using citations 12 and 13 as their starting point, the biographers created this spiteful, if amusing little story of children and the law, which

Diogenes Laertius uses to concretize his discussion of Heraclitus’ personal-

ity by presenting this final example of the philosopher’s arrogance and

hateful pride.26 The anecdote gives yet another example of the biographi-

cal method and the biographer’s knack for turning philosophy into biogra-

phy. Like the material that precedes it, however, it contains little, if any

evidence for the actual character or life of Heraclitus.27

Melancholy, like arrogance, was much associated with Heraclitus; by

the Roman period he was known as the “weeping philosopher.”28 This

gloomy reputation was the result of a slow but steady stream of genuine

misinterpretation, genuine and deliberate misunderstanding, and genuine, 

if hostile frustration. His sobriquet has been deemed “completely trivial”29

by modern scholars, but it was a favored biographical and satirical charac-

terization, not least because it fit so well with Heraclitus’ other generally

admitted biographical traits of arrogance, misanthropy, willful obscurity, 

and obdurate silence.30 Heraclitus’ morose reputation is, of course, his

own fault; it stems from various reactions to a single one of his notorious

propositions:

14. For, it is impossible to step twice in the same river. (fr. 91)

ποταµωι γ αρ ουκ εστιν εµβηναι δις τωι αυτωι. 

The fragment is typically Heraclitean in that a profound truth is couched

in everyday language. The mundane image of the river makes the thought

at once extraordinary and familiar, a (common)sense perception that can

be apprehended only by a knowledgeable soul.31

Here Heraclitus speaks of the change or flux that both governs and
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defines existence. The river is at once changing and the same, embodying

both flux and permanence. The water changes (exchanges its water) yet

retains its identity as the river. The river’s existence or identity persists

through its change, as Kirk points out, in this carefully balanced, mea-

sured exchange of water.32

Other philosophers, both early and late, play an integral part in the

misrepresentation of philosophical thought leading to biographical charac-

terizations of Heraclitus. An important early misinterpretation of the state-

ment (citation 14) was Plato, who seems here as elsewhere to have deliberately misrepresented Heraclitus’ intention.33 His error, if we may call it

that, was one of emphasis; his paraphrase of the fragment, that “everything

flows,” stresses movement and change, but loses sight of the permanence

and identity inherent in the original statement.34 In this Platonic interpreta-

tion, the Heraclitean statement on change and identity becomes one of

change alone, that all things flow like rivers. In the  Cratylus,  where Plato plays upon and with the idea of Heraclitean flux, he uses humor to disparage

the idea by comparing flux, and those who believe in it, to people suffering

the symptoms of catarrh. Catarrh, an inflammation of the mucous mem-

branes, manifests itself in a runny nose and watering eyes, the same symp-

toms associated with crying. Presumably both eyes and nose are flowing like

rivers.35 Thus Heraclitus, his theory, and his followers, are all humorously

dismissed, likened to men crying. 

The next step in Heraclitus’ rather dismal reputation was provided by

another philosopher, Aristotle’s36 student Theophrastus who, frustrated

by either Heraclitus’ text or its content,37 declared the work to be the

result of “melancholy.” He did not, however, mean the depressed state

that some modern and many ancient readers associate melancholy, but

rather the nervous excitability or impetuous temperament that Aristotle

describes in the  Nicomachean Ethics. “Melancholics” are those who “by

their impetuousness cannot wait on reason, because they pursue their

imaginative fancies.”38

Heraclitus’ reputation for despondency and weeping, then, depends first

upon a Platonic misunderstanding of citation 14, which introduces the

idea of the flux, and even more strongly upon the deliberate, albeit humor-

ous, misinterpretation of the same citation, in which believers of the flux

are compared to people with catarrh, in which “everything flows.” This

characterization was augmented and furthered by Theophrastus. Given

Plato’s comic image of the “flowing” (weeping) philosopher and Aris-

totle’s comments on the effects of melancholy, Theophrastus’ statement
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was too good for the biographers to pass up. Heraclitus as the “weeping

philosopher” worked all too well. Not only did it fit with Diogenes

Laertius’ general assessment of his character, it also made an easily identi-

fiable caricature, one that would serve as a perfect foil to the other

extreme, the “laughing philosopher” Democritus.39 This simplification

and characterization, the making of “types,” was an integral part of the

biographical approach and typically finds humorous expression. The biog-

raphers, working for comic effect and from intellectual hostility, seek to

reduce philosophers and whole philosophical systems to a series of comic

caricatures.40

Heraclitus’ biographical character, once firmly established, was further

projected onto his working methods and his work itself. The tradition of a

morose and misanthropic Heraclitus goes hand in hand with a reputation

for obdurate silence. His silence is the subject of two anecdotes from three

authors, Plutarch, Themistius, and Diogenes Laertius. Plutarch and Themis-

tius contribute the story of Heraclitus’ advice to the Ephesians who, despite

Heraclitus’ adverse feelings towards them, constantly seek him out. Here, 

they ask Heraclitus’ opinion on unity in wartime. In reply, Heraclitus mixes

together barley and water, stirs it thoroughly, and drinks it, without once

uttering a word. Plutarch tells us that this was to demonstrate to the other

Ephesians both the need to put aside their desire for wealth and the impor-

tance of unity of the city. Furthermore, the anecdote was to demonstrate to

Plutarch’s readers the viability of nonverbal communication.41

This rather odd anecdote shows how cleverly the biographers com-

bined original sources with ready-made motifs and models. First, the biog-

raphers drew upon the well-established topos of the philosopher who

helps his city during a time of crisis,42 which they then individualized

using Heraclitus’ own work. There is an odd little fragment that states:

15. The mixed drink separates, too, if not stirred. (fr. 125)

και ο
 κυκε ων διισταται ⬍µ η⬎ κινο υµενος. 

The “mixed drink,” the  kykeon,  is an offering of wine, grated cheese, and barley. It separates into its component parts and loses its unity unless

swirled or stirred together. The fragment was obviously taken and made

concrete to produce the anecdote about Heraclitus and the Ephesians. As

Kirk points out, stirring the drink is irrelevant to the story but specifically mentioned by Plutarch to further make his point.43 The anecdote further
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emphasizes Heraclitus’ contempt and hostility to his fellow citizens for

their desire for wealth, a point that has no part of the original fragment, 

but again, stems from the topos by which all philosophers must disdain

wealth and earthly goods and that, again, is emphasized by Plutarch. A

second rather suspect fragment that speaks pointedly about the dangerous

wealth of the Ephesians also comes into play. 

16. May wealth not desert you, men of Ephesus, that you be convicted of

your wrongdoing. (fr. 125a)

µ η επιλιποι 
υµας πλουτοσ, ε␸η, Ε␸ εσιοι, ιν εξελ εγχοισθε πονηρευ οµε-

νοι. 

The fragment is all too pointed. Biography, in this case, has provided

more than a reaction to the philosopher’s work; it has augmented the

work by creating a false fragment.44 We are used, by now, to seeing

biography that is generated from the text, but here we see the reverse

process: text has been generated from the biography. At some point, this

anecdotal, biographical statement (“May wealth not desert you.”) crept

into the text and became accepted, an addition that authors such as Kirk

and Wilamovitz later questioned and rejected. 

Once we put the pieces of the mixed-drink anecdote together, two

points emerge. First, by combining biographical elements of Heraclitus’

work and character (such as reference to an authentic fragment, citation

15; Heraclitus’ general contempt for his fellow citizens; and his refusal to speak generally or to those citizens specifically or to take their concerns

seriously) with several biographical topoi ready to hand (such as the

philosopher’s disdain for wealth; the philosopher who aids the state in

time of crisis; and a silent version of the philosopher’s bon mot),45 we see

how easily an illustrative anecdote is built upon a single fragment. Sec-

ond, once the anecdote and its foundation fragment of the mixed drink

were in place and accepted, an elaborated, second statement against

wealth found its way into the text, winning at least limited acceptance. 

Heraclitus’ silence, his refusal to speak, found great play in the biogra-

phy. Diogenes Laertius gives us a second anecdotal example of it as fol-

lows: When a man asked why Heraclitus was silent, Heraclitus replied, 

“So that you may chatter” (DL 9.12). For a quiet man, Heraclitus was

surprisingly adept at repartee; in fact, philosophers in general had a gift for one-liners that Aristophanes himself would envy. These clever retorts are
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so typical of philosophical biography that they make up the topos of the

philosophical bon mot.46 Philosophers, inevitably, say the right thing at

the right time and Diogenes Laertius makes it a point to include as many

as these remarks as possible. Often even he admits that such replies are

attributed to more than one philosopher, which brings them close to the

type of free-floating or transferred anecdote. The example here would

certainly fit many philosophers and many situations.47 In other instances, 

such remarks and gestures specifically reflect a particular aspect of the

philosopher’s work, as does Heraclitus’ symbolic gesture, or Anaxagoras’

remarks about his “native land.”48 Both the anecdotes about Heraclitus, 

while falling generally into the bon mot topos, also specially emphasize a

particular aspect of Heraclitus’ character, his refusal to speak, which sup-

ports other reports of his churlish, morose behavior and, like arrogance

and misanthropy, is inferred from his work. The fragments that make this

character trait possible are the following:

17. They know neither how to listen or how to speak. (fr. 19)

ακουσαι ουκ επισταµενοι ουδ ειπειν. 

18. Let us not, about the greatest things, conjecture at random. (fr. 47) µ η εικη περι των µεγιστων συµβαλλ ωµεθα. 

19. The foolish man, at every work, is apt to be a-flutter. (fr. 87)

βλ αξ ανθρωπος επι παντι λ ογωι επτοησθαι ␸ιλει. 

20. The eyes are more exact witnesses than the ears. (fr. 101a)

ο␸θαλµοι γ αρ των ωτων ακριβ εστεροι µαρτυρες. 

In each of these fragments, Heraclitus rebukes idle (philosophical) chatter

and indicates the inadequacy of speech and hearing.49 The biographers, 

however, saw in these fragments stern reproaches from a silent, misan-

thropic man, and shaped his biographical character, and the anecdotes that

illustrate it, accordingly.50 The anecdotes themselves, however, should not

be taken as evidence for either a habitual refusal to speak or for a nonverbal

method of communication, teaching, or composition.51 Like the report of

his melancholy, these two anecdotes of willful, critical silence were created

from his work and probably for a comic as well as illustrative effect. Both, 
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under closer scrutiny, fall into pieces and reveal nothing about Heraclitus, 

but a great deal about the biographical method and its dangers. 

This biographical method was extended not only to Heraclitus’ per-

sonal character, but to the character of his work as well.52 Not surpris-

ingly, his methods and motives in writing are also seen to proceed from

arrogance and misanthropy, and pertinent fragments are twisted to yield

their biographical evidence. Diogenes Laertius begins his discussion of

Heraclitus’ work, theories, and method of investigations, with the passage

that begins:

21. He was exceptional from childhood, for when he was young, he

declared he knew nothing, but when he was old, that he knew everything. 

He was no one’s pupil, but said that he had searched himself (fr. 101) and

learned everything from himself. Sotion, however, says that some people

say he was Xenophanes’ pupil. . . . (DL 9.5)

γ εγονε δ ε θαυµασιος εκ παιδων, οτε και ν εος ων ε␸ασκε µηδ εν ειδ εναι, τ ελειος µ εντοι γεν οµενος παντα εγνωκ εναι. ηκουσ ε τε ουδεν ος, αλλ

α
υτον ε␸η διζ ησασθαι και µαθειν παντα παρ ε
αυτου. Σωτιων δ ε ␸ησιν

ειρηκ εναι τιν ας Ξενο␸ανους αυτον ακηκο εναι᝽

Several biographical topoi come into play here. First and generally, the

phrase that Heraclitus was “exceptional from youth” is a telling one in the

biographical world, for signs of adult genius are almost always manifested

in the subject’s biographical youth. These tokens of future greatness are

typical of philosophers as well as poets; bees sat upon the lips of Plato as

upon Pindar’s.53 Further, the biographer typically uses childhood or youth

to characterize the subject’s adult nature. In this case, Heraclitus, having

been exceptional in youth, would naturally be exceptional as an adult.54

Next, in this passage Diogenes Laertius veers from his usual track to

emphasize the unusually misanthropic nature of his subject; his routine

standard now calls for a discussion of the subject’s teachers.55 Here, how-

ever, the only discussion is Diogenes Laertius’ insistence that Heraclitus

had no teacher, a statement we will consider in depth. Diogenes Laertius

makes only a casual mention of another source that makes Heraclitus the

student of Xenophanes. In this reputed relationship, we see a further ex-

ample of the biographical method, the equation of literary or philosophical

influence with an actual student/teacher relationship.56 The assertion of

such a relationship stems from the general biographical tendency to make
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the intellectual concrete, in a particularized manner. In some rare cases, 

the assertion may seek to promote the legitimacy of the student by his

association with a famous teacher.57 In most cases, however, the assertion

seeks to demolish the legitimacy58 of the student, the teacher, or both, by

either invalidating the philosophical claims of one or suggesting a rather

more intimate relationship between the two. A collaborative intellectual/

literary relationship is sometimes suggested, but the more common allega-

tion is that a romantic relationship existed between the two.59 In Hera-

clitus’ case, the assertion is most certainly not romantic.60 Yet Heraclitus’

philosophical legitimacy could neither be enhanced nor weakened by

association with Xenophanes. Heraclitus, as man and philosopher, occu-

pied a unique and solitary place in the ancient world. However, in terms of

literary and philosophical influence, Heraclitus and Xenophanes are con-

nected through their criticism of Pythagoras, Homer, and Hesiod,61 which

most likely accounts for the biographical bond between them. The bond, 

however, is intellectual and not personal. Xenophanes’ work may indeed

have influenced Heraclitus’ work (in criticism of metempsychosis, popular

mythology, traditional theology, and religious practice),62 but it is almost

impossible that Heraclitus studied with Xenophanes in person. Their

shared criticism, then, is the basis of their rumored association, and the

tradition of Heraclitus as Xenophanes’ student, weak to begin with, is

more than adequately explained by this common philosophical bond. 

Diogenes Laertius, on the other hand, is quite insistent that Heraclitus

was no one’s student, a point well worth noting; his solitary and teacher-

less state is further proof of his eccentricity, egotism, arrogance, and

misanthropy.63 Furthermore, the claim of being no one’s student arises

from the extraordinary statement that as a child Heraclitus said he knew

nothing but as an adult claimed to know everything. 

Here, in quite specific manner, the biographers are playing upon Hera-

clitus’ frequent comparisons of men and children (see citations 12 and 13, for example), by comparing his childish wisdom in knowing nothing to

his adult folly of claiming to know everything. With this statement, 

Diogenes Laertius again reverses a standard topos, that the subject’s child-

ish nature reveals in embryo his adult character. Heraclitus has, in fact, 

fallen from his childish state of grace, in which he was aware that he knew

nothing, by his arrogant adult claim in knowing everything. Diogenes

Laertius thereby emphasizes the unusual, indeed unnatural, character of

his subject by this statement. He compounds Heraclitus’ arrogant nature

by implicit and immediate comparison with the greatest and most humble
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of philosophers, whose greatest claim to wisdom, knowledge, and virtue

was to know that he did not know.64 The claim to know everything, on

the other hand, reinforces the portrait of Heraclitus as a man completely

molded, motivated, and finally blinded by arrogance. The words that

Diogenes Laertius quotes and by which he condemns Heraclitus deserve

our special attention. 

22. I searched into myself. (fr. 101)

εδιζησαµην εµεωυτ ον. 

Although the fragment, as we have seen, is first used to prove that

Heraclitus had no teachers and is given as further evidence of his arro-

gant and misanthropic nature, Heraclitus, of course, had something quite

different in mind. He was, in fact, speaking about his method of philo-

sophical speculation and inquiry, which leads directly to his work and its

composition. 

The source of Heraclitean cosmic wisdom does not lie in “random

speculation” or “idle chatter,” as we saw from citations 17, 18, and 19. Nor can it arise from knowledge that comes secondhand from others, as we saw

from Heraclitus’ distrust of poets and other philosophers, in citations 2

through 6. Nor, surprisingly (given Diogenes Laertius’ many assertions of his subject’s arrogance), does it arise from Heraclitus himself, for as he

tells us:

23. Having listened not to me but to the Logos, it is wise to agree that all are one. (fr. 50)

ουκ εµου, αλλ α του λ ογου ακο υσαντας ο
µολογειν σο␸ ον εστιν "εν



παντα ειναι. 

Although here Heraclitus emphatically disclaims to be the source of wis-

dom, he does indicate how those who seek it must proceed. For Hera-

clitus, the path to wisdom is at once obscure, mundane, and mystically, 

profoundly simple: true wisdom is the result of personal enlightenment, 

which alone can achieve illumination of mind and soul. Wisdom consists

of knowledge not of the common or wide-ranging kind that Heraclitus

condemns, but of a specific kind: understanding of the Logos. This knowl-

edge comes only to an enlightened, wakened soul,65 and in citation 22, “I searched into myself,” Heraclitus indicates how to pursue it. 
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He cannot, however, explain it. Knowledge can come only from

within. Secondhand knowledge, even if it were to come from Heraclitus

and not from Pythagoras, Hesiod, Homer, or any other of the accepted

teachers, would still be secondhand and therefore worthless. As philoso-

pher and teacher, Heraclitus can only hint at or allude to the Logos and

how one finds it; to explain the method is to destroy all chance of

attaining its reward. The necessity of personal investigation is put forth in

citation 22 and the source of cosmic wisdom is stated in citation 23. Both, furthermore, speak of Heroclitus’ opposition to traditional, taught wisdom

and traditional methods of philosophical investigation.66 Citation 22, “I searched into myself,” far from reinforcing Diogenes Laertius’ portrait of

Heraclitus as an arrogant man, brings to light a vastly different man, one

of strict intellectual and personal honesty, and his earnest, if necessarily

limited, attempt to help others achieve true knowledge and understanding

of the Logos. 

Diogenes Laertius does return briefly to the arrogance with which he

began his characterization, but he does so in order to introduce Heraclitus’

work. It is therefore to his introduction, and Heraclitus’ work, that we

now turn. 

T H E D A R K E N E D PA T H

Like so much else in his life, information about Heraclitus’ philosophical

work is clouded by obscurity and legend. Diogenes Laertius presents his

knowledge of “the book”67 and some general comments on the work. 

24. The book which passes as his is, to judge from its content, ‘On

Nature.’ It is divided into three parts: one of the universe, one political, 

and one theological. (DL 9.5–6)

το δ ε ␸ερ οµενον αυτου βιβλιον εστι µ εν απο του συν εχοντος Περι

␸ υσεως, δι ηιρηται δ ε εις τρεις λ ογους, εις τε τον περι του παντος και

πολιτικ ον και θεολογικ ον. 

25. Among these [commentators on the work], Diodotus the grammarian

says that the work is not on nature, but a political work, the natural parts

serving only as example and illustration (DL 9.15)



των δ ε γραµµατικων ∆ι οδοτος, "ος ου ␸ησι περι ␸ υσεως ειναι το

σ υγγραµµα, αλλ α περι πολιτειας, τ α δ ε περι ␸ υσεως εν παραδειγµατος

ειδει κεισθαι. 
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26. Diodotus [calls it] “a rudder unerring for the rule of life,” while others, a guide for the conduct for the [whole] world, for one and all alike. (DL

9.12)

∆ι οδοτος δ ε ακριβ ες οιακισµα προς σταθµην βιου, αλλοι γν ωµον

ηθων, τρ οπου κ οσµον ενα των ξυµπαντων. 

The title of the book given by Diogenes Laertius in citation 24,  On

 Nature,  was a general, catch-all title for early philosophical treatises of all sorts; as a title for Heraclitus’ work, it means little or nothing.68 The three divisions of the work given in citation 24 (cosmological, political, and theological) are mere standard subdivisions of Stoic philosophical categories and depend upon literary canons established long after Heraclitus was

active.69 Diodotus’ characterization of the work as a “guide for the con-

duct . . . for one and all alike,’ (citation 26), recalls and probably simply paraphrases Heraclitus’ characterization of wisdom as a “single thing . . . 

which guides everything everywhere” (citation 3). Clearly the function, 

and even the category of the work (physics, logic, ethics, or politics?)

perplexed readers early on. 

The title, divisions, function, and character of the work, as Diogenes

Laertius presents them, does little to clarify knowledge of the work. 

Reactions to Heraclitus’ work, which he also includes, are perhaps more

revealing. 

27. Seleucos the grammarian says that a person named Croton relates in

his book  The Diver  that Crates first brought Heraclitus’ book into Greece. 

And he says that it needed a Delian diver not to be drowned in it.70 Some

title it, ‘The Muses,’ others, ‘On Nature,’ and Diodotus calls it ‘a rudder

precise for the rule of life,’ and others, a guide for behavior, a rule for [all]

the world, for one and all alike. (DL 9.12)

Σ ελευκος µ εντοι ␸ησιν ο
 γραµµατικος Κρ οτωνα τινα 
ιστορειν εν τωι

Κατακολυµβητηι Κρατητα τινα πρωτον εις τ ην 
Ελλαδα κοµισαι το

βιβλιον). και ειπειν ∆ηλιου τιν ος δεισθαι κολυµβητου, "ος ουκ αποπνι-

γησεταιεν αυτωι. επιγρα␸ουσι δ ε αυτωι ο
ι µ εν Μο υσας, ο
ι δ ε Π ερι

␸ υσεως, ∆ι οδοτος δ ε ακριβ ες οιακισµα προς σταθµην βιου, αλλοι

γν ωµον ηθων, τρ οπου κ οσµον ενα των ξυµπαντων. 

28. Theophrastus says that it is because of impulsiveness that some of

what he wrote is half-finished, while other parts are mixed this way and

that. (DL 9.6)
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Θε ο␸ραστος δ ε ␸ησιν 
υπο µελαγχολιας τ α µ εν 
ηµιτελη, τ α δ ε αλλοτε

αλλως εχοντα γραψαι. 

29. This book he deposited in the temple of Artemis and according to

some, deliberately made very obscure, so that [only] those able might

approach it, and that it might not, by mass reading, be held in contempt. 

Timon writes of him also, saying, ‘Among them arose cuckoo-ing, mob-

hating Heraclitus the riddler.’ (DL 9.6)

αν εθηκε δ αυτο εις το της Αρτ εµιδος 
ιερ ον, 
ως µ εν τινες, επιτηδε υσας

ασα␸ εστερον γραψαι, οπως ο
ι δυναµενοι [µ ονοι] προσιοιεν αυτωι και



µ η εκ του δηµ ωδους ε υκατα␸ρ ονητον ηι. τουτον δ ε και ο
 Τιµων [fr. 43

D.] 
υπογρα␸ει λ εγων᝽ τοις δ ενι κοκκυστ ης οχλολοιδορος 
Ηρακλειτος

αινικτ ης αν ορουσε. 

Seleucos’ comment in citation 27, that the book needed a skilled (i.e., 

Delian) diver not to drown in it, refers quite obviously to the celebrated

obscurity of Heraclitus’ work. Attribution of the remark to these two

sources, Crates and Socrates, suggests a comic source for the remark; its

iambic meter supports a dramatic origin.71 The ultimate source of the

joke, of course, is to be found in Heraclitus’ work, and most likely to the

fragment that states:

30. You could not in your going find the ends of the soul, though you

traveled the whole way; so deep is its Logos. (fr. 45)

ψυχης πειρατα ι ων ουκ αν εξε υροιο, πασαν επιπορευ οµενος ο
δ ον᝽

ουτω βαθυν λ ογον εχει. 

The metaphor of the Delian diver, then, would be a periphrasis of the

unplumbable depths of souls and the Logos, its imagery, like that of

Diodotus’ helm or rudder, an illusion to Heraclitus’ constant association

with water.72 This association, the result of the widespread influence of

the flux of citation 14, also underlies the remark about the Delian diver, while its dual attribution and iambic meter speak to a comic source. For

while nothing is now known about Croton or his book  The Diver,  their

mention here, along with Seleucos and Crates, may provide context and

connection to Heraclitus’ theory of the flux. This Seleucos is perhaps not

the Seleucos Homericus who wrote about philosophers and whom Diog-

enes Laertius quotes elsewhere, but rather that Seleucos of Seleucia who, 
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in opposition to Crates, wrote a reply to a Crates of Mallos, in which he

discussed the movement of the tides.73 Strabo tells us that in this work, 

Seleucos examines the inequalities in flux and reflux that he had discov-

ered in the Red Sea.74 It seems quite likely that, in a book about water, 

tides, and flux, Heraclitus’ theories would have come into play and that

pertinent quotations of the work may have played a part.75

The remark about the Delian diver, here attributed to Croton, how-

ever, is also attributed by Diogenes Laertius to Socrates. In 9.22 in his life

of Socrates, Diogenes Laertius tells us that it was Euripides who gave the

work to Socrates who, besides making the remark about the Delian diver, 

is also said to have said, “That which I understood is excellent, and, I

think, that part too, which I didn’t.” Euripides’ gift, and especially Socra-

tes’ playful opinion, are also telling reactions to the work and must be

discussed. 

Euripides was the poet most often and most typically associated with

philosophers,76 and so his gift of a philosophical text, especially that of

Heraclitus, as we will see, is well in keeping with his biographical tradi-

tion. Here, the association between a conflated Socrates/Plato figure and

Heraclitus, as discussed earlier in connection with citations 21 and 22, leads to a representational anecdote, in which stock characters meet as

representatives of literary genres or philosophical schools.77 Thus the

literary/philosophical ties between Plato (via Socrates) and Heraclitus are

neatly explained and given concrete form, the poetry meets philosophy

through Euripides’ gift. Socrates’ opinion is characteristic and telling, not

only for reactions to Heraclitus’ work, but also for his own biography, 

where the comment is in fact placed. For Socrates, in a neat play on

words,78 confesses both to what he knows and to what he does not, an apt

statement for one whose fame rests, in part, on what he does not know. 

Citation 27, moreover, provides a further link in the association between Heraclitus and Socrates/Plato, with the alternative title of Heraclitus’

book as  The Muses.  The title comes from a passage in Plato’s  Sophist,  in which he discusses archaic philosophy and refers to the theory of the unity

of opposites, first put forth by an “Ionian Muse.”79

Moving to citation 29, the act of depositing or dedicating a book

cannot be taken as proof of either the book’s existence or of the act, for

such dedications comprise another biographical topos; similar stories are

recorded for both Crantor and Hesiod, for example.80 The imputed mo-

tives of this particular dedication, however, arise from Heraclitus’ particu-

lar biographical character and speak both of his alleged hostility toward
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the people and of the studied obscurity of his style. Kirk translates "οπως ο
ι

δυναµενοι [µ ονοι] as “so that only those in power” and interprets it to

mean “only those upper classes might have access to it.” Furthermore he

suggests that the idea of making it inaccessible to the common people is a

reaction to those fragments in which Heraclitus treats “the people” with

contempt,81 a charge that we, however, must continue to evaluate. Kirk

also points out that there may have been an etiological motive to the

story: the 356 BCE fire that destroyed the temple would also have de-

stroyed the book, thus explaining the lack of a complete text.82

On the other hand, the charge of deliberate obscurity in citation 29 is

found by many to be incontestable.83 And if by obscure, commentators

meant that Heraclitus deliberately employed “riddles, paradoxes, word-

play, ambiguity, and analogy,”84 to produce, “linguistic density . . . and

resonance,”85 to deliberately provoke the reader to greater exertion in a

manner often deemed prophetic or oracular, then with this I agree.86

However, Heraclitus’ style, even if we admit its obscurity as here defined, 

is not the result of either misanthropy, as citation 29 suggests, or of

melancholy, as citation 28 asserts.87 Although fragments examined earlier may enable Heraclitus’ reader to believe that the stylistic devices arose

directly from his dislike of humanity, I think rather that Heraclitus deliber-


ately perfected the mysterious, gnomic style he praises in the following

fragment. 

31. The lord whose oracle is at Delphi neither speaks nor hides, but

indicates. (fr. 93)



ο
 αναξ, ο 
υ το µαντειον εστι το εν ∆ελ␸οις, ουτε λ εγει ουτε κρ υπτει

αλλ α σηµαινει. 

Heraclitus not only admires the oracular style of delivery, but recom-

mends it; this studied ambiguity is, I think, celebrated and alluded to in

the Delian diver comment. For just as the prophecies of the Delian or

Delphic god are at once obscure and darkly clear, so too are the workings

of the Logos and Heraclitus’ remarks on it.88 And therefore citation 31, 

like citation 30 that speaks of the umplumbable depths of the soul, played its part in the formation of the Croton-Seleucos-Crates remark of citation

27 and gives us both model and motive for Heraclitus’ style. 

It seems, then, that at least one part of Diogenes Laertius’ report on

Heraclitus’ book in citation 29 is correct, that he “deliberately made [it]
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very obscure.” Correct, that is, in its substance, but mistaken in its im-

puted motives, for Heraclitus’ aim was not to keep it, intellectually or

physically, from “the people.” The work is deliberate and ambiguous, at

once simple and profound, lucid and dark, obscurely shining. Heraclitus

deliberately speaks with the cryptic half-light of oracular pronouncement, 

the better to emulate the oracular style he admires. 

Finally, Timon’s remarks in citation 29 reflect the hostility, discussed in earlier sections, that Heraclitus’ work awoke in so many of his readers

and critics. The description of him as “mob-hating” is drawn from those

fragments that refer to humankind in less than flattering terms, quite in

line with Diogenes Laertius’ characterization of him as proud and arro-

gant. The term  riddler  quite clearly refers to Heraclitus’ chosen oracular style, and Timon gives voice to what was clearly the common reaction to

Heraclitus and his work. 

DE ATH B Y D UN G

We come at last to the death of Heraclitus, succinctly presented by Diog-

enes Laertius. 

32. Finally, he became a misanthrope and going apart by himself in the

mountains, lived feeding on grasses and herbs. When, however, this gave

him dropsy, he went back down to the city and in riddling manner asked

the physicians if they could, after heavy rains, create drought. When they

did not understand, he buried himself in a cow-shed, hoping that the heat

of the dung would draw out the water. Achieving nothing by this, though, 

he died, having lived for sixty years . . . and Hermippus says that he asked

the doctors if one could, by emptying the intestines, make water pour out. 

However, when they said this was impossible, he stretched himself out in

the sun and ordered boys to plaster him over with dung. He stayed there, 

stretched out, and the next day died and was buried in the agora. And

Neanthes of Cyzicus says that, unable to tear away the dung, he remained

there and, unrecognized because of it, was devoured by dogs. (DL 9.3–4)

και τ ελος µισανθρωπησας και εκπατησας εν τοις ορεσι διηιτατο, π οας

σιτο υµενος και βοτανας. και µ εντοι και δι α τουτο περιτραπεις εις υδε-

ρον κατηλθεν εις αστυ και των ιατρων αινιγµατωδως επυνθανετο, ει

δ υναιντο εξ εποµβριας αυχµον ποιησαι᝽ των δ ε µ η συνι εντων, αυτον εις

βο υστασιν κατορ υξας τηι των βολιτων αλ εαι ηλπισεν εξατµισθ ησεσθαι. 
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ουδ εν δ ε αν υων ουδ ουτως ετελε υτα βιο υς ετη εξηκοντα. Ερµιππος

[FHG III 42 fr. 28] δ ε ␸ησι λ εγειν α υτον τοις ιατροις, ει τις δ υναται τ α

εντερα κειν ωσας ⬍το⬎ υγρον εξερασαι᝽απειπ οντων δ ε θειναι αυτον

εις τον ηλιον και κελε υειν τους παιδας βολιτοις καταπλαττειν᝽ ουτω δ η

κατατειν οµενον δευτεραιον τελευτησαι και θα␸θηναι εν τηι αγοραι. 

Νεανθης δ ο Κυζικην ος [FGrHist. 84 F 25 II 197] ␸ησι µ η δυνηθ εντα

αυτον αποσπασαι τ α β ολιτα µειναι και δι α τ ην µεταβολ ην αγνοηθ εντα

κυν οβρωτον γεν εσθαι. 

Here, Diogenes Laertius gives three versions of a single story: his own, 

that of Hermippus, and that of Neanthes. Let us first see which elements

are unique to each version and which are common to all. 

Diogenes Laertius’ version includes events prior to the disease, the

cause and name of the disease, the attempted cure, and the death.89

Hermippus adds that Heraclitus was buried in the agora, and Neanthes the

grisly detail that Heraclitus was eaten by dogs. The three versions share a

single element, that Heraclitus smeared himself with dung. Clearly, it was

the most popular element of the story and the one to which we’ll first turn

our attention.90 Having seen throughout this chapter the many and varied

charges of arrogance, pride, and hatred of humanity, we could be tempted

to dismiss the story as so much facile nonsense. However, as Fränkel first

pointed out,91 there is much more to the story than meets the eye and to

dismiss it would be to miss both the scholarship and the malice that went

into its making. The story and all its details—misanthropy, eating grasses

and herbs, riddles, doctors, dung, dogs, and children—are all brilliantly

lifted from Heraclitus’ work. Systematically, detail by detail, we shall see

how Heraclitus unknowingly wrote his own obituary. 

 “Finally, he became a misanthrope and going apart by himself in the moun-

 tains, lived feeding on grasses and herbs . . .”  Now, there are three main categories of fragments by which Heraclitus was, by his biographers, 

proved a misanthrope. First are the fragments that speak of Heraclitus’

impatience with the people for their failure to see or to understand the

Logos that surrounds them. An important fragment tells us that:

33. The existing universal law [the Logos] notwithstanding, people are

forever without understanding, both before they hear it and having heard

it for the first time. For although everything happens in accordance with

this principle, people seem unacquainted with it, although they experi-

ence both word and deed of the kind of thing that I myself set out in
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detail, distinguishing each thing according to its nature and showing how

each thing is. But what other people do escapes them, just as they let

escape them what they do while asleep. (fr. 1)

δ ε λ ογου τουδ ε οντος αει αξ υνετοι γινονται ανθρωποι και πρ οσθεν  η

ακουσαι και ακο υσαντες το πρωτον᝽ γινοµ ενων γ αρ παντων κατ α τον

λ ογον τ ονδε απειροισιν εοικασι, πειρ ωµενοι και επ εων και εργων

τοιο υτων, οκοιων εγ ω διηγευµαι κατ α ␸ υσιν διαιρ εων εκαστον και

␸ραζων οκως εχει. τους δ ε αλλους ανθρ ωπους λανθανει οκ οσα εγε-

ρθ εντες ποιουσιν, οκωσπερ οκ οσα χ υδοντες επιλανθανονται. 

Another fragment further discusses the nature of the Logos92 and

people’s inability to see it. 

34. From the Logos, which they associate most, and which governs all, 

they are apart and, even as those things they daily meet, seems to them

most strange. (fr. 72)

ωι µαλιστα διηνεκως οµιλουσι λ ογωι τωι τα ολα διοικουντι, τουτωι δια-



␸ ερονται, και οις καθ ηµ εραν εγκυρουσι, ταυτα αυτοις ξ ενα ␸αινεται. 

A second category of fragments reveal Heraclitus’ impatience with the

people’s basic foolishness and intellectual inadequacy. 

35. For what intelligence or understanding have they? They believe in the bards of the people and use the mass as teacher, not knowing that, ‘Many

are bad, few good.’ (fr. 104)

τις γ αρ αυτων ν οος  η ␸ρην; δηµων αοιδοισι πειθονται και διδασκαλωι

χρειωνται οµιλωι ουκ ειδ οτες οτι οι πολλοι κακοι, ολιγοι δ ε αγαθοι. 

