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The Central Myth of Plato's Phaedrus 
Anne Lebeck 

ISHALL ATTEMPT to analyze the myth of Phaedrus (246A3-256E2) as if 
it were poetry, more specifically, as if it were a choral lyric in a 
tragedy. Such an analysis will consist in examining the language 

and structure of the myth itself and thereafter exploring its connec­
tions with other parts of the dialogue. There are several reasons for 
choosing this approach and claiming for it philosophic no less than 
literary validity. First, Plato employs two modes of discourse: the dia­
lectic and the mythopoeic or imagistic. His 'philosophy' as emergent 
from most of the dialogues comprises an interaction of the two. l 

Second, the myths and imagery of Plato have the quality and impact 
of great poetry.2 Like poetry, theirs is "language charged with mean­
ing to the utmost possible degree." 

Phaedrus especially calls for attention on this level. It teems with 
myths and mythic allusions, poetic tags and poetic allusions. Despite 
this, and despite the lip service paid to the importance of style and 
structure in Plato's work, the many treatments of Phaedrus have been 
either commentaries or inquiries into various problems raised by the 
dialogue.3 Neither reveal how in language and in form the dialogue 
so perfectly is what it discusses, exemplifies what it advocates, awak­
ens the reactions which it describes. 

1 For a perceptive treatment of this interaction, see Aloys de Marignac, Imagination et 
dialectique (Paris 1951) 9-30. See also Perceval Frutiger. Les mythes de Platon (Paris 1930) 
266-84. 

2 Perhaps the most emphatic statement of this fact comes from the poet Shelley: "Yet it 
is by no means essential that a poet should accommodate his language to this traditional 
form [metrics]. so that the harmony. which is its spirit. be observed ... Plato was essen­
tiallya poet-the truth and splendour of his imagery. and the melody of his language. are 
the most intense that it is pOSSible to conceive" ("A Defence of Poetry," Harvard Classics 27 

[New York 1910] 380). 
3 In Platon I (Berlin 1919) 454. Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff made this intriguing 

and much quoted remark: "So nenne ich denn dies Kapitel, das den Phaidros behandelt, 
einen ghicklichen Sommertag. Man wird es schelten oder verlachen; ich kenne das; gleich­
viel: so sehe ich den Dichter. in dessen Seele ich mich einzuftihlen versuche." One could 
wish that he had then gone on to analyze those elements in the dialogue which produced 
his experience of it. 
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Socrates alludes to his second speech as a P.V()LK6C tJp.voc (265cl).' The 
myth itself is an aggregate of images fused into an organic whole, the 
manner in which they are interwoven reflecting the theme and shape 
of the dialogue. The myth forms a central point to which every idea 
in Phaedrus is related and should be referred. The following pages set 
forth the particulars on which these general conclusions are based. 

The dialogue is in the form of a diptych, one side depicting the 
nature of real love, the other of true rhetoric. These two forces, Eros 
and Logos, are complements of one another: both lead the soul to 
ultimate harm or good. Such division into complementary pairs is 
manifest on other levels as well. Thus the first half of the dialogue it­
self falls into two parts. Seen from one angle it consists of a speech by 
the rhetorician Lysias and two by Socrates, the philosopher and dia­
lectician. The former exists in writing and is read aloud; the latter are 
on-the-spot improvisations. Seen from another angle the first two 
speeches plead on behalf of the nonlover. Then Socrates recants and 
makes a plea for the true lover as opposed to Lysias' nonlover. 

The myth which constitutes the major portion of the second speech 
is similarly divided. The first section (246A3-249D3) deals with the 
soul in its purest form, untrammeled by the body. This part is pri­
marily focused on the philosopher, whose soul comes closest to deity. 
The second treats the striving of the soul to regain its former state. 
This part focuses upon the lover because love is the means by which 
that goal can be achieved. The first part concerns the intelligible 
world; the second describes its analogue in the world of sense percep­
tion. Thus one might call the one metaphysical, the other physical.S 

Beauty is the link between the two parts and the two worlds.6 

Socrates begins his second speech by disproving the assertion that 
one should give in to a nonlover rather than a lover because the latter 
is a victim of mania, while the former is fully rational (244-245c4). 
This would be true if all mania were harmful whereas, on the con­
trary, there are types of mania in which the mind becomes trans-

, The text used throughout is that of John Burnet, Platonis Opera II (Oxford 1953). 
'As Herman L. Sinaiko, Love, Knowledge, and Discourse in Plato (Chicago 1965) 107, ob­

serves, " ... each succeeding section of the myth is a microcosmic repetition of the preced­
ing section." He adds " ... it appears that the relationship between a lover and beloved in 
this life is essentially a re-enactment or imitation on a small scale of the cosmic history of 
the soul." 

8 See Martin Heidegger's discussion of the role of beauty in Phaedrus, Niet:{sche I (Pful­
Hngen 1961) 218-31. 
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figured and attains knowledge beyond the reach of consciousness. 
Socrates cites three examples: inspired prophecy, prescriptions for 
purifying hereditary guilt,7 and poetic inspiration. Each is an altered 
state of consciousness productive of deep insight. Socrates postpones 
his description of Eros, the fourth mania, but he has aroused the ex­
pectation that it will share this characteristic with its predecessors. 

In order to demonstrate that erotic mania is a gift sent by the gods 
Socrates must first explore the nature of the soul (!fivx1ic cPvc£wc 7T€pt, 
24Sc2-3). The next section (24ScS-246A2), proof of the soul's immortal­
ity, differs sharply from what precedes and follows. The sentences are 
short, staccato, a string of propositions. Both the vocabulary (s:uch 
words as apx~, aYEV1}ToV, cPVCLC) and the terseness suggest the 'lapidary' 
style of the Ionian physikoi.8 After the clipped incisive proof come the 
highly colored language, the complex verbal patterns, of the myth. 
They serve as foils to one another. 

The proof of immortality which occupies the 'pre-Socratic' section 
is based upon the soul's automotive faculty. In this short paragraph 
KtVEW and its derivatives are repeated thirteen times, hammering 
home that motion is the essential property of soul. An anticipatory use 
of the word in the preceding paragraph establishes a significant asso­
ciation. It is stated there that the emotional lover need not fear com­
parison with the cool nonlover. The lover is referred to as TOU K€KtV1}­

fLEVOV (245B4). The word's connotation in this context is largely 
figurative ('moved' as in 'emotion') but the verbal link with what 
follows emerges as one reads on. The lover, moved by mania, is 
somehow more closely in touch with the natural motion of the soul 
than the nonlover. 

In the myth proper, which begins at 246A3, the concept of the soul 
as a self-moving entity capable of ascent is symbolized by the wing. 
The soul itself is represented by a winged chariot, the forces within it 
by a charioteer and pair of horses, its varying states and conflicts 
(7Ta8'Y) T€ Kat. Epya, 245c3-4) by different kinds of motion: an army on 
the march, a chariot race at the games, the procession of a religious 

7 An explanation of this difficult passage appears in Lobeck's Aglaophamus, quoted by 
w. H. Thomson, The Phaedrus of Plato (London 1868) 41-42. A brief but more recent bib­
liography on the subject can be found in Paul Friedlander, Plato: The Dialogues III (London 
1969) 512 n.19. 

8 Friedlander, Plato: An Introduction (New York 1958) 192, points out similar terminology 
and line of argument in Parmenides, Empedocles and Heraclitus. Specific verbal parallels 
are noted on p.3?1 n.19. See also R. Hackforth, Plato's Phaedrus (Cambridge 1952) 68. 
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celebration, or wandering from life to life until the movement of the 
heavens has come full circle. 

Before its wings were lost the soul-chariot formed part of a great 
army following the chariot of Zeus, each company led by a different 
deity, each soul assigned its station (246B6-247 A4). Those who can fol­
low the gods to the end reach the surface of the heavens (Tep TOiJ 

ovpavoiJ VWT4!); standing there, they are borne round and see what is 
beyond (247B6-c2). Many chariots, however, go out of control. At this 
point the movement and the image change. The ordered march gives 
way to a chariot race.9 Careening wildly, trampling one another, each 
contestant tries to take the lead. The competition is desperate, the 
noise deafening. Many are lamed; many more are left with crippled 
wings (248A8-B3). 

