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Syllabus 
PHIL421/521 ~ Plato’s Timaeus (Winter 2018) 
Wednesdays, 1600 – 1850 (123 MCK) 
Instructor: Peter Warnek, warnek@uoregon.edu 
Office hours: Mondays 1200-1350, and by appointment (246 SCH) 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION AND OVERVIEW 
Plato’s Timaeus presents an exceptional opportunity to examine the Western 
philosophical and scientific tradition at its very limits. This dialogue, more so than 
perhaps any other Platonic text, has been read and re-read – almost without 
interruption – from the moment of its composition to the present day. No dialogue is 
referred to more often by Aristotle. And it served as the canonical text on cosmology 
prior to the Copernican revolution and the rise of the new science in the 17th century. 
But even the early modern astronomers did not at all ignore the dialogue and some, 
such as the great Kepler, even held the text in the highest esteem, once writing that in 
coming to the Timaeus he does so only on bended knees!  

More recently, the dialogue has been interpreted – for example, by Jacques 
Derrida, Julia Kristeva and John Sallis – as a text which enacts nothing less than a 
fundamental displacement of Platonism itself, effectively overturning the very 
foundation of Western metaphysics and philosophical thought. Of particular interest 
here is the apparent impossibility of accounting for or even translating what appears in 
the text as χώρα, a Greek word which more ordinarily has the sense of “place,” “space” 
or “region,” but also the area belonging to the outland or countryside. In the dialogue, 
Timaeus will liken this “third kind” to a “mother” and a “recepticle,” as if he were 
presenting us with mere images of χώρα. But according to its interruptive emergence 
within the text itself, χώρα, strictly speaking, can be neither a concept nor a metaphor, 
imposes a necessity that refers to neither sensible nor the intelligible.  And yet, as we 
will see, Timaeus finds himself, as if by necessity, turning or returning to this strange 
sense of a “third,” however interruptive it may be, in order to carry out his account of 
the beginning of everything. It is indeed most striking that we find, already within 
Plato’s own text, an overturning of Platonism, as if Platonism itself demanded or 
necessitated such a displacement. We will have to ask how this happens and why 
perhaps, even, it must happen. Thus, as Heidegger once said of “translation,” one might 
also say of this most abysmally fundamental text and its chorological interruption: Tell 
me what you think of Plato’s Timaeus and I will tell you who you are!  

Still, the dialogue is an exceedingly difficult and strange text. What, exactly, it is 
meant to say is not at all clear and has always been the subject of extreme 
controversies. There are those, such as F. M. Cornford, who read the dialogue as a 
straightforward treatise that presents what he calls “Plato’s cosmology.” Others, such 
as A. E. Taylor, insist that the views presented within the dialogue by the “fictional” 
character, Timaeus, cannot at all be taken as a presentation of any Platonic doctrine. 
What, then, would be required to read this dialogue carefully? Taylor tells us that the 
requisite expertise is such as to be virtually unattainable: a knowledge of pure 
mathematics, astronomy, medicine, psychology, natural theology, paleography, 
philology and Greek grammar... We would do well, given our constraints, to have only 
modest expectations with regard to the possibilities for interpretation over the next ten 
weeks. We will proceed by raising only the most basic questions. For example, what is 
the significance of the fact that this great work, in presenting an account of the origin 



	 2	

or generation of the cosmos, is explicitly framed by political concerns? What might this 
tell us about the relation between an inquiry into nature (or φύσις) and the more 
immediately human concern of communal life? How are we to understand Timaeus’ 
repeated insistence that his account presents only a likely story, that is, both a merely 
probable account but also a story that is reliant upon images and the imaginal? How 
does the dialogue repeatedly put into question the paradigmatic understanding of 
generation as a kind of production or ποίησις, given that, according to the Greek 
understanding, all production requires an anticipatory pre-figuring of what is to be 
produced? Does the speech of Timaeus, which finds its own progress interrupted again 
and again, imitate the putative “production” of the cosmos by the divine craftsman? 
Does this god also find his own expectations thwarted by a prior necessity? How, then, 
does the appearance of χώρα in Timaeus’ speech reveal a sense of generation or 
becoming that would have to break decisively with the eidetic anticipation implied in 
all productive becoming? 

The class will proceed as a seminar, by reading and discussing the dialogue 
from the beginning to its end, and by relying upon Peter Kalkavage’s excellent 
translation as we make our way. We will also consult and carefully consider John 
Sallis’ brilliant commentary and interpretation of the dialogue, Chorology: On Beginning 
in Plato’s Timaeus. Both of these texts are required reading. The translation is available 
for purchase at the Duckstore. There is a pdf of Sallis’ book online on the Canvas 
webite for the class. A number of other helpful secondary sources will also be made 
available on Canvas.  

 
SCHEDULE OF READINGS 
(This schedule is  meant only as a provisional guide for the term. Our progress will be 
dictated by our seminar and what unfolds as we proceed with our reading and 
discussion. Please also read the relevant passages from Sallis’ book as you make your 
way through the dialogue.) 
 
Week Date Text  
I    
II 1.17 17a-34b  
III 1.24 34b-40d  
IV 1.31 40d-47e  
V 2.7 47e-53c  
VI 2.14 53c-56c  
VII 2.21 56c-69b  
VIII 2.28 69b-81e  
IX 3.7 81e-90d  
X 3.14 90e-92c  
Finals    
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Plato’s Timaeus, trans. P. Kalkavage. [Required.] 
Chorology: On Beginning in Plato’s Timaeus, John Sallis (Indiana University Press). 
[Required.] 
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Note: Please see the Bibliography of secondary sources listed at the end of Kalkavage’s 
translation. Please also see the numerous texts cited by Sallis in Chorology. Each of 
these offers an invaluable starting point for gaining a familiarity with the extensive 
interpretive tradition pertaining to the Timaeus; both are also more thorough and 
comprehensive than what would be possible here. To avoid redundancy, a 
bibliography of secondary works has been omitted in this syllabus. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

1. Participation: Students are expected to come to class prepared to discuss the 
reading assigned for the day.  

2. Papers: 
a. Undergraduates: One midterm paper (6-8 pages). One final paper (8-10 

pages). These papers will respond to assigned prompts which will be 
handed out a week prior to the paper’s due date. The first paper will be 
due during Week VI of the term. The second paper will be due on 
Thursday of Finals Week. 

b. Graduates: Final Research Paper (15-20 pages), due at the end of the 
term, by Thursday of Finals Week. For your benefit, please submit a 
short prospectus for this paper (1-2 pages) by week five of the term. 

Disability Accommodations 
If you have a documented disability and anticipate needing accommodations in 

this class please notify the instructor within the first two weeks of the course. Please 
also request a letter from Disability Services verifying your disability and stating your 
needed accommodations. 
 


