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Abstract
Th is paper is about an aspect of philosophic life, showing, in the case of one Pla-
tonic dialogue in particular, that the texts that later Platonists employed in a 
quasi-scriptural capacity could infl uence their lives in important ways. Th e Craty-
lus was seen as addressing the question of how names could be regarded as ‘cor-
rect’, raising the role of the name-giver to the level of the law-giver. It begins with 
the question of how a personal name could be correct. Th e ancient text that off ers 
us most evidence of the philosophic manipulation of proper names is Porphyry’s 
Life of Plotinus, which makes it quite clear that the revision of individuals’ names, 
and in particular the giving of a Greek name to those of non-Greek origins, had 
become a regular practice. Th e name, it seems, was intended to capture something 
of the actual nature of the individual in question. Th ere is evidence that the prac-
tice goes back to the age of Lucian, and specifi cally to the circle of Numenius, 
whose own name is also that of a bird. His religious dialogue Hoopoe suggests that 
there was something special in bird-names; Lucian’s Gallus reincarnates Pythago-
ras as a bird, while his Death of Peregrinus has the eponymous sham philosopher 
ultimately adopting a bird-name too. Curiously, the fi nal name that Porphyry 
bears also closely recalls the name of a bird. Th is may be explained as the apt nam-
ing of one who rose to the highest philosophic vision in accordance with the 
‘fl ight of the mind’ passage in Plato’s Phaedrus.
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Plato, Cratylus, Middle Platonism, Neoplatonism, names
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Introduction

At fi rst sight Plotinus’ devoted pupil Porphyry appears quite generous in 
informing us about his name. Originally named Malchus, ‘King’ in his 
native tongue, he had continued to be called by this name when studying 
under Longinus. He had then become ‘Basileus’ when the name was 
translated into Greek by Plotinus’ colleague Amelius, and he eventually 
fi nished with the name ‘Porphyrios’. We are not told who was responsible 
for this second name-change, nor are we given any hint of the rationale 
behind it. Certainly the name suggested royalty or great authority, but 
the term was not widely used as a name. One might point to a variety of 
other names that would have suggested royalty, and we are given no clue as 
to why this is the term that ultimately found favour with Porphyry him-
self. Again, one might suppose that Plotinus himself was responsible for 
having chosen the name, but that would make Porphyry’s failure to men-
tion the fact all the more remarkable. Such an act of naming, unlike 
those attributed to Longinus and Amelius, would indicate something 
about the subject of Porphyry’s biography as well as telling us about the 
biographer himself. All we can claim is that this was the name by which 
Porphyry ultimately chose to be known, a name that presumably felt right 
to him. 

As we shall see, there were other cases, both in real life and in parody, of 
philosophic name changes between the middle of the second century and 
the end of the third. Still more philosophers were known by names whose 
rarity suggests that they may have been adopted. Th is raises the question of 
whether philosophers’ names during this period were ordinarily acquired 
from birth or only in the course of one’s philosophic career. Even if a sub-
stantial fraction had arisen as a result of philosophic activity, then one 
might ask upon what basis philosophic names were given or adopted. 
Name-giving had been an activity in which philosophers had taken as 
interest ever since Parmenides;1 according to the Derveni author, Orpheus 
had taken care to name each thing as appropriately as possible, apparently 
so as to capture the likeness of what is signifi ed;2 then follows Plato’s Cra-

1) See B8.53, B9.1, B19.2-3.
2) Derveni Papyrus XIV.7-10 (ὠ̣ν ̣ό̣μασεν ἀπὸ τοῦ ἔ[̣ρ]γο̣υ αὐτὸν καὶ τἆλλα κατὰ τ[̣ὸν 
αὐτὸν λ]ό̣γον), XVIII.6-9 (προσφερέστατον), XXII.1 (ὡς κάλλιστα); I cite this text 
according to the CPF edition: Th . Kouremenos, G.M. Parassoglou, and K. Tsantsanoglou 
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tylus, which clearly engages with pre-existing theory on how names may be 
‘correct’. Many of the later philosophers whose names will be discussed 
here followed Plato, often with more than a passing interest in earlier 
Greek traditions. Can it be, then, that Platonic and related material has 
actually contributed to the naming of philosophers during the period in 
question? It is not, perhaps, the meaning of the Cratylus in itself with which 
we must now engage, but rather its place in Platonism and related philoso-
phies in the second and third centuries AD.