The sense of struggle is heightened by another image. The wing is 
the symbol of the soul because it can lift a heavy weight into the air 
(246D6-7). But souls that cannot follow the gods are burdened by 
heaviness in excess of a soul's power (247B3-5). They struggle with their 
weight as if moving under water trying to reach the air. This meta­
phor is introduced by a phrase which does not of itself possess great 
image-making power, ovpavoiJ VWT4! (247B7-8). VWTOV most often refers 
to the surface of the sea, but in poetry, usually with a qualifying geni­
tive or adjective as here, it frequently denotes other surfaces as well 
(LS] s.v. n). Nonetheless, it still retains metaphoric force when viewed 
as an anticipation of the image developed some thirty lines away. As 
lesser souls strive to reach the surface of the heavens, only the most 
perfect manage to keep their heads above water (~ JL~v aptCTa BEep 
f , " It""" ""/:. ' \ """ t , E'TI'OJL€VYJ Kat €tKaCJL€VYJ V'TI'€P7JP€V €tC TOV €SW TO'Tl'OV 7"7}V TOV 7JVWXOV 

K€rpaA~v, 248Al-3). The less fortunate alternately rise and sink (~ O€ 

9 The image of a victory at the games appears in various forms throughout the dialogue. 
The opening Pindaric citation (227B9-10) is from Isthmian I, an ode commemorating the 
victory of Herodotus the Theban in a chariot race. In this lyric it is stressed that Herodotus 
drove the chariot himself (19-21). At the opening of his second speech Socrates warns that 
praise of the nonlover's self-restraint should not throw them into an uproar (80PVf3ff:lTW, 
245B3; cf. 8opvf3ovplVTJ, 248A4, and 8&pvf3oe, 248Bl, in the later chariot race image) because a 
different argument may win the prize of victory (.p£pte8w Ta VLK?JTTIpUX, 245B5). At the end 
of the speech Socrates states that lovers who hold their lower nature permanently in check 
have, when they depart this life, won the first of three rounds in the true Olympic match, 
TWV TPLWV 'lTMcuep.(ZTwv TWV we aA'18we 'OAvp.maKwv ~ v£vLK7}Kaav (256B3-7). Even those who 
cannot adhere to this highest standard win no small prize from the contest (o~ ep.tKpov 
!I8AOV ••• .ptpOVTCU, 256D5-6). In the second part of the dialogue such words as a"wvLen}v 
(269D2) and ttp.tlla (271Al), now applied to rhetoric, echo this image. 
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'TOTJ p,Jv ~P€V, TOTJ S' ESV, 248A5); still others never surface but are 
borne round underwater ({rlTo{3pvxtat CVf.L7TEPt~'poVTat, 24SA7-S).10 
Such souls as cannot surface shed their wings like molting birds 
(7TTEpOPPV1]CTJ, 248c8) and fall to earth. There, while the annus magnus 
runs its course, they move through a cycle of death and rebirth; only 
the philosopher and the lover can break free before the appointed 
time (248c5-249A5). 

The first section of the myth (246A3-249D3) comes to a close by ex­
plaining why the philosopher is thus privileged. He alone is perpetu­
ally involved with that vision the sight of which confers their divinity 
on the gods. Moved by the excitement of this memory he appears 
mad to other men. Here again, as at the close of the first part of the 
speech (245B4), KLVEW is used to describe a salutary state not unlike 
madness. There it refers to the lover (TOU K€KWY]f.LEVOV) , here to the 
philosopher (7TapaKLVwv, 249D2). The next section deals with the fourth 
madness, love. It both resumes the train of thought interrupted at 
24Sc4 and applies the insights gained in the intervening section. 

What follows (249D4-256E2) is the heart of the myth as of the 
speech; what preceded was but preparation. This section begins by 
recapitulating the story of the soul-chariot prior to revealing its rele­
vance for the phenomenon of love. The struggle of the soul to behold 
TeX OVTa OVTWC was previously described as the orderly march of an 
army, then as a frenzied race. Here the culmination of that struggle, 
the perception of Being, is depicted as a religious procession which 
culminates in the ceremony of mystic initiation.ll The image de­
veloped here has already appeared but its precise significance was 
until now unclear. At the opening of the speech the careful versifier is 
called aT€A7}c (245A7) as compared with the inspired poet. The primary 
meaning of this word in its context is 'incomplete, imperfect, unfin­
ished'. But in the language of the mysteries the term means 'uniniti­
ated', and at least an overtone of that meaning can be heard here. For 
when it next occurs this is clearly the significance intended. In the 

10 Thomson, op.cit. (supra n.7) 51, notes the underwater imagery in this passage. The scene 
is recapitulated at 249c3-4 with another phrase: &'vaKvrpaca elc TO OV OVTWC. &'vaKv1TTW means 
'w lift up the head' and is often found in a context which lends the sense 'pop up out of the 
water'. Here that context is supplied not by a single word (as, e.g., EK rijc (JaAa7"77Jc, Phaedo 
I09n) but by the totality of phrases suggesting aquatic movement. 

11 Frutiger, op.cit. (supra n.l) 264 n.4, remarks that this image may reflect the procession 
of mystic celebrants along the Sacred Way from Athens to the temple of Demeter at 
Eleusis. 
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earlier description of the soul-chariot's struggle, those who fail must 
return aT€A€LC TijC TOU 6VTOC Ol.ac (248B4), uninitiated into the spec­
tacle of Being. And immediately before the new section begins it is 
said of the philosopher, whose life is governed by the memory of that 

• • \ , • \ \ \ \' 1\" , , 
VISIon: T€I\€OVC an T€I\€Tac T€I\OVfL€VOC, T€I\€OC OVTWC fLoVOC ytYV€TaL 

(249c7-8).12 He alone becomes perfect, because perpetually perfecting 
the highest level of initiation. 

This image appears in its fullness at 250B5-c6. Various elements 
associated with initiation rites are present: the dazzling light, the sight 
of sacred objects, the bliss experienced by the viewer both at this mo­
ment and hereafterP The passage is replete with terms which either 
directly or indirectly evoke the mysteries (e.g., fLVOVfL€VOL, €7T07TT€VOVT€C, 

JA6KA7JpOL, a7TaO€LC KaKwv).14 The repetition of these words creates a 
liturgical quality, all the more mystical since certain epithets are used 
to describe both the perceiving subject and the objects perceived. The 
latter seem to infuse the initiate with their own attributes. 

At this point the connection between the vision of the Forms and 
love at first sight is established. When a soul has come fresh from the 
mystery of Being, the beauty which it sees here awakens memory and 
a yearning for its winged state. Then it beheld all the Forms shining. 
But, whereas their light is no longer visible to the dull lacklustre 

12 Plato, in a manner similar to the dramatists, uses thematic repetition as a means of 
keeping certain ideas before the reader. Such repetition, both in the Platonic dialogue and 
in Greek tragedy, manifests the following characteristics. Since the word is employed in 
more than one sense, its repetition takes on a paronomasiac quality. That is, the theme 
meaning and the meaning uppermost in the context are not always identical. (Compare the 
study of T£AOC repetition in the author's The Oresteia: A Study in Language and Structure 
[Cambridge (Mass.) 1971] 68-73.) The recurrence of dT£A~C mentioned above is a good 
example. And what can be seen from this single instance is true of T£AOC repetition through­
out the dialogue. 

In the introduction to the speech, the root is associated with each of the three types of 
mania (244n2, 244E2, 245A7-8). And in the first part of the myth, the winged soul, being 
T£>.la, maintains the order of the cosmos (246B7). None of these occurrences is synonymous 
with the thematic significance of T£AOC as the crowning rite of initiation, yet taken together 
they prepare the mind for the emergence of this motif. T£AOC continues to recur in the 
second half of the dialogue (Z69c2, nZ and 6, EZ, 270A2, 2nA7, 276B8, 278A5). It is applied 
most often to the art of rhetoric when fully realized or to the rhetorician as consummate 
exponent of this art. Although there is no explicit reference to the TEAOC of the mysteries, 
the insistence with which the word is repeated suggests an overtone, a carry-over of this 
meaning. 

