BELLARIA LXXXIV

School of Athens (Raphael, 1632)

Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of the Eminent Philosophers
Introduction

Diogenes Laertius (c. AD 200-250) composed the lives of 82 philosophers from
Thales (c. 600 BC) to Epicurus (d. 270 BC)—all by Greeks or work written in Greek—
drawing on a huge range of sources to do so (note: for ease of reading | have, where
possible, omitted naming many of them).

Diogenes is not a deep thinker. His work contains little criticism or, indeed,
any hints about how to be a philosopher; it simply provides a highly selective
biography (no continuous narrative of importantjunctures) and the main details of
the subject’s philosophical doctrines, at greater or lesser length and detail,
sometimes rather contradictory. A capacity for rational thought does not always
seems to be the guiding principle behind anyone’s inclusion; some are simply
‘sages’. Indeed, the eminence of most of the philosophers seems often to consistin
the number of amazing, often incredible, stories that have emerged about them.
For example, Diogenes traces Plato’s line, via Solon, back to Poseidon and claims he
was born of a virgin. What often emerges is the sense that Diogenes’ subjects, far



from wishing to ‘convert’ people, were just superior beings, a cut above the normal
(and therefore in some cases easy to mock).

Diogenes’ work, however unreliable, was tremendously popular in Italy when
it was first made available, complete, in Latin translation and then Greek in the late
15™ and early 16" C, notjust for its huge range of ‘information—which soon became
suspect (Nietzsche tore it to shreds)—but also because it presented a very
contemporary picture of competing schools of philosophical thought (hence
Raphael’s famous ‘School of Athens’ above).

| strongly recommend Pamela Mensch’s superb translation (OUP 2019), with
its fine accompanying essays, reviewed at https://classicsforall.org.uk/reading-
room/book-reviews/lives-eminent-philosophers-diogenes-laertius

| SOCRATES 469-399 BC

A formidable arguer and orator

19 According to some authors Socrates was a pupil of Anaxagoras [a physicist], and
also of Damon [a musical theorist]. When Anaxagoras was condemned, he became
a pupil of Archelaus the physicist; Archelaus was his lover, as Aristoxenos [musical
theorist] says. Duris [tyrant of Samos; historian] makes him out to have been a slave
and to have been employed on stone-work, and the draped figures of the Graces on



the Acropolis have by some been attributed to him. Hence the passage in Timon’s
Sillr.

From these diverged the sculptor, the legal scandal-monger,

the magician of Greece, inventor of nit-picking arguments,

the sneerer sneering at orators, barely Attic in his mock modesty.
He was formidable in public speaking; moreover, as Xenophon tells us, the Thirty
forbade him to teach the art of words.
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A teacher of rhetoric and an investor; Crito’s influence

Money-changing (4" C BC)

20 And Aristophanes attacks him in his plays for making the worse argument
appear the better. For Favorinus [orator] says Socrates and his pupil Aeschines [not
the orator] were the first to teach rhetoric. Again, he was the first who discoursed on
the conduct of life, and the first philosopher who was tried and put to death.
Aristoxenus says of him that he made money; he would at all events invest sums,



collect the interest accruing, and then, when this was expended, put out the
principal again.

Demetrius of Byzantium [philosopher] relates that Crito removed him from
his workshop and educated him, falling in love with his beauty of soul.
20 Kol APLOTO@AVNG ADTOV KWHMSEL G TOV HTTW AOYOV KPEITTW TIOLODVTA.
Kai yap TpAdTos, K¢ enot Pafwpivog, petda Tod Ladntod Aioyivou pntopevely
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Anill-used student of morality, not the study of nature

21 [Demetrius relates that] he discussed moral questions in the workshops and the
market-place, being convinced that the study of nature is no concern of ours; and
that he claimed that his inquiries embraced

Whatsoever is good or evil in an house;

that frequently, owing to his vehemence in argument, men set upon him with their
fists or tore his hair out; and that for the most part he was despised and laughed at,
yet bore all this ill-usage patiently. So much so that, when he had been kicked, and
someone expressed surprise at his taking it so quietly, Socrates rejoined, ‘If a donkey
had kicked me, would | have taken it to law? Thus far Demetrius.
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Baffled by Heraclitus; a battle hero

22 Unlike most philosophers, he had no need to travel, except when required to go
on campaign. The rest of his life he stayed at home and engaged all the more keenly
in argument with anyone who would converse with him, his aim being not to alter
his opinion but to try to get at the truth. They relate that Euripides gave him the
treatise of Heraclitus and asked his opinion upon it, and that his reply was, ‘The part
| understand is excellent, and so too is, | dare say, the part | do not understand; but it
needs a Delian diver to get to the bottom of it.’

