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WHO IS PLATO’S SOLDIER ER? A NOTE ON HPOXZ TOY
APMENIOY, TO TENOZ [TAMOYAOY (RESP. 614B3-4)

Among the numerous names of the characters we find in Plato’s dialogues, only two of
them seem to have been totally invented: Philebus and Er. If we trust the Lexicon for
Greek Proper Names, no such ancient Greek name as Philébos seems to have existed
and, indeed, (unlike the usual way Plato introduces most of Socrates’ interlocutors) that
character is given no patronymic, demotic, or ethnic name.' But the meaning of that name
is obvious, and it refers to exactly what he is: a “lover of attractive youth”—the perfect
name for Socrates’ interlocutor, who is meant to represent sheer hedonism.? By contrast,
the name of Er remains rather mysterious as it in no obvious way corresponds or refers to
any Greek name or word.

As far as I can see, four main interpretations have been proposed in modern scholar-
ship, which I shall reject before offering a new, hopefully more plausible, proposal.®

1. According to LGPN, the name ®iAnpog only appears in Plato’s Philebus, and then (as an echo to Plato?)
in Ps.-Lucian (4sinus 36) and Alciphron (III 50). (Curiously enough, if the LGPN explicitly acknowledges the
fictionality of the Philebus of Lucian and Alciphron, it does not do so for Plato’s, but I do not see any good
reason why we should not take Plato’s to be fictional, t0o).

2. This meaning is also obvious in the passages of Ps.-Lucian and Alciphron.

3. As to ancient commentators, they were apparently not puzzled by the name of Er itself, but wondered who
Er was (whom they apparently take to be a real person). As Proclus reports (2.109.10-110.1), he himself saw a
book of Zoroaster that begun with the words: “Zoroaster, son of Armenios, from Pamphylia, says this . . .”
(Zwpodotpng 0 Appeviov ITauevrog tade Aéyer), which provided the Epicurean philosopher Colotes an oppor-
tunity to accuse Plato of plagiarizing Zorastrian sources, which Proclus rejects vehemently. In modern times, the
possible links to Zoroastrian doctrines or texts have been defended by Bidez (1945), but see Kerschensteiner
1945 and Koster 1951 for a definitive refutation of such “orientalizing” approaches (on Er, see esp. Koster
1951, 74).
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In his important commentary on the Republic, James Adam suggests that (referring to
"Hpog tod Appeviov) “the names point to the East,” and cites the Suda: <'Hp:> dvopa
KOplov EBpa’iKév (446, line 1).* One example of this name in Greek literature is to be found
in the Gospel of Luke, which mentions an "Hp among the ancestors of Joseph, the husband
of Mary, the mother of Jesus (3.28.2). But even if per impossibile Plato was aware of such a
name, it is hard to imagine why he would have adopted it. A second, similar reading con-
sists in claiming that strangeness is precisely what Plato may have wanted to convey
through such an un-Greek name, especially if we relate the name of "Hp to his patronymic:
100 Appeviov. Armenios was a Greek, male name, and it (most probably) meant “the Ar-
menian.”® And since Plato adds his ethnic name, 10 yévog TTau@diov, and Armenia was
part of Pamphylia at that time (a subregion of Persia), we can easily understand the name
"Hp as deriving from, or at least consonant with, his patronymic and ethnic name (with
perhaps a pun between "Hp and Appéviog?): "Hp would be the strange, barbarian name
for a soldier of the Persian army.® But if Plato certainly wanted the name to sound “strange”
or “foreign” to his Greek readers’ ears, which would correspond to the “strange” story they
would soon be listening to, we fail to see exactly what role it might have had. What would
the name of "Hp add to his patronimic and ethnic names? And additionally, it is interesting,
and I think crucial, to note that not only does Plato not use the nominative "Hp, but actually
the genitive 'Hpdg is the only form, and indeed the only instance, of that name in the Re-
public, and the whole corpus platonicum. To be sure, ancient readers would have been ex-
pected to infer that in its nominative form the name of the soldier was "Hp, which indeed
must have sounded like a foreign name.” But, at the same time, since Plato only uses it once
in the genitive form 'Hpog, he must presumably also have intended that his readers “hear” it as it
stands.® (At the very beginning of the Symposium, there is an evident pun between the gen-
itive ayaO@®v and the poet Agathon’s name: g Gpa. kol dyad®v £nt daitag lucty avtopaTol
ayaboi, 174b4-5.)

So what might the name 'Hpog mean? Or, more precisely, since puns on names are not
uncommon in Plato, especially when he wants to introduce a character with some empha-
sis, what sort of pun are we readers supposed to hear in the name "Hpoc?’

The closest word one finds to 'Hpog is fjpog, the genitive, contracted form of gap, “spring”
(and, interestingly enough, the reading fjpog is to be found in our MS tradition, notably in

4. Adam 1902, ad loc.

5. Adam (1902) denies that, but I do not see any good reason for it. In Herodotus, as well as Xenophon, the
adjective (often pronominalized) Appéviog refers to the Armenian king, or used in the plural, to the Armenians.
Proclus also read Appoviog in MSS he had access to, but rejected the reading (110.11-14). Interestingly,
Appoviog—note the rough breathing—is the reading Plutarch reports, which he interprets as being linked to
appovia (tov adtéyyshov tdv &v Awov Tauevrov yévog Appoviov matpdg Hpa & adtov dvopdlewv,
avittopevoy 8t yevv@viar pév ol yoyol kof’ appoviov kol cvvappdtiovionr 1ol odpacw, Quaest. conv.
740b9—c1).