13 See George Mylonas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries (Princeton 1969) 261-85; 
Georges Meautis, Les dieux de la Grece et les mysteres d'Eleusis (Paris 1959) 99-118. 

14 Marignac, op.cit. (supra n.l) 54 nn.2 and 5. 
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vision of this world, Beauty shines even here with fierce brightness 
(250Bl-6, 250c8-El). At the recollection aroused by this radiance, the 
soul feels its wings, long withered, start to sprout. 

The description of the growing wings (251A7-252) is in itself an 
aggregate of images. Many of the words have multiple associations 
and SOllle of thelll are onolllatopoeic. As a result they tease both lllind 
and ear, and the passage produces that tickling irritation which it so 
well describes. Thus the delineation of sexual excitement stimulates 
intellectual excitement, the two being, for Plato, inextricably 
linked.Is . 

The ideas developed here were anticipated by the bird simile with 
which the section began (249D4-E4). This loose disjointed sentence 
sums up the preceding statements about the philosopher and at the 
same time adds a new element. It has just been said that the intelli­
gence of the philosopher alone becomes winged (TTTEpofh(xt, 249c4) be­
cause he concentrates continuously on the memory of his winged 
existence. Now a similar statement is made of the lover whose mem­
ory is stirred by beauty. When the mania of love overtakes him, he 
becomes winged and in excitement raising up his wings like a bird he 
longs to flyaway (249D5-El). The word ava1TTEpov/J-EVOC (D6) has several 
connotations. As regards usage, it is most often figurative, 'to be ex­
cited, have one's hopes raised'. But in the context of the bird simile, 
two literal meanings are also suggested: 'to raise up the wings or 
feathers' preparatory to flying and 'to grow wings again', depending 
on the force of the prefix dva-.I6 The multiple llleaning of this single 
word anticipates the excitation caused by the regrowth of the wings. 

Two major images are fused in 251-52: plant growth and the 
growth, attended by various physiological symptoms, of an organic 
part of the body. These two give rise to a series of other images. It 
would be a mistake to look behind the imagery for a specific bodily 
state which would include the diverse medical phenomena. It is 
equally unprofitable to fix precise limits to each phase, searching for 

15 Even the wing itself, symbol of the soul's capacity for elevation, functions in this pas­
sage as a sexual symbol. Growing wings, raising up the wings, suggest an erection. And the 
later exchange of fluids between lover and beloved clearly has sexual connotations. An 
analysis of the complex nature of Platonic Eros can be found in Thomas Gould, Platonic 
Love (London 1963) 15-17 and 21-23. 

16 LS] s.v. Compare 255c7, where the word is applied to the beloved and also has a triple 
connotation. 
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some clear picture presumed to exist in the author's mind. The only 
excuse for tampering with the passage in analytic fashion is to observe 
the fusion, to apprehend a development of ideas which obeys no law 
but that of fantasy.17 

At his first sight of the beloved's beauty the lover shudders and fear 
overcomes him. The first verb, ~c/>PLgE (251A4), is a common metaphor 
describing the effects of fright. It is accompanied by ~Etp.(hwv and 
J8E8tEL, which strengthen its figurative force. But as he gazes on his 
beloved, the lover's symptoms become those of a fever: first the fit of 
shivering which often precedes (c/>plK7}c, 251A7), then the flush and 
beads of sweat ([opwc Ka£ 8Epp.677]c, 251Bl). 

As the lover receives the stream of beauty (TOV KaAAovc ti]v a,TTOP­
po~v, 251BI-2) through his eyes, he is filled with warmth. The c/>";nc of 
the wing is watered by this stream and the warmth melts the area 
around the ;'KcPVCLV, which, hardened and dosed, had prevented the 
budding of the wings (251B3-4). While nutrients pour in, the wing's 
quill swells and starts to grow from the root. E8Epp.av8Tj and 8Epp.av-
81VTOC (251B2-3) are linked in the mind with the fever (8Epp.677]c) but 
at the same time evoke the warmth necessary for the growth of vege­
tation. In using the word a,TTOppO~V (251B2), Plato has taken Empedo­
des' theory of vision (a,TToppoat) and refashioned it into an image for 
the desire which sight arouses. This concept of an outpouring of tiny 
particles then leads into the watering of the wing shoots (apoETaL and 
E7TLPPVElcTjc (251B3 and 5); heat and water combine to melt (haKTj, 
251B3) the hardened area. ~ TOV TTTEpOV CP";CLC (251B3) is taken as a peri­
phrasis not uncommon in Plato.ls This may be one level on which the 
phrase operates. But in a passage where nearly every word has a 
double connotation, another appropriate meaning should not be 
overlooked. As a medical term c/>";CLC refers to the natural position of 
a bone or joint. And here it occurs in the vicinity of a related word, 
;'KcPVCLV, which is medical terminology for a bony projection and also 
designates the origin or attachment of nerves or muscles. While 

17 Marignac, op.cit. (supra n.1) 127-28, sees a philosophic principle behind such blurring 
and blending of disparate images. According to his view, the more realistic an image, the 
less it is suited to send the mind beyond it to an intelligible reality. Consequently, Plato 
guards against an exact correspondence between the image and the reality that it strives to 
embody. 

18 LS] s.v. 11.2.5. They cite several examples in addition to this passage: ~ ,p6"c Tijc ae-
8£vdac Phd. 87£, ~ 'TOU I.I.V£AOU ,p6eLe Ti. 84c. 
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{1>"aCTaV€LV and pl{7Jc (251B5-6) primarily regard plant growth, the fol­
lowing words hover in between: ;KCPVCLV (a seedling or shoot as well as 
the meanings given above), CKAT}p6'TT}'TOC (251B4, hardness either of in­
ternal organs or of the soil), CVJ1,J1,EJ1,VK6'Ta (251B4, closing of the womb, 
closing of flowers), KavA6c (251B6, any tubular structure in the body, 
stem of a plant). cpDT}cE (251B5) furnishes a transition to the simile of 
cutting teeth since it suggests an area swollen like the gums. 

At this point heat and water are combined to form another image 
which encircles the teething simile just mentioned. The soul boils and 
bubbles (~E;: ... Ka~ avaKTjKlEt, 251e1),19 and just as the gums feel itchy 
and tender when the teeth start to come through, the entire soul ex­
periences these sensations when the wings begin to grow: it boils, is 
in a ferment,20 tickles (~Et 'TE Kat ayavaKTEt Kat yapyaAl'ETat, 251e4-5). 

What boils and bubbles in the lover's veins is the stream of particles 
mentioned earlier. The language of 251B recurs. When the boy's 
beauty floods the lover's senses with particles of desire, the soul is 
warmed and watered (apOT}'Tal'TE Kat OEpJ1,alVTJ'TCXL, 251e8: cf 251B2-3). 
Pain ceases. But when apart from this beauty, the soul is parched and 
the mouths of the passages through which the wings grow dry up and 
close (J1,vcav'Ta, 251D2; cf CVJ1,J1,EJ1,VK6'Ta) , blocking the bud. 