Th e Importance of the Cratylus under the Roman Empire

Plato’s Cratylus sets out to treat the issue of whether names, either proper 
names or just ordinary nouns, can be ‘correct’ or not, or, in other words, 
whether they should in some way refl ect the nature of what they signify or 
merely serve as conventional signifi ers. Plato’s own position is by no means 
easy to discern, and the dialogue will take us through twisted paths, veer-
ing between etymological speculation, sophistic argument, and serious 
epistemological concerns. Th e Heraclitean views dear to Cratylus himself 
are at one moment boldly adopted and at another shown to be seriously 
wanting. It is not the best known of Plato’s works today, a fact which is owed 
partly to its being relatively unattractive from the literary point of view, 
partly to uncertainties of dating it relative to the rest of the corpus,3 and partly 
to the diffi  culties of cutting through the levels of irony (real or assumed). 

Th e Cratylus’ basic topic, however, meant that it was always given a 
place in antiquity. Th e status and origin of names was much argued over in 
Hellenistic philosophy,4 and a place was found for it in the arrangement of 

(eds), Th e Derveni Papyrus, = Studi e testi per il Corpus dei Papiri Filosofi ci Greci e Latini 
13 (Firenze, 2006). It is likely that multi-spectral imaging will ultimately result in an 
improved text.
3) Much of this has now been adequately explained by David Sedley, Plato’s Cratylus 
(Oxford, 2003), 6-16, who demonstrates that what we have is actually a hybrid, containing 
elements of an earlier and a later version, with the latter dominating. Naturally, when Plato 
produced revised versions later in life (and I do not believe that this is the only work of 
which this can reasonably be claimed), he does not create a literary minotaur by writing 
everything new in his ‘late’ style, that consciously avoids both hiatus and certain poetic 
rhythms at the end of sentences.
4) On Hellenistic language-theory see now Dorothea Frede and Brad Inwood (eds), 
Language and Learning, Cambridge University Press, 2005.
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fi fteen Platonic works in trilogies by the Hellenistic scholar Aristophanes 
of Byzantium,5 an arrangement superseded by that of Th rasyllus in the 
early fi rst century AD.6 In Diogenes Laertius’ account of these develop-
ments it was placed fi rst in the second tetralogy, prior to such weighty 
works as Th eaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman, and given the descriptive title 
On Correctness of Names (3.58), marking it as Plato’s contribution to a 
long-standing debate. A new papyrus from the latter half of the second 
century AD, of which Professor Sedley has kindly given me a preview,7 
off ers an explanation of the second tetralogy8 that may well go back to 
Th rasyllus himself. Th ere the Cratylus is seen as a preliminary philosophic 
drama, to be studied before the Th eaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman. Th ese 
will then go on to off er teaching on defi nition and division. Th e doctrine 
of these dialogues was apparently regarded as more central than the ques-
tion of the correctness of names to epistemological matters, while the study 
of names made an important propaedeutic contribution. Th e Th eaetetus is 
said to diff er from its two sequels, and seemingly from the Cratylus too, in 
the way it adopts a more hesitant and cryptic manner in its desire to refute 
certain misconceptions about knowledge.

Diogenes also reveals to us how in that era, and not improbably in the 
work of Th rasyllus himself, the Cratylus was also classed (along with Par-
menides, Sophist, and Statesman) as a ‘logical’ dialogue (3.50), a description 
that had as much to do with its manner of communication as the nature 
of its content. Th e papyrus confi rms that Cratylus, Sophist, and Statesman 
were thought to off er direct instruction on methodology, but their descrip-
tive titles suggest that they did so in the course of a substantive discussion 
on various kinds of topic: the descriptive titles of Sophist, Statesman, and 
Parmenides given in Diogenes Laertius (3.58) are ‘On What Is’, ‘On King-
ship’, and ‘On Ideas’ respectively. Th e Cratylus was correspondingly seen 
not only as a demonstration of etymological method, but also as an inquiry 
into the vexed relationship between words and things. 