He took care to exercise his body and kept in good condition. At all events he
served on the expedition to Amphipolis [422 BC]: and when in the battle of Delium
[424 BC] Xenophon had fallen from his horse, he stepped in and saved his life.
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Love for Alcibiades

Socrates and Alcibiades (C.W. Eckersberg 1813-16)

23 For in the general flight of the Athenians he personally retired at his ease, quietly
turning round from time to time and ready to defend himself if he were attacked.
Again, he served at Potidaea [432-429 BC], where he had gone by sea, as land
communications were interrupted by the war; and while there he is said to have
remained a whole night without changing his position, and to have won the prize of
valour but then resigned it to Alcibiades; indeed, he was deeply in love with him,
according to [Pseudo-]Aristippus.

lon of Chios [playwright] relates that in his youth he visited Samos in the
company of Archelaus; and Aristotle that he went to Delphi; he went also to the
Isthmus, according to Favorinus.
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An independent-minded democrat

24 His strength of will and attachment to the democracy are evident from his
refusal to yield to Critias and his colleagues when they ordered him to bring the
wealthy Leon of Salamis before them for execution, and further from the fact that
he alone voted for the acquittal of the ten generals; and again from the facts that



when he had the opportunity to escape from the prison he declined to do so, and
that he rebuked his friends for weeping over his fate, and addressed to them his
most memorable discourses in the prison.

He was a man of great independence and dignity of character. Pamphila
[scholar and historian] tells how Alcibiades once offered him a large site on which to
build a house; but he replied, ‘Suppose, then, | wanted shoes and you offered me a
whole hide to make a pair with, would it not be ridiculous in me to take it?
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SL8OVTOG v TH Ywpav LEYAANV, Tva évolkoSourontal oikiav, @daval, ‘kai i
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On worldly goods; immune to illness

25 Often when he looked at the multitude of wares exposed for sale, he would say to
himself, ‘How many things | can do without!” And he would continually recite the
lines:
The purple robe and silver’s shine
More fits an actor’s need than mine.
He showed his contempt for Archelaus of Macedon and Scopas of Cranon and
Eurylochus of Larissa [the last two unknown] by refusing to accept their presents or
to go to their court. He was so orderly in his way of life that on several occasions
when pestilence broke out in Athens he was the only man who escaped infection.
25 TIOAAGKLIG 8™ APOpP@V €16 TO TIANON TAOV TITIPACKOUEVWV EAEYE TIPOG AVTOV,
‘TOoWV €Yo Xpelay 00K Exw.” Kol CLVEXEG EKETVA AveEPOEYYeTO TO Lo Peia
TO O™ ApyvpwWHAT €0TIV T TE TTOPPLPA
€1G TOVG TPAY®SOVG XPT O, OVK €iG TOV Blov.
VTIEPEPPOVNOE &€ Kai ApxeAdov Tod Makeddvogs kai ZkoTia Tod Kpavwviov
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His two wives and various children

Socrates’ two wives (Reyer van Blommendael, 1660)

26 Aristotle says that he married two wives: his first wife was Xanthippe, by whom
he had a son, Lamprocles; his second wife was Myrto, the daughter of Aristides the
Just, whom he took without a dowry. By her he had Sophroniscus and Menexenus.
Others make Myrto his first wife; while some writers affirm that they were both his
wives at the same time. [Plato and Xenophon mention only Xanthippe]. For they
say that the Athenians were short of men and, wishing to increase the population,
passed a decree permitting a citizen to marry one Athenian woman and have
children by another; and that Socrates accordingly did so.