6. Platt (1911) has suggested that Er came from the Armenian name Ara, but this is dubious: why would
Plato have transformed it into Er?

7. It should be noted that both Plutarch (740b10) and Proclus (2.110.15) use the accusative as well (Hpa),
obviously taking the name to be "Hp.

8. Note that when they refer to the Jewish name "Hp, Greek authors use it as a non-declinable word: see,
e.g., Luke 3.28.2, where "Hp stands for a genitive (tod "Hp); similarily in J. Chrysostomus, Synopsis scripturae
sacrae 56.323.15: Anobavovtog 6¢ tod "Hp.

9. Besides the case of Philebus, the most famous case is of course the demotic of Diotima, Mavtwvikn, where
readers are urged to hear pavrticr (Symp. 201d2).
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MS F).'? Plato does not use the word &op elsewhere—except once, in the dative form fipt,
in a quotation from Homer (Hipp. min. 370b7). But Zap, or rather its contracted form, fp
(esp. in its genitive and dative forms), was commonly used in late fifth- and early fourth-
century Attic prose, especially by historians (notably Xenophon and Thucydides), which
might indicate that it was in common usage in oral language too.'" Thus Plato may have
implicitly used it here to make an easy pun. This might seem to make perfect sense when
one reads the description of the soldier coming back to life just before being burned on the
pyre (énl tf] Topd kelpevog avePio, 614b7). Connoting the return of life after winter,
“spring” would seem to be the perfect name for a man who comes back to life after being
thought dead. Despite its apparent obviousness, such a suggestion is, I think, misleading.
Both in poetry and in Attic prose the term is quite naturally associated with the mating and
birthing season; and, relatedly, it very commonly connotes the idea of youth and beauty. It
is also very often associated, or even equivalent, to the term &pa, of which the adjective
wpaiog often means “in the spring-time of life,” or “in the bloom of youth,” and hence
“beautiful” or “sexually attractive.” Needless to say, such connotations are fairly absent
from the description of the soldier himself, who in fact lacks any characterization, except
that he is a “courageous man”—hardly something that would immediately evoke the im-
age of an attractive, adolescent youth.'* Admittedly, &ap can also in some cases be asso-
ciated with the idea of “birth,” as in /liad 6.147-49: “Even as are the generations of leaves,
such are those also of men. As for the leaves, the wind scattereth some upon the earth, but
the forest, as it burgeons, putteth forth others when the season of spring is come [£apog &’
émytyvetor dpn]; even so of men one generation springeth up and another passeth away”
(trans. Murray). But the idea is that of spring coming on (indicated by the preverb: epi-),
and not its coming back—thus, the idea of birth and burgeoning, not the idea of “rebirth.”"?

Another possible pun might bear on €pwg. This has been suggested by at least one com-
mentator.'* But, if in theory nothing prohibits that possibility, there seems to be no plau-
sible reason why Plato would have intended it. The argument that has been given for such
a proposal comes from a connection with the Symposium: since eros there is considered
to stand for any desire, Er/'Hpdg as €pwg could be linked to the way one chooses one’s
future life, that is, one’s future core desire—whether for money, honor, or wisdom. But in
the myth of Er, the soldier Er/"Hpog himself does not take part in the choice of life but
remains a mere spectator of the scenes he reports. Thus, Er/'Hpdg can hardly be seen
as representing human beings who have to choose their next life, or as personifying their
core desire.

10. This pun has been suggested by Halliwell (2007, 448 n. 6), although agnostically (“Er might suggest
spring”).

11. See, e.g., Thuc. 2.2.1.7, 2.103.1.2, 4.2.1.1; Xen. Cyn. 5.6.3, 9.1.4; Hell. 5.4.58.1.

12. Actually, two lines in the Odyssey make an explicit distinction between being young and beautiful, and be-
ing courageous; it is Athena in one passage (1.301-2), and Nestor in another (3.199-200), who speaks to the young
Telemachus: 6, pilog, péha yép 6° Opd® KEAOY Te péyay Te, / SAKILOG 667, Tva Tig o Kol dytydvey &) &im.

13. It may be noted that some translators have been tempted to express the idea of “rebirth,” such as Butler
(“when the season of spring returns the forest buds forth with fresh vines”), and Lombardo (“the tree / Sprouts
new ones when spring comes again”). But this is an anachronistic understanding of the text. At Od. 19.518-20,
we do find the idea of the return of spring, but the specification “new” is explicitly added in the text: og & &t
Tovdapéon kovpn, yAopNic mdmv, / Kahov dsidnoty Eopog véov ictapévoto. (The same image, and the same
second hemistich of the second verse reappear in Hes. Op. 568-69: tov 8¢ pét’ opfoyom Iavdiovig dpto
KEMI®V / £¢ pdog avBpdmoig Eapog véov iotapévoro). The idea also emerges in Pindar, but here the word
£ap is not actually used: “Yet now in its turn, after the darkness of winter’s months, it is as if the variegated
carth has by the gods’ design flowered with red roses” (viv & ab petd xewéplov mokira umvev Logov /
oV dte powvik<tor>cwv Gvincev Podoig/douovav Bovkoic,” Isth. 3/4, 36-37).

