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Abstract

The article traces the presence of Plato’s Cratylus” in the works of Plutarch,
with a particular focus on its refunctionalization within the Plutarchian discursive
context. Building on several scholarly contributions on this subject, the article
highlights Plutarch’s exegetical sophistication, demonstrating his ability to selectively
appropriate and recontextualize Plato’s theoretical segments without betraying their
original meaning.
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Riassunto

L’articolo rintraccia la presenza del Cratilo platonico nelle opere plutarchee,
analizzandone, in particolare, la rifunzionalizzazione nel contesto discorsivo
plutarcheo. Sulla scorta di alcuni contributi dedicati a questo tema, 1’articolo
mette in evidenza la raffinatezza esegetica di Plutarco, che si mostra capace
di selezionare e riappropriarsi di segmenti teorici platonici senza tradirne il
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significato originario.

Parole-Chiave: Plutarco, Linguaggio, Cratilo, Platone.

he presence of the
Cratylus in Plutarch’s
work and thought has
received little attention
from Plutarch scholars.
One notable exception is Robbert Maarten
van den Berg’s book, Proclus’ Commen-

VAN DEN BERG 2008: 46-50.
SEDLEY 2003 (1): 90-96.

tary on the Cratylus in Context', which
offers an original perspective on this
issue. According to van den Berg,
Plutarch did not show much interest in
the Cratylus and interpreted it primarily
as a theological text, failing to grasp its
true philosophical message. The scholar
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suggests that, according to Plutarch, the
etymology of the theonyms presented
in Plato’s dialogue can lead to a deeper
understanding of the gods themselves, as
discussed in a well-known section of the
text (397b6 ff.)>. The scholar argues that
Plutarch believed ancient ‘“nomothetes”
(who were experts in divine matters too)
encoded their wisdom about the divine
within the names of the gods, and that
this wisdom could be brought to light
through etymology. As is evident, this
perspective highlights the influence of
Stoic philosophy on Plutarch’s reception
of the Cratylus. In an upcoming book
dedicated to the ancient reception of the
Cratylus, Judith Mossman dedicates a
substantial chapter to the presence of the
Cratylus in Plutarch’s works, presenting
an interpretation that largely surpasses
van den Berg’s conclusions*. Mossman
suggests that the Cratylus serves as a
foundation for numerous sections of
Plutarch’s  writings, permeating the
structure of entire textual sections.
While Mossman’s examination is com-
prehensive and precise, there is room
for further strengthening and enriching
her arguments. Therefore, the purpose
of this contribution is to reconstruct the
fundamental aspects of Plutarch’s inter-

1975.

CARLO DELLE DONNE

pretation of the Cratylus, emphasizing
its coherence and depth. Ultimately, the
findings discourage ascribing a generic
“theological” and “etymological” inter-
pretation of the dialogue to Plutarch, as
proposed by van den Berg.

This investigation begins with the De £
apud Delphos as its starting point’. From
the outset, the dynamics of intertextuality
with the Cratylus come into play.
The author introduces his teacher, the
enigmatic Ammonius, and ascribes to him
an ostensibly heuristic understanding6 of
the etymological tool (385b-c):

[T1] 811 pév yap ody frrov O
0e0c PAOCOPOG | HAVTIC, £00KEL
ndow 0pBdg mpog TOVTO TRV
OvopaT®mV  EKOOTOV  AUUMVIOS
Ti0ecOon ki owdokew, g ITo-
Oloc pév ot tolg dpyopévorg
povldvery kol dtamvvOdvesHor:
Ao 8¢ kol Davoiog oig §on
TL dNAodTaL Kol VwopaiveTal Thg
aAnBeiog: Topnviog ¢ toig Eyovot
™V émomuny, kol Agoynvopilog
Otav Evepy®dol kol AmoAad®ot
YpOUEVOL T dtaAéyesbot kal Qi-
AOGOPETV TPOG AAANAOVG.

That the God is no less a
philosopher than he is a prophet

Ammonius appeared to all to po-
sit and demonstrate correctly with

On these characters, see SEDLEY 2003 (2); PALumBO 2004; CHURCHILL 1983; DEMAND

MossMaN, forthcoming. I would like to thank her for sharing her unpublished work with me.
My analysis of the work largely depends on BoNazz1 2008 and FERRARI 2010.
By this expression, | am referring to the conception of etymology as the privileged means

to discover the true being, the essence, of words’ meanings.
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donep iyveor Toig ovopaot. Plutarch’s Cratylus 5

respect to each of his names. He is
‘Pythian’ (ITv6wog, The Inquirer)
to those who are beginning to learn
and to inquire (SomuvOdavestar);
‘Delian’ (Afhog, The Clear One)
and ‘Phanaean’ (®avaioc) to those
for whom already a glimmering
of the truth is becoming clear
and being revealed (dniodtat Kol
vropaiverar); ‘Ismenian’ (lopn-
viog, The Knowing) to those who
possess the knowledge (émiot-
unv); ‘Leschenorian’ (Aeoynvo-
pog, God of Discourse) when
they are in active enjoyment of
dialectical (t@t SwoAéyecOar) and
philosophic intercourse Wlth one
another. (trans. by Babbitt)’.

Ammonius is widely regarded by
scholars as Plutarch’s representative voi-
ce in the dialogue®. While his trust in
etymology is evident from the passage, it
is equally clear that, for the philosopher,
etymology alone is insufficient to grasp

7 BABBITT 1936.

20009.

the essence of the divine. Theonyms only
become “speaking” ifonealready possesses
knowledge of the referent, enabling them
to interpret each name correctly. In other
words, divine names acquire different
meanings only for the philosopher who has
already traversed the path to knowledge.
Therefore, the polyonymy of Apollo
(also found in the Cralylus)9 is founded
on an epistemological principle—the
necessary gradual progression for humans
to attain knowledge of the divine (i.e.,
philosophy)'®. However, the acquisition
of this epistemological principle precedes,
and is indispensable for, a proper under-
standing of such polyonymy, while the
reverse is not true. Essentially, this signi-
fies a rejection of a purely heuristic con-
ception of etymology, as proposed by
Cratylus in the homonymous dialogue'’.
Instead, Ammonius’ approach appears to
stem from the conclusive remarks of the
dialogue'?, where Socrates defends the

FERRARI 2010: 48-49; for a more complex examination of the question, see also OPSOMER

? 405c1-406a2; see MONTRASIO 1988); ADEMOLLO 2011: 175-176.

On the relationship between philosophy and religion in Plutarch, see BRENK 2017; see
De Iside, 2, 351e: 310 Oe1d0tntog Opeig €otv N tiig dAnbeiog poliota o tiig Tepl Oedv
£peolg, Momep avainyy iepdv v padnow £yovca kai v dmotv, ayveiog te mdong
Kol veokopiag Epyov octdtepov; ando also 3, 352c¢: ‘Toakdg €otv ¢ AANO®C O Ta
detcvopeva Kol dSpdpevo mepi tovg Bgovg TovTovg, dTay VOU® Topardpr), Adym {ntdv kol
@ULOCOPOV TePL TH|g €V avTolg aAndeiag.

435d7 e5: SOCR. loo)g yap, o Kpawks 70 T016VdE AEYELS, mg EMEdaV g 81811 10 ovoua
016V €oTtv—EoTL 82 0ldvmep 1O Tpdypo— eloetar 81 kai O mpdypo, émeinep dpotov
Toyxavel ov t@ ovopott [...]. CRAT. ainféotata Aéyeic. On Cratylus’ theory, see
WiLLiams 1994 and ADEmoLLO 2011: 23-36.