26 P1oid’ AploTOTEANG SVO YUVAIKAG XVTOV GyaryEoBal TIPOTEPAV HEV
ZavOITTmV, £€ N5 adTd yevéoBal AauTipokAéa” Ssutépav 8 MUpT®, THV
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On plain living and refusing fees

27 He could afford to despise those who scoffed at him. He prided himself on his
plain living, and never asked a fee from anyone. He used to say that he most
enjoyed the food which was least in need of condiment and the drink which made
him feel the least hankering for some other drink; and that he was nearest to the



gods in that he had the fewest wants. This may be seen from the comic poets, who
in the act of ridiculing him give him high praise, Thus Aristophanes:

O man thatjustly desirest great wisdom,

how blessed will be thy life amongst Athenians and Greeks,

retentive of memory and thinker that thou art, with endurance of toil

for thy character: never art thou weary whether standing or walking,

never numb with cold, never hungry for breakfast;

from wine and from gross feeding and all other frivolities thou dost turn
away.
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&V T YVOUT], KODTE TLKAPVELG 000 E0TdG ovTe Badilwv,

olTe pLy®v dxOeL Alav, 00T dploTwv EMIBVYETS,

0ivou T  ATIEXEL KAON @ aYLaG KAl TAV GAAWVY GVOT) TWV.

High-minded

28 Ameipsias [comic poet] too, when he puts him on the stage wearing a cloak, says
A.You come tojoin us, Socrates, worthiest of a small band and emptiest by
far?You are a robust fellow. Where can we get you a proper coat?

B. Yoursorry plightis an insult to the cobblers.
A. And yet, hungry as he is, the man has never stooped to flatter.

This disdainful, lofty spirit of his is also noticed by Aristophanes when he says
Because you stalk along the streets, rolling your eyes, and endure, barefoot,
many a hardship, and gaze up at us [the clouds].

And yet at times he would even put on fine clothes to suit the occasion, as in Plato’s

Symposium, where he is on his way to Agathon’s house ...

28 Apewfiag &’ v TpiBwvi TTapaywv adTov @noiv ovTwS'
a. ZWKPATEG AVOPAV BEATIOT OALYwV, TTOAAG 6€ pataldtald’, fKelg
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TODTO & AVTOD TO VTIEPOTITIKOV KUl HEYAAOPPOV ERPAIVEL KU1 APLOTOPAVG
AEYWV 0VTWG,
OTLBpevBveLT év TAioLV 0801G, Kol TOPOUAUD TTapaAAAELG,
KAVUTIOON TOG KOKA TTOAL™ AVEXEL, KAV NIV CEPVOTIPOCWTIETS.
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Unworldly

31 Again, when Charmides offered him some slaves in order that he might derive an
income from them, he declined the offer; and according to some he scorned the
beauty of Alcibiades. He would extol leisure as the best of possessions, according to
Xenophon in the Symposium. There is, he said, only one good, that is, knowledge,
and only one evil, that s, ignorance; wealth and good birth bring their possessor no
dignity, but on the contrary evil. At all events, when someone told him that
Antisthenes’ mother was a Thracian, he replied, ‘Did you expect a man so noble to
have been born of two Athenian parents? He made Crito ransom Phaedo who,
having been taken prisoner in the war, was kept in degrading slavery, and so won
him for philosophy.

31 Xappidov te oikETAG adT® SL8OVTOG, TV’ ATl ATV TTPoo0deVOLTO, OVY
eileTo’ Kol TO KAAAOG VTIEPEISEV AAKIBLASOV KAT TIVAG. KAl ETIVEL GYOATV
OG KAAALOTOV KTNHATWV, KaBA Kai ZeVo@@V &V ZUpTIocim @noiv. EAeye 8¢ kai
&V HOVoV dyadov givat, TV ETLOTHHNV, Kai £V pdvov kakdv, TV dpadioy:
TIAODTOV 8€ Kai eDYEVELXY 0DSEV GEUVOV EXELV’ TIAV O TOOVAVTIOV KAKOV.
EIMTOVTOG YOOV TIVOG AOTH MG €i1) AVTIOBEVN G UNTPOS OpdTTNC, ‘o0 8 dov,’
£, ‘00TWG v yevvaiov £k uoiv ABnvaiwv yevéoBay, Paidwva 8¢ 8t
aiypoAwolav T oiknpatos kadnuevov ipocetage KpitwviAvtpwoacHat,
Kai PIAOCO@OV ATIELPYACATO.

His exercise, his sign, and definition of virtue

32 Moreover, in his old age he learnt to play the lyre, declaring that he saw no
absurdity in learning a new accomplishment. As Xenophon relates in the
Symposium, it was his regular habit to dance, thinking that such exercise helped to
keep the body in good condition. He used to say that his supernatural sign warned
him beforehand of the future; that to make a good start was no trifling advantage,
but a trifle turned the scale; and that he knew nothing except just the fact of his
ignorance. He said that, when people paid a high price for fruit which had ripened
early, they must despair of seeing the fruit ripen at the proper season. And, being
once asked in what consisted the virtue of a young man, he said, ‘In doing nothing



to excess.” He held that geometry should be studied to the point at which a man is
able to measure the land which he acquires or parts with.