36. Human character has not the means of knowing, but the divine one

has. (fr. 78). 

ηθος γαρ ανθρ ωπειον µεν ουκ εχει γν ωµας, θειον δε εχει. 

37. One man to me is worth the multitudes, if that one is best. (fr. 49)





ε ις εµοι µ υριοι, ε αν αριστος ηι. 

38. And having heard, they are without understanding, like dumb ani-

mals. The proverb bears witness to them, ‘Present but absent.’ (fr. 34)
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αξ υνετοι ακο υσαντες κω␸οισιν εοικασι᝽ ␸ατις αυτοισιν µαρτυρει παρ-

ε οντας απειναι. 

A third category openly compares people to either animals or children. 

39. Children’s playthings are human conjectures. (fr. 70)



παιδων αθ υρµατα νεν οµικεν ειναι τ α ανθρ ωπινα δοξασµατα. 

40. A man hearkens to a god as a child to a grown man. (fr. 79)

αν ηρ νηπιος ηκουσε προς δαιµονος οκωσπερ παις προς ανδρ ος. 

41. The wisest of all men, compared to a god, seems an ape in wisdom, in beauty, and in all else. (fr. 83)

ανθρ ωπων ο σο␸ ωτατος προς θεον πιθηκος ␸ανειται και σο␸ιαι και

καλλει και τοις αλλοις πασιν. 

42. For the best choose a single thing rather than all that exists, fame everlasting among mortals. Most, however, are satisfied like beasts. (fr. 29)

αιρευνται γ αρ !εν αντι απαντων οι αριστοι, κλ εος α εναον θνητων᝽ οι δ ε

πολλοι κεκ ορηνται οκωσπερ κτηνεα. 

In short, there was material enough and more from which to adduce

Heraclitus’ contempt for the common run of mortals, if not for the en-

tire human race, a contempt that grew to hatred and culminated, in the

biographers’ minds, to complete misanthropy and voluntary exile from

others. 

Heraclitus’ exile to the mountains must be considered apart from the

rest of his death, since it belongs more to the tradition of biography and

the topos of exile than to the biographical tradition of Heraclitus him-

self. Almost all philosophers undergo some form of exile, voluntary or

involuntary, physical or intellectual, fortuitous or importune.93 Like the

related topos of travel94 that occurs for most philosophers also, or a visit

from the Muses that occurs to only a few,95 exile makes concrete and

physical the philosopher’s intellectual and social alienation, attributed to

him by the biographers as a sign that he is set apart.96 In the case of

Heraclitus, the theme of voluntary exile and misanthropy go hand in

hand with the larger scheme of Heraclitus’ life and death. 
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For Heraclitus, in particular, the exile demonstrates not only the biogra-

phers’ hostility, but their intellectual ingenuity as well. By making Hera-

clitus turn his back on the people he was so commonly assumed to de-

spise,97 the biographers reduce him to animal status, just as, in their view, 

he had so often reduced “most people.” Heraclitus, in short, is now one of

the common herd, the beasts to whom he compared the people.98 Previ-

ously we saw fragments that expressed the comparison; the next set of

fragments have a more particular bearing on his exile and bestiality. 

43. If happiness lay in the pleasures of the body, then we would call cattle happy, for they find fodder to eat. (fr. 4)

Si felicitas esset in delectationibus corporis, boves felices diceremus, cum

inveniant orobum ad comedendum. 

44. Asses prefer garbage to gold. (fr. 9)

ονους σ υρµατ  αν ελ εσθαι µαλλον  η χρυσ ον᝽

45. All animals are driven to pasture by blows. (fr. 11)

παν γ αρ ερπετον πληγηι ν εµεται. 

Heraclitus’ personal contempt for the pleasures of the body and of society, 

found by the biographers in these fragments, now rebound upon him; like

the animals he speaks of, he too is driven to pasture and to the eating of

fodder. Not knowing, himself, how to distinguish good from bad and

hating everyone indiscriminately, he acts like a brute beast himself, lives

in solitude, and feeds upon grasses and herbs. Finally, his own arrogance

and contempt for the people have driven him to these extremes. 

Diogenes Laertius continues his account, “when, however, this [diet]

gave him dropsy . . .” Dropsy, or edema, an overabundance of water in the

body tissues,99 is the obvious disease for a philosopher so much associated

with water. Equally important are those fragments which speak of water

and its relationship or effect upon the soul. 

46. A dry soul is wisest and best. (fr. 118)

αυγ η ξηρ η ψυχ η σο␸ωτατη και αριστη. 

47. For souls, it is delight or death to become water. (fr. 77)
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ψυχηισι τ ερψιν  η θανατον υγρηισι γεν εσθαι. 

48. For souls, it is death to become water; for water, it is death to become earth: from earth comes water, from water, the soul. (fr. 36)

ψυχηισιν θανατος υδωρ γεν εσθαι, υδατι δ ε θανατος γην γεν εσθαι, εκ

γης δ ε υδωρ γινεται, εξ υδατος δ ε ψυχ η. 

49. Souls that perish in battle are purer than those that perish in disease. 

(fr. 136)

ψυχαι αρηι␸ατοι καθερ ωτεραι (σο)  η ενι νο υσοις. 

Heraclitus has now himself fallen prey to his philosophical beliefs; his

theories and precepts, which first led to his exile and diet, have now

destroyed him. By his own beliefs, as seen in citations 47 and 48, Heraclitus’ soul, through an overabundance of water in the body, has met its

death and will soon return to earth. Furthermore, since he achieved a wet

death in disease, and not a fiery one in battle, he had, according to cita-

tions 46 and 49, neither the wisest nor the best soul. 

Diogenes Laertius then brings Heraclitus down from the mountains,  “he

 went back down to the city and in riddling manner asked the physicians if they could, after heavy rains, create drought. When they did not understand . . .” 

Earlier, we saw numerous references to the obscurity of Heraclitus’ work, 

charges that he deliberately made it obscure and inaccessible, and Timon’s

description of Heraclitus as a “riddler.” Here, Heraclitus is made to pay for

these sins by posing his question in this enigmatic way. His arrogance is

again seen in his attempt to cure himself; his disdain for the medical

profession occurs in another fragment. 

50. For the physicians, cutting and burning and trying all sorts of remedies, torture their patients, asking in addition a fee which they don’t

deserve, since they accomplish the same thing as the disease. (fr. 58)

οι γουν ιατροι, τ εµνοντες, καιοντεσ, παντηι βασανιζοντες κακως τους

αρρωστουντας, επαιτ εονται µηδ εν αξιοι µισθον λαµβανειν παρ α των

αρρωστο υντων, ταυτ α εργαζ οµενοι, τ α αγαθ α και τ ας ν οσους. 

The physicians (and the biographers) now have their revenge; unable to

understand Heraclitus’ riddle, they are unable to treat him. At the same
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time, they are embodying a standard Heraclitean lament, that people are

unable to see what is right in front of them.100

Diogenes Laertius continues,  “he buried himself in a cow-shed, hoping that

 the heat of the dung would draw out the water. Achieving nothing by this, 

 though, he died . . .”  Clearly, Heraclitus’ bizarre treatment is drawn from his words in the following fragments. 

51. Swine prefer mud to clean water. (fr. 13)

υες βορβ ορωι ηδονται µαλλον  η καθαρωι υδατι. 

52. Pigs wash themselves in mud, birds in dust or ash. (fr. 37)

sues caeno, cohortales aves pulvere vel cinere lavari. 

53. Corpses are more worthy to be thrown out than dung. (fr. 96)

ν εκυεσ γ αρ κοπριων εκβλητ οτεροι. 

Nor was the treatment without a redeeming aspect of sound medical prac-

tice; dung, in fact, was a general cure-all in the ancient world and, in cases

of dropsy, was applied externally.101 Folk medicine and revenge, then, are

combined here in a grotesque parody to cover Heraclitus with dung. The

treatment is another of the rebound anecdotes in which the philosopher’s

own words rebound upon him. Heraclitus is like the swine who prefer mud

in citations 51 and 52. 102 Heraclitus’ words on the worthlessness of the body after death, in citation 53, is reflected in the contemptible treatment of his own body.103 Further, this degrading death would be thought appropriate

for one whose religious beliefs lay outside the realm of traditional belief, as is discussed later in this chapter. 

The death story, however, involves even more of Heraclitus’ work, for

the biographers were men of some knowledge, if only of the wide-ranging

sort. That they were possessed of erudition, if not understanding, is evident

from their use of the less obvious, more cosmological parts of Heraclitus’

work, as well as the more obvious fragments mentioned previously. 

We saw, in the discussion of citations 14, 27, 28, and 46 through 49, the many fragments that led to an association of Heraclitus and water. 

Less apparent are those Heraclitean statements about fire and water and

the Heraclitean theory of the unity of opposites. Theophrastus, following

Aristotle’s lead, was eager to reduce Heraclitus’ philosophy to a strict and
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even simplistic material monism.104 Accordingly, Heraclitus was singled

out as the early philosopher who identified fire as the single material from

which and through which the cosmos had been derived.105 Diogenes

Laertius, who takes his account of Heraclitus’ theories from Theophras-

tus,106 explains the influence of fire upon water, in the resultant statement

of Heraclitus’ theory of exhalations.107

54. For fire, by contracting turns into moisture, and this condensation

turns into water; water again when congealed, turns into earth . . . then

again, earth is liquefied, and thus gives rise to water, and from water the

rest of the series is derived. Heraclitus reduces nearly everything to exhala-

tions from the sea. (DL 9.9)

Πυκνο υµενον γ αρ το πυρ εξυγραινεσθαι συνισταµεν ον τε γινεσθαι



υδωρ, πηγν υµενον δ ε το υδωρ εις γην τρ επεσθαι᝽ παλιν τε α υ τ ην γην



χεισθαι, εξ ης το υδωρ γινεσθαι, εκ δ ε το υτου τ α λοιπα, σχεδον παντα

επι τ ην αναθυµιασιν αναγων τ ην απο της θαλαττης᝽

Heraclitus’ own statement, from which this account had first been

interpreted by Theophrastus, summarized by Diogenes Laertius above, is

expressed in the fragment as follows. 

55. Fire’s changes: first sea, and of sea the half is earth, the half-lightening flash. (fr. 31)

πυρος τροπαι πρωτον θαλασσα, θαλασσης δ ε το µ εν ηµισυ γη, το δ ε

ηµισυ πρηστηρ. 

It is Theophrastus and Diogenes Laertius, in fact, who reduce “nearly

everything” to a series of exhalations.108 In the death story, Heraclitus is

made once more to act out his theories as they were understood by others:

the heat of the dung, according to their interpretations, will produce

exhalations from the water in the body, and thus produce the demanded

drought after rain; thus we have yet another of the anecdotes in which the

philosopher’s theories ironically, and this time fatally, rebound upon

him.109 Moreover, the anecdote also refers to Heraclitus’ theory of oppo-

sites, a theory which greatly contributed to his death. 

Heraclitus’ theory of opposites speaks of the essential unity that exists

in the interplay or hidden connective tension between seeming opposites
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that, in reality, are the opposed extremes of a single entity. Night and

day, for example, although they seem like opposites, are in reality the

opposed extremes of a single entity of time measured within a twenty-

four-hour framework. It is the tension between the two extremes that

creates their essential reality and unification into a single unity, the

twenty-four-hour day. Therefore, states that seem like polar opposites, 

such as day and night, young and old, or living and dead, by their tension, 

form an essential unified entity, a twenty-four-hour day, the living por-

tion of a human life, and the complete cycle of a human life. If we

consider the fragment of Heraclitus that states:

56. And the same thing exists in us living and dead, and waking and

sleeping, and young and old: for these things changed around are those, 

and those changed around are these. (fr. 88)

ταυτ ο τ ενι ζων και τεθνηκος και [το] εγρηγορος και καθευδον και

ν εον και γηραι ον᝽ ταδε γ αρ µεταπεσ οντα εκεινα εστι κ ακεινα παλιν

µεταπεσ οντα ταυτα. 

we find in this statement the expression of unity between opposed states. 

Their supposed opposition is simply the result of a limited, subjective

(unenlightened)110 viewpoint. Further, states such as living/dead or young/

old, taken to be polar opposites by “most men,” instead form a totality of

human life whose essence is a single unity. 

The theory of opposites, so called, has long caused problems in Hera-

clitean scholarship.111 We can, in fact, trace the problem as far back as

Aristotle, who took the theory to mean that opposites were identical and

the same. For example, Aristotle interpreted Heraclitus to say that oppo-

sites such as good and bad are the same and identical.112 This in turn led

Theophrastus and others to believe that Heraclitus denied the law of

contradictions,113 falsely attributing to him the identical nature of oppo-

sites, rather than their connective tension and essential unity. With this

and the mistaken and common belief that fire was Heraclitus’ first or

principal material in mind, we see why Heraclitus was the only philosopher

to die covered with dung. In the death anecdote, Heraclitus depends upon

his principal material, fire, to draw out its opposite, water, by exhalation. 

The physicians, no more able than most men to see what is right before

them, also cannot synthesize or associate Heraclitus’ theory of opposites

with his condition. Heraclitus, characteristically obscure, cannot resist
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living up to his nickname and puts the problem to them in a riddle, which

results in his death.114

Diogenes Laertius concludes his version of Heraclitus’ death with an

epigram of his own creation, to be discussed later in this section. He then

adds Hermippus’ version of Heraclitus’ death, which adds only that Hera-

clitus was buried in the agora or marketplace. This small addition brings

up an interesting point, however, for public burial may indicate another

biographical topos, that of posthumous honors. Several other philosophers

are (at least biographically) so honored after their death, Plato, Pythag-

oras, and Epicurus among them,115 and Diogenes Laertius gives us several

hints that this may be the case for Heraclitus also. 

First, burial in the agora often indicates cult or heroic status, such as

Homer achieved after his death and to which Heraclitus’ burial has been

compared.116 Second, in his discussion of Heraclitus’ work, Diogenes

Laertius remarks (9.7) that the fame of his work was such that a sect of

Heracliteans was founded after his death. Philosophers, like other au-

thors,117 often experience this contradiction in their biographies; hated

and scorned while alive, they are loved and respected after they die. This

reversal, which became a biographical topos, stems from the peculiarly

ambivalent attitude of ancient Greeks for their “great men,” an envy and

hatred expressed in the hostile biographical tradition toward the living

subject that allows for a reverential turnabout once the subject is safely

dead.118 Heraclitus, toward whom an almost exclusively hostile tradition

exists, nonetheless acquires, to a limited extent, heroic status after his

death.119

Neanthes, whose account agrees with that of Hermippus as given by

Diogenes Laertius, adds one essential point: that Heraclitus, covered with

dung and unrecognizable because of it, was torn apart by dogs. Here we have

another example of the inability (this time on the part of dogs!) to see

something for what it is; once again, Heraclitus’ words are turned back upon

him. The detail of the dogs comes, in part, from yet another fragment. 

57. For dogs bark at those whom they don’t know. (fr. 97)



κ υνες γ αρ καταβαυζουσιν ων  αν µ η γιν ωσκωσι. 

This fragment, besides its immediate common sense, has a deeper, more

philosophical undertone, human hostility toward new ideas.120 The frag-

ment may even refer to the hostility that Heraclitus’ ideas encountered, 
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and his regret, expressed elsewhere, that most people prefer to blindly

follow popular thought and popular teachers. That hostility, ultimately, 

was turned against Heraclitus. 

In another fragment, Heraclitus remarks that, 

58. And yet, they purify themselves by defiling themselves with more

blood, as one might, by stepping into mud, wash themselves of that mud. 

And he would be thought mad, if some other would see him acting this

way. (fr. 5)



καθαιρονται δ αλλωι αιµατι µιαιν οµενοι ο ιον ει τις εις πηλον εµβ ας

πηλωι απονιζοιτο. µαινεσθαι δ  αν δοκοιη, ει τις αυτον ανθρ ωπων

επι␸ρασαιτο ουτω ποι εοντα. 

Heraclitus’ new intellectual direction affected his view of religion as well

as philosophy; indeed, the universality of the Logos demands integration

of the two. In citation 58, we see criticism of traditional religious practice that, according to most scholars, contributes significantly to the final

detail of the death story, being eaten by dogs. West, however, sees in

Heraclitus’ death by dung and dogs allusion to Zoroastrianism; a purifica-

tion ritual in the  Avesta  calls for the polluted man to rub himself with bull urine and for a dog to watch him as he dies.121 Fairweather, justly

critical of this interpretation, demonstrates that Heraclitus, as a nontradi-

tional religious thinker, died the death reserved for the enemies of tradi-

tional religion, atheists, and heretics alike. Other examples of the topos

occur in the death of not only the mythical Acteon, but the philosopher

Diogenes and the playwright Euripides as well.122 Statements such as

citation 58 with its criticism of cult practices may well have given the biographers the means to cast Heraclitus as an enemy of religion and thus

inspiring his death by dogs. 

I agree with Fairweather here; Heraclitus’ statement in citation 80 (“For dogs bark at those they don’t know.”) presented the biographers with too

neat and ready-made an opportunity to resist, especially if it fit with an

already established death for those who stray from the paths of orthodoxy. 

And the gradual build-up of details in the entire death story—withdrawal, 

vegetarianism, dropsy, doctors, riddles, children, dung, dogs—strongly

suggests a composite tale, carefully selected, elaborated, and perfected

into a speaking death, composed by Heraclitus but orchestrated by his

biographers. 
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However logical the explanations, the story of Heraclitus’ death re-

mains one of the most grotesque and malicious on record, without a single

redeeming factor in it. And yet one is forced to admire the collaborative

cleverness with which the biographers combined so many different facets

of Heraclitus’ work to create the coherent whole. That cleverness is not

always so apparent, especially when it comes to Diogenes Laertius’ epi-

grams. But even these may reveal how Diogenes Laertius’ interpretation of

his subject’s philosophy should be analyzed. For Heraclitus, Diogenes

Laertius gives three epigrams: his own, which follows his account of the

death, and two others given later in his chapter. We will deal with these

latter ones first. 

59. Heraclitus am I. Why do you drag me up and down, uncultured

boors? 

It was not for you that I labored, but for those who understand

me. 

One man is worth thirty thousand, but the countless mass is as

Nothing. This will I proclaim, even in Persephone’s domain. 

(DL 9.16 ⫽  AP  7.128)

Ηρακλειτος εγ ω᝽ τι µ ανω κατω ελκετ αµουσοι; 

ουχ υµιν επ ονουν, τοις δ εµ επισταµ ενοις. 



ε ις εµοι ανθρωπος τρισµ υριοι, οι δ αναριθµοι

ουδεις. ταυτ αυδω και παρ α Φερσε␸ ονηι. 

The poem by now holds no real surprises, lifted as it is from Heraclitus’

work. The germane fragments are the following. 

60. The way up and the way down are one and the same.123 (fr. 60)

οδος ανω κατω µια και ωυτη. 

61. For what intelligence or understanding have they? They believe in the bards of the people and use the mass as teachers, not knowing that, ‘Many

are bad, few good.’ (fr. 104)

τις γ αρ αυτων ν οος  η ␸ρην; δηµων αοιδοισι πειθονται και διδασκαλωι

χρειωνται οµιλωι ουκ ειδ οτες οτι οι πολλοι κακοι, ολιγοι δ ε αγαθοι. 
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62. To me, one man is worth multitudes, if he is best. (fr. 49)





ε ις εµοι µ υριοι, ε αν αριστος ηι. 

63. When he is there, they arise and become watchful guardians of the

living and the dead. (fr. 63)

ενθα δ ε οντι επανιστασθαι και ␸ υλακας γινεσθαι εγερτι ζ ωντων και

νεκρων. 

The appropriateness of citations 60, 61, and 62 to the epigram are immediately clear. The implication of the last citation, 63, that there is an afterlife, of some sort and at least for certain souls, may have suggested to the

epigrammist Heraclitus’ proclamation from the underworld. Originality, we

should remember, was not an essential or even highly regarded quality in

the ancient world; the epigrammist is playing upon well-established rules in

drawing so obviously upon his subject’s work. Of interest to us, rather, is the demonstration of biographical methodology, how the author drew upon his

own knowledge (and interpretation) of Heraclitus’ work to create a speech

characteristic of his subject. Note, too, that in citation 59, Heraclitus’ work takes on his characteristic snobbish and insulting tone, when it speaks to

the “uncultured boors” and the “countless mass” who wrongfully handle it. 

The next epigram is more subtle in sense and more laudatory in tone. 

64. Don’t unroll too hastily to the winding stick the book

Of Heraclitus the Ephesian. It is indeed an almost inaccessible

road. 

Darkness and gloom without light are there. But should an initiate

Guide you, it shines more openly than sunlight.124 (DL 9.16 ⫽

 AP  9.540)

µ η ταχ υς Ηρακλειτου επ οµ␸αλον ειλεε β υβλον

του␸εσιου᝽ µαλα τοι δ υσβατος ατραπιτ ος. 

ορ␸ν η και σκ οτος εστιν αλαµπετον᝽  ην δ ε σε µ υστης

εισαγαγηι, ␸ανερου λαµπρ οτερ ηελιου. 

In this epigram we also see allusion to the difficulty and obscurity of

Heraclitus’ work and, in the second sentence, a second allusion to citation

60, the road or way of Heraclitean thought and metaphor. Kirk considers
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the epigram of “higher poetic quality, and the imagery from the Mysteries

(in which the novice was led from darkness into the brilliantly lit scene of

revelation) is effective: the suggestions, too, that beneath the obscurity of

Heraclitus’ style a clear and penetrating thought is concealed, is not a

common one.”125

With this second epigram, then, we get the sense that Heraclitus’

philosophy and its rendering was indeed difficult, but not impossible. It

hints that the mystery of his thought, once revealed, would reward the

reader’s hard work with its revealed wisdom.126 It further suggests that

some readers, at least, could appreciate the thought inherent to the style

and recognize the brilliance behind it. The epigram reminds us, then, that

not all chose to dismiss Heraclitean philosophy as merely a source for

derisive anecdotes and that epigrams too, if we let them, tell us a great

deal about their subject and the attitude of the epigrammatist toward their

subject. 

Diogenes Laertius’ own epigram, which follows his account of Heracli-

tus’ death, presents different problems. However, in addition to the usual

reference to the obscurity of Heraclitus’ work, we find an idea worth

pursuing. 

65. Many times did I marvel at Heraclitus, how having drained his life

To the dregs, he died in this ill-fated way:

For a foul disease flooded his body and water, quenching the

Light in his eyes, brought on darkness and gloom. (DL 9.4 ⫽  AP

7.127)

Πολλακις Ηρακλειτον εθα υµασα, πως ποτε το ζην





ωδε διαντλ ησας δ υσµορος ειτ εθανεν᝽

σωµα γ αρ αρδε υουσα κακ η ν οσος υδατι ␸ ελλος

εσβεσεν εκ βλε␸αρων και σκ οτον ηγαγετο. 

The first two lines are obviously another reference to the barley-drink that

Heraclitus “drains” in citation 15 above and to the water imagery so

strongly associated with Heraclitus. The second two lines refer to Hera-

clitus’ assertion in citations 47 and 48 that it is death for souls to become water and indeed demonstrate how strongly the idea of light and sight

were associated with thought and knowledge in the philosophy of Heracli-

tus. Without them, there is only darkness, gloom, and death.127

And there we have it: a difficult philosopher and a difficult philosophy, 
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but not an impossible one, nor one grounded in arrogance or misanthropy. 

Heraclitus hints rather than reveals, makes unremitting demands on our

intellect, patience, and efforts, and refuses to easily yield the extraordinary brilliance and individuality of his thoughts, rapt in their oracular expression. On the other hand, to label Heraclitus as moody, melancholic, and

misanthropic because of the difficulty of his style is to give the biographers

the last word. And in spite of their best efforts, Heraclitus won from them

the prize that he himself declared best in citation 42, fame everlasting among mortal men. 

T H R E E

D E M O C R I T U S
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1. His character can be seen from his writing. (DL 9.38)

δηλον δ ε κ 	ακ των συγγραµµατων οιος 	ην. 

2. Men remember one’s mistakes rather than one’s successes. . . . (fr. 265)



θρωποι µεµν εαται µαλλον η των ε 	υ πεποιηµ ενων. 

Research into the life and work of Democritus, best known of the Greek

atomists, is sadly hampered by the one-sided nature of his extant writings; 

a fair amount of his ethical work remains, but his scientific theories are

known only from secondhand sources.1 The relationship between his work

and his biography, therefore, can only partially be recovered, although the

secondary sources do, in many cases, amply reveal the biographical mind

at work. We begin with his early life. 
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Democritus himself gives us some indication of his age and era. In his

 Lesser World System,  Democritus says he was forty years younger than

Anaxagoras, giving himself a birth date of about 460–57 BCE. This agrees

with the Eightieth Olympiad birth date given by Apollodorus and is

generally accepted.2

Democritus is almost universally regarded as a native of Abdera,3 and

his father’s name is given as either Hegesistratus, Athenocritus, or Dama-

sippus.4 From the biographies, we can infer that, as usual, his father was a

man of wealth and influence, further said to have entertained Xerxes (DL

9.34–36). Traditionally, it was through his family friendship that Democri-

tus received his early training; the biographers tell us that Xerxes left

behind Magi and Chaldaeans who taught Democritus astronomy and

theology. The story seems to have originated with Valerius Maximus for, 

although Diogenes Laertius in making the statement (9.34) refers his

readers to Herodotus, he gives no specific citation.5 The passages of

Herodotus generally thought germane are 7.109, which discusses Xerxes’

route toward Greece, including Abdera, and 8.120, which speaks of Xer-

xes’ possible return route to Persia, again through Abdera. Perhaps

Diogenes Laertius assumes that it was during one of these marches that

Xerxes left the Magi and Chaldaeans behind in the household. However, 

the dates are rather problematic, given that Xerxes’ war on Greece is

dated to 480 BCE; given Democritus’ accepted birth date (460–57 BCE), 

the Magi and Chaldaeans would have had to linger in the household some

twenty-five years for Democritus to have benefited by their presence.6

There is, in fact, little support for the story of Democritus’ eastern tutors, 

especially when, as we will see, they are used to support questionable

stories of Democritus’ magic powers. Furthermore, the tradition of teach-

ers from the east amounts to a general topos common in the lives of the

philosophers, in which east meets west. In the life of Pythagoras, for

example, Diogenes Laertius, discussing Pythagoras’ travel and education

(8.3), states that after a sojourn in Egypt, Pythagoras visited the Magi and

Chaldaeans. This reoccurring topos, of archaic philosophers who learn

from eastern wise men, is also seen in the life of Thales, Plato, and Pyrrho, 

among others. It should be regarded not as biographically true, but rather

as anecdotally popular, part of the larger east-west topos common in the
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lives of the philosophers, although more applicable for some philosophers

than for others.7

We have little reliable information about Democritus’ training or teach-

ers, although Diogenes Laertius gives us a wealth of information on these

subjects, albeit in confused and confusing fashion. Summarily put, from

Diogenes Laertius we have reports that Democritus was a student of

Leucippus (9.34), of Anaxagoras (9.24), of Pythagoras or of “Pythagore-

ans” (9.38), and of Oenopides (9.41), whom “he mentions.” 

Diogenes Laertius, with his vague allusion to Oenopides, immediately

alerts us to the characteristic methodology of biographers and their

sources, which is to invent a relationship between their subject and any

person mentioned in the subject’s work, as we saw for Empedocles and his

“student” Pausanias.8 As we will see, the dangers of this method increase

when forgeries and false attributions of the subject’s work abound, as they

do for Democritus.9 In the works of Democritus now considered genuine, 

however, there is no mention of Oenopides. The tradition of Oenopides

as Democritus’ teacher, therefore, may have originated with a pseudo-

Democritean text that mentions Oenopides, just as the name of Plato’s

teacher, Dionysus, was derived from the pseudo-Platonic  Amatores,  which mentions Dionysus as a teacher.10

Conversely, the identification of Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher

may reflect a different direction in methodology and in the biographical

tradition that exists for Democritus. In the biographies, Oenopides is

frequently linked with Pythagoras, whose astronomical and mathematical

theories he is said either to have stolen or to have agreed with.11 One

source links Pythagoras, Oenopides, and Democritus as philosophers who

traveled east to gain mathematical and astronomical knowledge, particu-

larizing the east-west topos in the lives of these three philosophers, ex-

plaining the identification of Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher in Diog-

enes Laertius, and linking three philosophers not usually associated, by

their eastern travels.12 The other similarities in the lives of Pythagoras and

Democritus that result from the use of Pythagoras’ life as model for Demo-

critus are discussed later in this chapter. 

Another philosopher “mentioned” by Democritus, according to Diog-

enes Laertius, was Protagoras (9.41). Elsewhere, Democritus is said to be

Protagoras’ teacher: as the story goes, Democritus was so taken with

Protagoras’ skills as a porter that he adopted Protagoras as a student.13 The

association of Democritus and Protagoras probably stems not from philo-

sophical similarities or shared doctrines, but from shared citizenship, as
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both were from Abdera.14 It was not uncommon in the biographies for the

fame of one citizen to reflect upon a fellow citizen, as indeed we saw in the

shared fame of the fellow Sicilians Empedocles, Hieron, and Theron.15

Otherwise, the account of a student-teacher relationship between Demo-

critus and Protagoras has little to recommend it. 

As Diogenes Laertius continues his account, he tells us that Democritus

also mentions Zeno and Parmenides and their doctrine of the One. He

explains that “they were the most talked about people of his day” (9.41). 

Typically, it is their notoriety, and not their philosophy, that Diogenes

Laertius emphasizes. Such notoriety, if it did exist and was of interest to

Democritus, would rest in their philosophical doctrine of the indivisible

One, which neither comes into being nor changes, a belief that other

philosophers, including atomists such as Democritus, would henceforth of

necessity address.16 If Democritus did indeed mention Zeno and Par-

menides, either personally or as the spokesman of the Eleatic school associ-

ated with them, those remarks are now lost to us. We can only posit their

philosophical influence on Democritus as on other philosophers of the era. 

There is not, however, any necessity, other than biographical, to adduce a

personal relationship between them, as does Diogenes Laertius.17

However, Diogenes Laertius’ account still functions usefully as an ex-

ample of biographical method in general and of the topos in which philo-

sophical influence is elaborated into a personal relationship in particular. 

For in the next report, we find that Anaxagoras is also mentioned as one of

Democritus’ teachers and that this relationship is also complicated by a

series of overlapping biographical conventions. As we begin to separate

teachers and biographical traditions, we find that several variations of the

student-teacher topos exist in the life of Democritus for several different

reasons. So far, we have seen that mentioning someone (and, as we will see, 

not mentioning someone) was acceptable grounds for assuming personal or

professional relationships (Oenopides as Democritus’ teacher, for example)

that shared citizenship could be elaborated into a student-teacher relation-

ship (Democritus as Protagoras’ teacher), and that a student-teacher rela-

tionship could be inferred from philosophical beliefs or reactions to other

philosophical beliefs (e.g., Democritus’ atomic theory in reply to Parmen-

ides and Zeno on the doctrine of the indivisible One becomes a biographi-

cal tradition of Parmenides as Democritus’ teacher). 

Many of these relationships, as noted, are introduced by vague phrases, 

such as “others mention” or “it is said,” and here too, we find Diogenes

Laertius using similar phrasing. Diogenes Laertius tells us that Democritus
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“met” Anaxagoras and Leucippus, two philosophers who, again, are not

usually associated by location, dates, or philosophical beliefs.18 Anaxag-

oras, unfortunately, is notoriously hard to date and cannot be ruled out on

chronological grounds alone, although I follow Kirk and Raven19 in assign-

ing him dates of ca. 500–428 BCE, with a floruit of ca. 480 BCE, which

places his birth date roughly forty years after that of Democritus. So while

it is not chronologically impossible for the two to have met, there is no

real evidence for it, even if we assume, as many do, that Democritus

traveled to Athens at least once (a rather dubious fragment, discussed

later in this chapter, states that “I came to Athens and no one knew me.”)

Furthermore, the association of Anaxagoras with Leucippus in Diogenes

Laertius’ account leads us to believe that the impetus behind reports of a

meeting are philosophical in nature, rather than personal, a meeting of

minds rather than of persons. With this meeting, we have representatives

of the philosophers and philosophies most concerned with a response to

the idea of the Eleatic school. Anaxagoras, according to the extant frag-

ments of his work we now possess, responded to Parmenides and the

Eleatic school, as did atomists such as Democritus and Leucippus, but in

rather stronger terms. Anaxagoras challenged the Parmidean doctrine of

the indivisible One by positing an indefinite number of elemental ingredi-

ents or “numberless seeds.” Furthermore, this last phrase, if it belongs to

the vocabulary of Anaxagoras himself (or to scholastic periphrasis, i.e., 

the scholiast on Gregorius Nazianzenus who preserved the argument20), 

may have suggested use of the characteristic atomic vocabulary to the

biographers and thus strengthened the notion of an association between

Anaxagoras and Leucippus to combat the Parmenidean doctrine of the

One. However, Anaxagoras’ reputed relationship with Democritus, as we

will see, is not an easy one to catalogue. 

In any case, Diogenes Laertius so often introduces his less credible discus-

sions of students and their teachers by alleging that one philosopher

“heard” or “met” or “followed” another that his phrasing supports the

notion that such relationships should be understood as one of intellectual, 

rather than personal, influence. The motives behind establishing such a

relationship, as we have seen, are variable.21 They may be purely biographi-

cal, an honest attempt to identify the subject’s teachers or students22 or they may be doxographical, an attempt to establish chronological and philosophical links between generations and schools of philosophers, to, as

Fairweather has it, “replace the complications of historical reality with a

semblance of order.”23 Here, Democritus chronologically and philosophi-
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cally follows Anaxagoras, as Protagoras follows him. Such reports may, 

however, be an attempt to exalt or diminish one philosopher at the expense

of another, as the report that Democritus derived his philosophy from

Pythagoras seeks to exalt Pythagoras at the expense of a diminished Democ-

ritus.24 Or the report may attempt to defame both parties, often by the

suggestion of a rather more intimate relationship between the two, as in the

case of Plato and Aster, a student of astronomy.25 Elsewhere, the report of

one philosopher as the student of another is used specifically to refute some

aspect of either philosopher’s work. 

The last motive is part of a larger biographical topos, that of the feud or

contest. Feuds, literary, philosophical, or intellectual, exist as far back as

the lives of Homer and Hesiod. They are often supported by false or

suspicious evidence, such as the  Certamen  or Contest between Homer and Hesiod or the letters between Thales and Pherycedes;26 by confronta-tional anecdotes,27 as in the several personal scenes of confrontation

recorded for Plato and Aristippus; or by the many reported instances of

book burning and charges of plagiarism that occur in the biographies as, 

for example, in the many reports of Plato’s philosophical thefts from

Pythagoras, works which he then claimed as his own.28 Within the frame-

work of the feud, different schools may feud against each other, using a

representational spokesman, or the feud may represent doctrinal differ-

ences between philosophers that have been elaborated into personal, 

hostile relationships.29

This latter example seems to have occurred in the reported feud between

Democritus and Anaxagoras, to which Diogenes Laertius devotes a special

section (9.35). After introducing Anaxagoras as Democritus’ teacher, 

Diogenes Laertius questions that report: How, he asks his readers, could this

be the case, when Democritus criticized Anaxagoras for having a “spite” 

against him because Anaxagoras did not “take” to him? Philosophically

speaking, Democritus’ resolution of the Eleatic controversy in ways differ-

ent from Anaxagoras30 would, biographically, account for the feud between

them, just as his reworking of Pythagorean theory to resolve that contro-

versy would account for the tradition of his study with Pythagoras.31

Diogenes Laertius’ hesitation to accept the tradition of Anaxagoras as

Democritus’ teacher rings true, even if his reason (spite) does not. The

tradition is not any more convincing to the modern reader: Diogenes

Laertius could not reconcile rumors of their personal enmity with a student-

teacher relationship; we cannot imagine a student-teacher relationship

based either upon a feud or upon a philosophical response to theory. 
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What we have seen, so far, is the biographical danger of one philoso-

pher meeting or mentioning another. Democritus meets Anaxagoras and

Leucippus and becomes their student; he mentions Oenopides and be-

comes his. As it turns out, however, not meeting or not mentioning a

philosopher is an equally hazardous experience, at least in the biographi-

cal world. 