For an overall interpretation of the dialogue, which fruitfully deploys its conclusion, see
ARONADIO 2011: esp. 66-69.
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necessity of knowing things as they are,
“through one another [..] and through
themselves” (438e, 6t GAANAwV e [...], Ko
avta 6U avTdv), regardless of their names
(439D, ovk £€ vopdTmv)’ 3, Understanding
words alone does not allow one to fully
comprehend the corresponding entities'
Consequently, Plutarch also distances
himself from the Stoic reinterpretation of
the etymological method'>, as evidenced
by a passage in the Quomodo adolescens
poetas audire debeat (31 d-f):

[T2] €10 unde tv dvoudtwmv
GUEADG AKOVELY, GAAG TNV UEV
KhedvBovgmondiay maparteicOor:
KatelpoveveTar yap Eotv Ote
npoonotovpuevog €Enyeichor To
“Zeb matep "Iondev pedémv” kal
10 “Zed dva Awdmvoie” keredmV
Avoylyvookew v €v, Og TOV €K
TG YAg avabuudpevoy aépa d1a
TNV Avadooty avadwdmvoiov v-
To. kol Xpouowmnog 8¢ moAlayoD
YAioypog €otiv, 00 mailov GAA’
eVPNOIAOYDV AmBavme, Kol mo-
popralopevog evpvoma Kpovi-
v etvon TOV detvov &v @ Swa-
AéyecBor kol Olofefnioto  TH
dvvauel tod Adyov. PéATov o0&
TaDTO TOIG YPOUUOTIKOIG TOPEV-
Tag &keiva pdilov méCew oig Biua
TO YpNowov kol moavov Eveotv
“o00¢ pe Bouog Avoyev, Emel

ol ..
O ZOKPOTES.
14
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uabov Eupevar E6010¢” kal “mtd-
ow yap énictaro peilyog etvor”.
TV T€ Yap avdpeiov dmopaivav
uaonuo kol 0 TPOSPA®dSG Guo
Kol KEYUPICUEVDS  GvOp®TTOLg
OUAElY an’ émoTHUNG Kol KOTd
Adyov yiyvecsBon vouilov mpotpé-
TEL PN GUEAETV £0VTAV, GAAL [LOV-
Odverv T KoAQ Kol TPOGEYELV TOIG
d104oKoVGY, OC KOl TNV OKOLO-
™o Kol Ty deiav duadiov kol
&yvoloy ovoav.

While it is also necessary not
to pass over the words carelessly,
yet one should eschew the puerility
of Cleanthes; for there are times
when he uses a mock seriousness
in pretending to interpret the words,
“Father Zeus, enthroned onIda”, and
“Zeus, lord of Dodona”, bidding us
in the latter case to read the last two
words as one (taking the word ‘lord’
as the preposition ‘up’) as though
the vapour exhaled from the earth
were ‘updonative’ because of its
being rendered up! And Chrysippus
also is often quite petty, although
he does not indulge in jesting, but
wrests the words ingeniously, yet
without carrying conviction, as
when he would force the phrase
‘wide-seeing” son of Cronos to
signify ‘clever in conversation,’ that

439b: SOCR. dyoammrov ¢ kol Todto oporoyncachat, Tt ok €5 GVOUAT®V AAAL TOAD
pudAAov avta €€ avT@v Kol padntéov kol (nmtéov 1j €k t@v dvopdtov. CRAT. gaivetat,

In the wake of Gorgias, the idea is that words and things are heterogeneous; on Gorgias’

legacy in the dialogue, see DELLE DONNE 2024 (2): § 1.2.
13" On Stoic etymologies, see ALLEN 2009 and LoNG 20009.
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donep iyveor Toig ovopaot. Plutarch’s Cratylus 7

is to say, with a widespread power
of speech. It is better, however, to
turn these matters over to the gram-
marians, and to hold fast rather to
those in which is to be found both
usefulness and probability, such as
“Nor does my heart so bid me, for
I have learned to be valiant”, and
“For towards all he understood the
way to be gentle”. For by declaring
that bravery is a thing to be learned,
and by expressing the belief that
friendly and gracious intercourse
with others proceeds from under-
standing, and is in keeping with
reason, the poet urges us not to
neglect our own selves, but to learn
what is good, and to give heed to
our teachers, intimating that both
boorishness and cowardice are but
ignorance and defects of learning.
(trans. by Babbitt)'®.

This chapter revolves around a
dual teaching. On one hand, there is
a caution against careless listening
to names (3l 6& UNdE T@V OGvopdTOV
apeAdg axovewv). On the other hand,
there is an admonition to avoid treating

16 BapBITT 1927: 165-167.
17

words as the whole truth, which is
taken to be akin to mere wordplay (trv
pev [...] moudwv moparteicBor). Note
that the latter warning finds resonance
in Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride too
(376a, fikiota puév ovv Sel prrotipeicOat
nepl TV dvopdtev), where an excessive
emphasis on words is also refuted (mo-
re on this later). Notably, this cau-
tionary approach finds support in Pla-
to’s works'’ and is also inherited, for
example, by Galen'®. Anyway, in the
aforementioned passage, the notion of
words as “places of truth” is explicitly
attributed to Stoicism. Plutarch invokes
Cleanthes and Chrysippus as examples
of how not to practice etymology. In-
terestingly, this criticism is steeped in
Platonic terminology'”. In addition to the
dialectics playfulness/seriousness, which
also characterises the Cratyluszo, the
phrase xateipwvevetal [...] mPoomolod-
pevog, with reference to Cleanthes, is a
near verbatim allusion to Cratylus’ atti-
tude in Plato’s homonymous dialogue.
Hermogenes describes Cratylus as one
who obte dmocapel ovdey gipwvevetal

Plt. 261e: KOAGC Ve, ® TOKPOTES: KAV SLOQUAGENG TO I 6movdAlewy £mi Toig OVOUAGLY,

TAOVOIDTEPOG €1G TO YT|pag avapaviotn epoviicewc. The assumption clearly stems from
the end of the Cratylus; see also ARONADIO 2016: 67-106.

18
19
20

DELLE DONNE 2024 (3).
See also VAN DEN BERG 2019-2020.

406b8-c3, aALa EoTt Yap Kol 6Tovdaing elpnuEVOg O TPOTOG TOV OVOUATOV TOVTOLG TOTG

001 Kol TOdIKAS. TOV HEV 0LV GTOLOIOV BAAOVG TIVAG EPMTO, TOV O& TALOKOV OVOEV
KoAVEL SlEMOETV prlomaiopoves yap Kai ot Ogoi.
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T€ TPOG LLE, TPOCTOIOVHEVOS TL OOTOG €V
€owt@® Oowvoelobat. Furthermore, Chry-
sippus is characterized as ykicxpogﬂ,
an adjective rarely used by Plato except
in the Timaeus (74d, 82d, 84a) and the
Cratylus. In the latter, Socrates employs
it to distance himself from Cratylus’
approach to the relationship between
words and things (435c: aAla un &g
aAn0dc, o 100 ‘Eppoyévovg, g?doxpa
T 1 Ak b Thig dpodTroc)??, cast-
ing doubt on his interlocutor’s rigid ety-
mological stance and favoring a more

moderate conventionalist perspective23 .

A similar Platonic influence can
also be found in moapafralouevog. As
Francesco Aronadio has convincingly
demonstrated®*, Plato often equates ar-
bitrary distortion of referential relation-
ships and illegitimate use of language
with violent acts. Hence, it is evident
that Plutarch holds a negative view of
an overly “etymologizing” approach to
language, especially when dealing with

21
22

CARLO DELLE DONNE

theonyms — an interpretation contrary to
van den Berg’s beliefs.

However, from the passage men-
tioned above, it also becomes clear what
should be the positive focus of interest
when engaging with texts, particularly
poetic texts: the acquisition of virtue.
Plutarch asserts that cowardice is a form
of ignorance (Guobiov xal Gyvoiov),
emphasizing the Socratic influence be-
hind this assumption25 . Therefore, for
Plutarch, prioritizing the acquisition of
knowledge regarding content, especially
moral values, takes precedence over
delving into the intricacies of language
itself. Understanding virtue cannot be
achieved by solely focusing on lin-
guistic aspects. This order of priority
aligns with the perspective presented by
Ammonius in the continuation of the De
E. According to Ammonius, attaining
knowledge of divinity, the eternal and
unchanging essence’®, comes through
a direct cognitive experience®’, trans-

See also De Iside, 362a-b, where some fanciful allegorical readings are at issue.