14. See Dorter 2003, 131.
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Perhaps a better argument would have been to bring out the idea that Er/"Hpog is
described as the “messenger” of Hades (&yyehov avOpdmoig yevésHon tdv ékel, 614d2;
0 £keibev dyyehog, 619b2; éx 1dV £keibev amayyelopévov, 619¢2), while in Diotima’s
speech the daimon Erds is described as establishing the link between the gods and hu-
mans, and being in charge of interpreting what they have to say to one another
(‘Epunvedov kai dtomopOuedov 0ol ta map’ avOpdrov kai avipdmolg td mtapd Osdv,
Symp. 202e3—4). But again, this would only constitute a very vague connection since
the term dyyehog (or any other term related to it) does not appear in the description of Eros
in the Symposium, while the idea of being an intermediary between the two worlds, and
an “interpreter” between them, does not seem to be what Plato wants to convey in our
passage of the Republic. By repeatedly calling Er/"Hpog an dyyehog, Plato presumably
wants to mean that he is the “reporter” of something he has attended to (and in which
he did not directly participate) which he has been sent out to tell the living. If there is
an implicit comparison to be made, it might well be with messengers in tragedies who are
charged with a message they have to transmit, which will mark the turning point in the
plot, typically leading to the main character’s misfortune and hopeless unhappiness. Sim-
ilarly here, the message that Er is charged with transmitting is of crucial importance as
regards one’s fortune, except that here the message should lead to good fortune and hap-
piness: as Socrates will emphatically add, Er’s story he has reported should “save us if we
trust it” (WG dv odoetev, dv nelWdpedo avtd, 621cl), that is, it should help its listeners
to fare well (&0 mpattopey, 621d2-3).

*

I propose interpreting the name of Er/'Hpog from the background of Plato’s text. The
whole sentence that introduces our soldier is obviously meant to be read from a Homeric
context: AAL” od pévtot cot, v 8’ éyd, AAkivov ye dmodloyov pd, GAL" dhkipov pgy
avdpoc (614b2-3). As Proclus has rightly seen (O pév odv Alkivov dmodroyog Snhoi
™mv &v Alkivov 10D ‘Odvocémg vékutay, 2.111.18-19), the whole tale is meant to be a re-
writing of Homer’s Nekuia, which is one of the stories Odysseus tells Alcinous in Odyssey
9-12.15 And, as I said, the only characterization that Socrates offers of the soldier he is
supposed to have heard the story from is his being an dAxipog man, an adjective mostly
used in poetry, especially in Homer—and which, like the name of Er/ 'Hpdg, is a hapax in
Plato. This background is, of course, not chosen by random: here we have a poetical tale,
a Homeric-like muthos, which, contrary to what Plato reproached Homer’s muthoi with
earlier in his Republic, will prove both pleasant (as Glaucon explicitly recognizes: ov
TOAG, AN fid10v axovovi, 614b1) and useful (i.e., helping them to make the right choice
of life, and hence to fare well).'®

15. See also what Proclus said much earlier in his commentary: &v 8¢ tfj <IToAuteig™> g vekviag apyOpevog
ovk Alkivov enoiv amdroyov &peiv, GG aAkipov Tvog avdpog Hpog tod Appeviov 10 vévog IMapgvrov,
povovovyl Aéyov capdg, dtt Ty mop” Ounpo vékviay £0vtd mpobeig kal Ekeiviv mapddetypa Tomoauevog
péMAel kai mepl TovTmV Stehéyeshot TdV &v ékeivo 1@ nobe Tpokewivav eig deiynow (1.169.18-24). Adam
(1902, ad loc.) underlines the fact that “a tale told to Alcinous” was a proverbial expression for a long account,
but I agree with Halliwell (1988, ad loc.) that even if it may be present here, this is certainly not what Plato wants
to emphasize. (Actually, the myth of Er is one of the longest myths Plato ever wrote!)

16. As Morgan (2000, 208) rightly says, one can consider the myth of Er as a “replacement” of the Nekuia.
In the same spirit, Halliwell (2007, 448) speaks of a “philosophical recomposition,” not an “outright rejection of
poetry,” what all too many interpreters have accused Plato of. On how Plato rewrites Homeric poetry in the
Resp., see O’Connor 2007. And on the “usefulness” of Plato’s myths in the Republic, see Segal 1978.
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If one takes this background into serious consideration, another pun offers itself with
"Hpdg: the pun on the Homeric word that typically describes such a soldier, fipwg, “hero.”
It is true, of course, that Hpog and fipwg must have been pronounced quite differently. But
in the Cratylus, Socrates claims that the origin of the word fjpwg is easy to understand
“through a little alteration of the name” (cpupov yap mopilKTot adTdY T0 Gvopa): “it ex-
presses the fact that the heroes were born out of love [£x 0D €pmtog]” (398c6-9). Plato
intends an (allegedly) etymological link between the two terms, but given what he says,
“a little alteration of the name,” a pun between fjpog and &pwg, would have sounded evi-
dent and been grasped immediately. Thus, there is no reason why a pun between ‘Hpog and
fipwe, with both a variation of breathing and vowel length as well, would have been too
demanding a task for Plato to impose on his readers. Additionally, it is also arguable that
in fact the word fjpwg could have been heard as a genitive form (as a contracted form for
fipwoc)."” For contracted forms were not uncommon for that word, as quite a few instances
testify, both in poetry and prose; we even find one case in Homer where fjpwg is the con-
tracted form of the singular genitive, 56p0¢ Adkvooo fipac (Od. 6.302-3).'8