5) Aristophanes grouped it in his second trilogy, after the Sophist and Statesman, D.L. 3.61-62.
6) On Th rasyllus, see H. Tarrant, Th rasyllan Platonism (Ithaca, 1993).
7) Th e papyrus, edited by Sedley, is to be published in Oxyrhynchus Papyri 73 (2009). 
8) From Diogenes Laertius (3.57) we have an explanation only of the purpose of the fi rst 
tetralogy, which is to off er a paradigm of the philosophic life. It is therefore the second that 
is fi rst linked according to the type of philosophic issues discussed, and that means that 
epistemology, and in particular the Cratylus, commences the philosophic theory proper. 
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Th rasyllus’ methodological tetralogy is preceded in his arrangement 
only by the sequence on the trial and death of Socrates, a group that is 
supposed to off er an insight into the philosophic life, playing an essentially 
preliminary role. Th us the sequence that began with the Cratylus was 
intended to mark the beginning of the systematic philosophy, and to off er 
the required background in logic. Hence it occupied a position analogous 
to that of the collection of Aristotelian works on logic known collectively 
as the organon. During this era the Platonic Cratylus, being regarded as 
a ‘logical’ dialogue, benefi ted from renewed interest in the Aristotelian 
corpus, and particularly in the logical works or organon, in which its 
nearest equivalent was On Interpretation. Th e Platonists of the fi rst and 
second centuries AD were unwilling simply to admit Aristotelian superior-
ity in logic, and so we fi nd the Categories being attacked by fi gures such as 
Eudorus (slightly earlier), Lucius, and Nicostratus.9 Alternatively, Pla-
tonists might try to show that everything of value in Aristotle was also 
present implicitly in Plato, which is the tactic of Alcinous, in his hand-
book, particularly in relation to the Euthydemus, Parmenides, and Craty-
lus.10 Plotinus’ appreciation of the Aristotelian categories was limited to its 
use with regard to the (less important) physical world,11 while Porphyry 
and subsequent Platonists were more inclined to respect the value of Aris-
totle’s work.

Th e importance of the Cratylus at this time may be judged from the 
fact that the short doctrinal appendix to Diogenes Laertius’ life of Plato 
(3.67-80), which says very little that does not relate in some way to the 

 9) See John Dillon, Th e Middle Platonists (London, 1977; reprinted with additions 1996), 
133-5, 233-6, 257; the work of Lucius and Nicostratus is described in general terms 
by Simplicius (in Categ. 6.1.18-2.2). On Nicostratus’ attack of the Categories see now 
Daniela Patrizia Taormina, ‘Nicostrato contro Aristotele. « Aristotele contro Nicostrato »’, 
in Françoise Dastur and Carlos Lévy (eds.), Études de philosophie ancienne et phenomenology 
(Paris, 1999). Th ere is also a new study on this aspect of Eudorus by Riccardo Chiara-
donna, ‘Autour d’Eudore: Les débuts de l’exégèse des Catégories dans le Moyen Platonisme’, 
in Mauro Bonazzi and Jan Opsomer: Th e Origins of the Platonic system. Platonisms in the 
early Imperial Age (Leuven: Peeters, 2008).
10) Didascalicus 6, 159.38-44, the passage before his treatment of the Cratylus, claims that 
the Euthydemus is Plato’s study of sophistic refutation, while the Parmenides incorporates 
allusions to the categories; on the categories cf. also anon. Th t. 68.10-15 and Dillon (1977) 
226 on Plut. An.Proc. 1023e. 
11) On Platonic and Aristotelian categories see Enn. VI.1-3.
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Timaeus, does manage to squeeze in a reference to the Cratylus’ etymology 
at 3.79, while Alcinous, whose main purpose is usually doxographic rather 
than hermeneutic, and who otherwise discusses no dialogue in its own 
right (with the possible exception of the Timaeus at 12-22), squeezes in a 
miniature interpretation of the Cratylus at the end of chapter 6 (160.3-41). 
Allusions to the dialogue, particularly to its etymologies, during this period 
are not infrequent. 