23

24

25
26
27

But the adverb is already used by Hermogenes in 414b-c, with reference to the etymology
of techne (xoi pdAa ye yAloypwg, @ Xdkpotec): as a consequence, Socrates refutes
Cratylus by evoking his opponent’s account.

On Socrates’ balanced position between naturalism and conventionalism, see DELLE
DonNNE 2024 (2): § 1.5.

ARONADIO 2016: 73-86. Plato never uses mopafiélopat, but he uses Bralopot in 436d1 to
describe the attempt made by the inexperienced nomothetes to achieve ficticious harmony
among words (gl yap 10 TpdTOV oPaAeig 6 TOEEVOG TAALD )01 TPOg ToVT’ EP1dleTo Kol
avT@® cLUPOVELY Nvaykalev etc.).

On Plutarch’s ethics, see now DEMULDER 2022.

See WHITTAKER 1969, which is still a seminal paper on the issue.

See also De Iside et Osiride, 382d: 1 8¢ 100 vontod kai gilkpivodg kai ardod vonoig
domep aotpanr dSordpyaco Thg yoxfg drag moté Oiyelv kol TPoCIdEV TapEoyE. O10

ISSN 0258-655X
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donep iyveor Toig ovopaot. Plutarch’s Cratylus

cending mere word analysis and sub-
jective associations of ideas. This no-
tion echoes the profound message of the
Cratylus, its fundamental theoretical
core?®, which is only briefly outlined
before the discussion between Socrates
and Cratylus is (temporarily) halted’.
It is through this understanding of the
divine essence that Ammonius is able to
correctly interpret the Apollonian theo-
nyms, which in this context reveal their
true nature as “speaking names”:

[T3] o0 yap moAra 10 Oeidv
£0TIV, OGNUDV EKOGTOG EK HUPI®V
Stapop®dv &v Tabest Yryvouivay,
G0poicpa TaVTOdUTOV Kol Tovn-
YOPIKGS peptypévov: GAL Ev ei-
vat 0€l 10 dv, domep OV 10 Ev. N
& €1epoTNG, dpopd oD HVTOG,
€lg yéveow é&fiotatol TOD )
dvtoc. 60ev €0 Kai 1O TPATOV
Exel @ Bed TOV OVOULATOV Kol TO
de0TEPOV KOl TO TPiTOV. ATOAA®V
uev yap olov &pvoduevog Td
TOAAQ Kol TO TAT|00G Amo@aoK®V
gotiv, Tqog 8 o¢ &ig koi povog:

oipat, ‘@otPovopeicOon’ Aéyovot.
(393b-c).

For the Divine is not many
things, as each of us is made up
of ten thousand different and
successive states, a heterogeneous
collection, combined in a hapha-
zard way. No, Being must be One,
just as what is One must Be. Diffe-
rence, by its distinction from Be-
ing, deviates into the creation of
that which is not. Therefore the first
of the names of the god is apt for
him, and the second, and the third.
He is “Apollo” (Not-many), in
that he denies plurality and abjures
multiplicity. He is leios, which
means one and one alone; Phoebus,
as we know, is a name that the
ancients gave to everything clean
and pure, even as the Thessalians,
to this day, I believe, when their
priests, on their prohibited days,
and spending their time alone by
themselves outside, say that the
priests “are keeping Phoebus”.

28

29

Doifov d¢ dNTov 10 KabapoOV Kal
ayvov ot modaiol mdv ovopalov,
a¢ &1t @ecoolol Tovg iepéag &v
TOAG AImOPPACIY NUEPOLG OVTOVG
€’ caut®dv EEw oatpifovrag,

The passage also highlights two other
elements derived from the Cratylus.
Firstly, there is a positive evaluation
of the language used by the ancients, a
notion already present in Plato (Crat.

kol [TAdtov Kol AptoTotéAng ENonTIKOV TOVTO TO UEPOG THS PLAOGOPI0G KAAODGLY, MG Ol
T 00&aoTA KOl IUKTA KOl TovTodomd TodTo TOPUUENYAIEVOL TG AOY®, TPOG TO TPHTOV
€kevo kol amhodv kai Guiov eEdrlovtat, kol Oyovteg amhdg Tig mepl antd Kabopdg
aAn0ziog olov &viehdi téhog Exetv @rlocogiay vopilovot.

Knowledge of the intelligible should take place directly, without the mediation of language
and hence without etymologies: see SILVERMAN 2001; for a different reading, see SEDLEY

1998; SEDLEY 2019.
See ARONADIO 2020.
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10

397¢c-d). In the wake of Thucydides,
he directly associates ancient linguistic
expressions with the linguistic practices
still observed among peripheral and
barbaric populations30. Secondly, as
in the Cratylus (438d2-8)*!, there is
a recognition that knowledge of the
stable, self-identical, and true being is
reflected in words that are capable of
referring to it; but conversely, there are
also words that, correspondingly, refer
to the realm of becoming, which pre-
sents significant ontological and episte-
mological deficiencies:

[T4] xai pot dokel paMoTo
pOg TOdTOV TOV AGYOV AVTL-
TOTTOMEVOV TO PTjUo Kol HopTL-
POUEVOVY ‘€l PavaL TPOC TOV OEOV,
(G OVOEMOTE YIYVOUEVNG TEPL OO~
TOV €KkoTdoemg Kol MeTafoAnc,
OAN €Tépm Tvi Oe®, paAlov O¢
doipovt tetaypéve mEpL TNV €V
@Bopd Kol yevécel oo, TOUTO
TOIETV KOl TAGYEW TPOGTIKOV: MG
ONAOV €oTv GO TV OVOUATOV

CARLO DELLE DONNE

g00c olov évavtiov Svimv kol
AVTIPOVOV. AEYETOL YOP O UEV
Aoy 0 8¢ [TAovTov, Kai 6 uev
AfMoc 6 & Adwvedc, Kol 0 HEV
Doifoc 6 8¢ XroTioc. (393f-394a)

‘And it seems to me right
to address to the god the word
“EI” (you are), which is most of
all opposed to this account, and
testifies against it, believing that
no shift or change ever takes
place near him, but that doing
and suffering such things belong
to some other god, or rather to
some demigod set over nature
in its perishing and becoming.
This is clear at once from the
names, in themselves opposite
and contradictory. For the one is
called Apollo (Amdéiiov, Not-
many), the other is called Pluto
(IThovtv, abounding); the one
Delios (Anj\og, clear), the other
Aidoneus (Awwvevg, invisible);
the one Phoibos (®oifoc, bright),
the other Skotios (Zkdt10g, dark).’

30

31

397c¢c-d, @aivovtal pot oi TpdTOL TV AvOpdIOV TOV TEPT TV ‘EALAS TovTOuE HdVOLG
Tovg Beovg Myelcbat obomep viv ool TV PapPapwv, fiAov Kol ceAqvny kol yijv kol
dotpo kai ovpovov. On Thucydides, see L. Canfora (a cura di), Tucidide, La guerra del
Peloponneso,Torino 1986, 75: “le zone arretrate costituiscono indizio di precedenti fasi
di sviluppo (generalizzato). Intuizione metodologica indubbiamente fortunata e messa a
frutto anche dall’etnologo e dall’antropologo moderni. Naturalmente una tale concezione
sembra prescindere, se assunta in modo meccanico, da nozioni quali lo sviluppo diseguale
o differenziato”.