Some puns on names may be directly and immediately grasped by an audience, such as
the pun between the name of the poet AydOwv and the adjective dya06¢ in the Sympo-
sium.'® When such puns are not self-evident, readers may well need a more or less firm
nod in the right direction if the author wants them to make the connection between the
two words. Take the example of Diotima’s demotic: since Awtipo Mavtivikn (201d2) can-
not but obviously mean “Diotima, from the city of Mantinea,” with readers easily missing
the pun on pavtikn, Plato makes sure they get it a little further down when he has Socrates
humorously reply to Diotima, who asks him a question he cannot answer: “If I could [an-
swer that question], Diotima, I wouldn’t be so amazed at your wisdom . . . One would need
to be a seer to interpret what you’re saying, and I don’t understand it [Mavtelog . . . deiton
6t mote Aéyerg, kol oV paviavm]” (206b5—10)—where pavOdve presumably is a further
nod to making the correspondence between Diotima’s demotic and the theme of mantic.

Where do we have such a nod in our passage of the Republic, one might wonder? Ad-
mittedly, the word fipwg is not used in the vicinity of our passage, and there does not seem
to be any other wordplay that may directly relate to it in a way similar to that wordplay we
find in the Symposium. But, as mentioned above, the first words that introduce the pas-
sage under consideration give readers the Homeric tone and context in which the myth
is supposed to be read. For us modern readers, this may only alert us that Plato is going
to rewrite and somehow replace Homer’s poetry, which he has so harshly criticized ear-
lier. But for ancient readers, such an emphatic link to Homer must have had a further func-
tion as well: the very emphatic way Plato introduces the tale could not but very directly

17. Actually, it is rather striking that, according to Burnet’s (1902) OCT edition, one MS reads fjpwog!
Should this be interpreted as a sheer misreading by a copyist, or as a correction (perhaps first made in the margin,
and later inserted into the text) a copyist or reader suggested?

18. In Plato’s Republic itself, at 391d2, the contracted form fipw is used for the sg. acc. fipwa. Other exam-
ples include fipog for the pl. nom. fipweg (Ar. frag. 304: ol yap fipog éyyvg siow), as well as for the pl. acc.
fipwag (Aesch. Ag. 516: fipwg e TOVG TEPYOVTOG).

19. 174b4-5 (quoted p. 567). Interestingly enough, this pun appears again, in a similar setting, at the end
of the Symposium when the uninvited and quite drunk Alcibiades bursts into Agathon’s house, shouting out
loudly (péya Bodvtog: which is perhaps meant to urge readers to open their ears?): émov Ayafov koi
KkeAevovTog dyev map” Aydbmva (212d6-7), where readers are to understand both “Where is Agathon? Do lead
me to Agathon!,” but also “Where is the good—I definitely want to be led to the good!” (on this, see Hunter,
2004, 98).
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and vividly evoke the Nekuia they all knew so well. Ancient readers must thus have be-
gun reading this new, Platonic tale with Homer’s Nekuia as a vivid background.

In the case of Homer’s Nekuia, the storyteller is Odysseus himself. So when Plato in-
troduces Er/'Hpdc, readers certainly took him as the storyteller who is going to take the
place of Odysseus, or to play the role of Odysseus, as it were, in this new Nekuia. And as
I said, the only characterization of Er/'Hpdg is that he is a “‘courageous man” (GAkipov pév
avdpoc). But not any sort of courageous man: GAkuog is a typical Homeric adjective that
applies to the great heroes of the Trojan war, and the name avijp may be used in Homer as
meaning something very similar to being a fipwg, such as in the expressions: avnip
Baciheng (Od. 24.253), or nyfropeg dvdpeg (I1. 11.687). Actually, we find it used as a
complete synonym with fipwg in the formulaic phrase 6pov avépog Arkivoov (Od. 7.22—
23), of which §6pog Adkvooto fipwg (Od. 6.302-3) is a variant. Thus, since Plato goes
so far as to underline his phrase GAkiog avip with a pun on Alkinous, and to be an
GAkog avip precisely amounts to being a fipog, hearing a pun with the word fipog
while reading the word 'Hpdg (aloud) would seem to be a rather natural, smooth process.

One may perhaps object that neither the characterization of being dAkylog nor the name
fipwg are typical of Odysseus; indeed, fipwg is used for many other heroes or kings (includ-
ing Alcinous himself, e.g., at Od. 6.302-3, just quoted), while dAkiog is not only used for
various heroes, but also for their weapons. There would then be no particular, strong rea-
son why readers may have been nodded toward hearing fjpawg when they read that the sto-
ryteller of the new Nekuia, Er/'Hpdg, is introduced to replace Odysseus. But, as a matter
of fact, it is exactly with that very word, fjpwg, that Homer introduces the Nekuia to his
audience, when Circe tells Odysseus how to summon the dead: &vo &’ €ne’, fipwg,
POl TENG, (¢ o€ kKehedm (10.516). And if the term dAkyiog is not used specifically
for Odysseus, numerous passages in the Odyssey underline his exceptional strength and
courage (see notably 22.226-32, where pévog, aikn, and dikiog are used for Odys-
seus), and moAdthag, “much enduring,” is his epithet (/. 8.97; Od. 7.1, 16.90). As to
the term avnip, one does not to be remembered the very first words of the Odyssey where
Odysseus’ endurance and courage are first alluded to: Avdpa pot évveme, Modoa,
moldTponov, 0g péka moAld / TGO, [. . .] TOAAGL 8 & ¥ €v MOV mabev dhyea OV
Kotd Oupdv, / apvopevog fiv e yoyny kai vootov étaipov (1.1-5). Thus, when Socrates
so emphatically introduces the storyteller Er/’'Hpog as an dAxiog avnip, Plato’s readers can
hardly have missed the clear allusion to Odysseus.