Next there is developed an image which, a few sentences before, 
was sketched by juxtaposition of two ideas (the soul boils, 251e4-5; 
the stream of desire enters the soul, 251e6-7). The stream of desire 
and the imprisoned plumules throb like the pulse (1TTj8wca ofov TtX 
Ccpv'ovTa) and prick against the closed passages so that the entire soul 
is goaded to frenzy, yet at the same time rejoices in its memory of 
beauty (251D3-7). The description of the soul growing wings comes to 
an end with a sentence in which physiology and planting mingle. As 
the soul looks on the possessor of beauty it pipes in desire (E1TOXETW­
CaJ1,EVTJ iJ1,EpOV), causing the closed passages ('Ta 'T6'TE CVJ1,1TEcppaYJ1,Eva) to 

open; for the moment frenzy ceases and the soul reaps a harvest 
(Kap1TOV'Tat) of the sweetest pleasure (251E3-252). E1TOXETEVW means to 

carry water in sluices, thus repeating the notion of desire watering or 
irrigating the soul (251B3 and e8). As a medical term it is used of the 

19 Homer uses &vaK'Y}Klw, a rather rare word, to describe blood gushing from a wound (II. 
7.262) and the drench of sweat that comes with great exertion (II. 13.705). 

20 In medical parlance &yavaK7'lw refers to the effects of violent irritation on the body. It 
is commonly used of emotional irritants as well. Plutarch employs it to describe wine fer­
menting. See LS] S.v. 
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heart pumping blood, a connotation reinforced by the pulsing of 
desire at 251D4. cvj.Lcppaccw too appears in Hippocrates, referring to 
passages of the body which have closed (LSJ S.v. 11.2). And Kap1TofiTat 

speaks for itself.21 

This entire part22 closes with a return to the myth's opening: the 
procession of the gods and the initiation in which it culminates (de­
scribed at 246E4-248B5). Here the lover chooses a beloved who re­
sembles the god he followed then. In the same way he follows the 
one he loves, fashioning the beloved as an image of the god which he 
adorns and worships (252D-E, cf. 251A5). The end for both, if the lover's 
will be accomplished, is a mystic rite both beautiful and blessed 
(T€A€T?] ••• KaA?] T€ Kat. €vDatj.LovtK?], 253c3-4). 

The next section contains an account of the lover's struggle with 
himself (253c7-255), his conflict recalling the initial aywv of the soul­
chariot as it strove to reach the plain of Truth. The language also re-

11 The medical imagery of this passage is the outgrowth of an earlier idea. Lysias called 
love a sickness (231D2), and Phaedrus granted Socrates permission to use this tapos in his 
speech against love (236A8-Bl). The second speech then picks up the analogy between love 
and illness, converting it from negative to positive. The symptoms which accompany re­
growth of the wings, while similar to sickness, are salutary. And love of beauty turns out 
to be la'Tpov ••• fLoVOV 'TWV fLeylc'TWV 1TOVWV (252Bl). 

With this as its central thematic significance the motif of medicine plays a varied role 
throughout the dialogue. For example, Socrates encounters Phaedrus after the latter has 
spent a sedentary morning with Lysias: he is out to stretch his legs on the advice of his 
physician (227 A2-7). This adds another element of contrast between Lysias and Socrates, 
between lover and nonlover, rhetorician and dialectician. The way which Socrates goes is 
associated with health, the time spent in the company of Lysias with something less than 
healthful. Phaedrus in his turn takes Socrates further on this walk prescribed for health by 
using discourse as Jgo3ov 'TO .papfLaKov, a medicine, a drug, a charm to draw him on (230D6). 
Then in the second half of the dialogue medicine emerges as the physical analogue of rhet­
oric, the latter acting on the psyche as does the former on the body (270Bl-9). And the art 
of medicine becomes the yardstick by which that of rhetoric is measured (268A8-c4). 

22 Perhaps a brief summary of the myth's structure would be advantageous at this point. 
It falls into two major divisions. The first, 246A3-249D3, is the story of the disincarnate soul 
and its ultimate imprisonment in the body (images: procession, chariot agon, mysteries). 
The second, 249D4-256E2, is the story of the lover and the beloved whose souls are enabled 
by Eros to escape the body. This second section is twice as long as the first and contains two 
parts of approximately equal length: 249D4-253c6 (images: mysteries, medicine and plant 
growth, procession) and 253c7-256E2 (chariot agon, medicine and plant growth). However 
it must be stressed that other divisions are pOSSible. Sinaiko, for example, sees the myth as 
having three independent sections, and his detailed complex "Simplified Outline of Soc­
rates' Second Speech," op.cit. (supra n.5) 4Q-41, is excellent. But outlines and structural 
summaries are invariably inadequate, since by their very nature they are limited to eluci­
dating only one set of relationships between the parts, whereas the number and type of 
relationships are most often multiple. 
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calls the experience that attended the growth of wings, indicating the 
close temporal relation between the two incidents despite their slight 
separation in the narrative. This part then has a double link with 
what precedes: reintroduction of the chariot and contest establishes a 
connection with the first part of the myth, the soul in its winged dis­
incarnate state (247 A8-248c5). The verbal echoes of heat, tickling, etc., 
evoke the excitement caused by the regrowth of the wings (251A7-
252). This excitement reaches a climax in the following manner. 

As earlier near the plain of Truth, the lover's soul is hampered by 
disharmony between the charioteer and the brutish member of the 
yoked pair. The conflict that arises here is underlined by a contrasting 
literal and figurative use of the word K'V7'POV. The ungovernable black 
horse hardly obeys even when the driver applies both whip and goad 
(fLaCTLY' fL€TCX K€V7'PWV fL6yLC V7T€{KWV, 253E4-5). As the charioteer gazes 
on the beloved his soul grows warm (cJLaB€PfL-Ijvac, 253E6); he is filled 
with a tickling sensation (yapyaALcfLofJ, 253E6). He too now feels a goad, 
the goad of desire (7T6Bov K'V7'PWV V7T07TA:rycOfj, 253E6-254Al). This goad 
of desire in its turn affects the black horse: refusing to heed the warn­
ing of the driver's whip and goad (OV7'€ Klll7'PWV ~VLOX'KC;)J) OV7'€ fLaC7'LYOC 
€V7'p'7T€7'aL, 254A3-4) he strives to rush at the beloved. A particular 
kind of interweaving connects this passage with that which it recalls, 
251B-D7. The images of heat and tickling which echo here were fully 
developed there (B€PfL67'7]c, JO€PfLavBYj, O€PfLavO'V7'OC, yapya>"{~€7'a,). 

The image of the goad, on the other hand, which is fully developed 
here, was anticipated there: as a result of the throbbing caused by 
desire the soul is goaded in a circle and maddened like a horse stung 
by a gadfly (K€V7'OVfL'VYJ KVKACfJ ~ "'vX~ olc7'pij., 251D5-6). But sight of the 
beloved gives the soul a rest from K'V7'PWV 7'€ Ka~ clJ8tvwv (251E4-5). The 
full appropriateness of the earlier goad image does not become ap­
parent until the charioteer and horses reappear and the goad of 
desire is played against the real goad which tries to govern it. 

Dragging driver and yoke-mate forward, the black horse exerts all 
his force (fl{q. cfJ'p€7'aL, 254A4; cf flta,6fL€VOC, 254D4). But at that moment 
the charioteer is dazzled by the brightness which flashes from the be­
loved. He remembers Beauty and sees it once again standing on a pure 
altar along with Sophrosyne. At this sight and the memory thus 
evoked the driver is overcome with fear and pulls the horses up short 
(254B3-c2). The soul of the good horse is drenched with sweat, filled 
with shame and horror ({J7T' alcxvvYjc 7'€ Ka~ BafLflovc lSpwTL 7TCxcav Eflp€g€ 
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'T7]V tPvx~v, 254c4-5).23 This conflict is a reenactment of the struggle to 

glimpse Being with its sweat and tumult: ()6pvj3oc OOV Kat al-ttAAa Kat 
tOpwc €CXa'TOC ylyvE'Ta£ (248Bl-2). There the evil horse drags the chariot 
down (247B3-5). The soul, as it tries to see, is thrown into confusion by 
the horses, which resist with force all efforts to control them (f3£a'0I-'-

€VWV o~ nov i1T1TWV, 248A5-6). This is a moment of terrible trial for the 
soul: €v()a 87] 1TOVOC 'TE Kat &ywv €CXa'TOC t/Jvxii 1TpOKEL'Ta£ (247B5-6). Thus 
the agon of the soul in the presence of the beloved serves as rehearsal 
for the ultimate contest in which the soul-chariot must enter every 
ten thousand years. The struggle in which the wings were lost is re­
peated when the incarnate soul begins to grow its wings anew. 