OVOLAT®V 0DV GTAGIAGAVIOV, KO THV HEV PUCKIVIOV £0TY stvar To Spota Tfj GAn0Osiq,
OV & €0wTd, Tivi £t Stakpvodpey, 1 €ml Tt EAOOVTEG; 0V Yhp Tov Eml dvopaTd Ye ETepa
dAlo tovt@v- 00 yop Eotiv; the existence of only two groups of words justifies the search
for a non-linguistic criterion, in order to correctly identify really correct words: dAAa
Sfidov Ot GAL dta (nTNTéa TANV dvopdTmv, 6 MUV Eueaviel dvev Ovouatov OmoOTEPA
T00TOV €611 TAAN 0T, dei&avta Sfilov dtL TV daAnOsiay TdV Gvimv.
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donep iyveor Toig ovopaot. Plutarch’s Cratylus

However, this does not imply that
for Plutarch (and Plato), there is no
connection between the signifier and
the signified. Both Plato and Plutarch
acknowledge that certain words are
more suitable than others, that is, mo-
re apt at fulfilling their essential func-
tion of naming®’. This instrumental
understanding of language, as it were®>
is explicitly formulated in a well-known
passage of the Cratylus (388b10-11)**
and appears to be assumed in various
instances throughout Plutarch’s Corpus,
including a passage in the Table Talks (8,
6,726e-727a), where Lamprias, Plutarch’s
brother, plausibly his mouthpiece®®, ar-
gues for the superiority of certain Latin
words (such as cena and prandium) over
their Greek counterparts (like ocimvov,
dpiotov etc.), due to the former’s unique
ability to provide the essential sense coor-
dinates necessary for understanding the
nature of their referents:

[T5] ¥Bpomg & &V kol

PULOYEL®G PUGEL O AGEAPOG UDY

Aoapmpiog Een popio to Popoaica

32

Oetgev  oikewotepa T®V EAAn-
VIK@V OVOLOTO, TOGOOTNG AdEing
@ QAOPEV OEOOUEVIG. TO LEV
YOp SEWMVOV Ppact ‘Koiva’ Sl TNV
Kowaviav kaAeicOor ko €ov-
TOVG YOp MPIoTOV EMEKDOS Ol
ndAor ‘Popoiot cvvdemvodvieg
TOlG QIAOIG. TO & GproTov EKANON
‘Tpavoloy’ amo Tiig dpog: Evolov
YOp TO OEAVOV, Koi TNV UET
dpotov avamoavowy voalev:
TPOWNHY TVOL onuaivovteg £dm-
Mv A tpoprv, M ypdvtar mpiv
Evoegeic yevéohal. “kol unv v’
ap® TO oTpopote” EEn “TOV
otvov, 1O PéM, TodAatov, 1O yeb-
cacBat, TO mpomielv, Etepa T~
TOAAQL TOIG OOTOIG OVOLOGCL KO-
TOQAVDOG YPOUEVO: TIG OVK avV
gimor  émi k®pov EAAnvikidg
‘kopioodtov’ AéyecBar, Kol To
Kepaoot ‘piokiipor’ kad’ ‘Ounpov,
“f & ol &v kpnTiipt perippovo,
otvov Euoye”, kol ‘pfivoay’ pév
mv tpanclov Amo TG &V UECH
Oéoemg, ‘mivep’ O& TOV dApTOv
w¢ aviévta TV TEvay, OV 08
oTéEPAVOV ‘Kopdvay’ Amd ThG Ke-
QoAfg, ®¢ Ounpog 10 KPAVOC

See also De Iside et Osiride, 379a-c, where metonymy is criticised; as Mossman,
Etymology, op. cit., correctly maintains, “Cratylus does not discuss metonymy as such,
but the correct use of names is central to it, and as set out by Plutarch here this type of
metonymy causes a serious category error through the misapplication of a name. Words are
not the same as their referents, but just because they contain some information about those
referents, if names are misapplied they can, over time, create serious misapprehensions
about the nature of those referents: in this case, disastrously, about the nature of the gods.”

See ARONADIO 1987; PALumMBO 2005.

6vopa dpa ddaokoAMkdV Ti €0Ttv Gpyavov kol SLOKPLTIKOV THG ovoiag Gomep Kepkig
VOACLOTOC.

The appearance of his brother as the last character may be revealing, as it happens with
the decisive lysis in the Platonic Questions: see OPSOMER 2010.

33
34

35
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€lka6€ TOL GTEPAVY® TO 08 KOipE
‘0épe’, Kai ‘déving’ Tovg ddOVTIC,
kol ‘AdPpa’ ta yein amd TOD
Aappavery v Bopav St avT@V;
A kol ToVTWV 0DV AKOLGTEOV
ayelaotli  Agyouévov, 1 und’
EKEIVOLg EDKOTMC OVTMOG 01 TV
OVOUAT®V HOTEP TPLYYXIOV TA UEV
EKKOTTOVGT UEPT TO O Kabapoot
TaPadVCEIS SIODUE.”

My brother Lamprias, being
of a scoffing, jeering nature, said:
“Since we are in a trifling humor,
I can show that the Latin names of
these meals are a thousand times
more proper than the Greek;
dginvov, ‘suppler’, they call coe-
na, from community; because
they took their ¢piotov by them-
selves, but their coena with their
friends. Apiwotov, ‘dinner’, they
call prandium, from the time
of the day; for &vdiov signifies
‘noon-tide’, and to rest after din-
ner is expressed by évoialev; or
else by prandium they denote a
bit taken in the morning, before
they have need of any. And
not to mention stragula from
oTpOUOTO, vinum from oivoc,
oleum from &lonov, mel from
uéM, gustare from yeboacOat,
propinare from mponivewv, and a
great many more words which
they have plainly borrowed
from the Greeks,— who can
deny but that they have taken
their comessatio, ‘banqueting’,
from our k®pog, and miscere, to
‘mingle’, from the Greeks too?
Thus in Homer, ‘She in a bowl

CARLO DELLE DONNE

herself mixt (uioye) generous
wine’. They call a table mensam,
from ‘placing it in the middle’;
‘bread’, panem, from satisfying
neivav, ‘hunger’; a ‘garland’,
coronam, from «dapnvov, the
‘head’;—and Homer somewhat
likens kpdvog, a ‘head-piece’, to
a garland;—caedere, ‘to beat’,
from &épetv; and dentes, ‘teeth’,
from 0d6vtag; ‘lips’ they call
labra, from taking our victuals
with them. Now we ought either
to give a straight-faced hearing
to these latter derivations, or
refuse so easily to allow the ones
set forth earlier to break through
parts and tear down other parts
of its fortification-wall by means
of words.” (Trans. by Goodwin,
modified by Mossman)

This passage, however, does not
imply that anyone who engages in
etymology of the word cena can au-
tomatically grasp the nature of its re-
ferent, as one would have to acknow-
ledge if strictly adhering to a Cratylean
perspective on the relationship between
words and things. The knowledge of the
nature of the nominatum appears to be
presupposed in the process of dissecting
the word itself. Therefore, the functional
superiority of Latin over Greek lies in its
greater aptness to facilitate the opening
of a space of precomprehension, which
makes it easier for both the speaker and,
especially, the interlocutor to understand
the referent. In other words, the functional
adequacy of the word is measured in its
communicative dimension, which is fun-

ISSN 0258-655X
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damentally didactic (as exemplified
by the hierarchy of the theonyms of
Ap0110)36. Remarkably, this perspec-
tive aligns Plutarch with Galen, parti-
cularly in their reappropriation of the
Cratylus®’. The well-known thesis
of the superiority of cerebrum over
enkephalos 1is rooted in the greater
functional suitability of the former®. In
summary, as Judith Mossman aptly puts
it, “etymology is an important clue to
the truth, but not the whole truth”. It is
precisely this kind of interpretation of
Plato’s conception of words as “traces”
(ixvn) that Plutarch himself presents in
the Table Talks (IX 746b):

[T6] toVTOlg EMUPOVI|GOVTOC
00 A L®VIOL TALTOD EEVOQAVOLG
domep gidbet “tadta dedo&acbut
pev éowota 1oig érbpolot” Kol
TopoKoAodVTOg  dmopaivestal
Kol Aéyewv 10 O0KODV EKAGTOV,
YD WIKPOV Ol0C1OTNoOG EQNV
ot ‘xoil IMAdtov avtog domep

36

428e5-6.

37" See DELLE DONNE 2004 3).
38

iyveol tolg Ovopact TtV Oedv
avevpioke oleTal TOG SUVAELS’.