32 AAAG kod Aupilewy EpdvBavev §idn ynpaitds, pndev Aéywv GtoTrov eivat & Tig
uty 018V EKHAVOAVELY. ETLTE DPXEITO CLUVEXEG, TH TOD CWUATOG eV
AVGLTEAEIV 1[YOUHEVOG TV TOLXV TNV YURVAC LAV, O Kol ZEVOQ®V &V ZUUTIOC L)
@notv. EAeye 82 kod TipoonpAlVELY TO SALUOVIOV T PEAAOVTA aDT®" TO TE €D
8pxeoOat pukpov P&V pn elval, TTapd HIKpOv 8£° kai eidéval pév pndav TAnv
aOTO TOVTO €id€vaL. TOUG TE TO TIPW LA TTOAAOD EWVNHEVOUG ATIOYIVWOKELY
Eleyev €1 Tag Hpag EABEIV. kal TTote EpwtnOELS, TiG dpeTn vVEOU, ‘TO unSEV
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TapoAaBeiv kai tapadodval.

On theatre, marriage, sculptors, and education

2. Sculptors’ tools: () point or punch, (8) flat chisel, (¢) bull-nosed chisel, (p) claw-chisel,
(E) boucharde, (¥) pointed hammer, or trimming hammer, (G, H) rasps, (1) running-drill, (k)
drill, (L) auger

33 On hearing the line of Euripides’ play Augewhere the poet says of virtue

It's best to let it roam at will,
he got up and left the theatre. For he said it was absurd to make a hue and cry about
a slave who could not be found [Auge had sex with Heracles and was sold as a
slave], and to allow virtue to perish in this way. Someone asked him whether he
should marry or not, and received the reply, ‘Whichever you do you will repent it.’
He used to express his astonishment that the sculptors of marble statues should



take pains to make the block of marble into a perfect likeness of a man, and should
take no pains about themselves lest they should turn out mere blocks, not men. He
recommended to the young the constant use of the mirror, to the end that
handsome men might acquire a corresponding behaviour, and ugly men conceal
their defects by education.
33 Evpimtidou &’ &v tij AGyn imtovTog Tiepi APETIG,
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On food, poverty and real value

Atetradrachm

34 He had invited some rich men and, when Xanthippe said she felt ashamed of the
dinner, ‘Never mind,’ said he, ‘for if they are reasonable they will put up with it, and
if they are good for nothing, we shall not trouble ourselves about them.” He would
say that the rest of the world lived to eat, while he himself ate to live. Of the mass of
men who do not count he said it was as if someone should object to a single
tetradrachm as counterfeit and at the same time let a whole heap made up of just
such pieces pass as genuine. Aeschines said to him, ‘l am a poor man and have
nothing else to give, but | offer you myself,” and Socrates answered, ‘Do you not see
that you are offering me the greatest gift of all? To one who complained that he was



overlooked when the Thirty rose to power, he said, ‘You are not sorry for that, are
you?

34 KaAéoag £mi Seimvov TAovoiovg, kai TG ZavOinTn G aidovpévng E@n,
‘BDappel i pév yap elev péTplot, cLPTIEPLEVEXOETEY GV £1 82 adAoL, IV AV TGOV
0088V peAnoel’ EAeYE Te TOVG PEV dAAOVG AvBpwTIoug (v iv’ €00iotev’ adToOg
8¢ €0Biewv tva {@1). TTpOG TO 0VK GELOA0YOV TIATNO0G EPaockev dpoLoV €1 TIg
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On death, sufferingand abuse

Socrates in prison (Watteau, 2780)

35 To one who said, ‘You are condemned by the Athenians to die,” he made answer,
‘So are they, by nature.” But some ascribe this to Anaxagoras. When his wife said,
‘You suffer unjustly,” he retorted, ‘Why, would you have me sufferjustly? He had a
dream that someone said to him:

On the third day thou shalt come to the fertile fields of Phthia;
and he told Aeschines, ‘On the third day | shall die.” When he was about to drink the
hemlock Apollodorus offered him a beautiful garment to die in: ‘What,’ said he, ‘is
my own good enough to live in but not to die in? When he was told that So-and-so
spoke ill of him, he replied, ‘True, for he has never learnt to speak well.’
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atmoBvnokelg, ‘ov 8¢, E@n, ‘Sikalwg EBoVAoV;’ dvap §0Eag TVA aOT® AEYELY,
fpatikev Tpitato POV EpiBwAov ikolo,
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On vanity, taking offence, comedy and Xanthippe