If Er/'Hpdg is presented with a clear reference to Odysseus, he is also, most importantly,
due to replace Odysseus. This is what Plato firmly has Socrates saying: “It is not a tale to
Alcinous I'm going to tell you, I said, but that of a particularly brave man” (AAL’ ov
pévrot cot, v & &yd, Alkivov ve dméroyov épd, GAL’ dAkipon uv avdpoc, 614b2-3)
where the ala pév clause, as J. D. Denniston states, “is constrasted with what precedes,
not with what follows,” and where (as various examples of the same construction in Plato
attest) pév does also emphasize the word that precedes it.2® Thus, drawing the conclusion
the pun (o0 pévrot. . . Akkivov . . . GAX’ dAkipov pév avdpdc) urges them to draw, readers
could not help but understand that the soldier introduced by Socrates must be, as Stephen

20. Denniston 1959, 377-78. Among other examples from Plato Denniston provides, see esp. Gorg. 462¢2—
4: “Polus: ‘So oratory is the same thing as pastry baking?” Soc.: ‘Oh no—although it is a part of the very same
practice’ (Tavtov dp’ éotiv dyomoria kai pnTopikn; OVSapudS Y&, AAAG THG avTig MEV émTndedoemg nopLov).
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Halliwell rightly writes, “standing for a deeper courage than the traditional paradigm of
endurance, Odysseus.”! In other words, Er/ Hpog/ fipac is presented as the truly “heroic”
figure, or the new Platonic “hero,” who is going to deliver an important message from
Hades that is meant to replace the report we got from Odysseus.?

At this point, one may perhaps raise the following objection. When Plato uses the word
fipwg in the Republic (mostly in Resp. 3:391d2,392a5; and in the same context: 10.605d1),
he has in mind a great figure who should work as a role model for the young.?* That is, after
all, why he is so keen on criticizing what he considers wrong representations of such he-
roes, like Achilles, who is (mis)represented by Homer not only as weeping and lamenting
(387d1-2; 605¢10—d4), but also as a money-lover (poypnuatov, 390¢7-8)—both traits
being typical of women and people caring only to satisfy their bodily desires (see Phd. 82c¢),
respectively. So, if Plato aimed to replace such a rich and sophisticated figure as Odysseus,
shouldn’t he have represented a more forceful and vivid “hero” than the shadowy, rather
characterless, Er?

In fact, Er himself should probably be seen as a sort of double of Socrates himself.
True, the tale of Er is constantly interrupted by Socrates’ comments, which may give
readers the impression they are dealing with two clearly distinct characters. But Plato
gives two very clear hints that that is not the case, both at the beginning of the tale and
at its end. Socrates introduces it in saying that he, Socrates, will not be telling the story
to Alcinous, but the story of Er (AL 00 pévtot cot, fiv 8 &yd, Adkivov ye drdroyov Epd,
M GAkipov pév avdpoc, Hpog), without implying that he had actually met that soldier.
But it is at the end of our text that the blurring between the two characters appears at its
clearest: in the conclusion, npag Gv choetev, av teldpedo avTd is repeated as v Epot
nebpeda . . . Tiig v 030D Gel EE0HEDN KAl SUKOLOGVVIV HETC PPOVIGEDG TOVTL TPOTID
gmndevoopey, tva [. . .] b mpdrtopey (621b—d), ovtd (= the tale of Er) is explicitly con-
sidered as equivalent to €poi, that is, Socrates’ own voice. Thus, the “new hero,” who is
meant to replace Odysseus, actually amounts to none other than Socrates himself—and
indeed, scholars have often noticed the parallel between the figure of Odysseus, who
is praised in Republic 3 (390d) for his exemplary endurance (kaptepia), and Alcibiades’
description of Socrates in the Symposium, where endurance is the virtue Alcibiades seems
to praise most (Symp. 219d, 220a; see esp. 220c where Alcibiades does indeed apply two

21. Halliwell 1988, ad loc. Actually, Proclus already had a similar interpretation, if for other reasons
(2.111.23-112.16; see esp. 112.13-14: tadtv [Plato’s own Nekuia] 8¢ dviog vdpucod enowv Gvpog eivar.
Reeve (2004, 319 n. 25) has suggested that a more sophisticated pun might be involved between the two words:
“Alkinou might be taken as a compound of alké + nous and alkimou as a compound of alké + Mousa. Socrates
would then be saying something like: it isn’t a tale that shows strength of understanding that I'm going to tell but
one that shows the strength of the Muse of storytelling.” However interesting, this suggestion seems rather
overstretched as nothing alludes to the word Mobdoa in the context.

22. And indeed, when critizicing the Homeric vision of Hades at the beginning of Resp. 3, Plato began by
citing three verses from the Nekuia—the famous ones where Achilles boldly admits that he would prefer farming
the land for another man, however poor, than being king of the dead: Bovdoiuny K’ éndpovpog Edv Ontevépey
8o / avdpl map® axdipo, @ iy Biotog moAg i / i} ndow vekvesot kataedévoisty avacoew (Od. 11.489—
91, cited at 386c¢).