To this discourse Ammonius,
as he used to do, subjoined that
verse of Xenophanes, “This fine
discourse seems near allied to truth”,
and desired every one to deliver his
opinion. And [, after a short silence,
said: “Plato too believes to discover
the powers of the Gods by their
names, as if they were tracks.” (trans.
by Goodwin, modified)

In other words, this complex dialectic
reveals why both Plato and Plutarch,
even though they recognize the inherent
limitations of etymology as a heuristic
tool, frequently illustrate how certain
words are more effective than others in
terms of communication: this is because
these words maintain some form of
connection, whether it is clearly evident
or subtly implied, with the entities they
refer to. As a consequence, in the De E
(388e-f)*°, the attempt to comprehend

Teaching is the aim of words according to Hermogenes, Cratylus and Socrates: 388b13-c1,

39

UP 111 614, 13 ss. kai toivov Kol Tov €yképalov, &l kol 6Tt pdAloTa TV Tpocnyopiay €K
TG Béoemg EkToaTo, T@ Yap &v T KEPaAT] kelobot 510 T0DO’ oVTmg MdVOpOoTAL, EXEBAV
€v 1015 kot TOV Bdpoka pEPESY guplokmpey €v Tolg 0vK £xovot {MOLG KEPAANV, OVK
Ao TL Kol AvaiAoyov aOT@® PNOOUEY VIAPYELV, GAN’ oOTO HEV €KEIVO, U mpémew &
abT® TV apyaiov mpoonyopiav. iva §’, 0 Aéym, GapESTEPOV TE KOl Evapyéatepov Laonc,
10 T®V Popaiov dvopa karécag antd, ovK amd Tig 0écemc 008’ dm’ GAAOV TVOG TV
ocupPepnrdtov yeyovog, AL’ avTiic TiG ovciag SNAMTIKOV VIapyov, gion capdc, OTL
UNd&v kmAleL og Aéyey avOpdToIg Pev v T KeaAf] TO KEpePpov etvar, ToDTO Yap avTd
ovopalovat, kapkivolg 6’ &v 1@ otépvm. See MANETTI 2003.

388f-389a: kpumtdpevol € TOVG TOAAOVG Ol GOPAOTEPOL TNV WEV €lg TP UETAPOANV
Andlova te ] povaocet Doifov te 1@ Kobopd Kol GUvTe KoAodot Tig O &ig
mvevpoto Kol Démp Kol yijv Kol dotpa kol UTOV (POV TE YEVEGELG TPOTHG OOTOD Kol
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the nature of Apollo solely based on the
theonyms, as advocated by the young
Plutarch, ultimately proves futile and
illegitimate. This application of etymology
in the wake of the Stoics, and conveying
a flux-ontology reminiscent of that in the
Cratylus, represents a notable discontinuity
in Plutarch’s intellectual journey, parti-
cularly in relation to his later, more
mature works; it can be compared to his
analogously excessive youthful fascination
with mathematics*’. Only Ammonius,
who symbolises the philosopher, will be
capable of recontextualizing and correct-
ly interpreting the Apollonian theonyms,
liberating them from the transient and flux-
based cosmological framework to which
Plutarch had consigned them.

This portrayal of Plutarch’s appro-
priation of the Cratylus finds further
confirmation in another renowned and,
in many ways, exceptional work: the
De Iside et Osiride*'. Traces of the
Cratylean subtext can be discerned
throughout several chapters, and upon
closer examination, it becomes evident
that all the philosophically significant
assumptions of Plato’s dialogue are skill-
fully reutilized in Plutarch’s work. This

CARLO DELLE DONNE

body of evidence further underscores
Plutarch’s profound grasp of the dialogic
dynamics and speculative implications of
the Cratylus. The initial noteworthy step
in this investigation emerges in chapter 29
(362d-e), where the influence of the Cra-
tylus 1s distinctly manifested:

[T7]éym &, el pev Aiydnuidv éott
ToUVOUO TOD Zopdmdoc, EDPPOG-
VIV aOT0 dNAODV ofopiar Kol yopLo-
o0V, TEKLLOPOLEVOC OTL TNV €0p-
v Atydrtiol ta Xapuooovvoe “Xoi-
pet’ koodov. kol yap [TAdtov tov
ANV g OEEMGIOV TG Top’
0T YEVOEVOLS Kol Tpoomvi] Bgdv
@voudcHor enot- kol wop” Atyvr-
Tio1g AL TE TTOAAG, TAV OVOUATMV
Aoyol giol kol Tov voyfdviov T0-
7OV, €i¢ OV olovTan TOG WYouyog Umép-
yeoton peTa TV TEAeLTHV, Apéviny
KoAODGL oTUaivOVTOG TOD OVOLATOG
TOV Aaufdvovta kol 010dvTa. € 08
Kol To0T0 TV €K TG EALGSOC dute-
06vtov oot Kol UETOKOMGOEY-
Tov ovoudtmv &v éotv, Dotepov
gmokeyoueda- viv 8¢ T Aowtd Thg
&V xepoi 66ENG TPOGSEAD®IEY.

But it is my opinion that, if
the name Serapis is Egyptian,
it denotes cheerfulness and re-

dakoopunoemg O Hev mabnua kol v petafoAny SleoTacpov Tve Koi Stope MooV
aivittovtal: Advocov 8¢ kai Zaypéa kai Nuktédov kal Toodaitny avtov ovoudlovot.
The idea that names require something of an initiation to be unveiled also belongs to
Cratylus, who is compared to a seer by Hermogenes (384a, €1 ovv i &xe1g GupuPoieiv Ty
Kpoatoriov pavieiov, 16émg av dkovoapt); see GOMES DE PINa 2005.

40

871, tavta 6€ Tpog Mudg Ereyev o mailwv 6 Ebotpopog, AL Emel tvikadto mpoceKeiuny

T0i¢ pabnuocty Eumaddc, téyo &' Euellov €lg mavto TYNoEW TO ‘Undev dyov’ €v
Axodnpeiq yevopevoc. See FERRARI 1995: 38-68.

41

On Plutarch’s relationship with Egyptian culture and language, see RICHTER 2011: 207-242.
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joicing, and I base this opinion
on the fact that the Egyptians
call their festival of rejoicing
sairei. In fact, Plato says that
Hades is so named because he
is a beneficent and gentle god
towards those who have come
to abide with him. Moreover,
among the Egyptians many
others of the proper names
are real words; for example,
that place beneath the earth, to
which they believe that souls
depart after the end of this life,
they call Amenthes, the name
signifying ‘the one who receives
and gives.” Whether this is one
of those words which came from
Greece in very ancient times
and were brought back again we
will consider later, but for the
present let us go on to discuss
the remainder of the views now
before us. (trans. by Griffiths).

First of all, Plutarch employs the
verb texpapopevog to describe his ety-
mological interpretation of the name “Sa-
rapis”. This choice of word serves to em-
phasize the speculative nature of his own
investigation. In a similar vein, Socrates
in the Cratylus extensively employs
expressions of doubt and limitation to
convey the conjectural nature of his own
etymological endeavors*?. Furthermore,

42" See DELLE DONNE 2024 (2): 1.9 and 1.10.

4 On this etymology, see SEDLEY 2003 (1): 95.

44

the hypothesis that the underlying text
influencing this passage is the Cratylus
is reinforced by the explicit allusion to
Cratylus 403e-404a, where Plato pre-
sents the philosophical etymology of the
name “Ades” that Plutarch accurately
paraphrases*. Additionally, the notion
that words can be seen as condensed
sentences, which Plutarch evokes (&AAa.
T€ TOAAQ TV dvopdT®V AdYOL €icl) as a
theoretical justification for his own ety-
mological practice, is clearly derived
from the dialogue itself. For instance, in
the Cratylus, we encounter references to
this concept in passages like 409c¢, 410d,
415d, 416b, and especially in 421a7-
bl, where the etymology of the word
6vopo makes it possible to decode its
constitutive Adyoc**.