By the time of Iamblichus, at the end of the third century AD, the dia-
logue was considered important enough to be included in the Neoplatonic 
curriculum of a dozen Platonic works, thus guaranteeing its status as a 
quasi-scriptural text until Olympiodorus in the sixth century. A partially 
extant commentary on the work comes to us from that period under the 
name of Proclus, but it is perhaps not wholly Proclus’ work, containing 
two levels of material. One of these does stem from Proclus and is hence 
representative of Athenian Neoplatonism, while the other might appear to 
be from an Alexandrian excerptor.12 Distinguishing two layers is some-
times relatively easy, but at other times quite hard. Sadly it is not as helpful 
for assisting with our knowledge of second and third century debate on the 
dialogue as one might have expected from other Proclan commentaries, 
which themselves contain many references or allusions to the dialogue. 
Th e Cratylus is for Proclus an important source for Platonic Th eology (I.5, 
24.16), and it is assuredly no surprise that he had seen fi t to comment 
upon it. It will continue to be of importance also in the Alexandrian Neo-
platonic commentaries of Ammonius and Olympiodorus: about as far as 
we should be able to plot its fortunes in antiquity.13 

Adopted Personal Names

Personal names are not an insignifi cant topic during the early years of 
Neoplatonism, for persons of non-Greek and non-Roman origin could 
often be given a Greek name within the context of the Platonist School. 

12) For a recent modern translation see Brian Duvick’s recent contribution to the Ancient 
Commentators on Aristotle series (2007), in which this view of the commentary is taken 
(introduction, 2-4). Th e same view is not taken by R.M. van den Berg, Proclus’ Commentary 
on the Cratylus: Ancient Th eories of Language and Naming (Leiden, 2008).
13) See especially the ‘Index of Passages Cited’ in David Blank (trans.), Ammonius: On 
Aristotle’s On Interpretation 1-8 (London, 1996), p. 197.
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Usually one would not hear of this, but Porphyry’s own need to talk about 
his name, and Lucian’s amusement at the way philosophers acquired addi-
tional names, mean that there are important exceptions. As we have seen, 
Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus details how his original name had been Malchus, 
which was simply translated into Basileus by Amelius, and then further 
altered at some stage into its present form of ‘Porphyry’ (17). Similarly an 
Arabian within the circle of Plotinus who had a notable preference for the 
practical life is given the unusual14 name Zethus (7), and, unless there is 
some considerable coincidence, this must surely be modelled upon the 
character in Euripides’ Antiope who had tried to divert his brother from the 
musical life to the public and practical one.15 It might have been Plotinus16 
who altered Amelius’ name to suit a philosopher who like himself attached 
great importance to the One, making it Amerios (‘Partless’, 7), while Ame-
lius himself bestowed the name Mikkalos on Paulinus (apparently giving 
the Latin paul- a new Greek form mikk-, mikkos being Doric for mikros.17 

Iamblichus, however, who is the next important Neoplatonist after Por-
phyry, not only resisted the trend towards appropriate Greek names, but 
also theorized about names, barbarian as well as Greek, and supernatural 
as well as natural, in his De Mysteriis. His Egyptian spokesman ‘Abamon’, 
charged with responding to the Porphyrian view on various matters per-
taining to religion and magic, actually argued at VII.4 that languages like 
those of the Egyptians and the Assyrians are particularly well suited for 