Socrates doused by Xanthippe

36 When Antisthenes turned his cloak so that the tearin it came into view, ‘| see,’
said he, ‘your vanity through your cloak.’ To one who said, ‘Don’t you find so-and-so
very offensive? his reply was, ‘No, for it takes two to make a quarrel.” We ought not
to object, he used to say, to be subjects for the comic poets, for if they satirize our
faults they will do us good, and if not they do not touch us. When Xanthippe first
scolded him and then drenched him with water, his rejoinder was, ‘Did | not say that
Xanthippe’s thunder would end in rain? When Alcibiades declared that the scolding
of Xanthippe was intolerable, ‘| have got used to it,’ said he, ‘as to the continued
rattle of a windlass’.

36 oTpePavTog 8¢ AVTIo0EVvoUGS TO SLEpPp YOS TOD TPIPBwWVOG €iG TOOUPAVES,
‘Op® oov,’ @, ‘510 ToD TP{Bwvog TNV kevodoiav. TTpog TOV iTTOVTA, ‘00 ool
AotSopeital 6 Setva;’ ‘o)L, E@n ‘€poiyap ov TTpoceoTLTadTA. EAEYE O TOTIG



KWULKOIG STV ETTITNSEC EALTOV SL8OVAL ELHEV YAP TLTAOV TIPOCOVTWV AEEELQLY,
StopBwoovtal €18 0D, 008EV TIPOG NUAG. TIPOG ZAVOITITINY TIPOTEPOV HEV
AowSopodoav, Botepov §& kai TiEpLxEacav adTd, ‘00K EAEYoV, €1y, ‘OTL
Zavo(TTn Bpovtdoa kKo Héwp TTom oy’ TIPOg AAKIBLASNV EITIOVTA ®G 0OVK
avekTn 1 2avOITITin Aodopovoa, ‘GAAN’ EywYy’, €@, ‘cuvelBlopal, kabaTepel
Kai TpoYAlaG AKOVWV OLVEXES.

On life with Xanthippe

37 ‘And you’ he said ‘do not mind the cackle of geese.’‘No,’ replied Alcibiades, ‘but
they furnish me with eggs and goslings.” ‘And Xanthippe,’ said Socrates, ‘is the
mother of my children.” When she tore his coat off his back in the market-place and
his acquaintances advised him to hit back, ‘Yes, by Zeus,’ said he, ‘in order that while
we are sparring each of you mayjoin in with “Go it, Socrates!” “Well done,
Xanthippe!” He said he lived with a shrew, as horsemen are fond of spirited horses,
‘butjust as, when they have mastered these, they can easily cope with the rest, so |
in the society of Xanthippe shall learn to adapt myself to the rest of the world.’
These and the like were his words and deeds, to which the Pythian priestess
bore testimony when she gave Chaerephon the famous response-
Of all men living Socrates most wise.
37 Ko 00 péV, €1TIE, YNVAV BoDdVTWV dvéxn. ToD 88 eimdVTOog, ‘GAAE pot da kad
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ayopd kol BoipdTiov TTEpLEAOUEVNG GUVEBOVAEVOV OL YVWPLLOLXEPTLV
duovacat, Vi Al’, gittey, v UGV TTUKTELOVTWV EKAGTOG VU@V AEYT, €V
TOKPATEG, €0 ZavO{TiTm. EAeye cuveival Tpayelo yuvaiki KaBATep ol iTrmikol
BupoelSEoLY ITITIOLG. ‘GAN” (G EKEIVOL, PN GL, ‘“TOVTWV KPATNOAVTES PASIWG TAV
GAAwV TepLylvovTal, o0Tw KAy®d ZavOITITN XpWHEVOS TOTG BAAOLS GvOpwTIOLS
ouuTiEpLlevexOMoopatL’
Tadta oM kol ToladTa Ay wv Kai TIpdtTwVv TTpog ths [Mubilag
EHLapTLPN BT, XALPEPDVTLAVEAOVONG EKETVO O1) TO TIEPLPEPOUEVOV,
AvopAV ATTAVTWY ZWKPATNG 6OPWTATOG.

Next week: Aristippus.