The same Platonic subtext continues
to permeate chapter 49, further support-
ing my interpretation:

[T8] Tveav & tiic wuxig
10 ToONTIKOV Kol TITOVIKOV  Kod
dAoyov kol EumAnktov Tod OF
COUOTIKOD TO EmKnpov Kol Vo-
0MOEG KOl TOPOKTIKOV Amplong Kol
dvokpaciong, Kol Kpuyest MAlov
KOl BQAVIGHOIC GEAVIG, OloV €K-
dpopai kol dgnviocpol Tvedvog:
Kol ToOvopo, Kotnyopel 10 Xn0,
® tOv Tvedva kohodot epalet
HEV Y0P TO KOTAOLVOCTEDOV Ko

EO1KE TOTVDV £K AOYOV OVOLATL GUYKEKPOTNUEV®, AéyovToc 8TLToDT 6Tty &v, 0D TuyydveL

Omua dv, 1o ‘dvopa.” See SEDLEY 2003 (1): 120-121.
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45
46
47
48

kataflolopevov, epdalel 6& v
TOAMGKIS GVOGTPOPTV KOl TA-
Mv vepmnonow. BéBova o Ti-
vég pev éva 1dv tod Tvedvog
Etaipmv  yeyovévolr  AEyouoty,
Movebog & adtov tov Tvepdva
koi BéPova kareicOar: onuaivet
0¢ todvopo KABeEv 1 KOALGLY,
¢ Toig Tparypacty 630G Padilovot
Kol 7pOg O PN PEPOUEVOLS
éviotapévng tig 100 Tvedvog
duvapE®C.

Typhon is the element of the
soul which is passionate, akin
to the Titans, without reason,
and brutish, and the element of
the corporeal which is subject
to death, disease and confusion
through bad seasons, imperfect
coalescence of air, eclipses of the
sun, and disappearances of the
moon, which are in the manner of
sallies and rebellions by Typhon;
and this is implied by the name
Seth, by which they call Typhon;
for it denotes the overpowering
and violent, it denotes frequent
return and overleaping. Some
say that Bebon was one of the
companions of Typhon, but Ma-
netho says that Typhon himself

CARLO DELLE DONNE

is also called Bebon. The name
indicates restraint or hindrance,
because the power of Typhon
resists the deeds which proceed
in good order and pursue a wor-
thy end.

The passage presents a dualistic
portrayal, where Osiris and Typhon are
depicted as two opposing “forces™.
However, as subsequent chapters clarify,
Plutarch’s dualism does not imply that
only two entities interact within his onto-
cosmological framework. Despite being
dualistic*®, Plutarch does not shy away
from postulating the existence of multiple
entities’ that interact in various ways
with the two fundamental forces. In other
words, his dualism can be described as
“temperate™®, or balanced. In the latter
part of the chapter, on the face of it,
etymology appears to be employed to
support the philosophical interpretation of
the myth presented thus far. Nonetheless,
upon closer reading the statement kot
Tovvopa Kornyopel 1 X0, @ tov Tv-
edva kaAodol employs etymology only
as a secondary and supplementary piece of
evidence. As mentioned before, Plutarch
views etymology as not encompassing

For a discussion of Plutarch’s cosmological account in the work, see PETRucct 2016.

DELLE DONNE 2024 (1).
DEeLLE DONNE 2021 (1).

For this definition, see JOURDAN 2015; see already FROIDEFOND 2018: 298-299. See also
the Persian and Chaldaean accounts dealt with by Plutarch before: [...] XaAdaiot 6& t@V
mhovitov odg Beobg yevediiovg kahodaot, 000 HEV dyabovpyovg 000 O& KAKOTOL0VGS,
HEGOVG OE TOVG TPELG AmoPaivovst Kol KOVoG.

ISSN 0258-655X
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the entirety of truth. There are also other
similarities between the Cratylus and
Plutarch’s chapter that support the notion
of Plutarch reevaluating Plato’s dialogue.
For instance, the juxtaposition of two
“etymologies” of the same term as if
they were equivalent (ppdletl p&v yap to
Katadvvootedov Kol Kotafaldpevoy,
epalel 8¢ TV TOALAKIC AVOGTPOPTV
Kol oA i)nspnf]éncw)”; the tendency
to accumulate different names by which
the same entity is called (MaveBacg
8 oavtov tov Tvpdva kai BéBava
koAgioOar: onuaivel 6 Todvopa Kabey
l K(b)m(sw)s L. expressing the reason for a
specific etymology using ¢ + participle
(g [...] éviotapévng tig Tod Tuedvog
duvapenc)’?; and the underlying flux-
ontology> in the interpretation of Bé-
Bwvo (according to this reading, Ty-
phon is also called BéBwva because
it obstructs the natural movement of

49
50

reality: toig mpdypocty (')8@)54 Bodi-
Lovor™” Kai Tpog O PN PEPOUEVOLS; see
also supra, onpoivel 6¢ Tobvopa KaOe&v
f kdroow)C.

Chapter 52 of the text also provides
valuable insights into Plutarch’s rela-
tionship with the Cratylus:

giol yap ot tov ‘Ocipwv dvti-
Kpug HAov givan kod dvoudleston
Yeipov 0@ EMvov Aéyovieg,
el kol wop” Atyvrtiog 1 mpdbeoig
00 GpOpov Tolvouo 7EmOiNKEY
aueryvosicbor, ™v & “Iow ovy
ETEPOV TG GEANVNG GIoPaivovTeg:
60ev Kai TV AyoApdTmV avTig TO
LEV KEPAGPOPO, TOD UVOELOODG Ye-
YOVEVOLL LULLOTEL, TOTG 08 PEAOVO-
otololg Eupaiveston TG KPVYEIG
KoL TOVC TEPIGKIOGHOVS &V Ol
diokel mobodoa OV fHAtov. S0 Kol
TPOG T EPOTIKO TNV GEAVIV ETL-
Koodvton, kod Ty Tow Eddo&dg

For Plato’s analogous juxtapositions, see e.g. Crat. 399¢3-400a3; 400 b11.

51

52
53
54

55

56

Already according to the historian Hellanicus (HF 47 = Athen. XV, 679F), the Egyptian
name of Seth was Bapvg. But as Froidefond, Oeuvres Morales, op. cit., 299 n. 4 points
out, “dans les textes funéraires figure [...], sous le nom de ‘Babi’, un monstre effrayant,
démon des ténebres de I’au-dela, parfois confondu avec Seth en tant qu’ennemi d’Osiris,
ce qui peut expliquer I’invention de 1’‘étymologie’ dont Plutarque fait état.” See also
GRIFFITHS 1970: 487-489.

See e.g. Crat. 401c-d; for the couple kdBe&wv | kdAvow, see e.g. 403d2-404a3 (Ades’
etymology) and 418e8 (the etymology of déov).

See e.g. Crat. 402e5, 407b7-8.
See e.g. Crat. 404d1, dte yap @epopévov TV Tpoyudtov.

Here the word means “in good order”, according to GRIFFITHS 1970: 489: this would be
another sign of Plutarch’s positive assessment here of the (alleged) movement of reality.

The verb is used by Plato to describe Poseidon’s movement, to which his name allegedly
alludes: 402e1.

See also De Iside, 62, 376a-b.
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onot (fr. 61) Bpofevev T EpOTICE.
Kol TOUTOG HEV OUOOYET®G TOD
mhavod péteotl, v 6¢ Toedva
TOWOVLVTOV TOV A0V 000> KOVELY
&Eov. 6N Mpeic odic OV oikeiov
AOYOV GvoAGPpEY.

For there are those who say
bluntly that Osiris is the sun and
that he is called Seirios by the
Greeks, even if among the Egyp-
tians the prefixing of the article has
caused the name to be obscured
(O-Seirios = Osiris); and they
affirm that Isis is none other than
the moon. Thus they explain those
of her statues that bear horns to be
imitations of the crescent moon,
while those with black clothes
are deemed to indicate the con-
cealments and obfuscations in
which she longingly pursues the
sun. For this reason they also
summon the moon for help in love
affairs, and Eudoxus says that Isis
is arbiter in matters of sexual love.
This view has indeed a certain
cogency, but those who equate
Typhon and the sun are not worth
attention. Lut us revert, however,
to our proper theme.