For between Diogenes Laertius’ discussion of Democritus’ relationship

with Anaxagoras in 9.34–35 and his discussion of Democritus’ relation-

ship with Oenopides, Protagoras, Parmenides, and Zeno in 9.41–42 come

several anecdotes that deal with the relationship between Democritus and

Plato. It quickly emerges that their relationship is one of hostility, even

bitterness. Citing Aristoxenus as his source, Diogenes Laertius tells us that

Plato wanted to collect all of Democritus’ work to burn it. Diogenes

Laertius further tells us that there is “clear evidence” for Plato’s hostility, which he finds in the fact that, although Plato speaks of almost all the

early philosophers, he never mentions Democritus. To clarify matters and

to further emphasize his point, Diogenes Laertius (9.40) tells us that, in

fact, Plato deliberately excluded any mention of Democritus so he would

not have to match wits with Democritus, the “prince of philosophers.” 

Such rivalry between philosophers, explicit in the later statement about

matching of wits, is a common topos in the biographies, and Plato is quite

often at the heart of them. The feud between Plato and Democritus, in

truth, greatly resembles that between Plato and Xenophon and is a common

feature of both their biographies. In Diogenes Laertius, the two are charac-

terized as bitter rivals, and, as here, evidence for their feud is found in the fact that neither philosopher mentions the other. The report of their rivalry

and hostility was treated so seriously that some of each man’s work was

taken as a critical, philosophical response to the other. Xenophon’s  Cyro-

 paedia,  for example, was considered to have been written to criticize Plato’s Republic.  32

Should we find it odd or telling that Plato fails to mention Democri-

tus? Not at all, according to Riginos, given the different interests of the

two philosophers.33 Riginos attributes the report of their rivalry in Diog-

enes Laertius to the “malicious fabrications” of Diogenes Laertius’ source, 

Aristoxenus, a malice that traces back to the feud between Plato and

Aristippus and their rival theories on the highest good.34 Their feud, 

then, originates in intellectual or philosophical differences that were then

elaborated into personal quarrels and vendettas. Plato’s desire to burn

Democritus’ books is a striking example of a further elaboration of the
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topos, an attempt to give it concrete, physical form. However it is by no

means unusual in feuds of this sort. For although few books, if any, were

actually burned, the biographers give us a wealth of philosophers reput-

edly driven to this extreme: Aristotle wanted to burn Plato’s works, 

Protagoras wanted to burn Plato’s and Democritus’ work, and the Athe-

nians wanted to burn his.35

In the life of Democritus, Plato is thwarted in his desire for a book

burning by the Pythagorean philosophers Cliteas and Amyclas, who argue

not in terms of right and wrong, but of utility. There is no use in burning

the works, they declare, because they have already been widely dissemi-

nated and discussed. Their intervention and the fact that it is Pythagore-

ans who intervene introduce a further, doxographical, almost genealogi-

cal, aspect to the feud. Democritus’ use of Pythagorean theory (which

amounts to a biographical vindication of Pythagoras, if a slight diminish-

ing of Democritus) perhaps led later Pythagorean writers to anecdotally

claim and defend Democritus while addressing the famous feud between

Plato and Pythagoras. Plato was often accused of stealing Pythagorean

theory and presenting it as his own. Their rivalry often led to anecdotal

confrontations between the two schools, usually informed by later literary

and philosophical attempts to prove Plato as good or as competent a

philosopher as Pythagoras.36 Plato’s desire to burn Democritus’ work em-

phasizes the tradition of Plato’s jealousy of Democritus, as does the “evi-

dence” found in the fact that Plato never mentions him.37

In short: in biographical terms, Democritus could not have been

Anaxagoras’ student because he criticized Anaxagoras, but he could have

been a Pythagorean, because he admired Pythagoras. In fact, another

source, Thrasyllus, rather wistfully remarks that, had it not been for chro-

nological differences, Democritus could have been Pythagoras’ student. 

(Apparently, there were some chronological problems that not even the

biographers could explain away.) In the case of Oenopides and Plato, we

find reasoning of a similar sort: Democritus could have been the student of

Oenopides because he mentions Oenopides; he engaged in rivalry with

Plato, because Plato does not mention him. So bitter was their rivalry, so

intense was Plato’s jealousy, in fact, that Plato had to be restrained from

burning Democritus’ work by certain Pythagoreans, who may have been

defending Pythagoras or at least attacking Pythagoras’ rival (Plato) by

defending Plato’s enemy (Democritus). Protagoras, sometimes presented

as Democritus’ student, at other times wished to burn Democritus’ work

too, for reasons as yet unknown. In conclusion, we may simply say that, in
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discussions of philosophical succession and relationships between philoso-

phers, the more sensational the account, the better, as far as the biogra-

phers were concerned. The most we can hope for as readers is a hint here

and there of the philosophical influence one philosopher’s theories had

upon another, and even that is too often colored by sensationalism to be

truly helpful. But it does make for a good read.38

Having finished the reports of Democritus as the student of Anaxag-

oras, Pythagoras, Pythagoreans, and Oenopides, we are left only with the

tradition of Leucippus, whom Democritus is also said to have met, as his

teacher. Given what we know of the work and chronology of these two

early atomists, this is the only tradition that makes sense, and only if, once

again, we understand “teacher” to mean intellectual and philosophic influ-

ence. Leucippus, a slightly older contemporary of Democritus, whose

floruit we date to ca. 440 BCE, is almost universally regarded as the

originator of atomic theory, expounded in the work known as the  Greater

 World System  and perhaps elaborated by Democritus in his own  Lesser World System.  Leucippus too was forced to respond to the Eleatic question, specifically on the existence of change and movement, which he

found in the arrangement and rearrangement of atoms, and which ac-

counts for change in the greater world. Leucippus and Democritus are

mentioned almost in the same breath by ancient writers, and it is hard

indeed to distinguish between the two in terms of their contributions to

atomic theory. It is perhaps only by chronology that Leucippus, as the

elder, is thought to be Democritus’ teacher. The relationship between the

two, if indeed it existed, is now impossible to comment on. 

T R A V E L AN D F A M I L Y

Democritus, according to Diogenes Laertius, purposefully continued his

education through travel.39 By tradition and according to Diogenes Laer-

tius, Democritus traveled extensively: to Egypt, to learn geometry; to the

Red Sea and Persia, to learn from the Chaldaeans; to India, to learn from

the gymnosophists; perhaps even to Ethiopia, for studies unspecified. Al-

though travel, especially to the east, is a standard part of the biographical

scheme for philosophers, Democritus’ travel is unusual in its extent.40

When one turns to Democritus for work that might reflect his travel, we

predictably find several statements, or at least titles, to support his charac-

terization as world traveler. 
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3. I, of all the men during my time, have traveled most on earth, and

inquired into things most distant, and have seen the greatest number of

climates and lands, and listened to the greatest number of learned men, 

and in compositions to display my findings, no one has ever surpassed me, 

not even those called Arpedonaptae in Egypt. With these, I lived some

eighty years on foreign soil. (fr. 299)

ε	γ ω δ ε των κατ	 ε	µαυτον 	ανθρ ωπων γην πλειστην ε	πεπλανησαµην



ιστορ εων τ α µηκιστα και 	αερας τε και γ εας πλειστας ε	ιδον και λογιων

ανδρων πλειστων ε	πηκουσα και γραµµ εων συνθ εσιος µετ α 	αποδειξεως

ο	υδεις κ ω µε παρηλλαξεν ο	υδ	 οι Α	ιγυπτιων καλε οµενοι 	Αρπεδοναπ-

ται᝽ συν τοις δ	 ε	πι πασιν ε	π	 ετεα † ο	γδ ωκοντα ε	πι ξεινης ε	γενηθην	. 

4. On Meroe. (fr. 299a)

Περι των Μερ οη

5. Circumnavigation of the ocean. (fr. 299b)

Ωκεανου περιπλους

6. An account of Chaldaea. (fr. 299d)

Χαλδαικος λ ογος

7. An account of Phrygia. (fr. 299e)

Φρ υγιος λ ογος

Here, one thinks, is proof of Democritus’ extended travel, although

Diogenes Laertius (9.49) is oddly hesitant in introducing it, remarking, 

“Some include as separate items in the list of his works the following

(citations 3–7) from his notes.” In fact, these particular fragments come to us from work now considered doubtful if not downright spurious and are

not part of the work considered genuine.41 Of the entire (genuine)

Democritean corpus, a collection of some 298 fragments, only two speak

of travel to foreign lands and only in the most general, axiomatic manner. 

8. Life in a foreign land teaches self-sufficiency, for bread and a mattress of straw are the sweetest cures for hunger and fatigue. (fr. 246)
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ξενιτειη βιου α	υταρκειαν διδασκει᝽ µαζα γ αρ και στιβ ας λιµου και

κ οπου γλυκ υτατα 	ιαµατα. 

9. To a wise man, the whole earth is open. For a good soul, the entire

cosmos is his native land. (fr. 247)

ανδρι σο␸ωι πασα γη βατη᝽ ψυχης γ αρ 	αγαθης πατρις ο ξ υµπας

κ οσµος. 

Citations 8 and 9 are, as stated, considered genuine; need they, however, speak of or from personal experience? An argument might be made for

the personal validity of citation 8 although its moral, like that of citation 9, is gnomic in nature, a universal and timeless reflection not tied to specific

location, time, or event. However, the evidence of the spurious fragments, 

taken with the genuine ones, suggests a different conclusion, that state-

ments and fragments had to be found (or produced) as evidence for Democ-

ritus’ travel since it did not exist in his genuine work. We could, of course, 

accept all the fragments as genuine proof for the tradition of extensive

travel, although few scholars have been willing to do so. If we reject the

fragments, may we not also reject the tradition that they support?42 To my

mind, the tradition of extensive travel is as doubtful as the spurious frag-

ments and exists only as examples of biographical and methodological

elaboration of the biographical tradition for Democritus, couched anecdot-

ally and by topoi such as travel to the east. 

The topos of travel, especially that of travel to the east, surfaces here in

the life of Democritus in the form of concrete anecdotes, those that give

body and substance to some facet of the subject’s work. Such anecdotes

are by no means uncommon and often function in just this circular man-

ner, as we see in the life of Solon. First, biographical inferences are drawn

from Solon’s extant work, for example, when Solon speaks of himself as a

defender of Athens. This statement and its inferences then establish and

strengthen the tradition of Solon as a democratic reformer. Next, the

biographers attribute to Solon specific political actions and reforms. Fi-

nally, they support those attributions by reference to the original work

from which the statement and the inferences were drawn.43

My argument here, concerning Democritus’ travel and the false frag-

ments that support it, is that the biographical process may also function in

reverse. That is, the tradition may generate the text, rather than the text

the tradition, as usually happens. We have seen at least one instance of
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the phenomenon, in the life of Heraclitus.44 There, the biographers began

with a strongly established tradition of Heraclitus’ misanthropy inferred

from the genuine fragments, a few of which specifically mentioned the

Ephesians. So strong and accepted was that tradition that a pseudo-

Heraclitean fragment scolding the Ephesians crept into the accepted text

and was, for many years, accepted as genuine. 

This is the case also for Democritus and the false fragments that speak

of his travel. The fragments are used to support the tradition of that travel. 

The methodology is the same, but a part of the puzzle, the origin for the

tradition of the philosopher’s extensive travel, is missing. A topos, after

all, cannot be inserted into a life at random. The explanation, as always, is

to be found in the subject’s (genuine) work. 

Turning to those genuine extant fragments of Democritus’ work, we are

immediately struck by a paradoxical contrast between our view of the

work and that of ancient authors’. While modern scholars accepted De-

mocritus as the author of the  Lesser World System,  Leucippus is considered the author of the slightly earlier  Greater World System.  The exact opposite, however, was true in the ancient world; Diogenes Laertius and An-

tisthenes both speak of Democritus as the author of the  Greater World

 System.  45 The ancient attribution results from another tendency of biography, which is to make the elaborator or perfector of a system or theory its

inventor. Since Democritus perfected and elaborated Leucippus’ atomic

theory as set forth in the earlier  Greater World System,  he was credited with its authorship as well.46

At this point, a further pre-existing and well-established topos of biogra-

phy comes into play, the philosopher who travels to pursue his education

and training. The tradition of the travelling philosopher had become a

standard part of the philosophical biography and could be drawn upon at

will to round out a subject’s life. Given this topos and the titles of the

 Greater  and  Lesser World System,  the biographical conclusion was obvious. 

Biographers and commentators began with the attribution of the  Greater

 World System  to Democritus, an attribution which rests upon the topos of perfector as inventor. Then, since according to the biographical mind, a

philosopher’s work always reflects personal experience, Democritus must

have had experience with the greater world and then, like all philoso-

phers, according to another topos, he must have traveled. In fact, he must

have traveled more and indeed traveled the known world, as the title of

his work implies. (One cannot, of course, write a work called the  Greater

or even the  Lesser World System  unless one has traveled that world.) And
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surely there must be more statements or titles to support the notion of

travel. These are indeed found in citations 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. Where do these spurious fragments come from? Simply from the biographical desire to give

concrete form to philosophical theory, so often observed in the anecdotes, 

characterizations, and even text. In short, the tradition and the spurious

fragments illustrate, quite wonderfully, the circular thought and logic of

biographical methodology: the transformation of philosophical thought

into physical reality has occurred by transforming the “author” of the

 Greater World System  into a world traveler, with works and an autobio-

graphical statement to prove it. 

From travel, we turn to Democritus’ family background. From Diogenes

Laertius’ account, we learn that the philosopher comes from a well-to-do, 

politically prominent family, as is usual in the biographies.47 What is

unusual is his account of the division of Democritus’ paternal estate. 

10. Being the third son, Democritus possessed his share of the family

property. Most say he chose the smaller fortune, which was in money, for

travel; besides, his brothers were crafty enough to see that this would be

his choice. Demetrius estimates Democritus’ share at over one hundred

talents, the whole of which he spent. (DL 9.35–36).48

τριτον τε οντα 	αδελ␸ ον νειµασθαι τ ην ο	υσιαν᝽ και οι µ εν πλειους ␸ασι

τ ην ε	λαττω µοιραν ελ εσθαι τ ην ε	ν 	αργυριωι, χρειαν εχοντα 	αποδ-

ηµησαι, τουτο κ 	ακεινων δολιως υποπτευσαντων. ο δ ε ∆ηµ ητριος υπ ερ



εκατον ταλαντα ␸ησιν ε	ιναι α	υτωι το µ ερος, &α παντα καταναλωσαι. 

The first point to note about this anecdote is its etiological aspect; it

does not simply support the tradition of extensive travel, but explains how

travel was possible from a practical point of view.49 Next, Democritus, as

noted, comes from a privileged background. In the anecdote, he properly

relinquishes both money and position for the sake of his work and re-

search through travel. However, the anecdote cannot, strictly speaking, 

be identified as the usual topos of the philosopher’s disdain for wealth,50

since he does accept his share of the estate. Rather, his practical and

research-oriented acceptance of the means to travel, are the concrete

embodiment of sentiments expressed in his work. 

11. He who chooses the values of the soul chooses things more divine, while he who chooses those of the body, chooses things more human. (fr. 37)
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ο τ α ψυχης 	αγαθ α αιρε οµενος τ α θει οτερα αιρ εεται᝽ ο δ ε τ α σκηνεος τ α

ανθρωπηια. 

12. Fame and wealth without understanding are not secure possessions. 

(fr. 77)

δ οξα και πλουτος ανευ ξυν εσιος ο	υκ 	ασ␸αλ εα κτηµατα. 

13. Evil gains bring loss of virtue. (fr. 220)

κακ α κ ερδεα ζηµιαν 	αρετης ␸ ερει. 

14. Hope of evil gains are the beginning of loss. (fr. 221)

ε	λπις κακου κ ερδεος 	αρχ η ζηµιης. 

Another fragment speaks even more specifically to the situation at hand

and further illuminates the anecdote. Here, Democritus talks about family

finances and the problems entailed in settling an estate; the biographers, 

of course, took the statement as autobiographical. 

15. For children, it is most necessary to divide property as far as possible, at the same time, to attend to them, so that they don’t do some ruinous

thing, from having it in their hands. For they become more miserly and

more acquisitive, and compete with each other. And payments made in

common don’t distress as much as individual ones, nor the income cheer, 

but far less so. (fr. 279)

τοις παισι µαλιστα χρ η των 	ανυστων δατεισθαι τ α χρ ηµατα, και 'αµα

ε	πιµ ελεσθαι α	υτων, µη τι 	ατηρον ποι εωσι δι α χειρ ος εχοντες᝽ 'αµα µ εν

γ αρ πολλον ␸ειδ οτεροι γιγνονται ε	ς τ α χρ ηµατα και προθυµ οτεροι

κτασθαι, και 	αγωνιζονται 	αλληλοισιν. ε	ν γ αρ τωι ξυνωι τ α τελε υµενα



ο	υκ 	ανιαι 'ωσπερ 	ιδιηι ο	υδ	 ε 	υθυµει τ α ε	πικτ ωµενα, 	αλλ α πολλωι ησσον. 

Democritus’ father, alas, seems to have acted without the benefit of his

son’s advice, and Democritus’ prediction has come true. In the anecdote, 

his brothers have become more miserly and acquisitive; their “craftiness” 

manifests the truth of Democritus’ statements.51 The brothers’ anecdotal

greed was suggested to the biographers, no doubt, by those of Democritus’

statements that address enmity within the family. 
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16. The hatred of kinsmen is far more painful than that of strangers. (fr. 90)

η των συγγενων εχθρη της των ο	θνειων χαλεπωτ ερη µαλα. 

17. Not all relatives are friends, only those who agree about what is

advantageous. (fr. 107)

␸ιλοι ο	υ παντες οι ξυγγεν εες, 	αλλ	 οι ξυµ␸ων εοντες περι του ξυµ␸ ερ-

οντος. 

In the anecdote about division of the estate (citation 10), the biographers show Democritus tricked and cheated out of his fair share by his brothers. 

This suggests not only his brothers’ guile, but a certain impractical, ab-

stract, or vague trait in Democritus’ character; he did, after all, let himself be cheated, even if for a more glorious, less mercenary, end. These traits

are brought out even more strongly in the next anecdote, which is also set

among his family. 

18. Democritus was so industrious that, appropriating a little house in the garden, he shut himself away there. Once, although his father led in a bull

for sacrifice and tied it up in that very spot, Democritus was not aware of it

for a considerable time, until his father, rousing him for the sacrifice, told

him about the bull. (DL 9.36)



λ εγει δ ε 'οτι τοσουτον 	ην ␸ιλ οπονος, 'ωστε του περικ ηπου δωµατι ον τι



αποτεµ οµενος κατακλειστος 	ην᝽ και ποτε του πατρος α	υτου προς θυσιαν

βουν 	αγαγ οντος και α	υτ οθι προσδησαντος, ικανον χρ ονον µ η γνωναι, 

'εως α	υτον ε	κεινος διαναστ ησας προ␸ασει της θυσιας και τ α περι τον

βουν διηγ ησατο. 

This industry or zeal for research and work is remarked upon several

times in the biography. Diogenes Laertius takes the anecdote of citation

18 from Demetrius of Magnesia, and follows it with a second story from

the same source. 

19. It seems, Demetrius says, that Democritus went to Athens and was not eager for recognition, because he despised fame. And he knew of Socrates, 

but was not known to him, for as he says, “I went to Athens and no one

knew me.” (fr. 116  ap.  DL 9.36)
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δοκει δ ε, ␸ησι, και 	Αθηναζε ε	λθειν και µ η σπουδασαι γνωσθηναι

δ οξης κατα␸ρονων. και ε	ιδ εναι µ εν Σωκρατη, 	αγνοεισθαι δ ε υπ	



α	υτου᝽ “ 	ηλθον γαρ, ␸ησιν, ε	ις 	Αθηνας και ουτις µε εγνωκεν. 

The connection between the two anecdotes is not immediately apparent

and Diogenes Laertius’ pairing of them has been criticized; his life of

Democritus has been singled out as rambling and disjointed. Mejer de-

scribes it as “a series of excerpts: although the Life is rather long, it does

not give a continuous biography of Democritus, but goes from one self-

contained section to another . . . and it is not unreasonable to assume that

this life, if any, illustrates Diogenes’ working method and ability as a

writer.”52 Elsewhere, unkind remarks have been made about “that scrap-

book that goes by the name of Diogenes Laertius.”53 While it is true that

Diogenes Laertius seems quite often to lump his material together without

discernible connection (the pairing of citations 18 and 19 would seem to prove that point), the charges are not always justified. In this instance at

least, Diogenes Laertius may have been guilty of a logical, connective

lapse or, on the other hand, he may have assumed a better informed

readership than he now possesses. The connection between the two anec-

dotes does, in fact, exist; we must simply turn to another source, Valerius

Maximus, to find it. When this source speaks of Democritus’ visit to

Athens, he speaks not of Socrates and whether or not the two philoso-

phers knew or knew of one another.54 Instead, he tells us that Democritus

was so busy with philosophical study and research that he forgot he was in

Athens at all; the same scholarly zeal that led Democritus to overlook the

bull in his garden study has led him to forget his situation in Athens as

well. The point of both anecdotes, and Diogenes Laertius’ joint presenta-

tion of them, is the philosophical devotion to work that precludes ordi-

nary life and its mundane urban and rural realities. That the two anec-

dotes immediately follow Diogenes Laertius’ story of the division of the

estate further establishes Democritus’ impractical or naive character. His

use of them is neither random nor sloppy, but purposeful and associative; 

they further flesh out the character of Democritus as presented in the

initial anecdote.55

Diogenes Laertius continues his exploration of the single-minded and

intellectually zealous Democritus in his next passage, which introduces

material from Thrasyllus to put forth his own estimation of Democritus’

scholarly traits. 
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20. “If the  Rivals  is the work of Plato,” Thrasyllus says, “then Democritus would be the unnamed character, different from those associates of

Oenopides and Anaxagoras, when they talk with Socrates about philoso-

phy, to whom he says that the philosopher is like the pentathlete. And he

truly was a pentathlete in philosophy, for he had [trained in] not only the

natural sciences and ethics, but also mathematics and the regular subjects

and was an expert in arts.” (DL 9.36)



ειπερ οι 	Αντερασται Πλατων ος ε	ισι, ␸ησι Θρασ υλος, ο υτος αν ειη ο

παραγεν οµενος 	αν ωνυµος, των περι Ο	ινοπιδην και 	Αναξαγ οραν

'ετερος, ε	ν τηι προς Σωκρατην οµιλιαι διαλεγ οµενος περι ␸ιλοσο␸ιας, 

+ωι ␸ησιν, ως πενταθλωι εοικεν ο ␸ιλ οσο␸ος [Anterast. p. 136A]. και 	ην

ως 	αληθως ε	ν ␸ιλοσο␸ιαι πενταθλος᝽ τ α γ αρ ␸υσικ α και τ α 	ηθικ α

⬍ησκητο⬎, 	αλλ α και τ α µαθηµατικ α και τους ε	γκυκλιους λ ογους, και



περι τεχνων πασαν ε	ιχεν ε	µπειριαν	. 

Democritus’ intellectual industry and training seems to have made

quite an impact upon all the biographers; the last three citations and their

various authors all emphasize this trait. Turning to Democritus’ work, we

find several fragments that speak of the development of character, wis-

dom, and virtue through discipline, devotion, and application. 

21. Toils undertaken willingly make the endurance of those done unwill-

ingly easier. (fr. 240)

οι εκο υσιοι π ονοι τ ην των 	ακουσιων υποµον ην ε	λα␸ροτ ερην παρασ-

κευαζουσι. 

22. Continuous labor becomes easier through habit. (fr. 241)

π ονος συνεχ ης ε	λα␸ρ οτερος εαυτου συνηθειηι γινεται. 

23. More men become good through practice than through nature. (fr. 

242)

πλ εονες ε	ξ 	ασκησιος 	αγαθοι γινονται η 	απο ␸ υσιος. 

There is, of course, a price to be paid for the eulogy that Democritus

almost universally achieves for his intellectual effort. Three of the anec-

dotes gently satirize his devotion to work by presenting its absurd conse-

quences: Democritus, through his zeal to travel and study, accepts a lesser
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share of the inheritance, does not notice he is sharing quarters with a bull, 

and forgets that he is in Athens.56 Democritus, even for a philosopher, is

unusually absentminded. His much praised intellectual zeal also allows the

biographers to elaborate in their anecdotes on a favorite biographical

topos, that of the absentminded philosopher. 

This topos is widely used to characterize philosophers as unworldly, 

impractical, distracted men whose great knowledge has no practical

grounding and that, in fact, often leads to absurd and sometimes danger-

ous situations: Thales falls into a well while gazing at the stars; engaged in

the same pursuit, Anaxamines falls to his death.57 And while the topos

doubtless originates from the more hostile tradition of biography, the tone

is satirical rather than condemnatory. At times it is a tone of affection or a

gentle mocking, a far cry from a philosopher covered with dung.58 Hap-

pily, these anecdotes are balanced by those of the philosopher’s revenge, 

in which these great and impractical thinkers turn their knowledge into

practical, material gain. Both Thales and Democritus are to confound

their (biographical) critics by turning their abstract meteorological knowl-

edge into concrete gain: they predict a bumper crop in olives, monopolize

the presses, and corner the market in olive oil.59 For all scholars who have

fallen, at least metaphorically, into wells and over cliffs, the revenge is

sweet indeed. 

Democritus’ absentmindedness, presented here as the result of his schol-

arly zeal, places him into more serious difficulties when he returns from his

travels, however. As Diogenes Laertius tells us, the problems begin when

Democritus returns to the family estates. 

24. Antisthenes says that, returning from his travels, Democritus lived in a desperately poor way, because he had used up all his property. He was

kept, during his poverty, by his brother Damasus. . . . According to exist-

ing law, no one who had squandered his inheritance could receive burial

within his homeland. Antisthenes says that Democritus, hearing this, and

to avoid becoming vulnerable to jealous and slanderous people, read to

them the  Greater World System,  which surpassed all his other works. He was honored with five hundred talents and not only with that, but with

bronze statues also and when he died, they buried him at public expense, 

having lived over a century. (DL 9.39–40)60

ε	λθ οντα δη ␸ησιν α	υτον ε	κ της 	αποδηµιας ταπειν οτατα διαγειν, 'ατε

πασαν τ ην ο	υσιαν καταναλωκ οτα᝽ τρ ε␸εσθαι τε δι α τ ην 	αποριαν 	απο
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τ 	αδελ␸ου ∆αµασου . . . ν οµου δ ε οντος τον 	αναλ ωσαντα τ ην πατρ ωιαν

ο	υσιαν µ η 	αξιουσθαι τα␸ης ε	ν τηι πατριδι, ␸ησιν ο 	Αντισθ ενης, 

συν εντα, µ η υπε υθυνος γενηθειη πρ ος τινων ␸θονο υντων και συκο␸αν-

το υντων, 	αναγνωναι α	υτοις τον Μεγαν διακοσµον, &ος απαντων α	υτου

των συγγραµµατων προ εχει᝽ και πεντακοσιοις ταλαντοις τιµηθηναι᝽ µ η

µ ονον δ ε, 	αλλ α και χαλκαις ε	ικ οσι᝽ και τελευτησαντα δηµοσιαι τα␸η-

ναι. βι ωσαντα υπ ερ τ α εκατον ετη. 

The anecdote continues to elaborate on the theme of absentminded-

ness introduced by Diogenes Laertius earlier, for Democritus’ devotion to

work, travel, and study have once again led him into a perilous, and this

time potentially humiliating, position. This anecdote introduces another

variant of the topos, in which the consequences of the philosopher’s ideas

rebound against him to devastating effect. Not only is Democritus reduced

to depending upon his brother, he may even be denied proper burial for

having wasted or squandered his inheritance, which mocks Democritus’

words of warning (citation 15) on the perils of inheritance. Other frag-

ments warned of the evils of money for its own sake and advised the laying

up of spiritual, rather than material, gain. Democritus’ words have now

rebounded upon him with a vengeance.61 Other of his fragments tell of

the danger good men encounter from lesser, envious men and the proper

response to them. 

25. When lesser men find fault, the good man makes no reply. (fr. 48)

µωµεοµ ενων ␸λα υρων ο 	αγαθος ο	υ ποιειται λ ογον. 

26. It is better to question one’s own mistakes than those of others. (fr. 60) κρ εσσον τ α ο	ικ ηια ε	λ εγχειν αµαρτηµατα η τ α ο	θνεια. 

27. The law would not prevent each man from living according to his

inclination, unless individuals harmed each other; for envy creates the

beginnings of strife. (fr. 245)

ο	υκ αν ε	κ ωλυον οι ν οµοι ζην 'εκαστον κατ	 	ιδιην ε	ξουσιην, ε	ι µ η 'ετερος

'ετερον ε	λυµαινετο᝽ ␸θ ονος γ αρ στασιος 	αρχ ην 	απεργαζεται. 

Democritus’ strictures against the envious and the unjust have obvi-

ously come home to roost. Worse, he is made to betray his own notion of
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the good man (citation 25) by responding to the threat. He does manage, 

however, to act in accordance with his notion of the intelligent man, as

the following shows. 

28. It is the work of intelligence to guard against a threatened injustice, but the mark of insensibility not to avenge it when it has occurred. (fr. 

193)

␸ρονησιος εργον µ ελλουσαν 	αδικιην ␸υλαξασθαι, 	αναλγησιης δ ε [το]

γενοµ ενην µ η 	αµ υνασθαι. 

Democritus manages to defeat the unjust, the unscrupulous, and the

jealous, yet in a way that negates much of his ethical code, not least his

philosophical insistence upon the spiritual and ethical, rather than the

material, world. Much that is negative is implied here: Democritus’ squan-

dering of his inheritance (itself a standard topos of abuse62), his panic at

the possibility of prosecution, the “selling” of his greatest work in return

for legal and material considerations, and, as we will see, an unseemly

concern for the disposition of his physical remains. Yet, in another sense, 

we see again that the absentminded and impractical philosopher has

managed to turn his abstract thought into concrete gain, with here even a

promise of posthumous honors.63 This latest anecdote, then, falls ulti-

mately into the larger, more favorable tradition of biography and the

tradition of the philosopher’s revenge. But here too we must note the

unusual emphasis on financial details that plague all these anecdotes and

Democritus’ biography in general.64

No other early philosopher is so burdened with anecdotes that revolve

around his financial state; certainly, no other philosopher accepts money in

return for his philosophy, as does Democritus for the reading of “his” work.65

The biographers might be able to accept Democritus’ inherited wealth as an

explanation for his extended travel (a squalid means to a noble end) and he

does, after all, mention estates and their division in his work in statements

that beg for autobiographical interpretation. What the biographers cannot

accept, however, is a philosopher openly concerned with finance, a con-

cern indicated in the fragments previously mentioned. Democritus’ practi-

cal and, to us quite proper, concern for finance, inheritance, and income, 

runs counter to the well-established biographical notion of noble poverty

(rendered even more noble since it occurs by choice and not necessity, as in

the life of Heraclitus and Empedocles). Democritus, in his work, does not

114

D E AT H B Y P H I L O S O P H Y

display the traditional contempt for money the biographers demanded from

their philosophers, but a rather more commonsense approach to the matter, 

which apparently the biographers found both notable and impossible to

forgive. In citation 24, therefore, he is punished by threats of ostracism and public disgrace, a pariah’s death, an expatriate burial, and prostitution of his philosophical work. It is a minor triumph, indeed, when the favorable

tradition buys him rescue, when his abstract knowledge turns practical and

allows him revenge over his enemies. 

The next anecdote reveals more about Democritus’ reputation as a

philosopher than his family, although it too takes place in connection

with his brother Damasus. While reporting Antisthenes’ account of De-

mocritus’ life after traveling, Diogenes Laertius interrupts his account to

include certain other events that took place at or about the same time. 

29. Because Democritus foretold certain future events, his estimation rose, and finally he was held by the people as worthy of the honors of a god. 

(DL 9.39)

ως δ ε προειπ ων τινα των µελλ οντων ε	υδοκιµησε, λοιπον ε	νθ εου δ οξης

παρ α τοις πλειστοις 	ηξι ωθη. 

Diogenes Laertius does not, at this point, tell us what those predictions

were, but we may assume that they were of benefit to the whole commu-

nity, since it was the whole community who honored him. Hicks suggests

that “future events” were weather or seasonal predictions, in which case

they could then be those same predictions that allowed Democritus to

corner the olive market.66 On the other hand, a similar group of stories, 

not mentioned by Diogenes Laertius, suggests other predictions and other

reasons for honor.67

In the first, Democritus (once again) resides with his brother Damasus as

the time for harvest approaches. Noting the unusually hot and heavy wind, 

Democritus urges Damasus to harvest his crops immediately. Damasus fol-

lows his advice and saves his harvest just before a terrible storm breaks. In a second story, Democritus’ hometown of Abdera is beset with plague and

Democritus, by charming the wind, cleanses the city. 

While the predictions made in either story could be enough to increase

Democritus’ reputation and therefore lead to public honor, the first story

refers to benefits conferred only upon his brother, while the second speaks

of benefits for the community. Predictions such as these, while common
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in the biographies,68 are unusual in their implications; the ability to con-

trol the elements suggests contact or control of higher, more divine

spheres. When such actions benefit an entire community, as here, they

elevate their subject to divine status. 

Such status is clearly implied in the second story. By charming the

winds and averting plague, Democritus saves the townsfolk and receives

divine honors from them in return.69 Two almost identical stories occur in

the life of Empedocles. In one he stops the winds destroying the harvest

and saves the crop, receiving the title “wind-stayer” for his actions;70 in

the other, he averts plague from the town and is worshipped as a god for

his actions. 

Both Empedocles and Democritus receive their honors in very like

circumstances and after very similar feats, the redirection of natural ele-

ments. Those who control the elements by their knowledge of the ele-

ments were regarded as having contact with suprahuman forces. By their

suprahuman powers they were a step closer to the divine than were other

members of the community. The transformation of the philosopher into

the semidivine prophet or magician appears early and often in the lives; 

their meteorological knowledge is translated by popular imagination into

control of divine forces, the philosophers themselves into suprahuman

beings possessed of divine wisdom and power.71 In the lives, they are

described as wizards, magicians, or wind-stayers; the latter was a sect

thought to possess the power to stay, lull, and redirect the winds. Men in

this sect were thought to often use their powers to avert plagues.72 The

divine honors the philosophers receive indicate both the power associated

with their study of the elements and their own power over them. 

These latter two anecdotes form the background of posthumous honors

as reported by Diogenes Laertius, associated by its placement with Democ-

ritus’ threatened status brought on by the squandering of his inheritance

and with his ultimate triumph over the envious and unjust. All these

anecdotes, then, indicate the topos of the philosopher’s revenge, in which

Democritus turns his intellectual labors to practical advantage, and are

related to concrete displays of alleged impractical wisdom. Due to his

remarks on finance and especially inheritance, they have a familial and

economic setting; we see the production of standard biographical topoi in

a particularly Democritean light. 