14) For frequency see appendix.
15) Cf. Paulos Kalligas in his commentary on the Life of Plotinus (Athens, 1991), 119: Δὲν 
θὰ πρέπει νὰ ἀποκλείσουμε το ἐνδεχόμενο τὸ ‘Ζῆθος’ νὰ ἀποτελοῦσε καὶ αὐτὴ σχολικὴ 
προσωνυμία. ῾Υπῆρχε μιὰ μακρὰ παράδοση κατὰ τὴν ὁποία ὁ μυθικὸς Ζῆθος . . . 
ἀντιπροσώπευε τὸν πρακτικὸν βίον. Th e Antiope had been an especially important tragedy 
for the philosophers following its use by Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias (484e-486c) and again 
by Socrates at 506b. A recent edition of the play may be found in Collard, Cropp, and 
Gibert (2005). 
16) Kalligas in his commentary (116-7) describes well the diffi  culties in determining 
whether it was Plotinus or Amelius himself who opted for this modifi cation of the name; it 
would suit what follows slightly better if it had been Amelius, since Amelius seems to be the 
person most obviously connected with the giving of philosophic names, and he is also 
much indebted to Numenius. 
17) Cf. also mikkylos (and Mikkylos, the name given to the interlocutor in Lucian’s Gallus); 
the name may have made unfl attering reference to this person’s mental powers (VPlot. 7); 
see the explanation of Luc Brisson in Brisson et al. (eds), Porphyre: Vie de Platon, vol. I 
(Paris, 1992), 97-98.
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communication with the gods, while in VII.5 he attacks the tendency of 
the Greeks towards linguistic innovation, a tendency quite foreign to these 
more conservative people. Abamon’s name is notoriously hard to explain,18 
but he himself defends apparently meaningless names in matters divine; 
for they may be meaningful enough to the gods.19 In spite of the work’s 
being set against a consciously non-Greek background, the discussion at 
one point in VII.5 is couched clearly in terms of the debate over whether 
names are natural or conventional, to which the Cratylus was in late antiq-
uity regarded as the key Platonic contribution.20 So it seems that Iambli-
chus had seen the tendency towards the adoption of Greek names, and the 
implied adoption of Greek customs, values, and wisdom that went with it, 
as something that had already gone too far by his own day. And though the 
Cratylus might have seemed to support his opponents by tackling ‘etymol-
ogy’ almost exclusively in the context of the Greek language, Iamblichus 
could have appealed to a passage like 390a, which, while falling well short 
of Abamon’s view that barbarian names are superior in ritual, strongly 
implied that non-Greek names can have their own validity in their own 
very diff erent contexts, as the ‘Proclus’ commentary seems to be pointing 
out (in Crat. 57). 

Th at signifi cant personal names had become an important part of philo-
sophic life by the third century AD, and that it could eventually generate 
considerable controversy, was clear enough. But what is the history of this 
phenomenon? I believe that the answer to this question can off er some-
thing of signifi cance for the study of the very origins of Neoplatonism. At 
the head of the Platonic tradition Plato himself had originally been known 
as Aristocles, and this name was replaced by one usually thought to be 
describing his physical form,21 thus off ering some precedent for Platonists 

18) On the name of ‘Abamon’ in Iamblichus De Mysteriis, see E.C. Clarke, J.M. Dillon, 
J.P. Hershbell, Iamblichus: De mysteriis, Brill (Leiden-Boston) 2004: xxxiii-xxxvii.
19) At Cratylus 391d-392b Plato entertains the notion, derived ultimately from Homer, 
that the gods had their own names for things, diff erent from those of humans.
20) Th at much may be seen from the way in which Proclus, On the Cratylus 10-17, sets up 
a contrast between the naturalist Cratylus and the conventionalist Hermocrates. To be sure 
it is assumed that Plato holds neither the naturalist nor the conventionalist position 
unequivocally, but it is assumed that much of the discussion has some bearing on the issue.
21) Against this see Sedley, Plato’s Cratylus 21-3, who nevertheless fails to off er any non-
conjectural reason why ‘Plato’ should have been deemed appropriate, insisting only that it 
has been somehow inspired by the theories of Cratylus himself; clearly if Sedley can believe 
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who sought for names that described their real nature.22 Supplementary 
names, however, seem to have been the exception in the Old Academy, 
though we actually hear of one among them who was known by the female 
name Clytemnestra.23 Th at, however, may have been a phenomenon unre-
lated to what happens in Roman imperial times, for I struggle to think 
why such a name would in any way refl ect the philosophy of the Cratylus 
and its requirement that names should in some way resemble what they 
designate. However, if we may move forward to the latter part of the fi rst 
century BC, an astonishingly appropriate and very unusual24 name is that 
given to a certain Euharmostos who is associated with the ‘Academic’ 
Eudorus of Alexandria.25 Th e name might seem to suit a Pythagorean best, 
while Eudorus himself is known to have had a liking for Pythagorean 
themes,26 and is often treated as a Platonist with Pythagorean connections, 
though the evidence is not compelling.27 