In the case of Osiris, the influence
of the Cratylus can be clearly per-

CARLO DELLE DONNE

ceived in the background. Plutarch
expresses the belief that the meaning
of the word Osiris has been somehow
“obscured” by the use of the article
(f mpdbecig 100 Gpbpov). However,
if we restore the ancient form of this
term, it aligns perfectly with the Greek
denomination of Zeiptov’’, which im-
plies the assimilation of Osiris to the
Sun. Additionally, the identification of
Isis with the moon is presented as a ty-
pically Greek notion, potentially not of
Egyptian origin (t1v 8’ “Iow ovy étépav
TG  oeMVNG (’mocpcxivovrsg)sg. The
use of the verb aueiyvoeicOon in this
context may also indicate the influence
of the Cralylussg. Moreover, there are
several other passages where the sa-
me idea is conveyed: ancient words
contain the truth about their referents,
while throughout history humans tend
to needlessly alter the original mor-
phological structure of words. The-
refore, etymology can illuminate the
modifying and even corruptive effects
caused by certain euphonic modifi-
cations of words:
0éacat, ® Epuoysveg, O €Yo
Ao Aéyom Aéywv Ot TPOoTL-
0évteg ypappota Kol EEopotvieg

T Crat. 398b: o &v ve i) apyaiq TH MUETEPQ @V odTO cupPaivet TO dvopa.
38 Grirrrtas 1970 500: “it is purely Greek exposition that is here projecting Isis-Selene

in analogy to Osiris-Helius. Attempts to find a purely Egyptian lunar Isis have certainly

failed.”

9 Crat. 389d-e: €1 58 un &ic tag adTag cLALUPAG EKaoTog O VopoBETNg TiBnoty, ovdEY del

0010 a<p@er>yvoeiv. The paradosis has dyvoeiv, which makes little sense; apuryvoeiv is
Peipers’ emendation, whereas Heindorf reads évvoeiv.
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o(POdpa GALOIODOL TAG TMV OVO-
patv drovoiag, oVTmg MOTE Gt~
KpO TAVY TOPASTPEPOVTEG EVIOTE
Tévavtio molely onuaively. olov
Kol &v t@® ‘déovtl’- €vevonca
yop a0TO Kol GvepvicOny dpti
amo tobde O EUeAAOV Gol €pelv
OTL M HEV VEQ @V LIV 1| KOAN
abTNi Kol TOOVOVTIOV TTEPLETPEYE
unvoey 10 ‘0éov’ kol 10 ‘In-
udoeg,” aopaviovoa Ot VOET,
N 8¢ moioid dpedtepov dnrol O
BovAetar tobvoua. (418a5-b6)

See, Hermogenes, how true
my words are when I say that by
adding and taking away letters
people alter the sense of words so
that even by very slight changes
they sometimes make them mean
the opposite of what they meant
before; as, for instance, in the
case of the word déov (obligation,
right), for that just occurred to me
and [ was reminded of it by what
I was going to say to you, that this
fine modern language of ours has
turned déov and also {npuddec
round, so that each has the
opposite of its original meaning,
whereas the ancient language
shows clearly the real sense of
both words. (trans. by Fowler)

However, Plutarch’s commitment
to this type of argumentation appears
questionable. The information discuss-
ed so far, including the ‘etymologies’
and beliefs, is described as merely

%0 OpsomER 1998; Bonazz1 2013.
1 Crat. 437a-c.

“plausible”: kol TOVTOIG UEV AUMCYET®OG
700 mhavod péteott. This could suggest
a probabilistic nuance, which might be
attributed to Plutarch’s indebtedness to Aca-
demic skepticisnl/probabilism60. However,
as likely as this interpretation may seem,
I would like to propose an alternative hy-
pothesis. In the Cratylus, Socrates ex-
plicitly expresses doubt regarding the
plausibility and methodological validity of
his etymologies. He appears uneasy with
their inherent “probabilistic’ nature since it
is always possible for the same ‘etymology’
to be interpreted in two different, if not
opposite, ways with a comparable or
equivalent level of persuasiveness®.
In fact, in 41, 367d, Plutarch employs
the same ‘etymology’ that we found in
Chapter 49 (41: &0 10v Tvedva 210
[del] Aiydmtior kakoDotv, dmep €0TL Ka-
tadvvaotedov 1 kotafalopevov; 49:
Kol ToBvopa katnyopel 10 IHO, O TOV
Toedva kododor @palel pev yop to
KotadvvaoTedov kol KotoPlalopevov).
However, in the former passage, Typhon
is equated with the Sun, while in the
subsequent chapters (especially 51-52),
the Sun becomes the visible sign of
Osiris, and the assimilation of Typhon
to the Sun is consistently condemned.
Thus, the same ‘etymology’ can be used
to support two opposing philosophical
interpretations because, as Plutarch may
have learned from the Cratylus, every
etymology reflects a philosophically
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qualified conception of reality, rather
than the reverse®?.

Lastly, chapters 60 and 61 introduce
additional noteworthy elements to
this investigation. When presenting
the etymology of Isis, which reflects
Cratylus’ theory of flux (mapd 10 fecBat
pet’ émotung kol eépecbal, Kivnow
ovoav Epyuyov kol poévipov), Plutarch
explicitly dismisses the possibility that

CARLO DELLE DONNE

€0TL  TOOVOUOL BapBaptK(')v)63 . In his
opinion, resorting to this genetic hypo-
thesis would amount to refusing to
unveil the rationale of the word, which
is unacceptable to both Socrates® and
Plutarch. Furthermore, the Cratylus is
soon mentioned explicitly in support
of the aforementioned conception of
words as complex entities (GO OvLEWV
ypappatov tod Beatod kol Tod BEovtog

her name is of barbaric origin (o0 yap

62

63
64
65

gotwv Gvopa KOlVéV)65 , which often result

Contra ApeEmoLLO 2011: 239, and SepLEY 2003 (1): 40 n. 28, who believe Plutarch
to have taken seriously Plato’s etymologies. If we disregard the variety and disputable
nature of words, etymologies, customs, and cultural habits, a comprehensive hermeneutic
perspective seems to emerge. Plutarch may use the myth as a striking case study to convey
a specific philosophical message. In other words, he likely clarifies the ontocosmological
significance of the myth’s characters to illuminate the profound essence of the tale,
specifically the nature of the divine. If this is indeed the case, the Egyptian myth could
be seen as an apparently playful device, a maiyiov, with a philosophically profound
and serious hidden content (all in all, the couple playfulness/seriousness frames the
etymological section of the Cratylus too, see 406b8-c3); myths offer a challenging
opportunity to discuss the unchanging nature of the truth of the divine: 377f-378a, Homep
fiAog Kol ceMjvn kol ovpavog kol yij kol 0diacoo kowva mdotv, dvopdletot & GAl®G
V1 GAMA®V, 0UTog £VOG AOYOL T0D TabTa Koopobvtog kol udc Tpovoiog Emtponevodong
Kol dLVApE®V VIOVPYDV Eml WAVTO TETAYUEVOV, £TEPOL TOP  ETEPOIS KOTO VOLOLG
yeyovaot tipal kol Tpoonyopiot. RICHTER 2011: 213 offers quite a different (but equally
persuasive) account: “I suggest that Plutarch’s De Iside was motivated less by early
imperial Egyptomania than by an unwillingness to accept what he saw as the culturally
derivative status of Greece which an Egyptian origin of Greek wisdom implies. 39 This
is not to say that the De Iside dismisses the Egyptian material as worthless; a deep for
the wisdom of Egypt and an insistence on the priority of Greek philosophical speculation
are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, I believe that Plutarch chose to explicate his
middle-Platonic metaphysics in terms of an allegorical interpretation of the cult and myth
of the Egyptian goddess Isis in an effort to dispute the traditional—though by no means
universally accepted—derivative status of Greek cult.”

On Isis as a Greek name, see RICHTER 2011: 214-215.
425d5-b2, where this approach is labelled as a mere &kdvoic.