With this story, and hints of Democritus’ divine or magical status, we

leave behind his financial and family life and turn to other aspects of

the philosopher, beginning with his biographical character. Yet, since
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character, like so much else in life, is defined by death, we must first see

how Democritus’ biographical character led, inevitably, to his biographi-

cal death. 

DE M O C R I T U S ’ A T O M I C C H A R A CT E R

Up to this point, we have reviewed incidents that, while recording Democ-

ritus’ zeal for work, were intended primarily as examples of his attendant

absent-mindedness. Now, however, we come to a set of stories in which

his biographical character is made to illustrate different facets of atomic

theory. We begin with two curious anecdotes in Diogenes Laertius, taken

from Athenodorus. 

 Democritus the Visionary Philosopher

30. Athenodorus in the eighth of his  Walks  relates that, when Hippocrates came to see him, Democritus ordered milk to be brought and, having

inspected it, pronounced it to be the milk of a black she-goat which had

produced her first kid; which made Hippocrates marvel at the accuracy of

his observation. (DL 9.42)

␸ησι δ Αθην 
οδωρος [Zeller IIIa 6302] εν η Περιπα
των, ελθ 
οντος

Ιπποκρα
τους προς αυτ 
ον, κελευσαι κοµισθηναι γα
λα᝽ και θεασα
µενον



το γα
λα ειπειν ειναι αιγ ος πρωτοτ 
οκου και µελα
ινης᝽ οθεν τ ην ακρ
ι-

βειαν αυτου θαυµα
σαι τον Ιπποκρα
την. 

31. On the first day, Democritus greeted a maid servant who was in

Hippocrates’ company with, ‘Good morning, maiden,’ but on the second

day with, ‘Good morning, woman.’ As a matter of fact, the girl had been

seduced in the night. (DL 9.42)

αλλ α και κ 
ορης ακολουθο 
υσης τωι Ιπποκρα
τει τηι µ εν πρ 
ωτηι ηµ 
εραι



ασπα
σασθαι ουτω χαιρε κ 
ορη, τηι δ εχοµ 
ενηι χαιρε γ 
υναι. και ην η

κ 
ορη της νυκτος διε␸θαρµ 
ενη. 

In the first anecdote, Democritus’ pronouncement is the result of his

perceptive powers; it is his careful, visual inspection of the milk that

leads to his analysis. In the second, no particular sense is singled out for

his perception. While we can hypothesize that a single glance sufficed for

his statement or that some unspecified sense was at work, we can safely
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conclude that it was his extraordinarily acute perception that fascinated

the biographers. Specifically, Democritus’ theory of vision fascinated the

biographers and led to several anecdotes that display or discuss it, for it

was the single most controversial and discussed aspect of atomic theory

generally. Democritus’ theory of vision does not now exist, save in various

summaries and commentaries, the most detailed of which occurs in Theo-

phrastus.73 Briefly, we may say that, for Democritus, vision consists of a

flowing-in of atomic particles that interact with the eye and is, like other

atomic sense perceptions, subjective.74

The atomic theory of vision, whatever its origin, is almost completely

identified with Democritus. It should not surprise us, then, when we find

several anecdotes that refer to Democritus’ vision, as in the anecdotes

mentioned here. However, vision is not the only aspect of Democritus’

work involved here. Equally important is Democritus’ reputation for re-

search in anatomy and, in particular, in physiology; his work in reproduc-

tion and embryology were perhaps as well known as his theory of vision.75

Although these works also no longer exist, they are known to us in some

detail, again through commentaries.76 The most impressive aspect of his

work, to his biographers, was the great amount of close and careful observa-

tion Democritus devoted to his scientific works. His powers of observa-

tion, combined with his legendary zeal for work and his theory of vision, 

have become concretized in the anecdotes here, in greatly simplified and

comic form. It is hardly surprising, then, that one anecdote revolves

around the reproductive system of a goat and in the other, that of a

woman, that both result (perhaps) from visual observation in the presence

of the physician/scientist Hippocrates.77

Another anecdote, which Diogenes Laertius does not include, comes to

us from Plutarch and brings together Democritus’ fascination with natural

phenomena and its causes, another woman, and honey, in which Athe-

naeus78 says Democritus, “ever delighted.” 

32. It seemed that Democritus was nibbling a cucumber and because its

juice seemed like honey, he asked the serving woman where she had

purchased it. When she replied that it came from, ‘some garden,’ Democri-

tus, rising up, commanded her to lead him there and to point out the

place. The woman was amazed and asked why he wanted to do this. ‘I

must find out,’ he said, ‘the cause of its sweetness and I will find out by

observing the spot.’ The woman, smiling, said, ‘Sit down. I accidentally

put the cucumber in a honey-pot.’ And he, aggrieved, said, ‘Go away. I
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will apply myself to the problem nonetheless, and seek its cause’ as though

there existed some native and innate sweetness to the cucumber. (Plu-

tarch  quaest. conv.  11.10.2 ⫽ DK 68A17a)

ταυτο πεισ 
οµα ∆ηµοκρ
ιτωι τωι σο␸ωι δι α ␸ιλολογ
ιαν. και γ αρ

εκεινος ως εοικε τρ 
ωγων σ
ικυον, ως ε␸α
νη µελιτ 
ωδης ο χυµ 
ος, ηρ 
ωτησε

τ ην διακονουσαν, οπ 
οθεν πρ
ιαιτο᝽ της δ ε κηπ 
ον τινα ␸ραζο 
υσης, 

εκ 
ελευσεν εξαναστ ας ηγεισθαι και δεικν 
υναι τον τ 
οπον᝽ θαυµα
ζοντος

δ ε του γυνα
ιου και πυνθανοµ 
ενου τ
ι βο 
υλεται᝽ τ ην αιτ
ιαν ε␸η δει µε

της γλυκ 
υτητος ευρειν, ευρ
ησω δ ε του χωρ
ιου γεν 
οµενος θεατ 
ης.



“κατα
κεισο δ 
η” τ ο γ 
υναιον ειπε µειδιω

ν, “εγ ω γαρ αγνο
ησασα το σ
ικυον

εις αγγειον εθ 
εµην µεµελιτωµ 
ενον.” ο δ ωσπερ αχθεσθε
ις  απ 
εκναισας” 





ειπε και ουδ εν ηττον επιθ 
ησοµαι τωι λ 
ογωι και ζητ
ησω τ ην αιτ
ιαν, ως

!αν οικε
ιου και συγγενους ουσης τωι σικ 
υωι της γλυκ 
υτητος. 

Democritus’ scholarly industry, already the focus of several earlier anec-

dotes, is once again emphasized here, but the primary aim is to mock the

philosopher, and especially his powers of observation and the theory of

vision generally, by a rebound anecdote, a popular form that ironically

illustrates what happens when a philosopher follows his own theories too

strictly.79 Democritus’ childish insistence on pursuing his inquiry without

cause satirizes his character and his scholarly practices and theories. His

desire to “observe” the garden emphasizes the primacy of the theory of

vision while it mocks Democritus for his failure to see the obvious. The

object of his inquiry, the sweetness of the cucumber, recalls his interest in

natural science; the presence and answer of the serving woman under-

scores the ludicrous manner in which he acts.80 His obsession with causal-

ity perhaps originates in scholarly discussion, such as we find in Theo-

phrastus. In a discussion on Democritean causes, Theophrastus’ frustration

becomes increasingly evident and finally erupts into questions such as why

bitter juices become sweet.81 Democritus’ theories on taste were, after

vision, perhaps the most widely discussed of all theories of sense percep-

tion. A controversial fragment suggests that

33. Sweet exists by convention, bitter by convention, heat by convention, cold by convention, color by convention; but atoms and the void exist in

truth. (fr. 9)

ν 
οµωι γα
ρ ␸ησι γλυκ 
υ, [και] ν 
οµωι πικρ 
ον, ν 
οµωι θερµ 
ον, ν 
οµωι

ψυχρ 
ον, ν 
οµωι χροι 
η, ετεηι δ ε ατοµα και κεν 
ον. 

 Democritus

119

The biographers, given Democritus’ theories of subjectivity in sense

perception generally and on taste specifically, transform the theory into

concrete form in citation 33. 82 Equally important to Democritus’ bio-

graphical tradition was citation 34, in which the senses threaten their

revenge for an existence ruled by intellect and theory. 

34. Wretched mind, after receiving your knowledge from us, do you try to overthrow us? The overthrow will be your downfall. (fr. 125)

τα
λαινα ␸ρ
ην, παρ ηµ 
εων λαβουσα τ ας π
ιστεις ηµ 
εας καταβα
λλεις; 

πτωµα
 τοι το κατα
βληµα. 

This revenge of the senses, along with atomic theory of vision, is respon-

sible for another anecdote, one that seems to have been widely known in

the ancient world, that Democritus blinded himself. Although again not

included by Diogenes Laertius, it occurs in Cicero, Aulus Gellius, Hi-

merius, Tertullian, and Plutarch.83

All sources agree that the blinding was voluntary and self-performed. 

Aulus Gellius reports that Democritus set up a bronze mirror and reflected

the sun into his eyes, thereby destroying his sight. Plutarch disagrees with

the method, although he gives none himself, but agrees with Aulus

Gellius’ imputed motive, that Democritus wanted to free himself from the

snares of the body as a further step towards pure knowledge. Cicero seems

to agree with this motive, as does Himerius; neither mention method. 

Tertullian, without discussing method, expands upon motive: Democritus

could not look upon women without experiencing a disturbing desire. He

thereby acknowledged the weakness, and corrected it. 

In view of the great interest and discussion accorded Democritus’ theory

of vision, we must expect an anecdote which refers so specifically to eyes

and to sight. That Democritus’ scholarly devotion reoccurs is only to be

expected. However, the brutality of the act comes as a surprise, especially

given the usually positive, even affectionate tone that informs Democritus’

life. The anecdote, while reported by authors in various tones of humor or

admiration,84 still is punitive in motive and hostile in origin, uncommon in

the life of Democritus although not in the lives of the philosophers gener-

ally.85 This particular example of the use of the punitive anecdote probably

stems from Democritus’ claim to have understood the mechanics of sight; 

his devotion to work, carried to an absurd, obsessive extreme, is also
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ridiculed and rebounds upon him. The denial of physical satisfaction is the

biographical correlation of those fragments that refer to the importance of

intellectual rather than physical satisfactions and of the importance of

moderation in all things. 

35. Coition is a slight apoplexy. For human gushes forth from human and

is separated by having torn apart with a kind of blow. (fr. 32)

ξυνουσ
ιη αποπληξ
ιη σµικρ 
η᝽ εξ 
εσσυται γ αρ ανθρωπος εξ ανθρ 
ωπου

και αποσπαται πληγηι τινι µεριζ 
οµενος. 

36. People get pleasure from scratching themselves, the same sort of

pleasure people get from love making. (fr. 127)

ξυ 
οµενοι ανθρωποι ηδονται κα
ι σ␸ιν γ
ινεται απερ τοις α␸ροδισια
ζο-

υσιν. 

37. It is hard to fight desire; control is the sign of a reasonable man. (fr. 

236)

θυµωι µα
χεσθαι µ εν χαλεπ 
ον᝽ ανδρος δ ε το κρατ 
εειν ευλογ
ιστου. 

38. It is characteristic of a child, not a man, to desire without measure. (fr. 

70)

παιδ 
ος, ουκ ανδρος το αµ 
ετρως επιθυµειν. 

39. Violent desire for one thing blinds the soul to all others. (fr. 72)



αι περ
ι τι σ␸οδραι ορ 
εξεις τυ␸λουσιν εις τ αλλα τ ην ψυχ 
ην. 

The “violent desire” of which Democritus speaks in the last fragment was

taken quite literally by the (hostile) biographers; the idea of blinding and

of uncontrollable desire and its sexual expression suggested to the biogra-

phers a philosopher who blinded himself to do away with temptation and

to further his spiritual or intellectual, rather than carnal, knowledge.86

Women in this anecdote, as in so many others, are the embodiment of

physical desires against which the wise man must fight a never ending

battle. They symbolize, like excessive eating or drinking, a potential lack

of moderation necessary to the pursuit of pure wisdom and serenity.87 And

Democritus, by such a wildly immoderate act, is paid back for all his
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comments on the subject,88 and his physical senses, ignored, invalidated, 

and despised by him, according to popular interpretation, here take their

revenge. We have, then, a distinct example of the hostile tradition of

biography, in which the philosopher’s theories and statement violently

rebound upon him. Happily, the favorable tradition offers at least a partial

rescue, and Democritus’ act of self-mutilation, by his apologists, is given

an admirable, even honorable, motivation. 

 Democritus the Mad Philosopher

We have, in preceding sections, examined anecdotes that characterized

Democritus as an absentminded, intellectual zealot; in them, his intellec-

tual devotion led him to overlook a bull sharing his quarters, to forget

being in Athens, and to squander his inheritance. In the following anec-

dotes, intellectual zeal is again emphasized, but given a rather different

twist, one that suggests madness. 

The tradition of Democritus’ zeal and training, which so impressed the

biographers, is explicitly commented on in that anecdote (citation 20)

that compares Democritus to a pentathlete. In it, Thrasyllus’ characteriza-

tion comments upon Democritus’ prowess in all fields of philosophy and

knowledge (in the natural sciences, in ethics, and mathematics, in the

arts, and so on.) Thrasyllus describes Democritus’ program as ασκειν, 

which most often indicates athletic training, but which can also be used

for the development of intellectual skills. Democritus himself is one of the

first authors to use ασκειν in this manner in those fragments that speak of

the importance of discipline and application, and it is used at least twice

in descriptions of Democritus himself.89 It also introduces Antisthenes’

description of Democritus, in a brief excerpt given in Diogenes Laertius. 

40. He would train himself, says Antisthenes, by a variety of means to test his sense-impressions, by going off into solitude and frequenting tombs. 

(DL 9.38)

ησκει δ 
ε, ␸ησιν ο Αντισθ 
ενης [FHG III 173 n.], και ποικ
ιλως δοκι-

µα
ζειν τ ας ␸αντασ
ιας, ερηµα
ζων εν
ιοτε και τοις τα
␸οις ενδιατρ
ιβων. 

In the anecdote, as in the earlier one that speaks of Democritus as

pentathlete, the characterization of Democritus as absentminded (a char-

acterization which usually occurs in connection with a family member) is
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lacking. Instead, we read of a solitary Democritus who frequents tombs

(ερηµα
ζων εν
ιοτε και τοις τα
␸οις ενδιατρ
ιβων) to test his sense percep-

tions (δοκιµα
ζειν τ ας ␸αντασ
ιας).90 Hicks’ translation in citation 20, 

however, depends first upon his sense of ␸αντασ
ια and, more important, 

upon an overly generous interpretation of Antisthenes and the biographi-

cal tradition that underlies the anecdote. 

To properly understand the anecdote, we must, then, begin with

␸αντασ
ια and its wide range of meanings. Generally, a ␸αντασ
ια is an

appearance or presentation to consciousness, whether immediate or in the

memory, whether true or false. In its most technical use, ␸αντασ
ια means

simply a visual image (Aristotle  de anim.  492a2); ␸αντασ
ια thus denotes

the representation of appearance or images primarily derived from sensa-

tion, almost the equivalent of α!ισθησις, perception (428a6), or more

simply, the faculty of imaginations (425a5). Less scientific meanings were, 

however, popular and widely used also; ␸αντασ
ια often simply means

appearance and/or ghost or apparition (Aristotle  Mir.  846a37; Lucian

 Demon.  25).91 If we follow Hicks in the citation here, the anecdote simply refers once more to Democritus’ intellectual zeal and rigorous training

program. Democritus trains himself to test his sense impressions (his

␸αντασ
ια) or perception (his α!ισθησις). In this interpretation, the tombs

and solitude become mere incidental details. Details such as this, how-

ever, are never incidental and when explored, reveal more fully the bio-

graphical mind and tradition at work. When, for example, we turn to

Democritus’ text, we find the following explanatory remarks made by

Sextus in his commentary on Democritus and atomic theory, and in

particular on fragment 166, in which he says:

41. [Democritus states that] certain images visit men [some beneficial, 

some harmful. He prayed] to meet with fortunate images. (fr. 166)

∆. δ ε ειδωλα
 τινα
 ␸ησιν εµπελα
ζειν τοις ανθρ 
ωποισ και το 
υτων τ α



µ εν ειναι αγαθοποι α τ α δ ε κακοποια
᝽ ενθεν και ευχετο ευλ 
ογχων

τυχειν ειδ 
ωλων. 

Sextus continues his commentary with the following explanation:

42. These images are large, extraordinarily so, and they are destroyed with difficulty but not indestructible, and they foretell the future to men, 

coming to them as visual images and as voices. For this reason, the
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ancients, taking this visible manifestation of the god, (thought it to be a

god,) when it is rather, that that (which has an indestructible nature, is

divine.) (Sextus  adv. math.  9.19 ⫽ DK 68B166)



ειναι δ ε ταυτα µεγα
λα τε και υπερ␸υη και δ 
υσ␸θαρτα µ 
εν, ουκ α␸θαρτα

δ 
ε, προσηµαινειν τε τ α µ 
ελλοντα τοις ανθρ 
ωποις θεωρο 
υµενα και

␸ων ας α␸ι 
εντα. οθεν το 
υτων αυτων ␸αντασ
ιαν λαβ 
οντες οι παλαιοι



υπεν 
οησαν ειναι θε 
ον, µηδενος αλλου παρ α ταυτα οντος θεου [του]

α␸θαρτον ␸ 
υσιν εχοντος. 

In the first citation then, Democritus, according to Sextus, believed

that images (ειδωλα) visit men. Some were harmful, some helpful, and

Democritus prayed to meet the helpful kind only.92 In the following

citation, Sextus further explains that, because of the way these images

manifested themselves to humans (in visual images or as voices) and

because of their perceived mission (to foretell the future), ancients such as

Democritus confused appearance and reality, confusing manifestations or

appearances of the gods with the gods themselves ( οθεν το 
υτων α υτω

ν



␸αντασ
ιαν λαβ 
οντες οι παλαιοι υπεν 
οησαν ειναι θε 
ον). 

The setting of the anecdote, and the statement that Democritus went

to tombs to test his sense perceptions cannot, then, be incidental, espe-

cially when compared with earlier, more typical anecdotes, in which the

setting is social or familial. And although we have seen allusion to Democ-

ritus’ theory of vision in these other anecdotes, the specific mention of

tombs here suggests a different, although perhaps related, biographical

reference to Democritus’ work, according to the principles of biographical

invention outlined so far. 

In fact, listed among Democritus’ works is a treatise entitled, “On the

Next World,” that Athenaeus mentions as one of the works that Democri-

tus read to escape persecution.93 A pseudo-Hippocratic letter also says that

Democritus wrote a work on the next world which was, according to this

author, “full of images.”94 Philodemus says that the book was about death, 

specifically that corruption and decay destroy even beauty and strength; 

his moral is that one should not grieve at the thought of a poor tomb, 

since death destroys all. Proclus, on the other hand, tells us that the book

discusses those who appear to be dead and who come to life again, people

who have fainted or had seizures, and so on.95

We have, then, not one but several references to Democritus, death, 

and tombs. The letter makes explicit reference to Democritus’ active
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investigation into the “other world.” Antisthenes tells us that Democritus

goes off in solitude to investigate among the tombs.96 Sextus suggests that

Democritus mistakenly believed the images to be truly divine, charged

with foretelling the future.97 Divine or not, they were certainly from

another world, and Antisthenes tells us that Democritus was investigating

it. Democritus is in the tomb, in short, proving his atomic theory, but as it

pertains to death, by attempting to see and to investigate the ghost, 

␸αντασ
ια or ε!ιδωλα, of those who have died. Antisthenes’ aim, in fact, is

not to praise Democritus for his intellectual zeal, but to satirize him by

suggesting he was mad.98

In the Greek world, then as now, a preference for solitude is a sign of

eccentricity.99 In the biographical tradition specifically, only poets and

philosophers seek out the solitary state, and their solitude defines and

characterizes their intellectual and social alienation or otherness, their

eccentricity and sometimes madness a requisite of creativity.100 The grave

or tomb is a literary symbol that clearly indicates madness, as is a preoccu-

pation with death. Democritus, then, is depicted by Antisthenes in the

anecdote as more than eccentric, he is clearly mad.101

With this, the anecdote as a whole makes sense, even to its details. We

find the usual allusion to Democritus’ training,102 but in a context that

allows for specific biographical reference to Democritus’ work and the

works and beliefs traditionally attributed to him. Democritus wrote about

the next world, about tombs and deaths; he is in a graveyard, among the

tombs. He wrote that the air was full of images and prayed to see benevo-

lent ones, which he investigates and actively seeks out as part of his

intellectual program. Like other (mad or eccentric) philosophers, Democ-

ritus chooses to be alone; his solitude emphasizes both his alienation from

the mundane human world and his link with the divine and creative one. 

Like other philosophers, and like the poets, he is touched with a divine

madness. 

In short, Hicks, as I have argued, was misled in his interpretation and

translation of the anecdote by an overgenerous view of Antisthenes and

the biographical tradition and so views the anecdote as a scientific or

neutral commentary. A less objective and more accurate translation

would be “Democritus trained himself to make tests about ghosts, some-

times going off by himself and hanging around in tombs.” Solitude and

tombs, to Diogenes Laertius and to Antisthenes, have no neutral, much

less positive, connotation.103 In later times, of course, the image of the

philosopher and the tomb or its symbols has a slightly different force, 
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although it remains a favorite topos of pagan and Christian writers alike:

acceptance of death through close contemplation of its symbols, the motif

of memento mori. But for Antisthenes, as for the biographers, Democritus’

solitude in the tomb, looking for ghosts, is the mark of a madman. 

Antisthenes’ and Diogenes Laertius’ original readers would, no doubt, 

have caught the allusion to this madness, although it has nearly been lost

for us. In the next anecdote, however, the allusion is impossible to miss. 

Not contained in the life by Diogenes Laertius, it too survives in a series of

pseudo-Hippocratic letters.104

The anecdote begins with a desperate request from the people of

Abdera to Hippocrates. Democritus, they say, is mad and only Hippoc-

rates, greatest of all physicians, can cure them. The people of Abdera

insist that Democritus’ madness is the result of his too great wisdom and

detail his symptoms, which include indiscriminate laughter, insomnia, 

and solitary habits, strange ideas such as investigations into the other

world, and a belief that the air is full of images.105 Hippocrates is quite

doubtful about their conclusions, yet, after an exchange of letters, comes

to Abdera and a meeting between physician and philosopher takes place. 

The meeting shakes Hippocrates profoundly. He finds Democritus

alone in a clearing, surrounded by the dismembered limbs of dissected

animals, barefoot, dirty, pale and unshaven, dressed in coarse and filthy

clothing.106 Hippocrates, however, can rationalize all these symptoms of

insanity as the result not of madness but of genius: the need for solitude

springs from a dedication to research and scholarly investigation precludes

all other concerns.107

All symptoms except the disquieting laughter, that is, for Democritus’

laughter, besides being indiscriminate, also suggests sadism, moral de-

pravity, and pure madness, and this Hippocrates cannot rationalize or

explain away. Democritus, however, explains to Hippocrates that the physi-

cian’s analysis is based upon an erroneous assumption, which he explains as

follows. Democritus’ laughter does not arise from two categories of things as

Hippocrates believes, things that are good and bad as they affect the human

condition, such as a wedding or a death, but from a single thing, hu-

man nature itself. When Hippocrates then resists this pessimistic view of

human nature and life, Democritus becomes furious and bursts into a con-

demnation of them. When his tirade ends, Hippocrates is convinced not

only of Democritus’ sanity, but of the moral rightness of his view, and even

thanks Democritus for having taught him the truth. 

Democritus’ bitter and misanthropic tirade has long been recognized as
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a Cynic diatribe; the views expressed are but a reworking of Cynic philoso-

phy and have nothing to do with the ethical system as preserved in

Democritus’ work.108 The meeting itself is representational, one that

brings together representatives of famous schools or contrasting views, 

ways of life, or characters, such as the meeting between Solon and

Croesus.109 As far as Democritus’ characterization is concerned, the sa-

lient point of the meeting is that his devotion to work (his intellectual

zealotry, in fact) has driven him crazy. His madness is expressed in his

belief that the air is full of images, his investigation into the other world

(he is once more surrounded by death), and his solitude. 

The madness engendered by his study was alluded to in the previous

anecdote; here it is made explicit. The more favorable tradition presents

Democritus as absentminded as the result of his studies; the more hostile

one says that they have driven him mad. That both traditions draw upon

the same text and the same type of interpretation (an autobiographical

reading of philosophical statements) is made obvious in the small details of

the conversation between philosopher and physician. For while they talk, 

Hippocrates complains to Democritus that the mundane world has de-

prived him of the peace and tranquility necessary to the scholar; specifi-

cally, he has had to waste his time with land problems, children, money

troubles, diseases, and death. Democritus, of course, has triumphed over

these trivial problems: he chooses travel over property, advocates adoption, 

scorns (or squanders) money, and is soon to triumph over death itself.110

Hippocrates admits that, even before he met Democritus, he had believed a

lack of concern for the practical world to be the sign of a genius, when it

denotes devotion to one’s work, and he departs convinced that Democritus’

course has been the wiser one.111

The investigations into the other world, here specifically called the

nether world of life after death, and Democritus’ preoccupation with

death, afterlife, and their symbols, present in both anecdotes, offer further

proof of Democritus’ madness. Like the tradition of that madness, they

develop, in part, from the atomic theory of death. The emphasis on tombs

resurfaces in the next anecdote, in which the Democritean or atomic

theory of death, which makes mourning a laughable convention, paves

the way for a story of reanimation. 

43. Democritus of Abdera, when Darius was grieved at the death of his

beautiful wife, could say nothing to console him. He promised that he
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would bring the departed woman back to life, if Darius were willing to

undertake the means necessary for the purpose. Darius commanded him to

spare no expense, but to take whatever he had to make good his promise. 

Democritus, waiting a little while, said that everything he needed he had

obtained, except for one thing that he himself could not obtain, but

which would, perhaps, not be hard for Darius, the king of all Asia, to find. 

Darius asked him, what is this great thing that would yield itself to be

known only to a king? In reply, Democritus said that if he, Darius, would

write the names of three people who had never grieved on the tomb of his

wife, she then would be constrained, by the law of ritual, to return. Darius

then was at a loss, finding no one to whom it had not befallen to suffer

some grief, whereupon Democritus, laughing in his customary way, said, 

‘Why, then do you, oh strangest of men, weep without restraint, as if you

were the only one to have suffered, you who cannot find a single person, 

of all those who ever lived, who are without their share of sorrow?’ ( Julian

 Ep.  201 b–c ⫽ DK 68A20)

␸ασι γ αρ ∆ηµ 
οκριτον τον Αβδηρ
ιτην, επειδ η ∆αρε
ιωι γυναικος καλης



αλγουντι θα
νατον ουκ ειχεν οτι !αν ειπ ων εις παραµυθ
ιαν αρκ 
εσειεν, 

υποσχ 
εσθαι οι τ ην απελθουσαν εις ␸ως ανα
ξειν, !ην εθελ
ησηι των εις

τ ην χρε
ιαν ηκ 
οντων υποστηναι τ ην χορηγ
ιαν. κελε 
υσαντος δ εκε
ινου

µ η ␸ε
ισασθαι µηδενος οτι !αν εξηι λαβ 
οντα τ ην υπ 
οσχεσιν εµπεδωσαι, 

µικρον επισχ 
οντα χρ 
ονον ειπειν, οτι τ α µ εν αλλα αυτωι προς τ ην του

εργου πραξιν συµπορισθε
ιη, µ 
ονου δ ε ενος προσδ 
εοιτο #ο δ η αυτον µ εν

ουκ εχειν οπως !αν λα
βοι, ∆αρειον δ ε ως βασιλ 
εα της ολης Ασ
ιας ου

χαλεπον !αν ισως ευρειν. εροµ 
ενου δ εκε
ινου, τ
ι !αν ειη τοσουτον #ο

µ 
ονωι βασιλει γνωσθηναι συγχωρειται, υπολαβ 
οντα ␸ησαι τον ∆ηµ 
οκρι-

τον, ει τριων απενθ
ητων ον 
οµατα τωι τα
␸ωι της γυναικος επιγρα
ψειεν, 

ευθυς αυτ ην αναβι 
ωσεσθαι τωι της τελετης ν 
οµωι δυσωπουµ 
ενην. απο-

ρ
ησαντος δ ε επι πολυ του ∆αρε
ιου και µηδ 
ενα ανδρα δυνηθ 
εντος

ευρειν, οτωι µ η και παθειν λυπηρ 
ον τι συνην 
εχθη, γελα
σαντα συν
ηθως





τον ∆ηµ 
οκριτον ειπειν᝽ τ
ι ο υν, ω πα
ντων ατοπ 
ωτατε, θρηνεις αν 
εδην

ως µ 
ονος αλγεινωι τοσο 
υτωι συµπλακεις ο µηδ ε ενα των π 
ωποτε γεγο-

ν 
οτων αµοιρον οικε
ιου πα
θους εχων ευρειν;. 

The anecdote contains a mass of detail helpful in tracking the biographi-

cal mind at work. Democritus’ propensity for tombs returns here as a

leitmotif to the larger theme of death and the afterlife. According to
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Philodemus, Democritus wrote about tombs, and more specifically that, 

since death was a great void, it was foolish to concern one’s self with the

richness of beauty of one’s tomb. This, Philodemus explains, was partly

because physical strength and beauty died also.112

A telling remark, as is the fact that Darius’ wife has no name in the

story and is referred to simply as beautiful or “the beauty.”113 Significant, 

too, is the use of δυσωπειν by both Philodemus and Julian. In Philo-

demus, it refers only to the state of distress brought about by the sight of

decay and putrefaction; in Julian, to the constraint laid upon the dead

person’s shade to return when properly summoned.114 Darius’ faith in

Democritus’ power to return the dead further alludes to the reputation of

Democritus’ work on the next world. Philodemus tells us it discusses the

manifestations of physical death, while Proclus states that it was a discus-

sion of counterfeit death and means of revival from them. Proclus’ descrip-

tion is the more rational counterpart of the biographical tradition that

speaks of restoration of the dead by philosophers. He explains such cases

of revival, αναβι 
ωναι, as recovery from faints or from blows; in Julian’s

letter, Democritus promises to αναβι 
ωσασθαι Darius’ wife. In Democri-

tus’ case, belief in this superhuman power is strengthened by the atomic

theory that underlies the issue, that the death of the soul, like that of the

body, is not instantaneous.115 Although the theories themselves are lost, 

later authors comment on his belief that the body retains, for some little

while, both life and perception.116 Life that remains dormant yet still

animate in a seemingly lifeless body can be rekindled, brought back, if one

understands and thereby controls the forces of life and death. Empedocles

brings back the woman Pantheia; Pythagoras travels freely between our

world and the next; and Democritus is asked to bring the dead back to

life.117 Like Empedocles, Democritus was thought to control the elements

and in particular the winds; his ability to control and direct the elements

gives him superhuman power, translated here into the ability to control

and direct the forces of life and of death. 

In the last two anecdotes, a curious trait of Democritus has twice been

mentioned, his tendency to laugh. The people of Abdera characterize his

laughter as indiscriminate and Hippocrates as sadistic and depraved; De-

mocritus’ laughter in Julian’s letter mocks the futility and absurdity of

Darius’ request. At best, his laughter there can be called indiscriminate or

inappropriate; at worst, it partakes of the sadism and depravity noted by

Hippocrates. But however we take it, that laughter is part of a larger

biographical tradition, examined in the next section. 
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 The Laughing Philosopher

Democritus the Laughing Philosopher was a character widely known in

the ancient world, and several sources discuss Democritus’ tendency to

laugh on any and all occasions.118

44. That man laughed at everything, on the grounds that there was rea-

son for laughter in every human affair. (Hippolytus  Refut.  1.13.2 ⫽ DK

68A40)



ο υτος εγ 
ελα πα
ντα, ως γ 
ελωτος αξ
ιων πα
ντων των εν ανθρ 
ωποις. 

45. Heraclitus . . . was always weeping, miserable about everything. . . . 

Democritus, on the contrary would always laugh. . . . What is the source

of this passion? Everything was laughable or lachrymose. (Seneca  de ira

2.10.5)

Heraclitus . . . flebat. . . . Democritus contra auint numquam sine risu in

publico fuisse. . . . ubi istic irae locus? Aut ridenda omnia aud flenda sunt? 

Democritus’ characterization as the Laughing Philosopher comes, of

course, from his work;119 biographically speaking, it is a concrete and

caricatured expression of his theory of ε υθυµ
ια or “tranquility” or more

popularly, “cheerfulness.” Diogenes Laertius, who distinguishes Democri-

tus’ ε υθυµ
ια from Epicurean ηδον 
η defines it as a state in which:

46. The end of action is tranquility, which is not the same as pleasure, as some have mistakenly said, but a state in which the soul continues calm

and even, undisturbed by any fear or superstition or other emotion. This

Democritus calls well-being (ε υθυµ
ια) and many other names. (DL 9.45)





τ 
ελος δ ειναι τ ην ευθυµ
ιαν, ου τ ην αυτ ην ο υσαν τηι ηδονηι, ως ενιοι

παρακο 
υσαντες εξεδ 
εξαντο, αλλ α καθ #ην γαληνως και ε υσταθως η

ψυχ η δια
γει, υπο µηδενος ταραττοµ 
ενη ␸ 
οβου !η δεισιδαιµον
ιας !η

αλλου τινος πα
θους. καλει δ αυτ ην και ευεστ ω και πολλοις αλλοις

ον 
οµασι. 

The only other name Diogenes Laertius gives us is ε υεστ 
ω, well-being; 

other sources speak of αθαµβ
ια, lack of wonderment, and ατα
ραχος, tran-

quility or freedom from disturbance. But the doctrine of Democritean

“cheerfulness” seems to have been confused by many ancient authors with
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the equally misunderstood Epicurean concept of ηδον 
η, in which αταρξ
ια, 

tranquility, played an important part.120

All these terms should be taken, of course, as states of the soul rather

than the body.121 However, ηδον 
η, in popular terms, came to be under-

stood as the pursuit of pleasure, as hedonism. Democritean tranquility, 

first misrepresented as cheerfulness, was further associated with the popu-

lar notion of Epicurean hedonism. The confusion, in light of Democritus’

obvious valuation of spiritual over physical pleasure, seems absurd, until

we remember the debasement of Epicurean philosophy to simple hedo-

nism. Nor should we underemphasize the “common tendency to associate

Democritus with Epicurus,”122 or a biographical system that equates De-

mocritus with Epicurus, cheerfulness with hedonism. From these, it is a

small step to the Laughing Philosopher, especially if the characterization

is presented by the Cynic philosophers who represent the laughter as a

valid philosophical response to the absurdity of human nature.123

The biographical tendency for caricature and simplification helped, of

course, with the confusion of philosophical terms and doctrines.124 Cicero

seems to have been the first to characterize Democritus as the Laughing

Philosopher; the characterization was soon to take its sharpest form in

representational anecdotes that pair and contrast Democritus and Heracli-

tus as Laughing and Weeping.125 Previously we saw that Heraclitus’ tears

and Democritus’ laughter were presented as opposite moral and philosophi-

cal responses by Sotion; the two philosophers themselves, however, were

not emphatically contrasted.126 It was Sotion’s student Seneca who first

presented the contrast between the two philosophers themselves and who

made their tears and laughter indicative of their philosophical systems.127

This theme was to enjoy great popularity in the Roman world, although

with variable motives and implications. Seneca presents the contrast sev-

eral times in his work; his sympathies, like those of his fellow Stoics, lay

ultimately with Democritus and laughter, while Heraclitus is ultimately, if

gently, ridiculed for his tearful response to the human condition.128 There

is a suggestion too, on Seneca’s part as on Hippocrates’ anecdotal one, 

that Democritus’ laughter was sadistic since inspired by human misery and

vanity, further implied in Juvenile’s brief portrait of Democritus.129 It was

Lucian, however, who was to give the greatest comic expression to the

theme, which by his day had become a contrast between philosophical

schools, in his  Vitarum Auctio, the Auction of Doctrine.  130

Here, Zeus with the help of Hermes, auctions off ten philosophers who

represent ten important philosophical schools. The auction is nearly over; 
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Heraclitus and Democritus remain to be sold.131 Zeus then decides to sell

them as a pair; their opposition, symbolized by their tears and laughter, 

makes them a single unit. In the excerpt that follows, both philosophers

exchange words with a potential buyer:

47. 