The major theme of this last section (253c7-256B2) is the awakening 
of Eros in the beloved. The new stage of their relationship is expressed 
by images of liquid flowing. These are introduced at the close of the 
preceding section, before the lover's struggle with himself, and de­
veloped after it. In its brief initial appearance the image contains both 
of the elements later amplified. The lover begins by following the be­
loved as he followed his god in the procession (252c3-B). Thus he first 
discovers the god in the beloved. This perception leads him to dis­
covery of the god within himself (252B5-253A5). Realizing that he has 
attained it through the beloved, the lover shares this new-found 
knowledge with him. Like a bacchante he draws from Zeus a stream 
to be poured over the soul of his beloved that the latter may become 
a still more perfect likeness of the deity (253A6-B). Now it is the lover 
who leads the beloved to the god (253B5-c2). 

Following the charioteer's victory, the 'stream of desire' reappears, 
this time exercising its effect on the beloved. It is pointed up first by 
a mythic allusion involving Zeus, then by an image which describes 
this stream flowing from the lover to the soul of the beloved. Thus 
each expands a different aspect of the earlier bacchante simile. 

As the beloved be~omes friendly with the lover whose lower nature 
has been chastened, the stream of particles increases and overflows the 
lover's soul. Zeus named this stream il-'EPOV on account of his love for 
Ganymede (255cl-2). What is the relevance of this allusion? Is its 
point merely that "Plato here attributes to the highest authority the 

23 These twO elements, sweat and fear, were also cited among the conditions which led 
to the regrowth of the wings. Sight of a godlike face reminds the beholder of Beauty; he 
shivers in fear, then from a cold fit falls into a feverish sweat (251A2-Bl). 
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whimsical etymology of i,u:poc given above" (251c6-7) ?24 There is, in 
fact, no clear indication in the text why Zeus should choose for the 
word 'desire' an acronym composed of UvaL, p./.poc and pet:v. The con­
nection between the 'stream of desire' and the story of Ganymede is 
not spelled out but must be inferred by the reader who is familiar 
with the myth. Ganymede is the cupbearer of Zeus, thus his pouring 
of the wine suggests an image and name for the flood of desire which 
also flows from him to the god. First Zeus is drawn by the beauty of 
Ganymede; then Ganymede is carried to the heavens by Zeus.25 In the 
same way the philosopher consecrated to Zeus (2S2EI-3) first follows 
the beloved, then raises him closer to the god. The counterparts of 
Zeus and Ganymede in the dialogue are the philosopher Socrates and 
Phaedrus whose name, like yavoc, means 'bright'. And at 234D2-3 
Socrates indulges in a play on <J>a'iope and yavvcOaL. 

When the stream of desire has filled the lover to overflowing it 
flows back over the soul of the beloved, entering through the eyes 
from which it came. Then the wings of the beloved put forth buds. 
The vocabulary of the earlier passage describing wing growth recurs, 
but the quasi-medical terminology and simile of teething are replaced 
by a different image. The beloved is like a man who has caught eye­
disease from another and cannot imagine how he picked up the infec­
tion (2SSD3-S). There are two points of likeness in this simile, one ex­
pressed, one implied. It is introduced to convey the perplexity of the 
beloved regarding his sudden indisposition. The implicit likeness, 
although unmentioned, is still more apposite. Ophthalmia makes the 
eyes run;26 pevp.a is the name for such a discharge.27 This word ap­
peared in 2SSei and 6. At the moment of occurrence it seemed to have 
its less specialized meaning, continuing the metaphor 'stream of 
desire'. But at the same time, as was the case with those words in 251 
which functioned on two levels, the medical connotation establishes a 
basis for comparison between the stream of desire (pevp.a) which flows 
from the eyes and the discharge (pevp.a) which afflicts the patient with 
streaming eyes. Socrates ends his palinode with a prayer that Eros 

24 Thomson, op.cit. (supra n.7) 77. 
25 Explicit reference to Zeus as the ravisher of Ganymede is late in literature (Ov. Met. 

10.155), but not in art. The famous Olympia terracotta, for example, is dated ca. 470-450 
B.C. See Gisela M. A. Richter, The Sculpture and Sculptors of the Greeks 4 (Yale 1970) 40, 253, and 
fig. 11 O. 

26 Hippoc. Aer. 10, Epid. 1.5, Vid.Ac. 9. 
27 LS] S. v. IiI. 
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neither do him physical harm nor deprive him of his ~pwnK~v •.• 
'TEXVlJV (257 A7-8). One is reminded that Socrates made his speech be­
cause he feared that he, like Stesichorus, would be blinded (243A3-7). 
By the end of the speech it is evident that, since Eros operates through 
the eyes,28 blindness would put an end to all the art of love. 

The Prologue 

The prologue which creates a setting for the central myth has much 
in common with it. Both myth and prologue translate the same ideas 
into a story which unfolds in time and space; motifs and images which 
describe states of being in the myth appear in the prologue as part of 
the scenic background and the personal interchange between Socrates 
and Phaedrus. Thus in a sense the prologue is a dramatic enactment 
of the myth. 

The place to which Socrates and Phaedrus go is described at length: 
there is a stream, verdant grass, the fragrance of a tree in bloom 
(229A-C, 230B2-c5). As time passes the noonday heat becomes stifling, 
and they are reluctant to leave the shade until afternoon (242A3-6, 
259). In this way the setting introduces elements used later to describe 
love's symptoms and the soul's regrowth of wings: heat, flowing 
liquid and vegetation. 

The motif of movement is crudal to both myth and prologue. The 
myth describes the disincarnate soul following its god in the proces­
sion. Once incarnate, the lover first follows the god in the beloved, 
then leads the beloved closer to the god. In the prologue Socrates and 
Phaedrus act out this alternation, first one and then the other leading. 
At the beginning Phaedrus says to Socrates, "Lead on!" (7Tpoay€ 8~, 
227cl), and Socrates echoes this at 228cl, asserting that Phaedrus 
urged him to take the lead (7TpoaYELV ~KEi\€V€). As they approach the 
shady spot they seek, Socrates addresses Phaedrus with the same 
words: 7Tpoay€ 8~ (229A7), 7TpoayOLc <Xv (229B3). Further emphasis is 
added by Socrates' remark, "Isn't this the tree to which you were 
I d· ,," ("" , ,~ '" ,~, ~ ',/..' ., l' t - 230 7) d ea lng us r ap ov 'TOO€ 7Jv 'TO O€VOPOV €'f' 07T€P 7Jyec 7JfLac, A an 

28 At 253E5 the beloved is referred to as Td £pw'TLKdv op.p.cY.. Hackforth, op.cit. (supra n.8) 

103 n.3, comments, "TO £PW'TLKOV op.p.cds a difficult expression: the literal meaning is prob­
ably 'the form (or face) which stirs him to love'." Such a 'poetic periphrasis' is more mean­
ingful when its thematic significance is recognized. See G. J. de Vries, A Commentary on the 
Phaedrus of Plato (Amsterdam 1969) 167. 
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his assertion that Phaedrus has led him on by dangling the speech be­
fore him like a carrot before a donkey (ayovCLv, 230D8, 7TEpuxgELV, 

230El).29 

In this and other ways Socrates and Phaedrus themselves play at the 
roles oflover and beloved which the myth describes. It is a game ruled 
by irony and humor, mock-serious, like that 7TcGLC'ha which alone the 
philosopher will trust to writing (277E5-8). In the context of the dia­
logue Phaedrus is a significant name. It designates the visible radiance 
that sets TO KaAAoc apart from the other, purely intelligible forms 
(250Bl-6, 250c8-El). At the sight of the beloved the lover is dazzled by 
flashes of light (T~V oy;w T~V TWV 7T(XLSLKWV aCTpa7TTovcav, 254B4-5). This 
luminous quality leads the soul to recollection of its vision (compare 
fLaKaplav /Jy;LV, 250B6). And it is Phaedrus 'the shining' who leads 
Socrates to just such an experience. When asked how he liked Lysias' 
speech Socrates replies that he was overcome with emotion. It was the 
sight of Phaedrus that roused these feelings; he became so radiant 
while reading the speech. And Socrates, making way before Phaedrus' 
superior knowledge, followed after and let him lead them both in 
Bacchic frenzy (234Dl-6). 