The subtext is Crat. 397d. See also 61, 375¢: 0 8" Ocipig €k 10D Ociov Koi iepod Todvopa
peprypévov Eoymke; 62, 376a: v pev yop low modrdxig @ thg Abnvag dvopatt
KkaAodot Ppaovtt toodTov Adyov ‘NABov an’ Epavtiic, Omep €0Tiv ADTOKIVITOL POPAG

ISSN 0258-655X
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from heterogeneous components. In fact,
the passage is intricately intertwined

as again, on the other hand, by
means of antithetical names they

21

with references to the Cratylus:

ovtw 6¢ kol [TAdtov enol myv
ovcioy  dNAodV  TOLG  TOAOVG
‘ioiav’ kahodvtac®®: oBte ko Thv
vONGW Kol TV epovnov, mg vob
Popay Ko Kivnoty ovooy iepévou
Kol pepopévov?’ kai O GuviEvon
Kol Taryafov SAwg Kol apetnyv Eml
101G péovot kai Oéovot HésOu’S:
kafdmep o AV TOIG AVTIP®-
vobowy ovopact Aowopeichor to
KoKOV, TO TNV @uoty &umodilov
Kol cuvdéov Kal ioyov Kol KeAdov
fecbon kol iEvan koxiov dmopioy
etk aviav mpocayopevdviav®.
(375d)

So also Plato says that the
men of ancient times made clear
the meaning of ‘essence’ (ousia)
by calling it ‘sense’ (ista). So
also he speaks of the intelligence
and understanding as being a
carrying and movement of mind
hasting and being carried on-
ward; and also comprehension
and good and virtue they attribute
to those things which are ever
flowing and in rapid motion, just

vilified evil: for example, that
which hinders and binds fast and
holds and checks Nature from
hasting and going they called
baseness, or ‘ill-going’ (kak-ia),
and helplessness or ‘difficulty of
going’ (apor-ia), and cowardice
or ‘fear of going’ (deil-ia), and
distress or ‘not going’ (an-ia).

Plutarch’s inclusion of references to
the Cratylus in these chapters further rein-
forces the notion that the dialogue holds
an unquestioned authority in the realm of
words and language (not only as far as
etymologies are concerned, but also when
it comes to the essence and the function
of language)’®. Chapter 61, in particular,
presents an intriguing explanation of
word avamhoolwg  (“modification”  or
“reshaping”), that can be traced back to the
influence of the Cratylus:

oV del 6¢ Bowpalew v ovo-
patov v g 10 EAnvikov ava-
TGV Kol yap GAA0 poplo TOIG
uebwotapévolg ék tig  ‘EAGSog
GLVEKTTEGOVTO, LEYPL VOV TOPOE-
vel kol Eevitedel map’ £T4potg, mv

MMiotikov. 0 8¢ Tvepdv, Gomep eipntal, N kol BéPov kol Zpd ovoudletal, Piotdv
TIVOL KO KOAVTIKTV EMiGYECLY, DTEVOVTIOGY | AvasTPoQTV EReaively fovAopévav TV
ovoudtwv. The verb BodAopar is analogously used also in the Cratylus (e.g. 415a9-bl,
414d1-4), as ADEMOLLO 2011: 233-234, observes.

401c-d. See VAN DEN BERG 2008: 50 on Plutarch’s changes of Plato’s wording.

411d4-6; 411d8-e3.
412a4-8; 412c1-6; 415c10-d5.

415b1-6; 415b6-c9; avia is not examined in the dialogue (Plutarch’s memory goes lost here).
On the concept of ‘authority’, see ULacco 2020 (1) and 2020 (2).
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EVI0L TNV TTOMTIKTV AVOKOAOLUEVTV
dfddrovory g PapPapilovcay
ol YA®TTOG TO TOWWTA TPOGOYO-
pevovteg. (375e-f)

There is no occasion to be
surprised at the revamping of the-
se words into Greek. The fact is
that countless other words went
forth in company with those who
migrated from Greece, and persist
even to this day as strangers in
strange lands; and, when the poetic
art would recall some of these
into use, those who speak of such
words as strange or unusual falsely
accuse it of using barbarisms.

First of all, the term d&vamiaocig is
reminiscent of Plato’s exploitation
of the semantic field of “ﬁction”ﬂ; in
particular, in the Cratylus (415d6) Pla-
to ironically uses the verb mAdoocw (in
its Attic dialect variant, mAdttew) to
describe his own etymologies (Socrates’
distance from his statements can be
also inferred from the “coherentism”
underlying his whole reasoning)72.
However, the most notable reevaluation
of the Cratylus is evident in Plutarch’s
recognition of the mutual contamination
that languages undergo throughout histo-
ry73. But, unlike Socrates, who considers

71
72

On Plato’s mAdttety, see NARDI 2023.

CARLO DELLE DONNE

certain words to be foreign or even
barbaric (and therefore unintelligible
from an etymological standpoint)74,
Plutarch entertains the possibility of the
opposite phenomenon. He acknowledges
that some Greeks left their homeland and
migrated abroad, which explains why
Egyptian words can be analyzed as if they
were originally Greek: in reality, these
words were indeed Greek because Greek
individuals imported them to the coun-
tries they relocated to. This idea, which
also justifies Plutarch’s overall attempt to
derive a (Greek) rationale from Egyptian
names, seems to partially depart from
a theoretical principle proposed (and,
unfortunately, not fully explored) by
Socrates in the Cratylus — namely,
the existence of talented nomothetai
(“lawgivers”) among barbarians as well.
Arguably, Plutarch believes that, among
foreign and barbarian nomothetai, (at
least) some of them were essentially
Greek immigrants.

In conclusion, after this thorough
discussion, in the wake of Cratylus’ clos-
ing remarks, Plutarch cautions the reader
against placing excessive emphasis on
words themselves. In the previously
mentioned passage, he states:

See 436d-e, where the correctness of the previous etymology is hypothetically accepted

as sufficient grounds to infer the correctness of the subsequent one; see FERRARI 2019.

73
74

On Plato’s approach to other languages, see DELLE DONNE 2021 (2).
409¢: évvod yap 6t moALd ol "EAAnveg dvopota dAA®G te Kol ol V7o toig PopPdpoig
oikodvTeg mapd TV PapPipav eineocty.
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fiKkioto, pév ovv Sl @rhoti-
pelcbot mept TOV OVOUAT®V, 0V
unv GAAe pdAdov v Hoeipny
00 Zapdamdog Alyvrrtiog 1j T00
‘Ocipdog, €keivo pev Eevikov,
tobto & ‘EAAviKov, duowm o
&vog 0eod kol pdg SuVaUE®G
NyovuEVOG.

Least of all is there any need of
being very eager in learning about
these names. However, I would
rather make a concession to the
Egyptians in regard to Serapis than
in regard to Osiris; for I regard
Serapis as foreign, but Osiris as
Greek, and both as belonging to
one god and one power.

Engaging in debates solely about
words is not appropriate since the diffe-
rences among them lack philosophical
significance. The most crucial aspect is
the identification of the referent, which is
expressed here using the highly Platonic
term OVvapg - the inherent, semantic
power, or potentiality, of 5vopata’™. The
words that have been passed down to
us may be deceptive as they frequently
conceal the unifying force of meaning,
the oVvapg, which should be the
primary focus of philosophical inquiry
into language. As Judith Mossman
puts it, “Plutarch in fact follows the
intellectual pattern of the Cratylus in
beginning with etymologies which con-
vey cosmic intelligence, moving on to
those which allude to flux, and then

75 See DELLE DONNE 2022.

spurring the reader on to focus on the
study of things themselves (without in
fact ever wholly rejecting the study of
names as useful, if imperfect, evidence
for the nature of their referents).”
Ultimately, Plutarch’s fascination with
language and its components reaches
as far as his Master’s Cratylus. He
delves into etymologies, explores the
influence of every philosophical stance
on word interpretation, and discusses
the potential corruption of words throu-
ghout history. Thus, Plutarch’s en-
gagement with the themes and ideas
presented in the Cratylus demonstrates
his deep interest in language and its
philosophical implications - beyond
theology and theonym:s.
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