Buyer: Zeus! What a difference is here! One of them does nothing but

laugh, and the other might be at a funeral, he’s all tears. You there! 

What’s the joke? 

Democritus: You ask? You and your affairs are one big joke. 

Buyer: So! You laugh at us? Our business is a toy? 

Democritus: It is. There’s no taking it seriously. All is vanity. The mere

exchange of atoms in an infinite void. 

Buyer: Your vanity is infinite, you mean. Stop that laughing, you fool. 

And you, my poor man, what are you crying about? I must see what to

make of you. 

Heraclitus: I am thinking, my friend, upon human affairs, and well may I

weep and lament, for the doom of all is sealed. Hence my compassion

and sorrow. For the present, I think not of it; for the future—the future

is all bitterness, conflagration and destruction of the world. I weep to

think that nothing abides. All things are whirled together in confusion. 

Pleasure and pain, knowledge and ignorance, great and small; up and

down they go, the playthings of time. 

Buyer: And what is time? 

Heraclitus: A child, and plays at knuckle bones and blind man’s bluff. 

Buyer: And men? 

Heraclitus: Are mortal gods. 

Buyer: And gods? 

Heraclitus: Immortal men. 

Buyer: What’s this? Riddles? Nuts to crack? You’re a very oracle of

obscurity. 

(Lucian  Vit. Auct.  13–14)132

In the dialogue, two men and two entire philosophical systems are

reduced to caricature and quotation; Democritus’ response is incessant

laughter and atomic commentary on the human state, while Heraclitus

weeps without ceasing, refers to the final conflagration of the human race, 

and tells riddles.133 The satire depends greatly on atomic and Heraclitean

theory, to the point of echoing individual vocabulary and style.134 In so
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doing, it encapsulates the biographical method, using dialogue rather than

anecdote to illustrate the characteristics of its subjects by the illustrative

paraphrasing of their work.135 Democritus’ theory of ε υθυµ
ια is part of his

doctrine of moderation and his corresponding insistence on intellectual or

spiritual pleasure, expressed in laughter. True ε υθυµ
ια or spiritual tranquil-

ity leads one to proper conduct, intellectual, physical, and moral, not to

the inappropriate and malicious laughter that the dialogue suggests. Misin-

terpretation of the doctrine leads to a characterization of Democritus as a

contemptuous man, given to laughter and to ridicule, as Heraclitus’ sober

statements lead to his characterization as gloomy and weeping.136 The

tendency to simplify and to give philosophical thought concrete form and

expression result in our Laughing and Weeping Philosophers; a taste for

representational meeting, especially in the contrast of opposing schools of

philosophical thought, leads to their meeting on the auction block. 

 Among the Tyrants

The philosopher-tyrant topos, as noted earlier, is a constant of philosophi-

cal biography.137 For Democritus, we have more than a single incident

that illustrates this theme, for Democritus not only advised Darius but also

was educated by Xerxes’ wise men. In the close of Julian’s letter, discussed

in citation 43, we find thoughts instructive for interpretation of the topos as a whole, although the letter is formally addressed to Julian’s correspondent: “even though it was necessary to say these things to Darius, a

barbarian and a man without education, you, being Greek and a man who

truly honors education, must find relief in yourself.” ( Julian  Ep.  201 b–c ⫽

DK 68A20). 

Although this thought is not explicitly formulated elsewhere, it shapes

and informs all such encounters between all philosophers and all tyrants. 

Tyrants, like women, children, and slaves,138 serve as foils for the philoso-

pher in a particularized way to contrast Greek intellectual achievement

and cultural pride by the tyrants lack of intellectuality and culture. Their

lavish wealth and grandeur, rejected by the philosophers to a man, are

ever set in contrast to the simple intellectual life chosen by the philoso-

phers.139 The tyrants’ very desire for knowledge is a source of ridicule, and

their lavish offers to the philosophers, their promises of a life of ease and

extravagance in return for wisdom, are always refused.140

The biographers were irresistibly drawn to the contrast offered here:
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the philosopher, unconcerned with temporal affairs with which the tyrant

must, of necessity, concern himself incessantly.141 Tyrants often symbolize

the greatest temporal authority, yet seem always to lack spiritual or intel-

lectual authority, while the reverse is true for the philosophers. Philoso-

phers were often characterized as vague or absentminded, with a mind

above the more base and practical aspects of life, while tyrants are men of

immense worldly power. The tyrant exults in unlimited power; philoso-

phers are ardent democrats who refuse even hereditary kingships and who

fight for freedom and constitutional powers. The tyrants’ power extends to

the power of life and death. Philosophers, who share these powers through

their knowledge, use them only to restore life, never to take it away. 

Biographers, then, were inevitably attracted to the literary opportunities

offered by such dramatic contrasts, although an even greater contrast

underlies their anecdotes, that between barbarian and Greek. 

The eternal, and to the biographers inherited, conflict between east

and west, or barbarian and Greek, is the factor that underlies and drives

these anecdotes. Greek philosophers, via the biographers, pit their intel-

lectual powers and achievements against the wealth and temporal power

of the tyrant and always win, their triumph an intellectual analogy to the

Parthenon centauromachy and amazonomachy that symbolize the tri-

umph of the rational and civilized west over the irrational and barbarous

east. The tyrants, although wealthy and possessed of great power, are

foolish, uneducated, and ineffectual; the philosophers, although without

power or material resources, are educated, cultured, and intellectual. The

anecdotes reveal, as Stuart has it, the “advantages of sobriety over excess, 

simplicity over luxury, justice over injustice.”142 In such anecdotes, figures

like “the king of Persia” come to represent effeminate extravagance and

slavery; representational meetings as early as Solon and Croesus in He-

rodotus show the Greek scorn and hatred for those who would enslave

them.143 The early poets and philosophers who fraternize with tyrants are

censored for doing so. The archaic philosophers reject them to a man.144

The anecdotes that speak of Democritus and tyrants indicate a midpoint

in the tradition: he fraternizes with and educates the tyrant, as do later

philosophers such as Plato, but ridicules and frustrates him as do the

archaic philosophers. Democritus, because of a biographical tradition, 

perhaps, that speaks of greater contact with the east, becomes the personi-

fication of the philosopher who ridicules the tyrant. Or perhaps, once

again, a philosophical statement paved the biographers’ way. 
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48. [Democritus said that] he would rather discover a single cause than be the king of Persia. (fr. 118)

∆. γουν αυτ 	ος, ως ␸ασιν, ελεγε βο 	υλεσθαι µαλλον µ	ιαν ευρειν αιτιολο-

γ	ιαν η τ ην Περαων οι βασιλε	ιαν γεν 	εσθαι᝽

Having examined the biographical evidence for Democritus’ character, 

we now turn to that aspect of his life that best illustrates philosopher and

philosophy, his death. 

T H E D E A T H O F D E M O C R I T U S

After the anecdotes that tell of the meeting between Democritus and

Hippocrates, Diogenes Laertius gives us his own epigrammatic version of

the death of Democritus. 

49. Who, indeed, was so wise, who wrought so vast

a work, as all-knowing Democritus achieved? 

Who, when death appeared, kept him three days, 

and with the hot steam of bread, entertained him. (DL 9.43 ⫽

 AP  7.57)



και τ	ις ε␸υ σο␸ ος ωδε, τ	ις εργον ερεξε τοσουτον. 

οσσον ο παντοδα ης ηνυσε ∆ηµ 	οκριτος; 

ος Θα	νατον παρε 	οντα τρ	ι ηµατα δ 	ωµασιν εσχεν

και θερµοις αρτων ασθµασιν εξ 	ενισεν. 

Diogenes Laertius fleshes out these bare details with a story taken from

Hermippus and Hipparchus. 

50. When he was now very old and near his end, his sister was vexed that he seemed likely to die during the festival of the Thesmophoria and that

she would be prevented from paying fitting worship to the goddess. He

bade her to be of good cheer and ordered hot loaves of bread to be brought

to him every day. By applying these to his nostrils, he contrived to outlive

the festival; and as soon as the three festival days had passed, he let go his

life from him without pain, having then, according to Hipparchus, at-

tained his one hundred and ninth year. (DL 9.43)
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ηδη υπ 	εργηρων οντα προς τωι καταστρ 	ε␸ειν ειναι. τ ην ο υν αδελ␸ ην

λυπεισθαι οτι εν τηι των θεσµο␸ 	ορων εορτηι µ 	ελλοι τεθν	ηξεσθαι και

τηι θεωι το καθηκον αυτ η ου ποι 	ησειν᝽ τον δ ε θαρρειν ειπειν και

κελευσαι αυτωι προσ␸ 	ερειν αρτους θερµους οσηµ 	εραι. το 	υτους δ η ταις

ρισι προσ␸ 	ερων διεκρα	τησεν αυτον π ην εορτ	ην᝽ επειδ η δ ε παρηλθον



αι ηµ 	εραι (τρεις δ ησαν). αλυπ 	οτατα τον β	ιον προ	ηκατο, ως ␸ησιν ο

Ιππαρχος, ενν 	εα προς τοις εκατον ετη βιο 	υς. ηµεις τε εις αυτον εν τηι

Παµµ 	ετρωι τουτον εποι 	ησαµεν τον τρ 	οπον᝽

Democritus, like many other philosophers, achieves a ripe old age in

spite of the many obstacles put before him.145 Typically, for Democritus, 

his family is once more a limiting or destructive factor in his life: his

brothers had conspired to cheat him, now his sister objects to his dying. 

Note that it is not his death itself that disturbs her, but only the timing of

it. If Democritus dies according to his schedule rather than hers, she will

be unable to attend the festival. To appease her, Democritus temporarily

wards off death by inhaling hot bread vapors for the prescribed time and

dies in rather boring fashion for such a colorful figure. But as usual, the

details, which seem so incidental, add up to a characteristically illustra-

tive death, in which atomic theory and even bread and women have their

appointed place. 

We begin with the festival of the Thesmophoria, which celebrated the

mysteries of the Two Goddesses, Demeter and Kore, and which repre-

sented a rare occasion of freedom for Greek women. During the festival, a

woman could legitimately, with full civic and religious sanction, escape

the confines of husband, home, and children.146 The ritual activities and

offerings associated with the Thesmophoria suggest fertility as well as

rebirth. The festival lasted for three days and excluded men and walking

children. Sexual abstinence was required of the women participants for

the full three days of the meeting, and other pleasures were curtailed; the

women camped, without beds or tables, and the whole of the second day

was spent in fasting, mourning, and prayer. A feast and sacrifice crowned

the third day, which was also an occasion for women to indulge in ritual

verbal abuse of each other and also, occasionally, of men. In literary

representations of the festival, hostility toward men becomes the principle

purpose and activity of the festival. As depicted by comic authors such as

Aristophanes, men were captured and threatened with castration.147 The

sheer mention of the Thesmophoria, then, would be enough to conjure up
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the slightly ridiculous image of hostile women, bent on some form of

emasculation. Democritus’ sister, by her desire to attend, is clearly a

woman of that sort, as her peevish response to her brother’s impending

death so clearly demonstrates. 

And Democritus, despite his many charms, could never be accused of

an enlightened view of women. On the contrary: in his work he spoke not

only of the liabilities of family relationships in general, but specifically of the problem of women in such relationships. 

51. A woman must not practice argument. For this is dreadful. (fr. 110)

γυν η µ η ασκε	ιτω λ 	ογον᝽ δεινον γα	ρ. 

52. The brave man is not only he who overcomes the enemy, but who is

stronger than pleasures. Some men are masters of cities but enslaved to

women. (fr. 214)

ανδρειος ουχο των πολεµ	ιων µ 	ονον, αλλ α και ο των ηδονων κρ 	εσσων. 

ενιοι δ ε πολ	ιων µ εν δεσπ 	οζουσι, γυναιξι δ ε δουλε 	υουσιν. 

53. To be ruled by a woman is the final outrage for a man. (fr. 111)

υπο γυναικος αρχεσθαι υβρις ειη αν ανδρι εσχα	τη. 

Indeed it is for Democritus. His sister practices her argument to some

effect and even rules his life and the time of his death, although he does

not suffer, or does only symbolically, the male fate generally considered

worse than death. On the other hand, the three days of fasting presents no

problem to the philosopher who advocated moderation. 

54. Luck provides a rich table, wisdom an adequate one. (fr. 210)

τρα	πεζαν πολυτελ 	εα µ εν τ 	υχη παρατ	ιθησιν, αυταρκ 	εα δ ε σω␸ροσ 	υνη. 

55. Thrift and fasting are beneficial, so too expenditure at the right time. 

But to recognize it is characteristic of a good person. (fr. 229)

␸ειδ 	ω τοι και λιµ ος χρηστ 	η᝽ εν καιρωι δ ε και δαπα	νη᝽ γιν 	ωσκειν δ ε

αγαθου. 

The table, in the form of hot bread vapors, is adequate to keep Democri-

tus alive, and perhaps it is the right time for fasting. Even so, the broad
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circumstances of the anecdote suggest a classic case of death by rebound, 

in which the philosopher’s statements have fatally come back to haunt

him.148 However, Democritus’ cheerful acceptance of his sister’s domestic

tyranny is also significant; his serene acceptance of her demands echoes

his remarks on proper behavior for the elderly. 

56. A pleasant old person is one who is agreeable and serious of speech. 

(fr. 104)

γ 	ερων ευχαρις ο αιµ 	υλος και σπουδαι 	οµυθος. 

57. Strength and beauty are the virtues of youth, while moderation is the flower of old age. (fr. 294)149

ισχ υς και ευµορ␸	ιη νε 	οτητος αγαθα	, γ	ηραος δ ε σω␸ροσ 	υνη ανθος. 

Democritus’ mildness toward his sister, like his cheery acceptance of

her demands in the face of his death, stem equally from this theory of

ευθυµ	ια as from atomic theory. Democritus gives us his own views on life

and death, which we see clearly reflected in the anecdote. 

58. [To live badly is] not to live badly but to spend a long time dying. 

(fr. 160)



ου κακως ζην ειναι, αλλ α πολυν χρ 	ονον αποθν	ηισκειν. 

59. People are fools who live without enjoyment of life. (fr. 200)

ανο	ηµονες βιουσιν ου τερπ 	οµενοι βιοτηι. 

60. People fleeing death pursue it. (fr. 203)

ανθρωποι τον θα	νατον ␸ε 	υγοντες δι 	ωκουσιν. 

61. Fools long for life because they fear death. (fr. 205)

ανο	ηµονες ζωης ορ 	εγονται [γ	ηραοσ] θα	νατον δεδοικ 	οτες. 

62. Fools, fearing death, want to live to be old (fr. 206)

ανο	ηµονες θα	νατον δεδοικ 	οτες γηρα	σκειν εθ 	ελουσιν. 

Democritus, demonstrably not a fool, neither flees death nor pursues it; 

his philosophy, both physical and ethical, precludes such notions. But he
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does, to appease his sister, delay it, either by recourse to hot bread vapors, 

as Diogenes Laertius relates, or by smelling honey, as a variant source

describes.150

Honey, as we have seen, played an important part in Democritus’ life. 

Honey, synonymous with sweetness in the ancient world, was used to

symbolize Democritus’ theory of subjectivity in taste, a theory that moved

later commentators to such fury. The importance, and controversy, of the

theory is further seen in two anecdotes that connect honey and death, in

the variant death described here, and in a source that says Democritus

advocates not cremation of the corpse but mummification by means of

honey.151 Interesting, all three are further linked by either the presence of

women or death, and all three demonstrate biographical method, which

transforms abstract philosophical thought into concrete, simplified form. 

That Democritus could keep death at bay for a full three days is hardly

surprising; he was, after all, another of those philosophers credited with

control of the elements, especially wind or air. The significance of the

vapors, whether bread or honey, however, is a point crucial to our decod-

ing of the anecdote. For the death as presented by Diogenes Laertius is a

satirical transformation of Democritus’ philosophy and in particular the

atomic theory of respiration. We have not, of course, any of his own words

on the subject, but we do possess comments by later authors on Democri-

tus’ theories of life, breath, and soul. 

63. For according to him, the spherical atoms, which from by nature can

never remain still, being moved, tend to draw the whole body after them

and thus set it in motion. (Arist.  de anim.  A2.406b15 ⫽ DK 68A104)

κινουµ 	ενας γα	ρ ␸ησι τ ας αδιαιρ 	ετους σ␸α	ιρας, δι α το πε␸υκ 	εναι

µηδ 	εποτε µ 	ενειν, συνε␸ 	ελκειν και κινειν το σωµα παν. 

According to Aristotle, the atomists regard respiration as characteristic

of life; as the surrounding air compresses the body and begins to expel

those atoms that give movement. Because they themselves are never

without motion, a reinforcement of these atoms coming in from outside, 

in the act of respiration, is required. They prevent the expulsion of inte-

rior atoms by counteracting the compressing and consolidating force of

the outside, and bodies continue to maintain this resistance.152 For Democ-

ritus in particular, Aristotle further tells us that, 

64. Democritus says that among animals that breathe, there is a result of their breathing, and alleges that it prevents the soul from being crushed
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out . . . he identifies the soul with the heat, regarding both as first forms of spherical particles. He says, therefore, that when these particles are being

crushed by the surrounding air, which is pressing them out, breathing

intervenes to help them. (Arist.  de resp.  4.471b30 ⫽ DK 68A106)



∆. οθι µ εν εκ τ#η$ς αναπνοης συµβα	ινει τι τοις αναπν 	εουσι λ 	εγει, 

␸α	σκων κωλ 	υειν εκθ	ιλβεσθαι τ ην ψυχ 	ην᝽ ου µ 	εντοι ως το 	υτου γ ενεκα

ποι 	ησασαν τουτο τ ην ␸ 	υσιν ουθεν ειρηκεν . . . λ 	εγει δ ως η ψυχη και το

θερµον ταυτ 	ον, τ α πρωτα σχ 	ηµατα των σ␸αιροειδων. συγκρινοµ 	ενων



ο υν αυτωω υπο του περι 	εχοντος εκθλ	ιβοντος, βο	ηθειαν γ	ινεσθαι τ ην

αναπνο	ην. 

Democritus, like other atomists, taught that life was maintained in the

body by breathing.153 In Aristotle’s comments, we see that the soul atoms

and “heat” (particles of air outside the body) share a spherical, similar

form. The soul atoms are especially small and quick and therefore in

constant danger of being breathed out. The external air, however, is also

made up of soul and mind atoms that, when breathed in, create and

maintain a pressure that keeps the internal soul atoms from being exhaled. 

Respiration, then, is a necessary condition of life, for when respiration

ceases, the tension keeping the soul atoms inside the body ebbs, and the

soul atoms, without this tension, slip outside the body and scatter into the

air. Death occurs when respiration ceases and the soul atoms are breathed

out.154 Democritus, of course, knows that he has nothing to fear from

death, since his soul atoms will simply scatter on the four winds. But he

also knows that as long as he can keep “feeding” these souls atoms with

“hot” vapors, they will not disperse and he will not die, at least until the

festival is over. Democritus uses his knowledge of the mechanics of life

and death to maintain, and then to end, his life; his death, like his life, 

becomes an act of will. 

Throughout, we have seen the enormous industry and determination

that Democritus brought to both his emotional and his physical life. The

biographers, if satirical in their interpretations, were accurate in their

knowledge and application of Democritus’ philosophy; his actions, absurd

and laudable, are the product of the soul’s control over the body, the

intellect’s control over the emotions. And this continues to the end:

Democritus’ death is deliberate, the result of rational thought and deci-

sion, not one of physical necessity. Democritus often spoke of the neces-

sity of intellectual control over those of the senses; the following frag-

ments emphasize his hierarchy of body and soul. 
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65. Happiness and unhappiness are the province of the soul. (fr. 170)

ευδαιµον	ιη ψυχης και κακοδαιµον	ιη. 

66. It is right that men should value the soul rather than the body; for perfection of soul corrects the inferiority of the body, but physical strength

without intelligence does nothing to improve the mind. (fr. 187)

ανθρ 	ωποις αρµ 	οδιον ψυχης µαλλον η σ 	ωµατος λ 	ογον ποιεισθαι᝽ ψυχης

µ 	εν γ αρ τελε 	οτης σκ	ηνεος µοχθηρ	ιην ορθοι, σκ	ηνεος δ ε ισχ υς ανευ

λογισµου ψυχ ην. 

Citation 66 reminds us of the tradition that Democritus blinded him-

self in an effort to perfect the soul by correcting the body. Or, as Lucretius

suggests, with the waning of his once dominant intellectual powers, De-

mocritus preferred to disregard his still powerful physical body and commit

suicide. As in the last anecdote, his death by suicide would be a conscious

act. That the soul or mind has this directive quality155 is made clear in

citation 66, as in citations 37, 38, and 39, which speak of the necessity to control one’s desires which if uncontrolled, blind the soul. Citation 65

expresses Democritus’ belief in a higher sphere of existence, where pure

thought and an inspired soul transcend the usual human boundaries, 

where the mind and soul guide, evil is an impossibility, and life an interpre-

tation of the good. In death as in life, Democritus’ actions are dominated

by his intellectual will; his intellect, guided by the soul, remains “calm and

strong, undisturbed by any fear or superstition.” Truly, nothing in his life

became him like the leaving of it; his death is the finest example of his

philosophy. 

Diogenes Laertius rounds off his life of Democritus with a discussion of

his theories, a short précis for the principles of atomic theory, a bibliogra-

phy of Democritus’ work, and a list of other men with the same name, as is

usual in his lives. Our chapter on Democritus, world traveler, madman, 

wondering visionary, poet, scoffer, miracle worker, blind, cheerful, and

always laughing, ends also. On the third day, the festival over, the loaves

no longer fragrant, Democritus happily lets go his soul and rests, free from

family, money troubles, and the satire of biographers, becoming another

benevolent image of which the air was full. 

 Conclusion
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In the previous chapters, we have examined the biographies of three

archaic philosophers, Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Democritus, tracing

the direct and correlative relationship that exists between the biographi-

cal data in the work of Diogenes Laertius and the extant fragments of

these philosophers. The new approach to philosophical biography ex-

plained in the preceding chapters yields three important results besides

the new methodology introduced. 

First, throughout this work, we have seen how the biographers such as

Diogenes Laertius, and their sources, for good or ill, have created lives for

their subjects out of the whole cloth of their subject’s work. Within this

specific genre of philosophical biography and commentary, certain themes

or topoi arose early on and were later used and reused to fit individual

lives when philosophical statements could be used to shape them to fit the

philosopher in question. Within the framework of the life and in the use

of topoi, however, a favorable or unfavorable tradition grew, based on

readers’ reactions to the philosophical work of the subject. What is admira-

ble in one philosopher can be damnable in another: the refusal to rule, for
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instance, is favorably transmitted in Empedocles’ case and unfavorably in

that of Heraclitus. 

The absence of hard data, and the separation by centuries of time further

allowed, or perhaps encouraged, the biographers to use what was at hand—

the subject’s extant philosophy—to write the lives of the philosophers, 

coupled with the strong belief that all philosophical statements were inher-

ently autobiographical. This entrenched belief allowed abstract philosophy

to become concrete anecdotes that were used to illustrate the philosophy

and to reward, or punish, or simply satirize the philosopher. Given the

general concerns of the archaic philosophers, a shared pursuit of higher

truths and the desire to establish a moral system in keeping with the cosmic

or universal system, many anecdotes and topoi were transferred from phi-

losopher to philosopher. Their experience with politics or with tyrants or at

the games, became favorite themes, used favorably or otherwise, through

incidental detail arising from secondary sources (comedy, for example, was

a prime resource), as well as from individual philosophic statements. Rheto-

ric, too, contributed greatly to biographies as set themes, such as the com-

parison between philosophers and their school. Letters to and from philoso-

phers and kings, also became the source for representational anecdotes and

narration. 

Quite often, these anecdotes take on a punitive edge; Heraclitus, for

example, is punished in his death story, while Empedocles, in one version, 

commits suicide (neatly refuting his erstwhile claim to have become a

god), and Democritus is threatened with poverty and a lack of burial. But

occasionally the philosopher triumphs, as when Democritus staves off

death and his sister by inhaling the vapor of hot breads or corners the

olive oil market because of his extraordinary knowledge of the elements, 

or when Empedocles is rewarded by the people of Acragas in spontaneous

worship. Stories such as these show a more favorable reading of the

subject’s work and, if still satiric, at least lend themselves to a less punitive tradition. 

Standard and famous arguments of later philosophers also influence the

lives of the archaic philosophers. Aristotle’s definition of the human as a

political figure is used to show the madness and misanthropy of Heraclitus, 

who chooses to live instead, solitary and bestial, in the mountains rather

than among the Ephesians. Plato, too, plays a part in the tradition and

biography of the early philosophers, clearly seen in his caricature of

Heracliteans as men with catarrh and in his alleged desire to burn Demo-

critus’ books. 
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What also clearly, and surprisingly emerges, is just how good the biogra-

phers were and especially how good their knowledge of the archaic phi-

losophers was, not so much in the formal, if sometimes sketchy description

of the philosophy, which Diogenes Laertius provides at some point in his

lives, but in the detailed knowledge of the philosophical statements that

go into the creation of the anecdotes and topoi that make up the lives

themselves. The best example of this thorough knowledge of the subject’s

work, if not, perhaps, a full understanding of it, is to be found in the death

of Heraclitus, with its meticulous and detailed use of Heraclitean state-

ment to build the whole of his death. The knowledge, also, of atomic

theory, as reflected in the stories of Democritus among the tombs, or in his

death story, argue that the biographers were extremely well read in their

subject’s work. Whether or not they always understood that work, their

familiarity with the work was painstaking and remains most impressive. 

Two further points emerge from this realization. The first is that we can

no longer ignore the setting in which the work of the archaic philosophers’

fragments have come down to us, as indeed Osborne so convincingly ar-

gues. While I do not agree with all that Osborne suggests, I do strongly share

her conviction that we must use, and take advantage of, all the sources at

hand. A similar appraisal of Diogenes Laertius emerges in my work, reestab-

lishing Diogenes Laertius as an important source for the biographical and

philosophical scholar alike. To dismiss Diogenes Laertius and other compil-

ers and commentators as we have done thus far is to lose a valuable source of

information for early philosophers. We can no longer, I think, simply use

and abuse the biographers as suits our purpose, that is, we cannot simply sift

through the “chaff” of biographical evidence to gather the whole kernel of

philosophical statements embedded in the text. I do not, like Osborne, 

argue that the interpretations offered by ancient commentators are our best

means of philosophical interpretation to the subject’s work, but rather that

closer attention to the text, the favorable or hostile tradition, and the use of anecdotes and topoi for illustration, punishment, and reward will bring us

to a better understanding of the subject’s philosophical work. Lives that

seem haphazard or ill organized, under close scrutiny, betray their underly-

ing connective themes, and anecdotes illustrate, at the very least, popular

reaction to the subject’s work and, at best, a clearer view of the work itself. 

Second, and more important, we can no longer allow the biographers

and their lives to color our interpretation of the subject’s work. Philosophi-

cal interpretation, like poetic interpretation of the past, pre-Lefkowitz era, 

commonly falls prey to the same misleading tendency that finds in the
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subject’s biography a justification or interpretation of the subject’s work. In fact, there is a real need to examine the relationship that exists between the

philosophical biography and the philosophical writings themselves, as Al-

ice Riginos’ 1976  Platonica  attests and as I have tried to show here. 

Heraclitus is the worst, or most fully illustrative, example of this ten-

dency; there is scarcely a commentary or text that does not subscribe, 

however subtly, to notions of misanthropy or melancholy that have crept

into philosophical interpretation. Of equal, if not greater concern, is the

recent and quite disturbing tendency of some scholars to reshoulder West’s

and Bernal’s burden of importing eastern beliefs and origins to western

philosophers such as Empedocles. Empedocles is not a mystic, a magician, 

or, God help us, a shaman; to suggest that Empedocles is other than a

philosopher is to discredit the western, Greek tradition of philosophical

thought and speculation and to find the absolute worst in biographers like

Diogenes Laertius. Suggesting that Empedocles actually performed resurrec-

tions or believing that he laid claims to stopping the wind verges on the

farcical, especially when used to support otherwise untenable convictions, 

such as that Empedocles was an eastern mystic. Empedocles always has

been, and always should be, recognized as a Greek philosopher whose work

and beliefs are part of the larger archaic Greek world of thought, that is, of a particular time and place, which cannot be falsely placed in the eastern

tradition to suit one’s own idiosyncratic version of eastern philosophy. No

one denies the vitality and importance of the east in the early history of

Greece; no one should deny the vitality and importance of the early philoso-

phers of Greek thought. 

On the other hand, a scholarly review is in progress, appropriately led

by scholars such as Osborne, Riginos, and Waugh, of the text and context

in which ancient thought is couched. These authors argue convincingly of

the importance of reading archaic philosophers and Plato in and through

their original form and format, Empedocles in epic poetry and Plato in

dialogue form. Hitherto, the mode has been, again, to sort through the

literary chaff (poetry and dialogue) to sift out philosophical formula, 

definition, and conclusions, and to ignore the setting in which all these

occur. Plato’s writing is dismissed and diminished as a skillful but still

somewhat clumsy precursor to the Aristotelian treatise, Empedocles’ epic

poetry patronized and overlooked or seen in opposition to his philosophic

thought. 

For those engaged in the study of ancient biography, the implications

of this work will be clear: if, as Lefkowitz has shown, the lives of the poets, 
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as they have come down to us, are suspect, it raises questions about how

we read our texts and what we may safely infer from them. At the very

least, it makes it imperative that we do not accept any text at its face

value, but that we seek to reconcile our interpretation of it with interpreta-

tions of other classical texts. 

I will leave to the philosophers to draw the implications for their own

field, except to state the rather obvious one: one cannot read the biogra-

phies of the philosophers as providing evidence for interpretation of early

philosophical texts. A less obvious but equally important implication, at

least in my view, is that philosophers recognize that the texts they label as

archaic philosophy are at the same time a specimen of literature and

history. As such they must be treated with the same careful handling that

classical scholars use in talking about Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, and Sap-

pho: archaic philosophy should be read as archaic, not classical, literature. 

We must read the work of Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Democritus as we

would any other literary effort, as conveying its meaning through all the

literary devices we have come to appreciate for early Greece. 

Fortunately, more scholars have now seen the importance of context, 

and text, in the work of these early philosophers, and perhaps a new

scholarly trend of reading within context is not too much to hope for. If

so, Diogenes Laertius should join the lists of those to be re-read and

reconsidered; that he has much to tell us is, I hope, clear from the preced-

ing work. 
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Fenk,  Adversarii Platonis quomodo de indole ac moribus eius iudicaverint ( Jena, 1913), 67. 

47. See, for example, Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 131, although his opinion is by no

means unique; Empedocles enjoys a reputation as an active, democratically motivated politician. W. Jaeger calls him “a friend of the people” ( The Theology of Early Greek Philosophers [Oxford, 1947], 143), and Burnet assures us that, “At any rate [given that
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many of the anecdotes are “old wives’ tales,” which nonetheless, reflect an accurate historical tradition], we see that Empedocles was the great democratic leader at Acragas in those days, though we have no clear knowledge of what he did” (1945, 199). The quotation’s ending takes on even greater significance when we consider just how little is known about “those days” in Acragas and how much has been inferred about Empedocles. The facts are these: Theron, Acragas’ powerful and beneficent ruler, died in 473 BCE. He was succeeded by his son Thrasydaeus who was driven out within a year and killed. Ten years later (ca. 462 BCE), civil strife broke out in many of the Sicilian democracies; the ten intervening years were probably years of strife and unrest as well. Our evidence comes from the historian Diodorus Siculus who, in his descriptions of those years, never mentions Empedocles, except in reference to the hospitality of Acragas, for which he partially quotes citation 10. His silence, given his obvious knowledge of Empedocles, casts grave doubt upon the political actions mentioned by Empedocles’ biographers. For this era of Acragas history, see A. E. Freeman, vol. 2, 349 and 560, with the caveat, however, that Freeman’s primary source is Diogenes Laertius. See also Wright 1981, 8; Bury and Meiggs 1985, 190. 

48. M. R. Lefkowitz, “Aristophanes and Other Historians of the Fifth-Century

Theatre,”  Hermes  112: 147 and 1981, 67 and 112; J. M. Bell, “Simonides in the Anecdotal Tradition,”  Quaderni Urbinati di Cultura Classica  28 (1978): 30; Riginos 1976, 180–83; Fairweather 1974, 213; K. Dover,  Greek Popular Morality in the Time of Plato and Aristotle (Berkeley, 1974), 243. 

49. Bell 1978, 73. 

50. Tyrants and philosophers were a favorite biographical contrast, see J. P. Dumont, “Les modeles de conversion a la philosophie chez Diogene Laerce,”  Augustinus 23 (1987): 79; Kindstrand 1984, 151; Riginos 1976, 74; Wehrli 1973, 193. 

51. Diogenes Laertius also says it proved Empedocles was wealthy; he had trouble reconciling Empedocles’ wealth, political standing, and arrogance as expressed in his work with democratic tendencies. This contradiction was noted by other biographers and commentators and is discussed later in this chapter. 

52. It has been suggested that the Thousand was an oligarchic club, conspiracy, or council. See Freeman 1891, vol. 2, 349 and 560; Wright 1981, 8. Like the anecdote in citation 14, this is probably a vague reference to political change in Acragas after Theron and Thrasydaeus. For Diodorus Siculus as historian, see J. G. Dellis, “Diodorus Siculus on Democritus,”  Philosophia  13 (1983): 124; J. Palm,  Uber Sprache und Stil des Diodorus von Sizilien (Lund, 1955), 2–21; N. G. L. Hammond, “The Sources of Diodorus Siculus XVI,”  Classical Quarterly  31 (1937): 90. 

53. We do know of a somewhat similar situation in Syracuse, ca. 491 BCE, when

the oligarchy of nobles was driven out by the common people. However, the nobles then appealed to Gelon who defeated the people and established his tyranny over noble and simple alike. See Bury and Meiggs 1985, 188. 

54. Wright (1981, 9 and 19), who calls the epigram almost completely spurious, 

notes that not only is it attributed to Simonides but that the first four words also appear anonymously in Eustathius  ad Od.  1634.12. Among these reports, we should probably include statements from Glaucus and Hippobotus in DL 8.52 that suggest (with various degree of hesitation) that Empedocles went to Thuri just after its foundation (ca. 445–44 BCE) and that he went to Syracuse to fight against the
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Athenians (ca. 415 BCE). Glaucus himself doubts the Syracuse report, remarking that Empedocles would either be dead or too old for this to be plausible; the trip or embassy to Thuri is probably nothing more than the biographical desire to link a favorite son to an important colony. There also exists, in DL 8.72, the remark that a statue of Empedocles was taken from Syracuse to Rome, where it was on public display. Considering the Roman tendency to rob the conquered cities of Magna Graecia, the report may well be true. 