23. See esp. 378b2-5: 008E Aektéov VE® GKkoDOVTL OG ASIKBY T EGY0T0. OVSEV BV HVHOGTOV o101, 00’ o
aducodvta motépa KOAGLOV TavTi Tpom®, GAAG dpon dv dmep Oedv ot TpdToi e kal péytotor. Admittedly, here
in Book 2, Plato is merely evoking the gods as role models for the young, but in Book 3 he will apply those
criticisms to the heroes, whom he regularly associates with the gods (using the phrase “the gods and heroes™:
377e, 378c).
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lines of the Odysssey to Socrates, wherein Helen begins her tale of Odysseus’ deeds in
Troy: olov T8’ gpete kai £TAn KopTEPOG VTP, 4.242)%*

But how shall we understand Socrates’ special courage, or endurance? In the speech of
Alcibiades, where an ultimate defense of Socrates against his accusers is (also, among
other things) at stake, such praise of courage is perfectly understandable: Alcibiades’ por-
trait of Socrates here depicts him as a true and remarkable citizen who showed not a mo-
ment’s hesitation in saving his fellow fighter Alcibiades from certain death at Potidea. But
such a reading hardly fits our case: obviously, what must be remarkable in Er’s, or actu-
ally Socrates’, courage or endurance has nothing to do with war duties in the literal sense
of'the term. Here, courage and endurance must have a rather metaphorical meaning, such
as the one we find in the description of the philosophical nature in Book 6 (490a—b):

Ap’ obv 1) 0b petpiong dmoroynoduedo 8Tt Tpog O BV TEPUKMG £ AUALIGOL & Ye SvTmg
eUopodnG, Kai ovk Empévor £l Toic Sofalopévolg elvan ToALoig éxdoTolg, GAL’ fot kai ovk
AupAIVOITO 003’ AoAYOL TOD EpMTOG, TPLV AVTOD O EGTIV EKAGTOL THG PUGEMS Byacal ¢
TPOoTKEL Woyis £pdntecbat Tod T0100TOV — TPOCTKEL 8E GLYYEVEL

So won’t it reasonable, then, for us to plead in his defense that it is the nature of a true lover
of learning to keep struggling towards what is? He does not linger over each of the many
things that are believed to be, but keeps on going, without losing or lessening his passion,
until he grasps what the nature of each thing itself is with the part of his soul that is fitted to
grasp a thing of that sort because of its kinship with it. (Trans. Reeve, modified)

Neither the word avdpeio or kaptepio are actually used in this passage, but the idea is
certainly there: the person who is by nature a philosopher is courageous and resilient in
the sense that he or she never gives up on his or her passion for wisdom. Thus, exactly like
Odysseus, who never gave up on his desire to return home, the philosopher, and first of all
Socrates, who is of course the model of the philosopher, never gives up on his desire to
know and understand things as they truly are—except that, since philosophical wisdom is
the most valuable in obtaining happiness, it is no surprise that Er as the mythical voice of
Socrates is introduced as a more truly courageous and resilient character than even Odys-
seus could ever be.

Now, how would my proposal fit with Er’s ethnic name, 10 yévog ITapugdrov? Given
the two previous puns, one on his characterization, and (if my proposal works) one on his
name, it is probable that it, too, should be understood as a pun. And, of course, the pun
that immediately comes to mind is etymological, “from the whole human tribe,”** which
can hardly mean anything other than that what the new Platonic “hero” is going to deliver

24. 1borrow the phrase “new hero” from Angela Hobbs (2000, 245; but the idea of Socrates being a “hero”
was already claimed by Eisner 1982), who also emphasizes that, explicitly or implicitly, Socrates often gets pre-
sented as the new hero due to replace Homeric heroes, especially Odysseus. On the figure of Odysseus and its
multi-leveled links with that of Socrates, whose usages of trickery are most likely to remind ancient readers of
the figure of Odysseus, well known for his métis, see also Eisner 1982, 115; Blondell 2002, 137-62; Lévystone
2005, 208-11.

25. Platt 1911, 14. Interpreters have doubted that that pun would be intended by Plato (e.g., Halliwell 1988,
ad loc.; but see Halliwell 2007, n. 6, where he asks: “Pamphylian means ‘of the whole human race’: a hint of
universalism?”), but, rather strikingly, just a few pages earlier in the same book of the Republic, Socrates un-
derlined the etymology of a similar name of a man linked to Homer: 6 yap Kpedovrog . . . 6 100 Ounpov
£10aipog, Tod ovopatog Gv yeholdtepog £t mpog mondeiov avein (600b6-8). On the other hand, note that at
Politicus 291a7, the similar phrase mapeuiov yévog is intended with its etymological meaning, “a class mixed
out of all sorts” (trans. Rowe).
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is intended for humankind as such. Even if Proclus did not suggest it, he interestingly ex-
plains this rather unexpected ethnic name by linking it to the case of “Ardiaeus the Great,”
who was “a tyrant of a certain city in Pamphylia” (ApSiwaiog 0 uéyog [. . .] g Mopeviiog
£v Tvi modet Topovvog, 615¢6—-7), and who at the beginning of Er’s tale, represents the
quintessentially bad person condemned to Hades forever. The appellation, “the Great,”
does undoubtedly echo the title Greeks usually gave the king of Persia (see, e.g., Gorg.
470e4, 524¢3), by which Plato signals the back-reference to his description of Er.2® The
existence of a tyrant called Ardiaeus is not known otherwise, and it is likely that it has
raised some dispute among ancient interpreters given Proclus’ reaction that the search
for truth in this case is off the mark: eite 8¢ &ye1 Ta T ioTOpPiag olToOG £ite Kol uA,
{nrelv dromov (2.110.24-25). Thus, if the existence of a king Ardiaeus is an invention
as well (while the word itself used in the plural, Apdiaioy, is the name of an Illyrian tribe),
it is hard not to see him as the placeholder for something important for each and every
human being. And, indeed, since tyranny is repeatedly described by Socrates to be the
direst temptation everyone—even the best of us, he says at the beginning of Book 9
(see esp. 572b)—must resist, it is not surprising that Ardiaeus is described as a Pam-
phylian, that is, the representative “of all mankind.” According to Proclus, Er must have
been of Pamphylian origin if Plato considered him able to know about the tyrant Ardiacus
(110.21-24). But while he may be a pure figment of Plato’s imagination, what we are to
understand is that Er is a messenger bearing important news about tyranny. It is indeed the
state of mind, or way of'life, every human being should try to avoid if she wants to be truly
happy (and, indeed, the myth’s central scene will deal primarily with tyranny and the
worst possible choices for a new life one can make).