This passage contains several charged words, that is, ones which 
assume significance at a later point. In this instance the words estab­
lish a link between Socrates' ironic flowery tribute to Phaedrus and 
the experience of the lover as he gazes on the beloved. There is the 
emphatic repetition of E7TofLaL (234D5) and the play on the eponymous 
name Phaedrus (234D2-3). Parallel to cvvE(3aKxEVca (234D5) is Socrates' 
statement in the myth that lovers, like bacchantes, draw a drink from 
Zeus and pour it over the soul of their beloved (253A6-7).30 The 
phrases WCTE fLE €K7TAayfjV(XL, Ka~ TOVTO €yc1 E7Taf)ov SUl d (234Dl-2) are 
echoed when the sight of beauty awakens in the soul a memory of its 
prior state (250A6-B 1) : 

'" ~ I ~ _, ,.. f I ,,~ " I \ 
aVTCXL aE, OTCXV TL TWV EK€t OfLOLWfLcx LOWCLV, EK7TI\Y]TTOVTCXL KCXL 

, '" f..... I c\ ~, " "'f) , -. ~, \ 
OVKET (EV> CXVTWV YLYVOVTCXL, 0 a ECTL TO 7TCX OC CXYVOOVCL aLCX TO 

,. ~ ~ f)' f) 
fLY] LKCXVWC aLCXLC CXVEC (XL. 

29 The motif of leading and following is reinforced in the myth by constant repetition of 
ayw and E1Top.a£. For example 246D6 and E6, 247A6, 253B7-c2, 254E7, 255Al. 

30 The same verb with a different prefix (€KjJaKx€vovca, 245A3) is used to describe also 
the mania of poets, thus establishing an early link between Eros and Logos. 
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The prologue also touches on another aspect of the love relation­
ship. In finding one another the lover and beloved find themselves. 
This process is described at 252E5-253A5 and was discussed above: the 
beloved's likeness to the god makes it possible for the lover to dis­
cover the god within. Thus the pursuit of love is at the same time a 
search for self in accord with the injunction yvw(}, eavT6v. This idea is 
expressed indirectly in the prologue. 

When Phaedrus asks whether he believes the Boreas-Oreithyia 
myth, Socrates rejects the rationalizing explanations that find favor 
with the learned. Such pedantry as theirs, he says, interferes with 
things of real importance, since a host of mythical beasts would soon 
present themselves demanding explanation. For this Socrates has no 
spare time (exo'\~); he must save his energy for mastering the Delphic 
proverb yvw(}, eaVTClV (229c6-E6).31 When Phaedrus meets Socrates at 
the beginning of the prologue he agrees to recount his morning's talk 
with Lysias. That is, if Socrates has time to spare (7TEven, EZ eo£ exo'\~ 
7Tpo'i6vT' aKovE£v, 227BS). Socrates answers him with a quotation from 
Pindar: he considers the intercourse of Phaedrus and Lysias "Ka~ 
aexoAtae tJ7TI.PTEpoV," more important than busyness that takes away 
spare time (227B9-11). When these two passages are put together one 
notes that Socrates has exoA~ for two things: yvw{h co:vT6v is one, Phae­
drus the other. 

Two more statements add to this picture. Socrates brushes aside 
Phaedrus' disclaimer that he has not learned the speech well enough 
to recite it. Socrates knows him better than that: El €yw (]Ja'iSpov ayvow, 

Kai €fLaVTOV €7T£MA'Y}efLa£ (22SA5-6), "If I don't know Phaedrus, I'm a 
stranger to myself." Phaedrus later turns the tables. When Socrates 
hesitates to improvise a speech of his own he is twitted with the same 
words (236c4-6). For Socrates, to know Phaedrus is to seek himself and 
the ()Etae .•. fLotpae (230A5-6) in his nature. That is why he has CXOA~ 
for Phaedrus. 

Socrates begins his second speech with a defence of madness. He 
enumerates three types which bring not harm but good and come to 

31 Socrates then himself employs a mythological allusion as a means of emphasizing his 
point. The only mythic monster who holds his interest dwells within. Is the real Socrates 
a conglomerate beast swollen with passion like Typho or a tame and simple creature? In 
place of the rationalizing approach he has substituted a psychological interpretation of 
myth, has used the mythical figure Typho as an image of interior reality. The central myth 
develops Typho and his mild counterpart into an image of the psyche as a driver and two 
horses, one brutish, the other gende. 
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man as a gift from the gods (244A5-S). In the scene with Phaedrus 
which precedes his speech, Socrates exhibits symptoms of all three, 
thus acting out the thesis he is shortly to expound. Inspiration or 
poetic mania (245Al-8 in the myth) begins to take hold midway in the 
first speech as Socrates responds to the idyllic charm of the place. His 
prose becomes dithyrambic and he fears nympholepsy (238Dl-3). 
Shortly thereafter he breaks off entirely, refusing to utter a eulogy in 
honor of the nonlover. If he does so, he will surely be possessed by the 
nymphs: {m6 TWV NVfLcpwV .•. cacpwc JV80VCLCfcw (241E3-5). In foreseeing 
that he may offend Eros and prescribing purification Socrates alludes 
to the two other forms of divine possession, that of prophecy and that 
of ritual purification (in the myth, fLaVTLK1}v, 244c5, and Ka8apfLwv, 

244E2). He tells Phaedrus that he knows himself guilty of transgres­
sion: €lfLt o~ ovv fLrXvnc ... fLavnK6v ye T£ Ka/. ~ I/lvX1} (242c3-7). Accord­
ingly he must purify himself by retracting his calumny of Eros: EfLO/. 

, 'i' 'i' A.'\ 8 ' 8 " " c;:- \ ~" '8 fLEV ovv, W 'f""E, Ka T}pac aL avayKT}. EC'TtV DE TOtC afLapTavova 7TEpt fLv 0-

I\oylav Ka8apJ.Loc apxa'ioc ... (243A2-4). 

Thus the prologue and following intermittent conversations be­
tween Socrates and Phaedrus perform an important function: they 
set in motion major themes of the dialogue, here enacted on the level 
of banter and small talk. 

Conclusion of the Conversation on Rhetoric 

The unity of the dialogue's two parts is reinforced by use in the 
second of images and motifs which appeared in the first but there ex­
plored a different problem. Thus similar images and complexes of 
related words link the theme of part one, Eros, with that of part two, 
Logos. The rhetorician or nonlover deals, like Lysias, in the written 
word and Cleft-handed' love (cKat6v nva €pWTa, 266A5), both of whose 
fruits are harmful and unreal. The dialectician employs the spoken 
word and love, both of which guide the soul to attain its happiness. 
In the course of the dialogue Socrates establishes that True Rhetoric is 
indistinguishable from Philosophy. The philosopher is the real rhet­
orician and the only man who arouses and makes love in the truest 
sense. 

The second part of Phaedrus introduces two questions which are 
treated in chiastic order. First, is there any disgrace attached to writing 
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(257B7-258n5)? The answer given here: writing in itself is nothing 
shameful, but it is a bad thing to write badly. At this point a new 
question is raised. What distinguishes good writing from bad, TlxVYJ 
from eXT€xvla? This discussion occupies the middle of the dialogue's 
second half (258n7-274B5). At 274B6 Socrates returns to the original 
question and finds a new answer in the light of what has preceded. 