55. The two speeches “about freedom” (DL 8.65 and 72) may reflect the rhetorical tendency for set pieces, see B. A. van Gronigen, “General Literary Trends in the Second Sophistic,”  Mnemosyne  ser. 4, no. 18 (1965): 50 and Bowie 1970, 5. 

56. Empedocles, after all, “invented rhetoric.” This mysterious statement, which comes to us from no less an authority than Aristotle ( ap.  DL 9.57), has as its only corroboration the report that Gorgias, the famous Leontine rhetorician, was Empedocles’ student (Satyrus  ap.  DL 9.58; Sextus Emp.  adv. math.  7.6 and Quintilian 3.1, both ⫽ DK 31A19.) While the number of philosophers who invent things constitutes a very common topos (see Riginos 1976, 188; Stuart 1967, 93; A. Kleingunther, 

“Πρωτο ευρετη,”  Philologus  suppl. 26 [1933]), this is one of the oddest examples. 

Wright suggests that the report of Gorgias as Empedocles’ student comes from Plato’s Meno  76C, when Socrates first asks Meno to answer “in the manner of Gorgias,” and then asks if Meno, “like Empedocles,” believes in the effluence of certain things. The biographers may have reasoned as follows: if Meno himself was Gorgias’ student he would presumably have learned Empedocles’ theory from him, and thus the intellectual succession is established from Empedocles to Gorgias to Meno. The determination to establish such successions or genealogies is discussed by Lefkowitz 1981, 77 and 87; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203; M. I. Finley,  The Use and Abuse of History (New York, 1975), 15–26; Fairweather 1974, 262; see, however, G. B. Kerferd, “Gorgias and

Empedocles,”  Siculorum Gymnasium  30 (1985): 595. 

57. R. D. Hicks ( Diogenes Laertius. Lives of Eminent Philosophers [Cambridge, Mass., 1925], 300) translates as “when Acragas came to regret him”; see also Wright 1981, 16, and E. Bignone,  Empedocle. Studio critico, traduzione e commento della testimonianze e dei frammenti (Turin, 1916), 106. 

58. It also supplies a handy, favored setting for violent death, see Lefkowitz 1981, 95. For the topos of exile in general, see Lefkowitz 1981, 128; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 206; Holford-Strevens 1988, 75; Fairweather 1974, 262; Wehrli 1973, 206. Philosophical exile was also to become a standard topos in the life of the Christian holy man; see Häag and Rousseau 1997, 46–47. 

59. For internal logic or consistency within a philosopher’s biography, see Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203; Kirk and Raven 1981, 75 and 217. 

60. See citations 40–42 in chapter 3. 

61. Diogenes Laertius’ text is ambiguous here, and the anecdote may have origi-

nated with Timaeus. If so, it may have had a more hostile tone originally. 

62. Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 254; Wright 1981, 276. 

63. Pliny lists Empedocles with Pythagoras, Democritus, and Plato as philosophers whose travels, undertaken for their studies, more truly resemble exile,  HN  30.1.9 ⫽

DK 31A14.2; Timaeus  ap.  DL 8. The newly discovered additions to fr. 139 of the Strasburg papyrus also support the notion of exile in this manner and may also be
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included in the various accounts of Empedocles’ death. See A. Martin, “L’Empedocle di Strasburgo: Aspetti Papirologici,”  Elenchos  19, no. 2 (1999): 145–49 and Wright 1981, 16. 

64. I follow Diels’ text here rather than Hicks; see Hicks 1925, 380 for comparison. 

65. Which is not to say, however, that the number, date, and topic of the two

poems are. The disputes are of long standing and give no indication of ending: see J. 

Bidez,  La Biographie d’Empedocle (Ghent, 1894), 20; Bignone 1916, 43; E. Rohde, Kleine Schriften  II (Leipzig, 1901), 379; A. Delatte,  La Vie de Pythagore de Diogene Laerce (Brussels, 1922), 25; O. Kern,  Die Religion der Griechen,  vol. 2 (Berlin, 1935), 146; W. J. Verdenius, “Abro,”  Mnemosyne  15 (1962): 292; Kranz 1949, 2; K. Reinhardt,  Parmenides und die Geschichte der griechischen Philosophie (Bonn, 1916), 172; E. R. Dodds,  The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley, 1951), 146; F. M. Cornford, Principia Sapientiae (Cambridge, 1952), 109; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 124; Wright 1981, 17; C. Osborne,  Rethinking Greek Philosophy: Hippolytus of Rome and the Presocratics (London, 1987), 24–31. 

66. Plutarch  quaest. conv.  683e (on fr. 148); Lucretius 1.731–35; see also Bury 1926, 481; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 136, 154, 188, 199. 

67. Aristotle fr. 70 Rose. On the epic or Homeric use of repetition and simile by Empedocles, see Bignone 1916, 602; J. Souilhé, “L’enigma d’Empédocle,”  Archives fur Philosophie  9 (1932): 340; F. Solmsen, “Nature as Craftsman in Greek Thought,” 

 Journal of the History of Ideas (1963): 476–79; B. Snell,  The Discovery of the Mind: The Greek Origins of European Thought (Oxford, 1953), 213; B. A. van Groningen “Empédocle, Poete,”  Mnemosyne  24 (1971): 185–88. For Empedocles’ admiration and stylistic imitation of Parmenides and Xenophanes, see Theophrastus  ap.  DL 8.55, 56, and Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 135. See also the discussions by Wright 1981, and note 80 in chapter 2. 

68. See G. M. A. Grube,  Aristotle on Poetry and Style (New York, 1958), 4 and 77. 

69. K. Freeman (Companion to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers [Oxford, 1966], 179) refers to the “complete misunderstanding of Aristotle’s views in Diogenes Laertius” in 8.57. 

70. Lefkowitz 1981, 16, 21; Riginos 1976, 168; G. S. Kirk,  Heraclitus: The Cosmic Fragments (Cambridge, 1962), 8; Wright 1981, 18. 

71. Menander, for example, says that Empedocles, like Parmenides, wrote natural/

philosophical hymns. A hymn to Apollo is specifically mentioned, Menandor  Rhetor 1.2.2, 5.2 ⫽ DK A23, see F. Solmsen, “Hymn to Apollo,”  Phronesis  25 (1980): 219ff. 

For the medical treatise see Zuntz 1971, 237–38. See also Wright 1981, 18; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 127; A. Stevens, “La physique d’Empedocle,”  Revue Belge du Philologie et Histoire  76 (1989): 68. There have, however, been at least two attempts to find these two lost works in the extant fragments of Empedocles; for the hymn to Apollo, see Solmson 1980, 219–27; for the “Persika,” see D. Sider, “Empedocles’ Persika,”  Ancient Philosophy  2 (1982): 76–78. 

72. See Wright 1981, 7; Freeman 1891, v. 2, 345. 

73. Bury and Meiggs 1985, 190. For the confusion of military battles, Empedocles’

dates alleged participation in these battles, see Wright 1981, 5; Freeman 1891, 173–

75. 
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74. See, however, Wright 1981, 18. The same impulse that connects famous men

and events, such as Aeschylus and Salamis or Empedocles and Himera, is also seen in the later report that links Empedocles with another famous Sicilian victory, the destruction of Athenian forces at Syracuse in 415 BCE; Apollodorus  ap.  DL 8.52 says that the unnamed sources for the story are mistaken. On this point also, see Wright 1981, 4. 

75. Wright 1981, 18. This also elucidates Timaeus’ remark in citation 1 that Empedocles, the poet’s grandfather, had been “a man of distinction.” The habit of attributing doubtful works to a subject’s youth is commonly used to explain inconsistencies of style or lost work; see Lefkowitz 1981, 21. 

76. It may also demonstrate another topos of philosophical biography, the literary versatility or genius of the philosopher who renounces all other work for philosophy’s sake. Plato’s literary career is very similar to Empedocles’; he is said to have written dithyrambs, lyric poetry, epic poetry, and tragedy before renouncing them all for philosophy. Many of the sources makes Socrates the cause of Plato’s renunciation of other genres; others report that Plato burned his literary efforts either because they were bad or to demonstrate his renunciation. Riginos (1976, 43–51) demonstrates that the reports of Plato’s work in different types of poetry, including tragedies, stem from his remarks on poetry and education in works such as the  Republic,  especially in the detailed criticism of poetry that occurs in books three and ten. Renunciation of other work is itself a standard theme, sometimes called the conversion to philosophy, which A. Nock ( Conversion [Oxford, 1933], 164–68) and Dumont (1987, 581–59) have shown to be typical in philosophical biography. 

77. Galen  Meth. Med.  1.1 (⫽ 10.5 Kayser); Pliny  NH  29.1.5, both ⫽ DK 31A3; Celsus  proem  2.11; Iamblichus  VP  113 ⫽ DK 31A15, discussed later in this chapter. 

78.  VM (1–2, 15, 20) and  Morb. Sacr.  2.1–32 are included in the Hippocratic corpus; Empedocles’ connection with charlatans and miracle workers is discussed in the next section; Empedocles’ connection with the physician Acron was discussed earlier. Judging from descriptions of Acron, their association may also hint at Empedocles’ career as a physician: Acron is said to be older than Hippocrates, to have written On Healing  and  On Health,  and to have studied respiration. Pliny tells us that he cleansed Athens of plague by burning,  HN  29.1.5; Plutarch  de Is. et Os.  79; both ⫽

DK 31A3. 

79. G. Vlastos, “Equality and Justice in Early Greek Cosmogonies,”  Classical Philology  42 (1947):158. See also Jaeger 1947, 143; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 216–28; F. Cleve, The Giants of Greek Philosophy (The Hague, 1973), 226. 

80. Guthrie (1962, vol. 2, 133) remarks that Empedocles’ “serious contribution of physiology and medical history . . . are not to be rigidly separated from his fame as a wonder-worker which has brought to the lips of many modern critics the word ‘charlatan.’” The biographers certainly did not separate them nor, unfortunately, do some modern scholars, who deny Empedocles’ importance as a philosopher by making him a shaman; see P. Kingsley,  Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic (Oxford, 1995), 227. 

For a different view, see Wright 1981, 9–14. For the use of the Pythagorean model in late biography and in the life of the holy man in the form of “Miracles, clairvoyance, vegetarianism, and readiness to die . . .” see Edwards 1997, 54ff. 
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81. Wright 1981, 10; see also H. Diels, “Gorgias und Empedokles,”  Sitzungsbericht der preussischen Akademie  49 (1884): 344. 

82. Investigations into these areas of physical research form a fairly standard part of the early philosophers’ repertoire; Wright 1981, 13; G. E. R. Lloyd, “Who Is Attacked in On Ancient Medicine? ”  Phronesis  8 (1963): 121 and 1964, 102; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 133. 

83. van Groningen 1965, 48; Holford-Strevens 1988, 5; Bell 1978, 59; Momigliano 1971, 84; Hope 1930, 171, 178, 184, 214. 

84. Some states, such as Corinth, had officials called “wind-calmers” or “wind-

soothers,” see L. Farnell,  Greek Hero Cults, (Oxford, 1921), 416–17. It is tempting to see this anecdote as one that once belonged to Empedocles’ political tradition or at least an anecdote that combined politics, miraculous works, and control of the elements. A similar anecdote exists, in which Empedocles “soothes” or “calms” his future pupil Pausanias who, in a maddened frenzy, is about to kill his father, DK A15. The fact that Empedocles uses music to effect his cure suggests, however, a Pythagorean basis to the story. 

85. Empedocles blocks a wind that both makes women barren and causes mis-

carriage, Plutarch  de curios.  515C and Clement  Strom.  6.3.30 (2.445.11 St.), both ⫽

DK 31A17. Empedocles stops a storm cloud that threatens Acragas, Philostratus  VA 8.7.8 ⫽ DK 31A14. Empedocles rids Selinus of a plague by mixing two rivers, 

Diodorus of Ephesus  ap.  DL 8.70. Finally, Empedocles is tellingly linked with Pythagoras, Democritus, and Plato as philosophers who travel to converse with magicians, Pliny  NH  30.1.9; Philostratus  VA  1.2 ⫽ DK 31A14. The mention of the animal skins and their magical/medical use calls the death of Epimenides irresistibly to mind; his corpse was found to be covered with tattoos that were, perhaps, the texts of oracles attributed to the prophet/philosopher. If so, we have another link in the tradition that makes Empedocles and Plato holy thieves, students who stole secrets hitherto available only to the initiates of the Pythagorean mysteries and made them public. 

86. The several stories that mention Empedocles and women (he saves the women

of Selinus from miscarriage and barrenness, Pantheia from her trance, and even

provides dowries for the young women of Acragas) are equally the result of his interest in embryology and his belief, quite rare in the ancient world, of female contribution to the developing embryo, see G. E. R. Lloyd,  Science, Folklore, and Ideology (Cambridge, 1983), 87; Aristotle  GA  722b6, coupled with the tradition of a democrat reformer who works in the people’s interest. 

87. See the discussion of citation 30 in chapter 3. 

88. For the tradition of Empedocles in this anecdote see Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 133; Wright 1981, 11; for wind cults in antiquity see Farnell 1921, vol. 2, 415. For the topos in general, see Schibli 1990, 5; Holford-Strevens 1988, 74; Wehrli 1973, 201; Freeman 1966, 176; Hope 1930, 99, 118. In Diogenes Laertius, philosophers who performed such acts and were awarded with deification include Epimenides (1.110), Menedemus (6.102), Pythagoras (8.14 and 21), and Democritus (9.3). Pherecydes (1.116) does not seem to have been deified despite his miraculous acts. 

89. Lefkowitz 1981, 10, 23; Mejer 1978, 39; Riginos 1976, 194–98; Fairweather

1974, 233–39; Wehrli 1973, 193. See, for example, Valerius Maximus 9.12,  De mortibus non ordinariis (Extraordinary Deaths), and Pliny  NH  7.180–84, with its list of
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those who died of joy, of shame, while putting on their shoes, while sucking eggs, and so on. 

90. D. R. Stuart,  Epochs of Greek and Roman Biography (Berkeley, 1967), 245. 

91. For death as a refutation of one’s work, character, or beliefs, see Edwards 1997, 56. 

92. See the discussion of citation 32 in chapter 2. 

93. Suicide is often used in such a way: Sappho kills herself for love of a young man. See Lefkowitz 1981, 37. 

94. It also punishes Empedocles for his insulting appraisal of the common man in citation 32, which begins, “The fools. For they have no long-reaching thought . . .” 

95. Osborne 1987, 119–122. 

96. Osborne 1987, 127–31; Wright 1981, 15; Burnet 1945, 202; Bidez 1894, 64. 

Certainly, the church fathers saw in Empedocles’ death the danger involved in claiming divinity; see Claudian  Paneg. Theod.  71; Tertullian  De Anim.  32; Lactantius  Div. 

 Inst.  3.18; Greg.  Ad. Nem  281; Bidez 1894, 64, 86. 

97. In the second anecdote, citation 41, we also see the character of Empedocles as champion of the people and the divine honors he receives for saving the community. In this anecdote, at least, he has fulfilled the promises made in citations 10, 12, and 29. 

98. The identification of the different roots by their divine names was a matter of dispute in antiquity; see DK 31A33; J. Longrigg “Roots,”  Classical Review  17 (1976): 1–4; Guthrie 1962: 2, 144; Bignone 1916, 542. 

99. H. B. Gottschalk ( Heraclides of Pontus [New York, 1980], 17) suggests that the scene is patterned on the apotheosis of Oedipus in Sophocles’  Oedipus at Colonnus, 1626. 

100. His student and beloved, or so the biographers understood it; Diogenes

Laertius, 8.60–61, draws upon both Aristippus and Satyrus as evidence that Pausanias was Empedocles’ “beloved.” All three biographers present as their only evidence Empedocles’ address of Pausanias in fr. 1. For a love relationship between student and teacher adduced from like address or for the existence of either a student or a teacher from such an address, see Schibli 1990, 13; Lefkowitz 1987, 128; Fairweather 1974, 262; Hope 1930, 152; Stuart 1921, 149. 

101. Bury and Meiggs 1985, 189. 

102. Messene was not far from Olympus and mysteries similar to those at Eleusis, which also promise life after death, were celebrated near Messene in Hellenistic times. 

The biographers may be indulging in a bit of anachronism to suggest that Empedocles traveled from festival to festival, performing miraculous acts. See M. P. Nilsson,  A History of Greek Religion (Oxford, 1949), 22, 478; Kern 1926, vol. 2, 188. 

103. Wright 1981, 16. 

104. Wright (1981, 17) notes that Hippobotus answers these objections with a

description of the two statues of Empedocles raised in his honor, DL 8.72. 

105. Or that a sandal of any material would have survived, Strabo 6.2.8. 

106. The newly recovered addition to fr. 139 from the Strasburg papyrus certainly would have given the biographers free rein to speak of such a death; the additional material states, in part, that the exiled soul, regretting his past, enters the “Whirl” of

“constant griefs” and an “inextinguishable flame, bringing upwards a mixture of much
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woe” (A. Martin and O. Primavesi,  L’Empedocle de Strasburg,  trans. R. Gaskin [Berlin, 1999], 147). 




CHAPTER TWO

1. Apollodorus, FHG. Fr. 340A. A lack of evidence, as much as anything else, has led to general agreement for that date. See Kirk 1962, 1–3 for acceptance of Apollodorus as a “rough guide” and for his discussion and refutation of Reinhardt’s attempt to date Heraclitus some twenty years after, rather than before, Parmenides, Reinhardt 1916, 157. Kahn (1979, 1 and n. 1) also accepts the Apollodoran date for Heraclitus and notes its synchronism with the date of Darius. For other, more general introduc-tions to the philosopher and his era, see Kirk and Raven 1981, 185–215; R. Mondolfo and L. Tarán,  Eraclito. Testimonianze e imitazione (Florence, 1972), 1–24; M. Marcovich, “Herakleitos,”  PW Supple. Band  10 (1965): 246–320; D. Ramnoux,  Heraclite ou l’homme entre les choses et le mots (Paris, 1959) 1–10. For methods and problems associated with Apollodoran chronology, see Jacoby 1902, 227, and Burnet 1945, 

143–91. 

2. When more than one name is given, it probably indicates that both were

mentioned somewhere in the author’s work; see O. Masson, “A propos de Bloson, nom du pere d’Heraclite,”  Revue de Philologie  40 (1986), 279–81; Lefkowitz 1981, 62–63; L. 

Tarán,  Parmenides (Princeton, 1965), 12. 

3. Hicks 1979, 413. Strabo 14.25 ⫽ DK 22A2; Antisthenes FHG III 182 ⫽ DK

22A1, 6. 

4. Antisthenes is elsewhere fairly snide in his remarks about philosophers; see, for example, his remarks on Democritus and his investigative methods and research, in chapter 3, citation 18. 

5. The words µεγαλοφροσ υνη and µεγαλ οφρν do, of course, have positive shades; they mean “greatness of mind,” or “high-mindedness” or even “magnanimity”; see

Plato  Smp.  194b; Protagoras 9; Isocrates 9.27. However, their context here, the coupling of µεγαλ οφρν with υπερ οπτης, and mention of Antisthenes all conspire to give the words their darker meaning of “pride” or “arrogance”; see Herodotus 2.4; Anti-phones 4.3.2; Plato Euthd. 293a. On this point, see Kirk (1962, 3) who translates as

“exceptionally haughty and supercilious”; see also S. N. Mouraview, “La vie d’Heraclite de Diogene Laerce,”  Phronesis  32 (1987): 17 and note 11 in this chapter. 

6. See note 11. 

7. Heraclitus’ honorific, the Dark One of Ephesus, is borrowed from Kahn 1985, 

253. Mejer (1978, 18) notes that for Diogenes Laertius, “excerpts are per definition out of context,” and that such quotations are used in a different context and for a different purpose than was originally intended. 

8. Diogenes Laertius frequently suggests that his subject’s “character may be seen from his writing,” e.g., in 9.38, 7.185, and 8.66. That Diogenes Laertius tends to quote illustratively is demonstrated by Mejer 1978, 50 and Hope 1930, 128. That biographers tend to use quotations to characterize is discussed by Fairweather 1974, 258–59; Wehrli 1973, 200–202; F. Leo,  Die griechischen-romische Biographie nach ihrer littarische
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 Form (Leipzig, 1901), 95. For a similar use of quotation in the lives of the poets, see Lefkowitz 1981, 99; Bell 1978, 29–86. 

9. See R. Dilcher,  Studies in Heraclitus (Zurich, 1995), 21. For the professional hostility that existed between Heraclitus and the “great men” of archaic Greek literature, see J. Tate, “On the History of Allegorism,”  Classical Quarterly  28 (1934): 105. 

10. This is perhaps a good time to alert the general reader to the fragmentary state of Heraclitus’ work. We currently possess a debated number of short statements or fragments, which come to us from the ancient world not neatly ordered and collected in a book, but singly and by collection from philosophers such as Aristotle to biographers such as Diogenes Laertius. The fragment numbers used in this chapter follow those of Diels and Krantz, who collected them and ordered them simply on alphabeti-cal grounds. Whether Heraclitus himself ever wrote a book is still a debated question, to be taken up later in this chapter. All readers should note that no attempt is made here either to order the fragments or to supply context for Heraclitean philosophy as a whole. Simply, a comparison of those fragments that mention wisdom and the wise may clarify Heraclitus’ and Diogenes Laertius’ use of them. For philosophical interpretation of frr. 40, 41, and 42, see Osborne 1987, 181; Kahn 1979, 107–10, 111, and 170–72; K. Pritzl, “On the Way to Wisdom in Heraclitus,”  Phoenix  39 (1985): 308; A. 

Lebedev, “The Cosmos as Stadium. Agonistic Metaphors in Heraclitus’ Cosmology,” 

 Phronesis (1985): 139; Kirk 1962, 386–91. 

11. See Kahn 1979, 20. 

12. See Pritzl 1985, 308; Kahn 1979, 21; Guthrie 1962, vol. 1, 417–18; Dilcher

1995, 21. 

13. Mouraview (1987, 17) argues that the passage in question is written with the sole purpose of illustrating the misdeeds that result from arrogance. A very compelling piece of evidence to support this view comes from Tatianus, the Christian apologist, who says that he cannot approve or accept Heraclitus because of his “arrogance” ( ad. 

 Gr.  3). A shunning of civic concerns was to become standard in the life of later Christian biographies, see Häag and Rousseau 1997, 47; in them, however, the withdrawal is admirable, evidence of a required humility. 

14. Lawmaking was an accepted part of the philosopher’s (biographical) role; 

Heraclitus’ refusal to make laws and his contempt for the law are both atypical of the topos and characteristic of his misanthropic biographical personality. See notes 15 and 18. 

15. Kindstrand (“Diogenes Laertius and the Chreia Tradition,”  Elenchos  7 [1986]: 238) points out that Diogenes Laertius often arranges his material by association. For the uncritical use of original texts by the biographers, see Gentili and Cerri 1988, 73–

74; Lefkowitz 1981, 41; Mejer 1978, 50; Bell 1978, 78–79; Fairweather 1974, 258–59; Wehrli 1973, 200–202. 

16. The working methods of ancient scholars in general has been examined by F. 

Munzer,  Beitrage zur Quellenkritik der Naturgeschichte des Plinius,  pt. 1 (Berlin, 1987); J. E. 

Skydsgard,  Varro the Scholar (Copenhagen, 1968), ch. 7; and P. G. Walsh,  Livy, His Historical Aim and Methods (Cambridge, 1961), 141–42. Mejer (1978) in particular provides an account of Diogenes Laertius’ methods. For practical difficulties of working with scrolls, readers, scribes, and their influence upon the manuscript, see pp. 16–29. 
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17. Heraclitus seems to recommend here that the youths should be left alone in the city, to make its laws, and to govern the state. While I find it difficult to believe that Heraclitus is serious in this statement or making a real recommendation for the governing of a city by its adolescents, there is some reason to think that Plato may have taken the passage to heart. In discussion, Diskin Clay noted that at the onset of adolescence, public education would begin and refers the reader to Socrates’ advice for foundation of the state: “They will begin by sending out into the country all the inhabitants of the city who are more than ten years old and they [the guardians] will take possession of their children, who will be unaffected by the habits of their parents” 

(Pl.  Rep.  7.542, Jowett’s translation). In other words, the adults would leave the city and their adolescent children behind where, under the rule of the guardians, the children would be educated as future rulers, without the harmful influence of their parents. Would Heraclitus, in his scenario, act as guardian? More to the point, is Plato once again using Heraclitus in subtle satire? Plato was greatly influenced by Heraclitus, although his interpretations of Heraclitean philosophy and his philosophical portraits of Heraclitus, were not always accurate or even fair; see Kahn 1979, 4 and Kirk 1962, 15–16. Heraclitus’ influence upon Plato was certainly noted by the biographers and results in a certain amount of conflation between their biographical characters. For example, Plato shares Heraclitus’ melancholy in his characterization as the philosopher who never laughs (DL 3.26); see Riginos 1976, 150–51. Socrates, Plato’s great spokesman and teacher, is linked several times with Heraclitus; see note 62. 

18. See note 3 in this chapter and Kirk 1962, 8–12. 

19. Renunciation of kingship specifically occurs in Diogenes Laertius’ lives of Solon (1.67) and Empedocles (8.63). Renunciation of politics, poetry, business and other pursuits constitutes a larger biographical topos, see Hope 1930, 154. 

20. The assumption is weakened rather than strengthened by the number of phi-

losophers who engage in politics: the sheer number of those who make laws, draft constitutions, and are otherwise politically active render them suspicious. To engage in politics was considered particularly appropriate for philosophers; see Lefkowitz 1981, 17; Bell 1978, 84; Wehrli 1973, 202; Hope 1930, 155. For Heraclitus’ atypical refusal to make laws, see Kahn 1979, 1 and Kirk 1962, 81. 

21. For the evidence on Heraclitus’ friend Hermodorus, see Kahn 1979, 178 and

Kirk 1962, 1–2; see also Kirk and Raven 1981, 183–84 on Heraclitus and the Ephesians. The biographers may also be insinuating a scandalous relationship between Heraclitus and his “friend,” especially if Hermodorus is to be understood as Heraclitus’

student. See Wehrli 1973, 193 and Stuart 1967, 149. A lack of hard data, on the other hand, was no impediment to the writing of biographers, as Dover (1976, 28–31) points out. When data was lacking, biographers simply invented what they felt was most likely to have occurred. On this point, see Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203 and Finley 1974, 15–26. We should further note that, in spite of Heraclitus’ reputed antipathy to the Ephesians, he is also said (by Diogenes Laertius, 9.15) to have preferred them to the Athenians. Because of Athens’ strong association with philosophy among biographers and later writers, Heraclitus’ preference for the Ephesians would be a further mark of his eccentricity and arrogance. For the importance of Athens in philosophical biography, see Hope 1930, 117. However, for the view that Heraclitus was concerned with

 Notes to Pages 65–67

167

and wrote about political affairs in Ephesus, see J. Frère, “Les idées politiques d’Héraclite d’ Éphèse,”  Ktema  19 (1994): 231–38. 

22. Many philosophers in Diogenes Laertius make laws for their states, e.g., Pythagoras (8.3), Thales (1.25), Menedemus (2.140), Parmenides (9.23), Pittacus (1.75), and Solon (1.55 and 1.45). Only two refuse to do so, Heraclitus and Plato (3.23). On this topos of law making, see Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 199–200 and Finley 1974, 39 and 44. On Plato’s refusal to make laws, see Riginos 1976, 191–93, and note 16 in this chapter. That his anecdote arises from Heraclitus’ interest in law ( nomos) as seen in citation 8, fr. 40, and elsewhere, see Kirk 1962, 4–5. 

23. For the further importance of children in Heraclitus’ biography, see also frr. 70

and 79 (citations 39 and 40) and Diogenes Laertius’ account of Heraclitus’ death 9.3–

4 (citation 32), both discussed in the last section in this chapter. 

24. Anecdotes of this type (“concretized,” see note 26) are often used in this

manner; see R. Scodel, “Hesiod Redivius,”  Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies (1981): 320; Finley 1975, 44; Wehrli 1973, 197. 

25. Owens (1983, 15) notes that hatred of one’s city or of the people as a whole constitutes a standard means of abuse in comedy and rhetoric which was taken over for the philosophers. See also W. Süss,  Ethos (Teubner, 1910), 244–54. 

26. Those anecdotes that give concrete form to poetry or philosophy I call  concretized,  following Finley 1975, 44, although he did not apply the term specifically to anecdotes. See also Lefkowitz 1981, 92–93; W. J. Slater, “Simonides’ House,”  Phoenix 26 (1972): 238; Stuart 1921, 225. 

27. See Mouraview 1987, 19. Philosophers were generally thought to be hateful

and abusive, see Fairweather 1974, 248; Athenaeus 220 a, e. Other notable philosopher/misanthropes were Myson, Timon, and Apemantus (DL 1.1.07); see Hope

1930, 150. 

28. See, for example, Seneca  de tranq.  15.2; Lucian  vit. auct.  14 ⫽ DK 22C5. 

29. Kirk and Raven 1981, 184; see also Kirk 1962, 381; Kahn 1979, 168. 

30. These other character traits are discussed later in this chapter. Ancient interpretation and characterization seem alike and primarily seem to have arisen from attempts to deal with Heraclitus on a purely physical plane. See C. Kahn,  Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology (New York, 1960), 17–24; G. M. Stratton,  Theophrastus and the Greek Physiological Psychology (London, 1917), 52; Dilcher 1995, 162. 

31. On knowledge and perception and their difference in Heraclitean and archaic thought, see K. Narecki, “Le Rôle des sens et de l‘âme humaine dans la théorie de la connaissance d’Héraclite d’ Èphése,”  Eos  82 (1994): 18–30; J. Wilcox, “On the Distinction between Thought and Perception in Heraclitus,”  Apeiron  26, no. 1 (1993): 1–18; J. Mansfeld, “Parménide et Héraclite avaient-ils un théorie de la perception?”  Phronesis 44, no. 4 (1999): 326–46. For a more detailed discussion of the soul in Heraclitus, see M. Nussbaum, “ψυχµ in Heraclitus,”  Phronesis  17 (1972): 153–70. 

32. G. S. Kirk, “Sense and Common-Sense in the Development of Greek Philoso-

phy,”  Journal of Hellenic Studies  81: 109 and 1962, 377; Kirk and Raven 1981, 196–99; Kahn 1979, 168, 223; 1985, 249; see also the discussion of fr. 31 (citation 55); for ancient testimony of the notion of flux and movement, see S. N. Mouraview,  Héraclite d’ Èphése, Traditio: La Tradition Antique et Médiéval (Sankt Augustin, 1999): 1–8. 
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33. Kahn 1979, 243–58; Kirk 1962, 14–16, 378. 

34. Plato  Cra.  401D, 402A ⫽ DK 22A6; see also  Theat.  160D. 

35. In this passage, Socrates and Cratylus discuss the theory and the flux, and Socrates sums up his opinion as follows: “[Such men who think] that there is nothing sound, but that all things flow like leaky pots, are just like people suffering from a cold and a runny nose who believe that things are in their condition, and that everything is subject to rheum and dripping” ( Cra.  440C). 

36. Aristotle himself reacted to this interpretation of the fragment and made

explicit, as Kirk remarks, its implicit problems: our own common sense and visual perceptions argue against a universe where stationary objects are seen to be immobile and not in a state of change. See Aristotle  Phys.  8.3, 253b9; G. S. Kirk, “Natural Change in Heraclitus,” in  The Pre-Socratics,  ed. A. P. D. Mourelatos (New York, 1974), 189–95 and 1961, 109; Dilcher 1995, 161. 

37. Kahn (1979, 21) believes Theophrastus’ frustration comes from his problems

with the content, that is, with the argument itself, while Kirk and Raven (1981) think the problem may lie with the state of the manuscript. See also K. Reinhardt, “Heraklits Lehre vom Feuer,”  Hermes  77 (1942): 24. 

38. Aristotle  E. N.  7. 8, 1150b25; see Kirk 1962, 8; K. Deichgraber, “Bermerkungen zu Diogenes’ Bericht über Heraklit,”  Philologus  93 (1938): 12 and 21. There is little discussion of melancholy in the ancient world before Aristotle. One of Hippocrates’

very few remarks on the subject points out the effect of summer drought on the bilious. 

The onset of melancholy, which, from his remarks, seems a fairly rare occurrence, is accompanied by dry eyes and lengthy bouts of severe fever. This seems more akin to the brain storm or intellectual flightiness that Theophrastus describes than despondency or depression (Hippocrates  Aer.  10). Manic/depressive states, then as now, were often associated with genius; Aristotle probed the link between genius and madness in  Problemata  30. Empedocles, Plato, and Socrates were all considered melancholy-mad, while Democritus was considered a manic type. See B. Simon,  Mind and Madness in Ancient Greece (Ithaca, 1978), 151, n.49, 229, and 322, n.11. We should also note that distinctive character traits, such as misanthropy, melancholy, or arrogance, were considered grounds for fame by Diogenes Laertius and as such would be eagerly included and discussed; see Hope, 1930, 149–50. 

39. This characterization of Democritus will be discussed in chapter 3. For Heraclitus’ characterizations as “gloomy,” see A. M. G. Gomez,  The Legend of the Laughing Philosopher and its Presence in Spanish Literature (Cordoba, 1984), iii; Kahn 1979, 1 and n.16; C. E. Lutz, “Democritus and Heraclitus,”  Classical Journal  49 (1954), 313. See also Lucian’s comic description of his meeting with Heraclitus, which satirizes both Heraclitean thought and character,  Vit. auct.  15 ⫽ DK 22C5. A similar process of biographical simplification took place in the life of Euripides, see Lefkowitz 1981, 89. 

On this point and for the contrasting characterization of Democritus, see Gomez 1984, 2–18; Bell 1978, 58; A. Buck, “Democritus ridens et Heraclitus flens,”  Wort und Text: Zeitschrift fur Fritz Salk (Frankfurt, 1963), 169–80. 

40. For the tendency toward comic caricatures, see Bell 1978, 58; Wehrli 1973, 

208; Momigliano 1971, 84. For biographical lives written to fit into schematized patterns, see Bell 1978, 56. That the preferred material within these schematized lives are sensational and negative, see Lefkowitz 1981, 100; M. Delcourt, “Biographies

 Notes to Pages 68–71

169

anciennes d’Euripides,”  Antiquité Classique  2 (1953): 286. For the tendency toward philosophical mockery, see Z. Stewart, “Democritus and the Cynics,”  Harvard Studies in Classical Philology  63 (1958): 185; Stuart 1967, 139–40; G. C. Fiske,  Lucilius and Horace (Madison, 1929), 158–60, 229. 

41. Plutarch  de. garr.  17, 511B; Themistius  de virt.,  both ⫽ DK 22A3, b. For this anecdote, see S. N. Mouraview, “The Moving Posset Once More: Heraclitus’ fr. 125B

in Context,”  Classical Quarterly  46 (1996) 34–43. 

42. Kirk 1962, 13; K. Freeman 1966, 105. Naturally, the topos is reversed here to show Heraclitus as the philosopher who refused to help his state. The reversal

emphasizes the extreme misanthropy of Heraclitus’ character and the hostility of the biographers. 