Even if Er’s ethnic name denotes that humanity as a whole is referred to as the myth’s
addressee, the fact remains that, as the name “Ardiaeus the Great” reminds us, Er’s ethnic
and patronymic names evidently refer to Persia. Persia represented the country of other-
ness, as it were; so having an important message delivered by a foreigner would merely
amount to providing the poetic landscape for unheard-of things, or, more precisely, the
“strangeness” of the tale, and of the delivered message.?’ In the framework of the Repub-
lic, especially if one links the work’s end to its beginning, this comes as no surprise: the
whole meeting between Socrates and Plato’s own brothers takes place outside Athens in
the house of'a metic, during a festival in honor of a new and foreign goddess (i.e., the Thra-
cian Bendis)—an evident way of announcing that something new and unheard-of will take
place at this meeting (among other things, the thedria of the Form of the Good that is
meant to be the new, philosophical “festival”).?®

*

To conclude, just a word on the difference between Odysseus’ tale to Alcinous, and the
new Platonic “hero’s” message addressed to everyone who wants, as Socrates says in

26. As Halliwell (1988, ad loc.) has astutely noted.

27. Compare this, again, to the Symposium where Diotima is repeatedly called “foreigner” (201e3, 204c7,
211d2) to underline her message’s radical novelty as compared to the other speeches. But of course, as Socrates
remarks about the myth of Theuth he has just told Phaedrus, exactly where the myth is supposed to come from,
or take place in, is of no philosophical importance—only the truth of its message counts (Phdr. 275b—c).

28. Admittedly, that interpretation of the unspecified tij 6e® at 327a2 is not universally accepted (some have
proposed Athena, instead), but it seems to me to be the most probable: see Thrasymachus’ humorous gicTidc0m
£v 1oig Bevdidiowg at 354a10-11, which would be odd if Athena was meant.
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wrapping up this all night long discussion, “to fare well,” or “to be happy” (note that
the verb &0 npértmpey at 621d2-3 is the very last word of the Republic). In Homer’s
Nekuia, Odysseus offers Alcinous a dreadful description of the underworld, where the
heroes he meets are nothing but tragic figures who grievously lament their fate. The world
of Hades depicted by Plato is in its own way a dreadful world too, where people are mak-
ing the worst possible choices, like the first one in the queue before Lachesis, who chooses
a tyrannical life and is bound to end up his eating his own children (619b—c). This is a de-
scription typical of a tragedy, and indeed that chooser is meant to refer to Thyestes—an
especially grim story that was the subject of many tragedies. But the story of those people
choosing their next life is not meant to be tragic in the usual sense of the word: as Er/ ' Hpog
himself comments on how we should listen to his report, “the choice each soul was making
of'its life was a sight really worth seeing—a show that was pitiable, ridiculous, amazing”
(Tabeny yap &7 &on T Oéav GElav eivan id€iv, g Exactat ai yoyai npodvro Todg Biove:
E\eviv Te yop 1€iv elvat kai yehoiov koi Oovpaciov, 619e6-620a2). As the repetition of
words referring to the viewing suggest, Er/"Hpog presents his tale as if he were reporting
on a theater show he had been a spectator of.>’

Commanding both pity and laughter, this play is a sort of mix of tragedy and comedy,
we would say a tragi-comedy, where we spectators in our turn are not meant to pity those
people (who are, after all, responsible for their bad choices), but to consider them as ri-
diculous, however terrible their fate may be. One may suppose that, in Plato’s eyes, in the
case of Homer’s Nekuia readers are meant to participate, sumpathein (as Plato famously
put it earlier)* in the grieving and lamenting of the people in Hades—and Odysseus in-
deed seems to urge Alcinous and his court to do just that. Here, on the contrary, Er/"Hpog
explicitly invites us to look at the scene of people lamenting the fates they have just chosen
with a sort of detachment: we readers-cum-spectators of that scene should not sumpathein,
but take all of it as a comic, ridiculous show of typically irrational behavior, and thus
reflect upon it in order to avoid doing so in making our own choices.

And finally, what about the description of the last character who chooses his next life,
Odysseus himself being here one of the dead in Hades instead of the Homeric messenger?
How would this rather emphatic mention of Odysseus at the very end of the myth of Er
fit with my proposal (620c—d)?