The remaining pages of this essay will investigate the transvaluation 
of images in the second part of Phaedrus. First, a major motif will be 
studied briefly with attention to the various forms that it assumes 
throughout the dialogue. This motif occurs with great frequency in 
the middle segment of the conversation on rhetoric, 258n7 to 274B5. 
The last section on rhetoric, 274B6 to 278B4, is similar to the central 
myth: each comes at the end of its own half of the dialogue and each 
constitutes a climax. This section will be analysed much as the myth 
was and the relation between them explored. 

Important for this dialogue and for Plato's philosophy as a whole is 
the image of motion and a way by which to go.· On the one hand, 
movement symbolizes impermanence, flux, deranged perception. 
On the other, it is creation, life, soul. And intelligence is understand­
ing things in their motion (Crat. 404n and 41ln-412n). The first is dis­
ordered movement, aimless wandering, zig-zag. The second is or­
dered motion, turning in place, ascent. And eXA~B€La is B€la &A1'} (Crat. 
421B). Every dialogue, by virtue of form alone, is a symbol of such 
movement and the search for a way. This symbolism is sometimes 
reinforced through setting: the participants are out for a walk. That 
is, of course, a natural background for informal conversation but, as 
often in Plato, the natural and the symbolic are fused, the movement 
of mental discovery duplicated by the physical activity of those pursu­
ing that discovery.32 In Phaedrus the implicit symbolic value of the 
dialogue form and its setting is made explicit through recurrent words 
and images. 

In Socrates' second speech soul is defined by its capacity to move it­
self (245c5-246A2). This direct statement is then translated into a com­
plex of motion imagery (246-250c6). The second half of the dialogue 
reworks these ideas and images into a new framework. Here it is the 
motion of the intellect in its search for understanding, specifically a 

SI Pierre Louis, Les metaphores de P!aton (Paris 1945) 45-47, gives a catalogue of metaphors 
which express dialogue and dialectic as a walk or journey but does not relate these meta­
phors to the setting of the dialogue, itself often an extended metaphor. 
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search for True Rhetoric. The metaphor in motion words whose 
literal meaning has largely faded is revivified when they are joined 
with stronger words. Socrates asks Phaedrus whether it is easier to 
deceive people in matters about which they can form a clear picture 
(iron or silver) or about which they cannot (justice or goodness). 
Phaedrus replies that we are obviously easier to deceive when we 
wander in confusion (TTAavWfL€(}a). Socrates concludes that the rhetori­
cian must first by some way (oocti) distinguish between these two cate­
gories, that in which most people wander at a loss (7TAavac(}(XL) and that 
in which they do not (263B5-9). Later Socrates states that, insofar as 
rhetoric is a 'dx,rfj, he does not think its method lies on that path 
which Lysias and Thrasymachus travel, ovx fJ AVcLac T€ Ka~ (B)pacvfLaxoc 

7TOp€V€Tat OOK€t fLOt cpa{V€c(}aL ~ fL€(}OOOC (269n6-8). A way of searching 
that lacks fundamental knowledge of its object is like the journey of 
a blind man: ~ yovv avw TOVTWV fLE(}OOOC EOLKOL av WC7T€P 71JcpAov 7TOP€LC[­

(270n9-El). (Perhaps one should recall here how Socrates, by his 
palinode, saved himself from such a blind journey.) The attainment of 
this knowledge is a long and circuitous route, but in matters of magni­
tude one should be prepared to take the long way round: ~CT' €l fLaKpd. 

~ 7T€PLOOOC, fL~ (}avwlc'[Jc fL€y&'Awv yap €V€Ka 7T€pLtTEOV ••• (274A2-3). 
7T€PLOOOC and 7T€PLtTEOV in this last passage, the end of the middle seg­
ment on rhetoric, recall the 7T€ptcpOpa or 7T€p{oooc of the heavens,33 that 
fixed circuit of the stars during which the soul stood motionless out­
side of time and space or wandered over the earth from life to life 
(247cl, 247n4-6, 248c3-4, 249A3). One is also reminded that the dia­
logue itself begins and ends as a 7T€p{7TaToc (227 A3, n3; the last words 
are lWfL€v) interrupted when a paradisiacal resting place is reached.34 

The conclusion which unites the two parts of the dialogue is another 
cluster of mythic ideas and imagery. It brings to direct expression a 
theme whose antecedents can be traced back to the prologue. The 
development of this theme has two parts: the myth of Theuth and 

88 Friedlander, op.cit. (supra n.7) 239, points out the parallel. 
84 The motif of leading and following, discussed above, also belongs to this complex of 

motion imagery. In the second half of the dialogue, ayw and its derivatives are applied quite 
naturally to the influence which rhetoric or dialectic exercises on its hearers. Rhetoric is 
defined as !f;vxaywyla TLC aur '\6ywv (261A7). The rhetorician uses this skill to lead people 
astray (amfywv, 262B7; 1TapayoL, 262D2). The dialectician, on the other hand, is a man whose 
track one would pursue as if he were a god (266B5-7). And the philosopher, unlike the rhet­
orician, employs the written word only as a reminder to himself and others who pursue 
the same track (276D3-4). 
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Thamus and the <myth' of the garden of the soul ("myth' in the sense 
of an extended image). 

The myth of Theuth and Thamus suggests a contrast between the 
spoken and the written word, stressing the former's real benefits, the 
latter's illusory power. Socrates introduces his story with the title 
&KO~V (274cl), emphasizing that it embodies the mode of communica­
tion whose worth it sets out to establish. The god Theuth is the rhet­
orician par excellence, inventor of all 'dxvaL but unable to apprehend 
their place in the broader scheme of things. When he presents his 
greatest invention, the alphabet, to the god-king Thamus (who is also 
a mask for the philosopher),35 Theuth promises that he has found a 
means of inducing wisdom and retentive memory in man (p.~p.'1}c T€ 

yap Kat cor/>lac r/>&'pp.aKov, 274E6).36 Thamus explains that writing is a 
spur not to memory but to forgetfulness. Trusting in the written 
document, an external means, man will cease to take the imprint of 
the truth within himself, calling it up from his own mind (275A3-6). 
The prologue gives an object lesson of this tale. Phaedrus has spent 
all morning memorizing the speech of Lysias and longs to practise his 
recitation on someone. Socrates is willing to rely on Phaedrus' mem­
ory until he sees a copy of the speech which Phaedrus has hidden in his 
cloak. Then Phaedrus is out of luck (228B-E2). The prediction of 
Thamus holds good: the written copy has not so much aided the exer­
cise of memory as prevented it. 

Socrates goes on to develop the idea of two distinct logoi, an idea 
implicit in the speech of Thamus. Several major themes come to­
gether in this passage. It is scattered with vivid words evoking earlier 
ideas, yet used here to create a new and different statement. Such 
words carry an overtone of their first occurrence and hence serve as re­
minders, later proven to be the prime function of the written word. 

The written logos, says Socrates, is like a painting. Although life-like, 
it can not answer but repeats the same thing endlessly when ques­
tioned. Once abandoned by its creator it flits like a lost soul (KVA,V-
8€tTaL 275EI) among those who have no business with it. They 

35 Thomson, op.at. (supra n.7) 135, notes that the unusual name Thamus seems a corrup­
tion or variety of 'A/JoOik, which according to Hdt. 2.42 is the Egyptian name for Zeus, the 
god in whose train the philosopher follows. 

86 The written speech of Lysias which Phaedrus dangled in front of Socrates as an induce­
ment to leave the dty was called a .p&'Pf'aKOV (230D6); thus another verbal link with the 
prologue is established. 
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unjustly abuse the logos, failing to understand that it needs parental 
support (275D4-E5). The translation above of Kv;k"OE£TCXL is intended to 
mark its earlier occurrence: the soul of the boy persuaded by a non­
lover's arguments wanders mindless for 9,000 years around the earth 
(7TEp~ yfjv KVALVSovfLEVYJV, 257 AI-2). 

The weak unprepossessing logos has a brother who is the legitimate 
child of their creator. This is the living logos, ~WVTCX KCX~ EfL!fvXOV (276A8), 

of which the written word is but a pale insentient copy. This phrase 
links the logos written in the soul with the qualities of soul itself and 
the passage of the central myth in which it was defined. What is self­
moving is EJ-L!fVXOV (245E6) and, never reaching an end of motion, 
never reaches an end of life. 