43. Kirk 1962, 13. 

44. Kirk 1962, 51. 

45. These philosophical topoi are discussed at greater length later in this chapter. 

K. Freeman (1966, 105) notes that the anecdote about the mixed drink is a typical story of the wise man who helps his country during the war as, for example, in

Diogenes Laertius, do Thales (DL 1.25), Solon (DL 1.46), and Pythagoras (DL 8.40); the war in question was with Persia. I take the anecdote as a hostile inversion of the standard theme. For discussion of the topos generally, see R. Lattimore, “The Wise Advisor in Herodotus,”  Classical Philology  34 (1939): 24–28. 

46. Kindstrand 1986, 219. 

47. Fairweather 1974, 266–68. We have, for example, Anaxagoras’ response to his death sentence, “Long ago nature condemned both my judges and myself to death.” 

This is a statement also attributed to Solon and to Xenophon; see DL 2.13. 

48. Diogenes Laertius 2.7: “Anaxagoras, known for his theories on astronomy, as he grew old, retired from public life and gave himself up to his physical speculation. 

When someone asked if he had no interest in his native land, he replied that he was greatly interested in it and pointed to the sky.” Remarks of this sort can either be ethical in import (Wehrli 1973, 206) or summarize, as here, the speaker’s philosophical doctrine (Bell 1978, 46 n. 55). 

49. Speech and hearing, like sight, are useless without the interpretation of a wise and knowledgeable soul; see Kirk 1962, 376; H. D. Rankin, “Limits on Perception and Cognition in Heraclitus’ Fragments,”  Elenchos  16 (1995): 241–52. The silent philosopher probably makes an analogue to the excessively serious, sober philosophical types such as Pythagoras, Empedocles, Zeno of Citium, and Plato; see Hope 1930, 150; DL

7.18 and 3.26. Plato’s sobriety and an alleged preference for solitude are based at least partly on the biographical figure of Heraclitus; see Riginos 1976, 151. 

50. H. Cherniss,  Aristotle’s Criticism of Presocratic Philosophy (Baltimore, 1935), 356. Although Cherniss speaks specifically about Aristotle, the method was used by both critics and biographers as well. 

51. A. M. Battegazzore ( Gestualita e oracolarita in Eraclito [Genoa, 1979], 43) uses this fragment (fr. 125, citation 15) to suggest that Heraclitus worked, i. e., composed and taught, as a mime, a theory which has not been well received; see M. Marcovich, 

“Battegazzore,”  Gnomen  54 (1982): 380. 

52. The work itself will be discussed in a separate section in this chapter. 

53. Riginos 1976, 15–21; Hope 1930, 146; Stuart 1967, 215. The rubric of an
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unusual childhood may conform to a schema drawn from preestablished patterns of heroic lives; see Lefkowitz 1981, 93. 

54. Wehrli 1973, 195; Stuart 1921, 216. Diogenes Laertius also reverses this topos to emphasize the eccentricity of Heraclitus’ character, see further in this chapter. 

55. Hope 1930, 99; Delatte 1922, 46. See, however, the view that proper inter-

pretation of the Heraclitean fragments depend on this (biographical) misanthropy, a view that, among other things, denies abstract thought to Heraclitus, G. Moyal, “On Heraclitus’ Misanthropy,”  Revue de philosophie ancienne  7 (1989): 131–48. 

56. Fairweather 1974, 263. 

57. Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203; Fairweather 1974, 262. 

58. Lefkowitz 1981, 77; Cherniss 1935, 320–24; Stuart 1967, 174. 

59. Socrates and Archelaus (DL 9.19) and Empedocles and Pausanias (DL 8.60), 

are only a few of the figures so linked; see Owens 1983, 17; Stuart 1928, 149. 

60. Within such a hostile biographical tradition, it may seem surprising that no use at all is made of this most common form of biographical abuse. Heraclitus, however, was perceived as too much the misanthropic loner for such an assertion to fit within the lines of his biographical character. Szegedy-Maszak (1978, 202) demonstrates the logical consistency that exists within the biographical scheme, even in cases such as this. 

61. For Xenophanes’ criticism of Pythagoras, see DL 9.19 ⫽ DK 21B7; for Heraclitus, see citation 2, within which, however, he also criticizes Xenophanes. Both philosophers were critical of Homer and Hesiod (Xenophanes, DK 21B11; Heraclitus, citations 2 and 4). Finally, both Heraclitus and Xenophanes share a free-floating anecdote of the bon mot kind: Xenophanes, when asked by the Eleans if they should sacrifice to the white goddess and whether they should lament or not, advised them that if they considered her a god, they should not lament and that if they considered her mortal, they should not sacrifice (Aristotle  Rhet.  B 26 1400 b 5 ⫽ DK 22A13; Kirk and Raven 1981, 166). 

62. Barnes 1982, 83; H. Cherniss, “The Characteristics and Effects of Presocratic Philosophy,”  Journal of the History of Ideas  12 (1951): 334; Burnet 1945, 112. 

63. Heraclitus shares this state only with Thales (DL 1.27), that is, only with the philosopher who by virtue and necessity of being Greece’s first philosopher could not have had a teacher. 

64. Kirk (1962, 6) notes that Heraclitus’ statement that he “knew nothing” was

later in fact associated with Socrates; see Plutach  adv. Col.  1118C, where Heraclitus’

fr. 101, citation 27, is compared to the Delphic “know thyself,” and to Socrates’

inquiry into the nature of man. Fr. 50, citation 23, must also have played some part in its formation, as would his biographical arrogance to know everything in his adult state. 

65. See the discussion of fr. 41, citation 3. See also Dilcher 1995, 45; H. D. Rankin, 

“Heraclitus on Conscious and Unconscious States,”  Quaderni urbinati di cultura classica 50 (1995): 77–78; and E. Hussey, “Heraclitus on Living and Dying,”  The Monist  74, no. 4 (1991): 522–24. 

66. See Pritzl 1985, 308; S. Scolnicov, “I Searched Myself,”  Scripta Classica Israelica 7 (1983): 1–13; and Kirk and Raven 1981, 212–14, for agreement on interpretation of fr. 101, citation 22, but see also Kahn 1979, 116. Kahn sees in the fragment a
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statement of personal alienation and the importance of self-knowledge, rather than knowledge of the Logos that comes from within. 

67. The problems of Heraclitus’ book, and indeed its very existence, have occa-

sioned much debate, ranging from no book at all, to Battagazorre’s belief that Heraclitus wrote no book because he was a mime (note 48 in this chapter), and Kirk (1962, 7), who conjectures a series of gnomic orally delivered statements, to Diels ( Herakleitos von Ephesos,  2nd edition. [Berlin, 1909], viii) who hypothesizes a commonplace book in which Heraclitus jotted down random thoughts, to Kahn (1979, 3–9), who supports a deliberate literary composition, stylistically comparable to the work of Aeschylus and Pindar. Like Kahn, I believe the book to have been a deliberate, structured work, the internal, thematic logic and unity of which can be demonstrated through examination of the fragments that are themselves the result of a deliberately ambiguous and quite beautiful style; see notes 85–87. 

68. D. Clay,  Lucretius and Epicurus (Ithaca, 1983), 82 and n.1; Kirk 1962, 7. 

Diogenes Laertius’ own introduction to the work seems hesitant and vague; Hicks’

translation is just right: “in the work that passes as his . . .” 

69. A. A. Long and D. N. Sedly,  The Hellenistic Philosophers (Cambridge, 1987), 326; Deichgraber 1983, 18–20. Kahn, who disagrees with Deichgraber and thinks

Diogenes Laertius’ remarks are a valid description of the work, feels that a better sense of it is rendered by translating it as, “the work falls naturally into three discourses, on the universe, on politics [and ethics], and on theology.” Kahn (1979, 8–9) argues that there exists no Stoic classification which could combine the three subclassifications of politics, physics, and theology, and that politics must instead be understood to include ethics as well. See also S. N. Mouraview, “Titres et Articulations du Texte dans les Oeuvres Antiques,”  Collection des Études Augustiniennes  152 (1994): 35–53. 

70. In 9.22, this remark is attributed to Socrates. The dual attribution is discussed later in this section. 

71. Lefkowitz 1987, 153; Kirk, 1962, 8–10. 

72. Kirk 1962, 10. See the discussion of citation 14 and note 32 in this chapter and the discussions of citations 46–49. For Heraclitus’ death by “drowning,” see Diogenes Laertius’ epigram upon his death, citation 65. The fact that it needed a Delian diver may also have had special significance; see the discussion of citation 31. 

73.  Oxford Classical Dictionary,  ed. S. Hornblower and A. Spawforth (New York, 1996): 972. 

74. Strabo 3.5.9. 

75. There is a further problem, however. Crates of Mallos lived some centuries

after Heraclitus and so could scarcely have introduced the book into Greece, although he might well have quoted from it. Probably, either Croton or Diogenes Laertius himself is confusing Crates of Mallos with the Athenian comic poet Crates, giving us a perfect comic source for the remark. The confusion between men of the same name is by no means uncommon in biography; see, for example, the tragedies attributed to Empedocles the philosopher but actually written by his grandson discussed in chapter 1, citations 1 and 23. 

76. Lefkowitz 1987, 153–59. 

77. J. Fairweather, “Traditional Narratives, Influence, and Truth in the Lives of the
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Greek Poets,  Papers of the Liverpool Latin Seminar  4 (1983): 256; on the tendency to portray doctrines as individuals, see Lefkowitz 1981, 128 and van Groningen 1965, 48. 

78. Although they are a standard rubric of his biographies, Diogenes Laertius

collects an unusually large number of such bon mots for Socrates, reinforcing the notion that much of his material was collected with as much an eye toward entertainment as education. For example, when Socrates’ wife Xanthippe complains that he suffers unjustly, Socrates replies, “Why, would you have me suffer justly?” (DL 2.35) For jokes as a standard part of Diogenes Laertius’ biographies, see Hope 1930, 172–74; Delatte 1922, 56. For entertainment values in the biographies, see Lefkowitz 1981, 100; Wehrli 1973, 208; Delcourt 1933, 286. 

79. Kirk 1962, 10; Plato  Soph.  24D ⫽ DK A10. 

80. DL 4.24. Kahn, however, finds the story plausible precisely because there are so many parallels to the story (1979, 2 and n.4). See, on this point, Fairweather 1974, 251–52, for discussion of the association of famous men with famous towns and

temples. For the dedication of books, a discussion of the topos, and a list of other famous offerings, e.g., Xenocrates dedication of his calculations for the height of a mountain, see W. H. D. Rouse,  Greek Votive Offerings (Cambridge, 1902), 64. 

81. Kirk 1962, 8. I think that the comment reflects intellectual abilities, rather than socioeconomic ones. Otherwise, I agree with Kirk in finding the comment, as he does the biography as a whole, a reaction to the work. 

82. Kirk 1962, 8. 

83. Kirk and Raven (1981, 184), for example, find the charge valid, as does Kahn (1979, 99), although for different reasons. See, however, J. Mansfeld, “Insight by Hindsight: Intentional Unclarity in the Presocratic Proems,”  Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies  40 (1991): 226. Mansfeld argues that archaic philosophers (specifically Empedocles and Heraclitus) blended the proem purposes identified by Aristotle Rhet.  g. 1415a22–23 (an announcement of the subject or theme, and as a means to influence or attract the public) and thus were criticized as obscure or unclear. 

84. Pritzl 1985, 304; see also Guthrie 1962, vol. 1, 419; Kahn 1979, 92 and n.51, 270–71; E. Hussey,  The Presocratics (London, 1972), 57–59. 

85. Pritzl 1985, 303 and n.4. 

86. As does Dilcher 1995, 14–20; see also Mansfeld, 225–32; 133–36. For the

archaic, as opposed to classical, nature of the Heraclitean statements, see Reinhardt 1916, 53–64; F. Dornseiff,  Pindars Stil (Berlin, 1921), 66; B. Snell, “Die Sprache Heraklits,”  Hermes  61 (1926): 357. 

87. See the discussion of Heraclitus’ “melancholy” and his reputation as the “weeping philosopher” earlier in this chapter. 

88. Kahn 1979, 123–24; Kirk 1962, 118; Cherniss 1951, 331. See also Mansfeld

1991, 231, with words that specifically comment upon the proem of Parmenides, 

perfectly describe Heraclitean intent, as discussed elsewhere in his article, “Why not just admit that these lines are intentionaly obscure and can only be understood, if at all, by someone who has understood the doctrine of the proem as a whole?” 

89. Of course, these details may also have occurred in Hermippus and Neanthes

and Diogenes Laertius simply chose not to repeat them. 

90. DK 22A1a substitutes sand for dung; see citations 73–75. 
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91. H. Fränkel, “A Thought Pattern in Heraclitus,”  American Journal of Philology 59 (1938): 309–37. 

92. For interpretations of the Logos, see E. L. Minar, “The Logos of Heraclitus,” 

 Classical Philology  34 (1939): 324–41; Kirk 1962, 62; W. Schadewaldt,  Die Anfänge der Philosophie bei den Greichen (Frankfurt, 1978); E. Kurtz,  Interpretationen zu den Logos-Fragmenten Heraklits (Hildesheim, 1971); Dilcher 1995, 45. 

93. In Diogenes Laertius, exile (involuntary and voluntary) occurs for Thales

(1.22), Aeschines of Sphettus (2.63), Stilpon (2.116), Plato (3.3), Theophrastus (5.38), Diogenes (6.20), Empedocles (8.52 and 57). Epimenides enjoys a rather unique form of exile; he slept for over fifty years (1.109). For exile and travel as topoi, see Lefkowitz 1981, 95 and 128; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 202; Riginos 1976, 161; Fairweather 1974, 268. For the connections, allegorical and philosophic, of sleep and death in Heraclitus, see Hussey 1991, 518; H. Granger, “The Other Kingdom: Heraclitus on the Life of the Foolish and the Wise,”  Classical Philology  95 (2000): 260–81. 

94. The philosophers in Diogenes Laertius who travel include Solon (1.50), Epi-

charmus (8.78), Xenophanes (2.49), Plato (3.5), Democritus (9.53), Bion (4.53), Aristotle (5.1), Pythagoras (8.2), Eudoxus (8.86). 

95. Exile or some sort of withdrawn solitude, physical, intellectual, or medial (sleeping), also gives a god or muse the chance to appear, as when Athena visits Zaleucos in a dream (Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 205). Democritus prayed for such visits and wandered around remote places hoping to receive them, see citations 40, 41, 42 in chapter 3 in this volume. Plato was visited by the emissary of the Muses, the bees who sat upon his lips; Riginos (1976, 17–18) notes that this “portent of poetic eloquence” 

is transferred from poetic to philosophic biography. 

96. Fairweather 1974, 268; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 202. 

97. See Owens 1983, 15, for the notion that hatred of one’s city or of the people constitutes a standard means of abuse for the philosophers. 

98. Could the biographers have also had in mind Aristotle’s definition of human as social animals ( Politics  1.1253)? In view of Theophrastus’ importance to the biographical tradition, and both Theophrastus’ and Aristotle’s less than objective attitude toward earlier philosophers, I think it not unlikely. On their influence, see J. B. 

McDiarmid, “Theophrastus on the Presocratic Causes,” in  Studies in Presocratic Philosophy,  ed. R. E. Allen and David Furley (London, 1973), 178–328; Diels 1979, 1–25; Kirk 1962, 19–30; Cherniss 1935, 347–74. Certainly, the dogs seem to mistake him as such; see the discussion of citation 32 later in this chapter. 

99. For symptoms, discussion, and treatment of edema in ancient medicine, see

E. D. Phillips,  Greek Medicine (London, 1973), 154. See also Caelius Aurelianus, Chronic Diseases  III, 8.122; Celsus  de medicina  III, 21; Galen XVIII, A 39K. For Diogenes Laertius’ language here, see Kirk 1962, 6–7. 

100. Citations 32–65. 

101. R. Muth, “Der Forschungsbericht Herakleitos,”  Anzeiger fur die Altertumswissenschaft  7 (1954): 87 discusses both the medical treatment and Heraclitus’ death; M. L. West, however, is very critical of the theory, see  Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient (Oxford, 1971), 198. 

102. Fairweather 1974, 238. 
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103. Kirk 1962, 5; Kirk and Raven (1981, 183) believe the story to be based on fr. 96, citation 53, Fränkel (1938, 310) believes it to be based on the theory of exhalations. 

West (1971, 198–99) criticizes both these interpretations. For Diogenes Laertius’ discussion of the theory of exhalations, see the discussion of citation 54 in this chapter. 

104. The same reductionism occurs for other early philosophers also. For example, water was identified as Thales’ principle material, as was air for Anaximenes, see Aristotle  Met.  A3 983b-984a; Theophrastus  Phys. Opin.  fr. 1  ap.  Simplicius  Phys.  23, 33, both ⫽ DK 22A5. See also Cherniss 1935, ch. 7; 1951, 321–31; Dilcher 1995, 161. 

105. See Kahn 1979, 141, 137; Kirk 1962, 19–20, 270–77; Dilcher 1995, 182. 

106. Kahn 1979, 314; McDiarmid 1979, 174–84; Kirk 1962, 314. 

107. For arguments for and against  ekpyrosis  in Heraclitus, see Reinhardt 1942, 163–80; Kirk 1962, 245; Kahn 1979, 134; Dilcher 1995, 57; see also Aryeh Finkelberg, 

“On Cosmology and Ecpyrosis in Heraclitus,”  American Journal of Philology  119 (1998): 195–222. For the death of a watery soul, and the confusion between cosmic elements and those of the human body, see Dilcher 1995, 182ff. See also Mouraview 1999, T1–

8 and T153–65. 

108. See Kahn 1979, 45–47 for text and translation, 138–44 for interpretation; 

Kirk 1962, 194; 1962, 325–27 for text and translation, 329–35 for interpretation. 

109. Riginos 1976, 195, n.8, and see note 67 in this chapter. 

110. See the discussion of fr. 58, citation 50. 

111. Discussion of the theory and problems of interpretation are found in Osborne 1987, 143–53; Kahn 1979, 148–50; Kirk 1962, 89–96; Cherniss 1951, 331–33. 

112. Kahn 1979, 94; 1985, 241–43. 

113. Aristotle criticizes Heraclitus for denying the law of contradictions in  Top.  5, 155b30;  Phys.  A2, 185b19;  Met.  G 3, 10005b23; see also Hippolytus frr. 57, 58; Simplicius  Phys.  p. 50, 10; p. 82, 20 Diels. 

114. The reason for this is twofold. First, the material necessary for his death existed only in his philosophy; second, no other philosopher seems to have antago-nized the biographers to the extent that Heraclitus did, see I Nareki, “Heraclite d’Ephese dans la legende antique,”  Roczniki humanistyczne  31 (1983): 19. Other philosophers do share similar deaths: Stilpon, Arcesilaus, and Chrysippus die from overin-dulgence of wine, while Plato, Speucippus, and many, many others die of ptheiresis, lice disease. Plutarch compiled a list, in fact, of famous men who died of lice disease ( Sulla  36, 5–6). See also Riginos 1976, 194–97; Hope 1930, 162–68. 

115. Apollonius of Tyana, Epictetus, Ameinias, and Diogenes all enjoyed cult

status after death, see Nock 1933, ch. 11. 

116. Lefkowitz 1981, 97 n.46; Kirk 1962, 6. Heraclitus’ burial in the agora and his cult status depend in part on his descent from a royal family (Kahn 1979, 1–2); see also Strabo 14.25; Pindar ( Pythean  5.93) tells us that the kings of Cyrene were buried in the agora also. For posthumous cult status and worship for philosophers and others, see J. P. Dumont, “Les modeles de conversion a la philosophie chez Diogene Laerce,” 

 Augustinus  23 (1987): 175–76; G. Nagy,  The Best of the Achaeans (Baltimore, 1981), 221; H. Lloyd-Jones, “Modern Interpretations of Pindar: The Second Pythian and

Seventh Nemean Odes,”  Journal of Hellenic Studies  93 (1973): 197; W. Burkert, “Das Prooimium des Parmenides,”  Phronesis  14 (1969): 27. 

117. For the reversal of public opinion that occurs in the lives of Homer, Aeschy-
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lus, Sophocles, and Euripides, which may reflect the influence of Greek heroes’ lives, see Lefkowitz 1981, 97. Philosophers who undergo this reversal are listed in note 108

in this chapter. 

118. For this tendency in the live of poets and philosophers and the ambiguous

attitude of the biographers, see Lefkowitz 1981, 97; Riginos 1976, 199 and n. 5. 

119. The few exceptions to the hostile tradition of Heraclitean biography are seen in citation 65, discussed at the end of this chapter, and in the alternate sanitized version of his death that occurs in the  Suda (⫽ DK 22A1a); there, Heraclitus is buried not in dung but in sand. The anecdote told of Heraclitus by Aristotle, discussed subsequently, may be favorable, or at least neutral. For discussion of the hostile and favorable traditions and a tentative explanation for both, see Nareki 1983, 19. 

120. See Kahn 1979, 175; but see the rather different use Plato makes of the

sentiment in the  Republic  2.375A. 

121. West 1971, 196–202. 

122. J. Fairweather, “The Death of Heraclitus,”  Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies  114 (1973): 233–39. See also Lefkowitz 1981, 90; Kindstrand 1984, 159; Kahn 1979, 10–21. 

123. For Stoic and Perpatetic interpretations of this fragment and on the danger of an inattentive reading of Diogenes Laertius, see the discussion in Dilcher 1995, 164–68. 

124. For the attribution of the epigram, and the discussion of it as a typical Stoic allegory, see the discussion in Dilcher 1995, 191–94. For Heraclitean allegory in the context of archaic literature, see Tate 1934, 105–14; see also “Allegory I,” in  Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics,  ed. J. Geffken, 327–31 (Edinburgh, 1980). 

125. Kirk 1962, 12; Dilcher 1995, 182. 

126. Dilcher 1995, 15. 

127. See the discussion in Dilcher 1995, 183, for the approximation of the ele-

ments of the physical cosmos to the humors of the human body. 




CHAPTER THREE

1. The most accessible introduction to Democritus’ text and its problems is found in K. Freeman 1966, 293–99. Many consider the best introduction to the problem of the fragments still to be found in the discussion in P. Natorp,  Die Ethica des Demokritos, Text und Untersuchungen (Marbug, 1893). See also Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 238; C. 

Bailey,  The Greek Atomists and Epicurus (Oxford, 1928), 2–12; W. Schmid and O. 

Stahlin,  Geschichte der griechischen Literatur (Munich, 1929), 353. 

2. Democritus, like Empedocles and Heraclitus, uses the first person in his writing, which contributes immensely to the biographical data generated from his work. See Lefkowitz 1981, 25, 31, 49, 57; Gentili and Cerri 1988, 73. For Democritus’ self-dating, see DK 68B5 ⫽ DL 9.41. For the date given by Apollodorus, see Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 386 n.2, for although Guthrie agrees with this date, he finds it “suspiciously Apollodorean,” in that Apollodorus liked to space generations of philosophers at forty-year intervals. See also Barnes 1982, 306–7; Kirk and Raven 1981, 400–404. 

3. The few sources that speak of him as Milesian no doubt reference his intellec-
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tual origins as Ionian; see Kirk and Raven 1981, 401; Bailey 1928, 109. For a similar attempt in the life of Leucippus, see McDiarmid 1973, 178–28. 

4. DK 68A2, 3, 4b, 6, and 7; DL 9.34. 

5. Valerius Maximus 8.7.4. For the problems with dating, see Bailey 1928, 110. 

There is, in fact, little support for this story, although some would gloss the chronological inconsistencies by the early influence of the Magi on a young and impressionable mind. Most often, however, the tradition of the Magi and Chaldaeans is used to

support stories of Democritus’ magic powers, as we will see. 

6. For the problem with dating, see Bailey 1928, 110. 

7. Fairweather 1974, 267. For the influence, real or imagined, of the east upon the archaic philosophers, see Kirk and Raven 1981, 77; West 1971, 3. 

8. See the discussion of Empedocles and Pausanias in chapter 1 (DL 8.60–61); on this topic, see also Gentili and Cerri 1988, 72; Lefkowitz 1981, 131; Bell 1978, 62. 

9. Kirk and Raven 1981, 404 and n.1; K. Freeman 1966, 290. The problem was

even acknowledged by Diogenes Laertius; at the end of his life of Democritus, Diogenes Laertius states that some are compilations and not genuine. On this matter, see Aulus Gellius  NA  10.12. 

10. Note that in the  Amatores,  132A, Dionysus is not specifically mentioned as Plato’s teacher, but simply as a teacher; see Riginos 1976, 40 and n.8. The tradition of Oenopides and Democritus could easily arise from this same text for, in the dialogue, Socrates converses with Anaxagoras, Oenopides, and an “unnamed character,” who

Diogenes Laertius identifies as Democritus. He bases his identification on Socrates’

comparison of philosophers and athletes; the characterization of Democritus as athlete occurs in 9.37 and is discussed in citation 20. 

11. Aetius 2.12.2, 2.32.2; Macrobius  Sat.  1.17.31; all ⫽ DK 41A7. 

12. Diogenes Laertius’ phrasing here is extremely suspicious; he is rather more vague than usual, stating that, “and indeed he mentions him” (9.41). For the association of Democritus, Oenopides, and Pythagoras, see Diodorus 1.98.2; DK 41A7; for Democritus’ biographical association with Pythagoras, see Cole 1961, 155; Q. Cataudella, 

“L’Anonymus Iamblichi e Democrito,”  Studi Italiani di Filologia Classica  10 (1932): 22. 

13. In the life of Protagoras, Democritus is given as Protagoras’ teacher in 9.50 and the explanatory story in 9.54. 

14. On this point, see J. Warren,  Epicurus and Democritean Ethics (Cambridge, 2002) 14–18. 

15. J. A. Davison (“Protagoras, Democritus, and Anaxagoras,”  Classical Quarterly 47 [1953]: 38) suggests that the story of Democritus’ adoption of Protagoras may be a biographical attempt to reconcile the chronological difficulties of the story, which stem from Protagoras’ birth date as ca. 490 BCE, making him some thirty years older than Democritus and therefore a biographically awkward candidate as Democritus’

student. However, the shared tradition that Protagoras, like his fellow citizen Democritus, studied with the Magi, suggests that this was an association, based upon citizenship, that the biographers were eager to strengthen by all possible means. 

16. Barnes 1982, 354; Kirk and Raven 1981, 222–24, 409; Aristotle  Met.  1039a9 ⫽

DK 68A42. 

17. For an example of influence construed as an actual student-teacher relationship, see the discussion of Anaxagoras as the teacher of Euripides and Archelaus in
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V. Alfieri,  Atomos Idea (Florence, 1953), 228, and in Kirk and Raven, 1981, 364 and n.1. In the report that Democritus mentioned Zeno and Parmenides, another characteristic of biographical writing should be considered: the tendency to project what was most likely to have happened, often further influenced by a taste for the sensational, negative, or bizarre. Absence of data often generates this kind of report as well, as Szegedy-Maszak (1978, 203) and Finley (1974, 18–20) point out. Dover (1976, 33) speaks of the type of projected scholarship that occurs when an author reports what he thinks most likely happened. 

18. For an example of this type of phrasing, see DL 8.55. Democritus “meets” 

Anaxagoras and Democritus in DL 9.34. Such phrasing is, of course, open to the

widest possible interpretation; see Hope 1930, 99. 

19. Kirk and Raven 1981, 404. 

20. Kirk and Raven 1981, 368–70. 

21. Fairweather 1974, 263; Lefkowitz 1981, 77; Stuart 1967, 174. 

22. Fairweather 1974, 256. We should note that the biographers, like nature, abhor a vacuum; as Dover (1976, 28–31) points out, to the biographers, false information is preferable to no information; see also Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203; Finley 1975, 16–26. 

23. 1974, 261. For attempts to establish philosophical and/or chronological successions, see G. L. Huxley,  The Early Ionians (New York, 1966), 101–2; Finley 1975, 22; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 203; Lefkowitz 1981, 77; Warren 2002, 31; see also J. Barns, “A New Gnomologium: With Some Remarks on Gnomic Anthologies,”  Classical Quarterly  44 (1950–51): 126–37. When Anaxagoras is involved, there may be a further emphasis of attempts to date this dateless philosopher; see Dover 1976, 33. 

24. Lefkowitz 1981, 77 and 87; Fairweather 1974, 263; Stuart 1967, 174. 

25. For example, the suggestion that Empedocles and Pausanius (DL 8.60), Socra-

tes and Alcibiades (DL 2.23), and Plato and Aster (DL 3.29) were romantically as well as intellectually involved; see Owens 1983, 17; Wehrli 1973, 193; Hope 1930, 152; Leo 1901, 102. 

26. For contests and feuds in general, see Lefkowitz 1981, 57; Holford-Strevens 1988, 198; Wehrli 1964, 196; P. Friedlander, “Hypothekai,”  Hermes  48 (1938): 558; for the contest between Thales and Pherecydes and the false letters that attest to it, see DL 1.14 and Lefkowitz 1981, 34; Schibli 1990, 13; C. Mulvany, “Notes on the Legend of Aristotle,”  Classical Quarterly  20 (1926): 156. 

27. Lefkowitz 1981, 33 and 122–28; Holford-Strevens 1988, 198; Riginos 1976, 

108–10; Dover 1976, 39. 

28. For charges of plagiarism (or collaboration, for the biographical motives are the same, defamation of one’s talent), see Lefkowitz 1981, 99 and n.58; Fairweather 1974, 258; Owens 1983, 8. See also the spurious Heraclitean fragment (DK 68B129) that accuses Pythgoras of plagiarism, or Theophrastus’ charge that Plato stole from Aristippus, Antisthenes, and Byson, ap. Athenaeus 2.508 c–d; see also the topos of book burning, citation 20, discussed later in this chapter. 

29. Hope 1930, 101 and 154; Stuart 1967, 139; Fiske 1920, 158–60. 

30. Or, as Guthrie puts it, “to rescue the reality of the physical world from the fatal effects of Eleatic logic” (1962, vol. 2, 389–93); see also Barnes 1982, 364; Kirk and Raven 1981, 388 and 404. See also DL 2.14 for the reports of hostilities in the life of Anaxagoras. 
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31. Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 389–92, 427–30; E. Zeller,  Die Philosophie der Griechen, ed. W. Nestle (Leipzig, 1923), 211 and n.1. 

32. Xenophon mentions Plato once ( Mem.  3.6.1). Diogenes Laertius recounts the rivalry between Plato and Xenophon in 2.57 and 3.34. See Hope 1930, 154; also

Dover 1976, 182; Fairweather 1974, 260. 

33. Riginos 1976, 108. 

34. Riginos 1976, 102 and especially n.12, 166–71. 

35. For Aristotle, see the discussion in Riginos 1976, 130 and 167, and the evidence of Eubulides in I. Düring,  Aristotle in the Ancient Biographical Tradition (New York, 1987),  Test.  58F ⫽ Eubulides  ap.  Eusebius  PE  15.2.5. For Plato, see DL 9.40; for Protagoras, see DL 9.52. For the Athenians, see Timon fr. 5 Diels  ap.  Sextus Empiricus M.9.56. 

36. Riginos 1976, 14 and 66. Many of the anecdotes transferred from Pythagoras to Plato reflect this later literary or philosophical rivalry; see note 12 in this chapter. 

37. Riginos (1976, 165) points out that this anecdote reflects the dual tradition that existed for Plato, one favorable and one hostile: the favorable tradition presents Plato as a bibliophile, the hostile one answers with an anecdote in which Plato burns books. 

38. For a preference among biographers for the sensational, see J. Mansfeld, “Diogenes Laertius on Stoic Philosophy,”  Elenchos  7 (1986): 302; Bell 1978, 58; Wehrli 1973, 208; Momigliano 1971, 84; Lefkowitz 1981, 100. 

39. Travel for the sake of education is a common theme in the lives of the early lawgivers and philosophers, and occurs, for example, in the life of Solon (Plutarch  Solon 2.1; Herodotus 1.29) and Lycourgos (Plutarch  Moralia  345e); on the importance of this topos, see Lefkowitz 1981, 13 and 21; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 202; F. Voros, “The Ethical Theory of Democritus: What Is the ‘Criterion’?”  Platon  27 (1975): 24–26. 

40. There is a long tradition of philosophers who travel to the east; in Diogenes Laertius, besides Democritus, we find Plato (3.6), Thales (1.27), Solon (1.50), Pythagoras (8.23), Cleobulus (1.89), Eudoxus (8.87), and Pyrrho (9.61). For discussion of the topos, see Riginos 1976, 64 and n.16; see also Warren 2002, 58. Hope (1930, 158 and 187) remarks on the unusual extent of Democritus’ travel; see also Fairweather 1974, 268. 

41. See Diels’ discussion of the fragments (1952, 154). The ancient evidence is further weakened by Woodbury’s conjecture, that “On Phrygian Theory” was actually the work of Diagoras of Melos, and transferred to Democritus by the shared tradition of travel; see note 5 in this chapter. The Epicureans (although not Epicurus himself ) claimed Democritus as their intellectual ancestor and sought to glorify Democritus at the expense of other philosophers, often at the expense of chronology and fact; see Davison 1953, 38. Diogenes Laertius’ own hesitation in introducing the doubtful fragments is a further indication of their spurious nature, although not one usually noted. 

42. Opinions differ, of course, and more traditional scholars argue for a more

traditional view. Bailey, for example, thinks the tradition of Democritus’ travel plausible and offers citation 4 and 6 in support. In addition, he mentions Democritus’ habit of living in tombs, a practice that, according to Bailey, “may well be derived from
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Eastern sages” (1928, 110). Democritus’ (biographical) propensity for tombs, citation 40, is discussed later in this chapter. Guthrie (1962, vol. 2, 386) comes to much the same conclusion, by using much the same evidence, and adds to it citation 3. Kirk and Raven (1981, 404) think there may be some basis for the tradition of Democritus’

travel, but do not admit these fragments as proof, nor do they consider them genuine. 

On arguments for and against the genuineness of the citations themselves (especially citation 3), see Zeller 1923, 431 n.1 and Alfieri 1936, 278. 

43. See Lefkowitz 1981, 48; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 200. For the mechanics of the

method in general, see Lefkowitz 1981, 88; Kindstrand 1986, 232; Riginos 1976, 132; Momigliano 1971, 78; Finley 1974, 44; Stuart 1921, 225; A. Podlecki, “The Peripatetics as Literary Critics,”  Phoenix  39 (1969): 114–37; Leo 1901, 577. 

44. See chapter 2, citation 16. 

45. Diogenes Laertius does mention one school of alternative thought, represented by Theophrastus, who considered Leucippus the author (DL 9.39, 46); Diogenes

Laertius represents the more commonly held view. Democritus’ travels were a commonplace among ancient authors; see, for example, Strabo 15 ⫽ DK 68A12 and Cicero  de fin.  5.50.10 ⫽ DK 68A13, which speak in concrete terms of his extensive travel undertaken for wisdom’s sake; see also Philo  de vita contempl.  4.49 CW; Dio 54.2, p. 

113, 21 Arn.; Cicero  de fin.  5.19.87; Horace  Ep.  1.12.12 (all ⫽ DK 68A15), which speak of Democritus’ travel in rather more metaphysical terms, suggesting intellectual as well as physical quests. 

46. Fairweather 1974, 265; see also DL 8.57, where Empedocles is said to be the inventor of rhetoric and DL 1.23–24 where Thales seems to have been the first to do everything. On the topos of inventions and firsts, see Kleingunther 1933, 106 and 111. 