Kot Toynv 8¢ v ‘Odvecimg Aayodoay Tac®V VETATNV aipnGopEVNY tvat, AN 88 Tdv
TPOTEPOV TOVOV oTiog Aelognkuiav (Ntelv mepuodoay ypdvov molvv Biovl avdpog
181HTOV AMPAyHovog, Kol LOYLG EVPEV KEIHEVOV OV Kol TopnueAnévov DI TdV EAAmY,
Kol einelv Wodoav Tt o avtd v Enpaev kol mpdTn Aayodoa, Kai dopévny elécbat.

Now it chanced that Odysseus’s soul drew the last lot of all, and came to make its choice.
Remembering its former sufferings, it rejected love of honor, and went around for a long
time looking for the life of a private individual who took no part in politics, and with difficulty
it found one lying off somewhere neglected by the others. When it saw it, it said that it would
have done the same even if it had drawn the first-place lot, and chose it gladly. (Trans. Reeve)

29. On this aspect, see Nightingale (2004, 76-77), who also notes that v 08av ¢&iav eivor ideiv repeats
what we found at the beginning of the Resp. when Polemarchos describes the new, nightly festival that is going
to take place as a mavvoyido that is G&ov Oedoacbon (328a6-7).

30. ol yap mov BEATIGTOL UMY Gkpodpevol Opnpov [. . .] Tva tdv Npdev &v mévBet via kol pakpav piicy
amoteivovta &v Toic OdLpuOIC 1| Kod HSoVTaC Te Kai KomTopévoug, oloh’ &tt yoipouév Te Kkoi £vdvteg Mudc
avTovg Emdpeda cvpmdoyovieg (605¢10-d4).
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There seem to be several reasons why one may be tempted, as indeed many interpreters
have been, to see this last case with a very favorable eye. As Mark McPherran writes,
“Odysseus the Cunning, it seems, has been transformed into a virtuous and philosophi-
cally reflective individual by means of the purification that suffering and punishment pro-
vide.”?! Indeed, Odysseus has now understood, so it seems, that honor is not the good he
should pursue in order to be happy, at least if those honors might turn out to be a source of
trouble, as Socrates warned at the end of Book 9 (592a). And note also Plato’s emphasis on
Odysseus’ being allotted the last place in the queue, which is meant to remind his reader of
the priest’s words of encouragement: “Even for the one who comes last, if he chooses wisely
and lives earnestly, there is a satisfactory life available, not a bad one available. Let not
the first to choose be careless nor the last discouraged” (619b3—6). So, Odysseus is a cou-
rageous hero who can even cope with his share of hard luck. Thus, it may be difficult to
escape the conclusion that indeed, there we have an Odysseus finally realizing that going
after honors is not worth it, and who firmly decides to become a more reasonable, philosoph-
ical hero.

But one may wonder if this picture is to be taken seriously. Despite his final realization,
Odysseus can hardly be Glaucon’s new role model, as it were. First of all, it seems that his
decision is rather a sort of ersatz choice: it is because his trip was so tough that he decided
to retreat from any sort of public business; his retreat appears to be what is left when one
tires of honors. Strikingly enough, we find here an echo of the figure of Cephalus when
Odysseus’ psuché is said to be “glad” (dopévn) to have found and chosen her new life:
this is also the adjective Plato used when he had Cephalus report his friend Sophocles’
answering the question of whether he was still able to have sex: “I am very glad
[aopevéotara] to have escaped from all that, like a slave who has escaped from a de-
ranged and savage master” (329c¢3—4). Thus, while Cephalus has become temperate by
default since he is now too old to have sex, Odysseus has become “philosophically reflec-
tive” (as McPherran says) because he is simply exhausted from looking for honor—not a
very promising picture of Odysseus. Let us remember that this whole scene of the
choices, indeed “how each of those souls choose their lives” (g Ekactar ai yoyol
ﬁpofw‘co T0Vg Piovg) is described by Plato as “ridiculous” (6éav [. . .] yehoiov, 619¢6—
620a2), and I do not see why Odysseus should be any exception. All of these supposedly
great heroes, Agamemnon, Ajax, and Odysseus, make their choices in “automatic reac-
tion” (as McPherran rightly says)>? to what they have lived previously, which is certainly
not how Plato wants us to turn to philosophy. So perhaps mentioning Odysseus as an in-
habitant of Hades, from where Er reports his message is, after all, nothing more than the
final reminder that Homer is definitely a poor guide for people if they want to become
philosophers (and therefore reach true happiness). Or to say it in other words, by explic-
itly naming Odysseus at the end of his myth, it seems that Plato wanted to repeat one last
time that Homer’s message from Hades through Odysseus’ voice should be replaced by a
message that has a true (platonic) philosophical impetus. In creating the name of Er/
"Hpdg at the beginning of his myth, Plato wanted to alert us readers to how we should read

31. McPherran 2010, 141; but see Reeve 2013, 45 for a more qualified view: “The portrait of Odysseus
might with some justice also be called equivocal.”
32. McPherran 2010, 136.
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his rewriting of the Nekuia—it is a tale reported by a truly courageous, Platonic “hero”
which is meant to be helpful in our reflecting on how we should choose and lead our (fu-
ture) lives if we want to be happy (forever).>?

PIERRE DESTREE
FNRS/Louvain

33. I'm grateful to Adeline Grand-Clément, Glenn Most, Marco Zingano, and Arnaud Zucker for their help-
ful remarks and suggestions. I would also like to extend heartfelt thanks to the CP reviewer who revealed him-
self to be Alex Long: his comments and questions were of significant help in improving this note.
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