Then comes the image of the false and true gardens. A common­
sensical farmer reserves for serious planting the seed whose fruit he 
hopes to see and lavishes on it all his farmer's art. He would never sow 
this seed in the tiny artificial gardens made in honor of Adonis that 
bloom and fade within the week. This he might do for fun (7TcxL~hac) at 
festival time. But when it is a serious matter he will plant in the 
proper place and rejoice if, within eight months, the seeds that he has 
sown should reach their TEAoc (276BI-8). 

The man who possesses knowledge of what is just and beautiful and 
good will be no less careful in the sowing of his seed than was the 
farmer. The majority of men may find fun elsewhere, drenching 
themselves (apoovTEC)37 with drink at parties and kindred diversions. 
He, on the other hand, will find amusement by planting word­
gardens which may serve as reminders both to himself in his old age 
and to others following the same path. But when it is a serious matter 
he will seek out a fitting soul as subject and use his dialectician's skill. 
With knowledge he will sow logoi able to defend themselves and him 
who planted them. Taking root in the character of the recipient they 
will one day blossom. This process confers an immortality of its own 
and renders blessed (EVOCXLJ-L0VE£V, 277A3) the man who shares it. 

The parable of the garden growing in the soul of the philosopher's 
disciple recalls the soul regrowing wings under the tutelage of Eros. 
As noted above, this process was described in terms suitable to plant 
growth (e.g., (JAcxcTaVELV, pI" 7JC, KCXVA6c, (JAacT7Jv). There a stream of beauty 
filled with minute particles (fLEp7J, 251c6) enters the soul through 

37 In the myth this same word describes the stream of desire watering the wing shoots 
(251B3, c8). 



288 THE CENTRAL MYTH OF PLATO'S PHAEDRUS 

the eyes and causes the wings, symbol of the soul's immortality, 
to sprout. Here the spoken logoi are like C7T€p/Lct:ra (276B2, 277 AI) which 
reach the soul through the ears and, once planted and well tended, 
never die.as Finally, the effect produced by the true Eros is the same 
as that produced by the true Logos: each makes its possessor €vlJalp,wv 
(of the Logos at 277A3; of Eros at 253c4, 256D8; cf 250B6 and c3, 245B7). 

The wit and irony that run throughout the dialogue culminate in 
Socrates' statement that the wise man never commits serious 
thoughts, his lawful sons, to writing. The written word is only 7Ta£lJ£cX, 
a game to be played in fun (277E5-278B2). This statement pulls the 
reader up short, forcing him to ask several questions.39 What purpose 
does such a statement serve? What is its import for Phaedrus in par­
ticular and the Platonic dialogue in general? First, it produces the 
equivalent of the Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt 40 by breaking one's 
involvement with the dramatic form. Up until now all of Plato's art 
has been employed to create a sense of reality, a belief in the situation, 
the setting, the spontaneity. The illusion is suddenly broken. This 
logos is not the real thing; it is only an EtDwAov, a poor relation. 

The suspension of belief presents the reader with a paradox. In a 
sense every Platonic dialogue has two levels of reality, is a play within 
a play. The inner circle is the dialogue between Socrates and his com­
panion; the outer circle the dialogue between Plato and the reader, 
that is, the reader's experience of the <inner circle' dialogue, an ex­
perience formed and guided by the author.41 (Dialogues with frame 

38 At 235Dl Socrates describes his knowledge as drawn from other springs and poured 
through his hearing until it fills him like a jug, another link, albeit tenuous, between the 
a7Toppoal and the stream of discourse. This association is reinforced by thematic repetition 
of p'w compounds. Eloquence is €vpota (238c7); at 229D7 a multitude of mythical monsters 
flood the consciousness ('7TtpP€'i); deception flows from the rhetorician into those he de­
ceives (€lc€ppth], 262B3). 

39 Compare Josef Pieper, Enthusiasm and Divine Madness (New York 1964) 97. 
40 See BertoIt Brecht, Schriften zum Theater III (Frankfort am Main 1963) 155 and 174: 

"Der Zweck dieser Technik des Verfremdungse./Jekts war es, dem Zuschauer eine unter­
suchende, kritische Haltung gegeniiber dem darzustellenden Vorgang zu verliehen." 
"Der V-Effekt besteht darin, dass das Ding, das zum Verstandnis gebracht, auf welches das 
Augenmerk gelenkt werden solI, aus einem gewohnlichen, bekannten unmittelbar vor­
liegenden Ding zu einem besonderen, auffalligen, unerwarteten Ding gemacht wird. Das 
Selbstverstandliche wird in gewisser Weise unverstandlich gemacht, das geschieht aber 
nur, urn es dann urn so verstandlicher zu machen." 

41 Sinaiko, op.cit. (supra n.5) 16, remarks, "In sum, Plato, through his use of the dialogue 
form ... invites [the reader] to participate in a dialogue in which Plato's own writings play 
the role Socrates plays within the dramatic world of the dialogues." He discusses this idea 
at length, pp.l-l8. 
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conversations actualize the relationship between plato and his reader 
and incorporate it into the dialogue itself.)42 To a large extent the 
reader remains unaware of this duality, because the two circles are 
kept congruent. But at the end of Phaedrus he is purposely confronted 
with it. This awareness is forced upon him by the distinction between 
the spoken words of Socrates and the written words of Plato by 
which they are communicated. At this point the ultimate joke, the 
final 7TCxtOtCf, becomes apparent. In a dialogue of plato the real logos 
cannot be separated from its less real counterpart. Socrates down­
grades the written word as only fit for playing, but this need not apply 
to anything which has thus far transpired between him and Phaedrus. 
One difference, after all, between Socrates' speeches and the speech 
of Lysias is that the former exemplify the spoken rather than the 
written logos. Plato is playing with the reader and Platonic irony rivals 
the Socratic.43 

This is not to say that the strictures on writing should be dismissed 
as no more than a joke, only that, in addition to the deeper implica­
tion, their irony should be appreciated. The ironic ambiguity 
of the end crystallizes one's experience of the whole, for Phaedrus 
is perhaps the most serious and the most playful of all Platonic 
dialogues. 

Having explored the central myth both as a unity and in relation to 
the beginning and end of the dialogue, one is better equipped to 
speculate on its overall significance. A key doctrine of the myth is 
anamnesis, that process of recollection which culminates in insight. 
This same term could be used to describe the technique of verbal 
reminiscence which characterizes both myth and dialogue. As words 
and images recur they call up whole passages, major ideas. A network 
of association is created which continually expands the reader's con­
sciousness. It is tempting to say that the literary technique employed 
by plato here and elsewhere reflects a tenet of his philosophy. But 
this would be less than accurate. Rather, the indirect, non-conceptual 
expression of the idea cannot be separated from its conceptual con­
tent, so long, at least, as we wish to deal with the living logos of Plato's 
work. But we are constantly betrayed by language. The terms 

42 Helen Bacon, "Socrates Crowned," Virginia Quarterly Review 35 (1959) 416-19, discusses 
this technique both with reference to the Symposium and to Plato's use of the dialogue as a 
philosophic form. 

43 See Friedlander, op.cit. (supra n.8) 144-53. 
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technique and tenet, style and content, constitute a trap; to deny 
their separateness is already to affirm our perception of it. 

The myth describes a particular form of anamnesis: TO Tfj8€ KUAAOC, 
beauty in the sensible world, awakens memories of TO KuAAoc ath6 
which, by virtue of its link with them, evokes the purely intelligible 
forms. The poetic beauty of the myth should have this same effect 
upon the reader. Like the lover gazing upon the beloved, he is excited 
by the iridescence of the language, stimulated by points of light 
which appear and disappear. In this way is initiated an experience 
which could be crowned with insight. Thus the dialogue itself is 
cp(u8p6c, bright with beauty. inducing insight by that beauty. 
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