47. Those who enjoy aristocratic birth and background in Diogenes Laertius are

Heraclitus (9.6), Empedocles (8.51), Thales (1.22), and Anaxagoras (2.6); see also Hope 1930, 115–18. Happily, second-century literature and early Roman historiogra-phy allow philosophers to triumph over their privileged birth by further refusing kingships, disdaining wealth, and championing democracy. Their admirable efforts are in accord with the literature’s ethical didacticism and “reversion to the past,” (Holford-Strevens 1988, 2), which celebrates an earlier (largely imaginary) time whose frugality and simplicity are contrasted with the debauched standards of the present time. See also Gentili and Cerri 1988, 46; Mejer 1978, 56; Bowie 1970, 3; van Groningen 1965, 46–50. 

48. This anecdote and that in citation 18 are taken by Diogenes Laertius from Demetrius of Magnesia, who may have quoted Demetrius of Phalerum, see Mejer 1978, 20; Leo 1901, 39–41; see also note 55 in this chapter. 

49. For another example of the etiological anecdote, see chapter 2 and the discussion of citation 29, the biographical account of Heraclitus’ deposit of his book in the (later destroyed) temple of Artemis of Ephesus. The anecdote is interpreted by Kirk (1962, 8) as a biographical attempt to explain the lack of a complete Heraclitean text. 

50. A topos that seems to have developed in the fourth century BCE (see O. 

Murray,  Early Greece [London, 1980], 274; see the discussion of Riginos’ anecdote 噛56, pp. 105–106; Dover 1974, 289; Woodbury 1970, 210; C. Habicht, “False

Urkunden zur Geschichte Athens im Zeitalter der Perser Keiege,”  Hermes  89 [1961]:

180

N O T E S T O PAG E S 1 0 7 – 1 1

35), and was further elaborated and emphasized in second-century literature; see note 47 in this chapter. Many of the philosophers in Diogenes Laertius display a proper contempt for money: Thales (1.27), Socrates (2.31), Heraclitus (9.14), and Empedocles (8.63). For discussion of the topos itself, see Gentili and Cerri 1988, 46; Bell 1978, 48–50; Slater 1972, 234; K. Dover,  Aristophanic Comedy (London, 1972), 141; H. 

Brühler,  Beitrag zur Erklarung der Schrist vom Erhabenen (Gottingen, 1964), 18. Lefkowitz (1981, 50) points out an interesting analogue in the life of the poets, who become more avaricious and parasitical in their biographies; see, for example, the lives of Simonides and Pindar. 

51. The further prediction, that the children will do some “ruinous thing” also becomes true, as we will see in citation 24. 

52. Mejer 1978, 19. 

53. Burnett 1945, 33. 

54. Valerius Maximus ⫽ DK 68A11. The tradition of Democritus in Athens is

extremely problematic. In DL 9.37, Demetrius of Magnesia states that Democritus was unknown to Socrates, because of Democritus’ “horror of fame” and quotes citation 19

as proof (“I went to Athens and no one knew me.”) Valerius Maximus agrees, although his reason for Democritus’ statement in citation 19 is Democritus’ zeal for work. 

Demetrius of Phalerum, whom Diogenes Laertius also cites in 9.37, disagrees with both accounts and states that Democritus was never in Athens at all. Diogenes Laertius explains Demetrius of Phalerum’s statements as follows: Democritus, he says, preferred not to win fame from Athens, but to make a place famous himself, which Diogenes Laertius further characterizes as the larger claim. Although we may never know the truth of the matter, each version has strong biographical implications. Demetrius of Magnesia praises Democritus by placing him among those philosophers who, like

Plato, exhibit modesty and shun fame (see Riginos 1976, 154), while Valerius Maximus once again emphasizes Democritus’ devotion to his work. Demetrius of Phalerum’s remarks, which occurs in his  Defense of Socrates,  according to Diogenes Laertius are perhaps the most realistic; Diogenes Laertius’ interpretation of it is discussed subsequently. The common thread to all the anecdotes is a lack of contact with Socrates that, biographically speaking, probably seeks to explain the exclusion of Democritus in Plato’s work and has nothing to do with Socrates per se. As regards chronology, both Anaxagoras and Democritus are assigned only potential dates, and can be of little help here; see notes 6 and 29. As regards Democritus’ exclusion from the Platonic corpus and the feud that is often alleged for the exclusion, both are explained if Democritus never came into contact with Socrates: then, biographically speaking, Plato would have no reason to know him or feud with him. If, on the other hand, he was in Athens but failed to contact Socrates, then Plato has good grounds for his hostility (the slight to his teacher; see the discussion of their feud earlier in this chapter). Dover (1976, 31) sums up the problem rather well when he remarks that if Demetrius of Phalerum’s statement is true, then Democritus is lying or the fragment is spurious, a point well made. 

55. Mejer himself admits the point (1978, 16–29). See also the discussion of

citations 2, 4, 7, and 8 in chapter 2, grouped together by Diogenes Laertius although they too, at first seem to have no logical or literary connection. 

56. The fourth anecdote, in which Democritus is compared to a pentathlete, and
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the continuing emphasis on Democritus’ intellectual zeal and constant training are discussed subsequently in this chapter in connection with citation 41. The comparison depends, at least in part, on Democritus’ fr. 179, which speaks of the necessity of work and training in order for children to learn letters, music, and gymnastics, see Freeman 1966, 319. The association of athletics and philosophy is ambiguous; the usual attitude toward athletes and contests is one of contempt; see, for example, Xenophanes DK

21B2, Euripides fr. 184N; Seneca  Ep.  15.2–3; Epictetus 2.18.22; M. Ant. 11.2; Pliny HN  9.6.1. However, the Stoics and Cynics put the example of athletes and contests to good moral use; see also Seneca  Ep.  80.3; Epictetus 3.310.6, 3.25.2–3. Nor should we forget that Thales died while watching an athletic contest (DL 1.39), or Plato’s skills as a wrestler (DL 3.4–5); see Holford-Strevens 1988, 202–4; Hope 1930, 148. 

57. The story of Thales occurs in Plato  Theat.  174A; that of Anaximenes in DL

2.4; see also Kirk and Raven 1981, 79. This particular topos, which Horace ( AP  455–

60) uses to characterize the philosopher as a victim of heaven-sent madness may have originated with the statement attributed to both Pythagoras and to Anaxagoras, that the purpose of human existence is to contemplate the heavens, Iamblichus  Protr.  c. 

19, p. 51.6ff. Pistelli. For the internal logic applied by the biographers in the characterization of their subjects, see Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 202. 

58. For the hostile tradition and its expression in biographical literature, see Lefkowitz 1981, 26, 33, and 94; Delcourt 1933, 287; Owens 1983, 19; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 200; Riginos 1976, 167–70; Dover 1976, 34; Wehrli 1973, 202; Woodbury

1970, 210–15; F. E. Adcock, “Literary Tradition and the Early Greek Code-Makers,” 

 Cambridge Historical Journal  2 (1927), 95–109; Stuart 1921, 229. The hostility toward philosophers is most obviously displayed, perhaps, in the biographies of Lucian, as, for example, in the  Demonax  or the  Nigrinus. 

59. Wehrli 1973, 202. Thales’ killing on the oil market is reported by Diogenes Laertius in 1.26. This set of anecdotes must be carefully distinguished from that which contemns the philosopher for wealth, see Bell 1978, 39; Slater 1972, 234; Brühler 1964, 18. 

60. Diogenes Laertius interrupts his report from Antisthenes with another report on a related event, discussed separately later in this chapter. At the end of the passage (and the anecdote of the public reading), Diogenes Laertius cites other sources who disagree with the story in its incidental details: Demetrius of Magnesia and Hippobotus agree that it was not Democritus himself who held the reading, but his relatives, and that the award was not five hundred, but one hundred, talents. In the anecdotes we see again the commonly held ancient opinion that it was Democritus who wrote the

 Greater World System,  rather than Leucippus. 

61. For the rebound-type anecdote, see Fairweather 1974, 238; for another ex-

ample, see Pythagoras’ death, which occurs crossing a bean field: this from a man who reportedly said “Stay strictly away from beans” (DL 8.39–40). 

62. Owens 1983, 14; Süss 1910, 274. 

63. Burial at public expense and a statue indicate such honors; see Lefkowitz 1981, 79; Riginos 1976, 167–70; Burkert 1969, 27; Farnell 1921, 421–36. 

64. At the end of the passage, for example, Hippobotus and Demetrius quibble

about the amount of money to be rewarded. 

65. Typically, in Diogenes Laertius, philosophers refuse payment and hold wealth
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in great contempt, as seen in the lives of Thales (1.27), Socrates (2.31), Heraclitus (9.14), Empedocles (8.63). See also Dover 1974, 141. 

66. Hicks 1979, 488. 

67. Given Diogenes Laertius’ determination to exclude Roman sources, he may

have known the stories, or assumed his reader’s knowledge of them, and decided that an allusion to them would be sufficient. See Mejer 1978, 56; Hope 1930, 110. 

68. For examples of predictions and prophecies that can confer such privileges in Diogenes Laertius see note 69 in this chapter; both result in divine status for the philosophers. On the topos in general, see Hope 1930, 99, 118; Wehrli (1973, 201) notes that actions that benefit the people as a whole are typical of the early philosophers’ lives; Hope (1930, 130) draws attention to a similar aspect of the lives of the early philosopher-sages. 

69. These honors are different from the posthumous honors and cult worship other philosophers receive after death; Democritus, like Empedocles, receives worship during his lifetime. 

70. Timon fr. 94  FHG  1.215  ap.  DL 8.60 ⫽ DK 31A1.10. 

71. In Diogenes Laertius, similar recognition or deification occurs after “marvelous acts” in the life of Epimenides (1.110), Menedemus (6.102), Pythagoras (8.14 and 21), Empedocles (8.62). Pherecydes also performs miraculous acts, but is not deified for them (2.116). See Schibli 1990, 5–7; Holford-Strevens 1988, 74; C. Kahn, “Empedocles among the Shamans,”  Archive fur Geschichte der Philosophie  42 (1960): 30–35; Dodds 1951, 135; Hope 1930, 121. 

72. Freeman 1966, 176; Farnell 1921, 416. Epimenides also receives the title of wind-stayer after he frees Athens from plague (DL 1.110). 

73. Theophrastus’  de Sensu.  49–83 ⫽ DK 68A135. 

74. This is, of course, a gross oversimplification but one that will suffice for our purpose and was probably sufficient for the biographers also. For a more complete explanation of Democritus’ theory of vision, see McKim 1983, 281–89; Barnes 1982, 477; Kirk and Raven 1981, 421; K. von Fritz, “Nous, Noein, and their Derivatives in Pre-Socratic Philosophy (excluding Anaxagoras),”  Classical Philology  40 (1974): 12–

34; Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 441–46. 

75. The importance and familiarity of Democritus’ work in these areas is brought out more fully later in this chapter, with the discussion of citation 40 and following. 

The two earlier anecdotes are in fact combined and transferred to Agathion’s meeting with Herodes Atticus (Philostratus  VS  2.554). There, Agathion refuses to drink the milk offered him; it is “impure” because drawn by a woman. Herodes Atticus then marvels at Agathion’s “superhuman” powers of perception. 

76. See, for example, Theophrastus’ comments in  de Sensu ⫽ DK 68A139–65. 

Guthrie, from the titles of books attributed to Democritus and Theophrastus’ commentaries on them, conjectures work that “rivaled Aristotle in comprehensiveness and attention to detail” (1962, vol. 2, 465); Zeller (1923, 254) discusses Democritus’

theories on plant growth and the origin and development of the fetus and its considerable ancient commentary. Democritus’ biographical life and death may include an unusual number of women because he, like Empedocles, allows them an equal role in the creation and development of the embryo; see Aristotle  Gen Anim.  4.1.746a6; Censorius  Die. Nat.  5.4; Plutarch  Placita  5.3.6; Lloyd 1983, 87; I. M. Lonie,  Ars
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 Medica,  vol. 4 (Berlin 1981), 62, 115, and n.101; E. Lesky,  Die Zeungungs und Verberungslehre der Antiker und ihr Nachwirten (Wiesbaden, 1951), 52–57. 

77. The meeting between Democritus and Hippocrates relies, in part, on the biographers’ fondness for arranging meeting, friendships, or letters between authors and others with similar interests (see Fairweather 1974, 261) and partly on the particular relationship that exists between Democritus and Hippocrates, discussed later in this chapter. 

78. Athenaeus 46 e–f ⫽ DK 68A29. 

79. Fairweather 1974, 238. 

80. Women and children are commonly used to contrast the philosopher’s wildly

theoretical and intellectualized behavior with the dictates of sanity and common sense, see note 87 in this chapter. 

81. Theophrastus  CP  6.7.2 ⫽ DK 68A132; see also DK 68A33.5 ⫽ DL 9.46, which lists Democritus’ work, “On Flavor”; Zeller 1923, 254. See, on this point and for this anecdote, Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 439 n.1. Finally, compare DK 68A68, in which

Aristotle speaks of Democritus’ views on chance and casualty. 

82. See Warren 2002, 193ff. 

83. Cicero  Tusc.  5.39, 114; Aulus Gellius  NA  10.17; Himerius  Ecl.  3.18; Tertullian Apolog.  46; Plutarch  de curios.  12 p. 521D; see DK 68A22–27. 

84. Aulus Gellius, Cicero, and Plutarch take the anecdote factually, but speak as apologists, finding in Democritus’ quest for knowledge a palatable reason for the blinding. 

85. Empedocles, for example, fails to prove his divinity when Etna belches out his sandal or when he commits suicide by hanging. Heraclitus is punished for his unorthodox views and misanthropy with a death both contemptible and degrading, being

covered with dung and torn apart by dogs. For the hostility of the biographers toward their subjects, see Riginos 1976, 117; Lefkowitz 1981, 98. A similar anecdote is told of Plato, or rather of his students, that they put out their eyes so as not to be distracted from their studies. Riginos (1976, 129) notes that the story exemplifies the extreme nature of the philosopher’s devotion to study and to the avoidance of worldly concerns. We should also remember that blindness is often the price for superhuman gifts in ancient literature, as for example, in Homer’s case; see G. Casertano, “Pleasure, Desire, and Happiness in Democritus,”  Proceedings of the First International Congress on Democritus  1 (1983): 350. 

86. In Democritus’ philosophy, pleasure and the passions must be dominated and

controlled by soul, never by the body. See Hussey 1983, 351; 1985, 120; J. Dudley, 

“The Ethics of Democritus and Aristotle,”  Proceedings of the First International Congress on Democritus  1 (1983): 381. 

87. For examples of gluttony and excessive drinking, see Bell 1978, 31; for the role of women in similar anecdotes, see Lattimore 1939, 29; P. Munz, “History and Mythology,”  Philosophical Quarterly  6 (1956): 6. 

88. Democritus is, in fact, slave to and destroyed by the last woman he sees; see the discussion of citations 51–53 later in this chapter. 

89. The verb ασκειν occurs in Julian’s  Epistle  201 B–C (⫽ DK 68A20), discussed in citation 43 and in Diogenes Laertius 9.30. It also occurs in two of Democritus’ own statements, frr. 53a and 65. 

90. Hicks 1979, v. 2, 440. 
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91. In Lucian  Demonax  25, Demonax himself is asked to restore the φαντασ
ια, 

the ghost or shade of one who is dead, just as Democritus had done. Democritus’

ability to raise the dead, and his conflation with Demonax, are discussed later in this section, with citation 43. 

92. For Democritus’ use of ειδωλα, see D. McGibbon, “The Religious Thought of

Democritus,”  Hermes  93 (1965): 390–92. In conjunction with DL 9.38 and 42 and Democritus’ characterization as a holy man, see D. Clay, “An Epicurean Interpretation of Dreams,”  American Journal of Philology  101 (1980): 344. 

93. Diogenes Laertius, on the other hand, mentions only the  Greater World System  read on that occasion; see citation 24. 

94. Athenaeus 4.168B ⫽ DK B30. 

95. Philodemus  de morte  29.27 ⫽ DK B1a; the passage also urges the reader not to delay writing one’s will in an attempt to evade death; see the discussion of citation 54–

56 in this chapter. 

96. In theory, glimpses of the unseen world are vouchsafed to one whose senses

are keen enough to apprehend them, see Guthrie 1962, 203. On the appearance of

ghosts or spirits to living men, see D. McGibbon 1965, 392, and compare Plato  Phdr. 

81c–d. W. Burkert ( Greek Religion [Cambridge, Mass., 1985], 195) notes that once the soul/breath leaves the body, it becomes ειδωλα, a phantom image (like that in a mirror, transparent and without substance), whether of a dream or a ghost that, on appropriate occasions, appears to the living. 

97. Democritus’ link with the divine otherworld has already been established in those anecdotes that told of his predictions and control of the elements, which led to his own suprahuman status. Furthermore, he is mentioned as a diviner in at least one source (Cicero  de div.  1.3.5 ⫽ DK 68A138) and often appears in the role of shaman, prophet, or magician. See citation 30 in this chapter. 

98. Simon (1978, 148) notes that for the ancient Greeks, imagination was

strongly visual, as the various terms of φαντασι
ι suggest, and that the Greek stereotype

for madness thus emphasized visual distortion. McGibbon (1965, 392) demonstrates that Cicero, in  de deor nat.  1.12.20 and 1.43.120, as a good Epicurean deliberately introduces confusion into Democritus’ use of ειδωλα to belittle his theories. 

McGibbon makes several other key points in his discussion: Democritus uses ειδωλα

not only in a strict technical sense to indicate the films that emanate from all objects, including gods, but also to indicate the gods themselves. The gods, then, could and did communicate with mortals, although not indiscriminately. They visited those mortals who had trained their minds to a level that transcends the usual rational plane, as Democritus himself suggests in fr. 18: Whatever a poet writes with enthusiasm and divine inspiration, is most beautiful. In this context, citation is quite reasonable. 

99. O. Temkin, “Hippocrates as the Physician of Democritus,”  Gesnerius  42

(1985): 456; Kindstrand 1984, 154 and 167; H. D. Voigtländer,  Der Philosoph und die Vielen (Wiesbaden, 1984), 32–54. 

100. Democritus tells us that a certain divine madness is essential for noble work; see note 97 and fr. 18 in this chapter. Horace approved Democritus’ attitude and summed it up as follows: “Democritus excludes the sane poets from Helicon” ( AP

296); for further discussion of the “considerable exaggeration” to which the fragment gave rise, see Bailey 1928, 111. 
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101. See, for example, Dio Cassius’ portrait of Domitian, 67.1–3. During the night, Domitian visited people when they were completely alone and placed beside them a miniature tombstone engraved with that person’s name. Then, naked slaves painted black entered like ghosts (like ειδωλα) and danced about. 

102. Once again, we see the importance of not underestimating the biographers’

knowledge of the philosophers; Antisthenes used ακειν, to train or practice, to introduce his idea; ακειν, of course, is a key element in Democritus’ theory of education, virtue, and speculation. See citations 21–23 in this chapter, which speak of the necessity of training. For the claims of training over nature in Democritus’ philosophy, see McKim 1983, 288; Hussey 1985, 123; L. Couloubaritsis, “Pensées et action chez Democrite,”  Proceedings of the First International Congress on Democritus  1 (1983): 333. 

103. Here too we see that Diogenes Laertius’ ordering of his selections reveals a greater coherence than is usually granted: in the passage immediately following, Diogenes Laertius records one of the few hostile anecdotes that exist for Democritus, the squandering of his inheritance and his prosecution, which also comes from Antisthenes. The placement of the two anecdotes thus reveals that their coherence, for Diogenes Laertius, both are hostile and as such should be presented together. 

104. Letters 10–17 speak of Hippocrates’ visit, letters 18–21 report the conversation between Democritus and Hippocrates, see E. Littre,  Oeuvres completes d’Hippocrates, vol. 9 (Amsterdam, 1983). On the tradition and authenticity of the letters, see D. T. 

Sakalis “Beitrag zu den pseudo-hippokratischen Briefen,” in  Formes de pensée dans la collection hippocratique: Actes du IVième colloque international hippocratique (Geneva, 1983), 499–515; J. Pigeaud,  La maladie de l’âme (Paris, 1981), 441–47; R. Philippson, 

“Verfasser und Abfassungzeit der sogenannten Hippokratesbriefe,”  Rheinisches Museum fur Philologie  77 (1982): 293–328; L. Edelstein, “Hippocrates,”  Realencyclopadie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft  Suppl. 6 (1935): cols. 1309–4. 

105. Letter 10. See also Temkin 1985, 455–56. 

106. Some of the details of the anecdote are uniquely Democritean, such as the

allusion to his natural studies in the dissected animals, while others follow the typical image of the philosopher, see Hope 1930, 148, and see, for example, the unwashed Socrates in Aristophanes’  Birds  1554, or barefoot ( Ra.  1491), as dirty, unkempt, verminous, and pale ( Clouds  103, 119, 198, 694). Thales himself advises others not to pride themselves upon outward appearance but to study to become beautiful in character (DL 1. 37), words all too easy to parody in a group who seemed so unconcerned with the mundane matters of daily life. Temkin (1985, 459) finds the pastoral setting strongly reminiscent of the setting of Plato’s  Phaedrus,  230b. 

107. The meeting occurs in letter 17L. Temkin (1985, 460) notes that Hippoc-

rates’ deliberations revolve around the pseudo-Aristotelian discussion of genius and melancholy in  Problemata Physica  30.1, which concludes with a strong correlation between the two states. Simon (1978, 229) makes the important distinction in the passage that “melancholy” denotes not madness or a mental disorder such as schizo-phrenia or manic-depressive states, but temperament, a distinction often overlooked by modern as well as ancient authors. 

108. Edelstein 1935, cols. 1303–4; Temkin 1985, 461; Gomez 1984, 1–40. Myson, 

a philosopher famous for misanthropy, is also presented as laughing alone by himself in a solitary spot, DL 1.108. 
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109. As, for example, at the meeting of Solon and Croesus; see Wehrli 1973, 202

and note 77 in this chapter. Hippocrates’ figure takes on special meaning in letters and anecdotes that bear his name, because physicians and medicine take on unprecedented importance in second-century literature. This is due in part to the rise of the sophistic movement at that time and the “old nexus between philosophy, oratory, and medicine” (Bowersock 1969, 64–66). See also Holford-Strevens 1988, 224–26; Kindstrand 1984, 155; Simon 1978, 148. Philostratus certainly emphasizes the role of physicians in the intellectual/philosophical world; he tells us, for example, that Polemo’s teacher Timocritus wanted to be both physician and philosopher and was well versed in the theories of Hippocrates and Democritus ( VS  5436). Hippocrates and Democritus were, of course, linked by a shared interest in physiology and anatomy. 

110. Freeman 1966, 319. That withdrawal becomes a part of the necessary ascetism for the philosopher, see the portrait of Plato as the “ideal holy man,” Riginos 1976, 161; Szegedy-Maszak 1978, 202. 

111. One of the Abderites’ proofs of Democritus’ madness is his neglect of his

property; Hippocrates shows that the fault lies with their own sordid preoccupation with money and land (Temkin 1985, 460); compare Pliny  HN  18.48 ⫽ DK A17. See also Owens 1983, 15; Freeman 1966, 322; Zeller 1923, 213. 

112. 68B1. Incidentally, Philodemus adds that, according to Democritus one

should not put off writing one’s will in an attempt to ignore death, reminding us once more of the attention given to Democritus and worldly goods. Gottschalk gives an excellent commentary of the text, the title of which is given variously by Proclus as Letters about Death (or the Afterlife)  or by Diogenes Laertius (in 9.46) and Athenaeus as About Death (or the Afterlife). 

113. Beauty, like pleasure, plays an important part in the theory of Democritus and the two are often linked; beauty is that which gives the highest delight, and to contemplate and to admire the beauties of nature and the beautiful outcome of human genius is the greatest source of delight. See Casertano 1983, 352; Dudley 1983, 378; compare with DK 68B194. 

114. The φαντασ
ια, in fact. 

115. In atomic theory, the soul atoms, like those of the body, simply disperse and thus death does not entail either punishment, pain, or the dreaded, shadowy afterlife. 

Despite, or rather because of the relative unimportance of death in atomic theory, later writers insist on a Democritean preoccupation with death and the decay of the body. 

116. Cicero  Tusc.  1.34; Tertullian  de an.  51; Plato  Pol.  10.614 (who cannot, of course, refer to Democritus by name); all ⫽ DK A160; Alex. aphrod.  Top.  21.21; Aet. 

4.4.7, both ⫽ DK A117. See also Barnes 1982, 440. 

117. For Empedocles, see DL 8.67 and citation 27; for Pythagoras, see DL 8.14; for Demonax, see Lucian  Demon.  25. See also Pliny’s rather contemptuous remark that Democritus promises men that they will live again and then doesn’t even do so

himself, ( HN  7.1.89). 

118. Besides the two examples given here, see also Galen  Phil. Hist. prolegomena ⫽

 Doxographi Graeci  255; Horace  Ep.  2.1.182–200; Lucian  VA  13–14; Seneca  Tranq. 

155.2–3; Juvenal  Sat.  10.28–53; Cicero  de orat.  2.58, 235; DK A21; Sotion  ap. 

Stobaeus  Flor.  3.20.53. 
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119. Diogenes Laertius, who usually makes it a point to include the nicknames of his subject (Delatte 1992, 54), oddly makes no reference at all to this part of Democritus’ character. The name and characterization finds its earliest expression in Cicero’s de oratore,  which Diogenes Laertius may have excluded in his aversion to Roman sources; see note 70 in this chapter. Stuart (1946, 187) however, believes that the characterization and nickname are the result of Cynic and Stoic influences and arose in a separate tradition of which Diogenes Laertius was unaware. See also Gomez 1984, 1–40; Kindstrand 1984, 151–64; Lutz 1954, 309. 

120. Dudley 1983, 381; Casertano 1983, 351; A. E. Taylor, “On the Date of the

Trial of Anaxagoras,”  Classical Quarterly  11 (1917): 86; Bailey 1928, 193. 

121. Cicero  de fin.  5.8.23 (⫽ DK A169) speaks of ε υθυµ
ια and ε υεστ 
ω; Stobaeus

2.7.3 ⫽ DK A167, of αταρξ
ια. For further discussion of these terms, see Barnes 1982, 

532 and Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 492. Ε υθυµ
ια in Democritus and its place in his ethical

theory have been the subject of much debate, see B. Wisniewski, “Plaisir et Valeur chez Democrite et Hippias,”  Les Etudes Classique  55 (1987): 399; Casertano 1983, 347; Voros 1975, 20. Guthrie (1962, vol. 2, 489) represents the more traditional view, that there is no connection between Democritus’ atomic theory and his ethical theory (although Guthrie doubts the existence of an ethical theory, as do many others; see, for example, Alfieri 1953, 193). Natorp (1893, 23) alone saw a coherent ethical system in Democritus’ work and one bound up with his atomic theory. Natorp’s theory has most lately been taken up by G. Vlastos (1945): 578; earlier, K. von Fritz

( Philosophie und Sprachliche Ausdruck bei Demokritos, Platon, und Aristoteles [New York, 1935], 32) supported Natorp’s view; the assumption that a coherent ethical system did exist and was related to atomic theory underlies all later arguments about pleasure and its value in Democritus. 

122. Casertano 1983, 351; Dudley 1983, 374; Bailey 1928, 189 and 193. 

123. On this point, see Lutz 1954, 310. 

124. Riginos 1976, 151. 

125. See the excellent discussion of the laughing philosopher in J. Salem’s  La légende de Démocrite (Paris, 1996), 82–114. 

126. Sotion  ap.  Stobaeus  Florilegium  3.20.53; See Osborne 1987, 209; Kindstrand 1984, 155; Lutz 1954, 309. 

127. After Plato, of course, and his image of the rheumy or flowing Heraclitean philosophers. See note 35 in chapter 2. 

128. Seneca ( Tranq.  15.3 and  de ira  2.4.4–7) also presents the contrast between the two philosophers and their responses. 

129. Seneca’s portrait of the sadistic Democritus does not seem to agree with his earlier characterization of the philosopher, see Gomez 1984, 5–8. Juvenal ( Sat.  10) presents a Democritus who sneers and laughs at the human foibles and vanities and who defies fortune with an obscene gesture; see Gomez 1984, 12–15. 

130. See Gomez 1984, 21. Stewart (1958, 185–87) demonstrates that by this time

Democritus had become a hero of both Cynic and Skeptic schools, while Heraclitus had been adopted and lionized by the Stoics. Stewart argues that Lucian, himself influenced by Stoic writers, was the first to connect the laughing and crying of the two philosophers to their philosophies, and in such a way as to emphasize the Stoic
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propensities of Heraclitus. Kindstrand (1984, 149) argues against Heraclitus’ “Cynic qualities.” 

131. As does Aristippus of Cyrene, whose extravagant tastes has scared off buyers. 

Socrates, of course, gets the highest price, followed by Pythagoras, Aristotle, Chrysippus the Stoic, Pyrrho the Skeptic, and Diogenes the Cynic. 

132. H. W. Fowler,  The Works of Lucian,  vol. 1 (Oxford, 1905), 190. 

133. Two points in passing: first, Democritus does not laugh at the stupidity of the human race, as he does in Juvenal (and in some of Seneca’s portraits); rather, he laughs at the futility or emptiness of the human state, which, in itself, is a further criticism of atomic theory. Second, Heraclitus’ tears are those of compassion; he does not despise his fellow men, as in Diogenes Laertius’ life, but despairs for them. 

134. And, of course, on the reader’s recognition of them. Compare the pseudo-

atomic ravings of the philosophical cook in Damoxenus  ap.  Athenaeus  Deipnos. 

3.102b–e ⫽ DK 68C1. 

135. Besides Democritus’ remark that everything is atoms and the void, there is detailed allusion to Heraclitus’ work: the world destroying conflagration is the theory of  ekpyrosis,  attributed to him by the Stoics. This “thunderbolt” or cosmic fire of his fragment 64, is thought by some to indicate the eventual destruction of the world through fire (Kirk 1962, 349–61; see also chapter 2 and citation 60 in this book). As to the other statements Heraclitus and the Buyer make, we see that “pleasure and ignorance, great and small” alludes to the theory of opposites as seen, for example, in citation 61; “the way up and down” to citation 60; the riddles of time and children to citation 13; “gods and mortal men” to fr. 62 (“immortals are mortal, mortals are immortal”); Heraclitus as a “veritable oracle of obscurity” refers to citation 27 and in general to Heraclitus’ reputation for obscurity. 

136. Gomez 1984, i; Lutz 1954, 310. Stewart (1958, 185) remarks that the desire to ridicule Democritus shaped the entire anecdote. 

137. Other examples of the philosopher-tyrant relationship are Solon and Croesus (DL 1.50); Simonides and Hiero (Pl.  Ep.  2.311a; Athen. 656d; Ael.  VH); Plato and Dionysus (DL 3.18); and Apollonius of Tyana and Nero (Philostr.  VA  25–26). 

138. Riginos 1976, 74; Wehrli 1973, 204; Munz 1956, 6. 

139. Bell (1978, 50) mentions Socrates who refused the gifts of Archelaus, Scopas, and Eurylochus (DL 2.25), Diogenes who refused Craterus (DL 6.57), and Stilpo who refused Ptolemy Soter (DL 2.115); Heraclitus, of course, refused an offer to live at Darius’ court (DL 9.14). 

140. Bell (1978, 74) speaks of this tendency, as does Lattimore (1939, 24). 

141. Dumont 1987, 87; Kindstrand 1984, 164; Bell 1978, 34; Szegedy-Maszak

1978, 201; F. Wehrli,  Hauptrichungen Griechischen Denkens (Zurich-Stuttgart, 1964), 30. Women, children, and slaves, on the other hand, are used to show by their

contrast, the impracticality, absentmindedness, or sheer silliness of the philosophers. 

142. Kindstrand 1984, 151; C. W. Willink, “Prodikos and Tantalos,”  Classical Quarterly  33 (1983), 30; Stuart 1967, 127 and 159. For the related contrast between leader and philosopher, see Marcus Aurelius  Med.  8.3, who contrasts Alexander, Gaius, and Pompey with Diogenes, Heraclitus, and Socrates. See also the three bless-ings of Thales, sometimes attributed to Socrates: to have been born human, male, and Greek, not beast, female, or barbarian, DL 1.33–34. 
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143. Lefkowitz 1981, 111; Finley 1974, 55; Wehrli 1973, 204. 

144. Dumont 1987, 178; Bell 1978, 39; Riginos 1976, 170; Dover 1972, 41. 

145. For the old age of philosophers, see Boas 1948, 450. 

146. See Burkert 1985, 242; H. W. Parke,  Festivals of the Athenians (London, 1977), 188. See also Diodorus Siculus 5.5.2; Callimachus  Cer.  6.19; Servius  in Verg. 

 Aen.  4.58; Schol.  Luc.  275.23–276.28 Rabe. 

147. Burkert 1985, 244; Ael.  Fr.  44 ⫽  Suda a  4329,  th  272,  s  1590, 1714; Pausanias 4.17.1; Herodotus 2.171 (who says that the festival comes from Egypt, brought by those “notorious men-killers,” the Danaids); Aristophanes  Thesm.  627ff. 

148. Fairweather 1974, 235. In a variant story, Democritus, like Plato, Speusippos, and Homer, dies of ptheiresis (lice disease) Plut. Marc.  Anton.  3.3. Riginos (1976, 196) remarks that death by lice was “obviously a favored form of calumny.” Lefkowitz (1981, 162) notes that degrading deaths of this sort were often allotted to authors considered impious. For a list of those who died of lice disease, see Plutarch  Sulla  35.5–

6. Lucretius, on the other hand, says that Democritus committed suicide because his mind was failing (3.1039 ⫽ DK 68A24) making a further characterization of Democritus as one who lived solely for intellectual pursuits. Suicide, too, is a common death in philosophical biography, and occurs for Pherecydes (DL 1.118), Empedocles (DL

8.74), Anaxagoras (DL 2.13–14), Euclides (DL 2.112), Menedemus (DL 2.142), and

Speusippos (DL 4.3). If Democritus’ death in citations 49 and 50 is to be considered suicide, Democritus becomes one of many who choose to starve themselves to death, including Pythagoras (DL 8.40), Zeno (DL 7.31), and Cleanthes (DL 7.176). On these deaths, see Schibli 1990, 8; Willink 1983, 28; Fairweather 1974, 260. 

149. Doubtless, statements made at an earlier state of life. Note too that Democritus has achieved the old age of which he spoke. For the old age of the philosopher as another topos, see Boas 1948, 450. 

150. Athen. 46 3–f ⫽ DK 68A29;  Acut. morb.  2.37 ⫽ DK 68A28. Caecilius

Aurelianus suggests an infusion of barley, bread, vetch, and myrtle, which sounds either very Heraclitean or very Eleusian; the  kykeon,  or sacred ritual drink of Eleusis, consisted of barley, water, and mint. Heraclitus, of course, mentions the drink in fr. 

125, see citation 15 in chapter 2. For interpretation of the various fragments and their importance to Democritean philosophy as a whole, see Warren 2002, 36–39. 

151. Varro,  Sat. Men.  fr. 81 Beuch. ⫽ DK 68A161; see Lucretius 3.891; Freeman 1966, 308. 

152. Arist.  de anima  A 2.404a18. 

153. I follow Hicks’ translation (1907, 11, 23) for the excerpts from Aristotle’s  de Anima.  For the notions that life is maintained by breathing in atomic theory, see Guthrie 1962, vol. 2, 434; Bailey 1928, 158; Zeller 1923, 259. 

154. Guthrie remarks that “it is most interesting to notice how once again an old and popular belief (in this case the connection of soul with air) is retained and given scientific clothing” (1962, vol. 2, 434). 

155. Casertano (1983, 349) also shows that disease is due only to the soul and that the soul, therefore, must find measure and impose it on the body. 
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