Th e interest for a Platonist in personal names can perhaps be well illus-
trated by the seemingly signifi cant personal names to be found throughout 
Apuleius’ Golden Ass (or Metamorphoses), including names associated with 
the Platonic tradition, such as ‘Socrates’ and ‘Th rasyllus’ from books 
I.6-19 and VIII.1-14 respectively.28 Th e name that is most often deemed to 

this now, taking it to indicate the depth of Plato’s commitment to the principles of 
etymology that he learned from his early teacher (23), then ancient Platonists could easily 
have believed likewise.
22) For the naming of Plato see for instance anon. Proleg. 1, but the tradition was widespread. 
One important occurrence is found in Proclus, On the Cratylus 6, demonstrating that the 
example of Plato, along with the that of Th eophrastus (originally Tyrtamus), had made its 
impact on the debate between that who believed names to be natural and those who 
thought them conventional. In this case the examples appear in the arguments of the 
conventionalists. 
23) See Diogenes Laertius 4.18; this man was a contemporary of Polemo and Crates in the 
late 4th or early 3rd century. 
24) For frequency see appendix.
25) Alex. Aphr. in Met., 58. 31-59. 8 = Eudorus T. 2 Mazzarelli.
26) In particular scholars note Simpl. in Phys. 181.7-30 = T3-5 Mazzarelli, but other 
passages are also relevant.
27) Fragments were collected by Mazzarelli (1985), but a new edition is being prepared by 
M. Bonazzi and R. Chiaradonna; meanwhile see Bonazzi (2005) and (2007). Dillon (1977) 
has been infl uential in the modern picture of Eudorus.
28) B.L. Hijmans Jr., ‘Signifi cant Names and their Function in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses’, in 
B.L. Hijmans Jr, R.Th . van der Paardt (eds), Aspects of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses (Groningen 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:28PM
via free access



10 H. Tarrant / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 3 (2009) 1-25

be signifi cant, however, is the name of Photis (books II-IV),29 suggestive as 
it is of a light that will somehow illuminate this part of Lucius’ life (spe-
cifi cally by revealing to him the world of magic), and contrasting with the 
light of Isis that will dominate book XI. Photis’ name, like that of a host of 
characters in book IV for instance, may refl ect the kind of ‘correct naming’ 
generally favoured by the Cratylus.

In these circumstances it seems entirely possible that the Platonist Alci-
noos, whose striking epic name has long been a source of mystery and who 
was for some decades identifi ed with the Platonist Albinus,30 whom Galen 
heard in the middle of the second century AD,31 has acquired his name in 
exchange for a non-Greek one by some seemingly appropriate process 
involving translation, transliteration, allusion, or some combination of 
these.32 Names making reference to the intellect, besides exciting much 
discussion in the Cratylus,33 would seem particularly appropriate for those 
who postulated one or more Intellect-Gods. If Alcinoos had adopted an 
appropriate new name it would at least agree with his special interest in the 
Cratylus, and in particular the insistence that ‘the name is a tool for teach-
ing and distinguishing each thing’s being’.34 

1978), 107-22; I.D. Redpath, ‘Th e Naming of “Th rasyllus in Apuleius” Metamorphoses’, 
Classical Quarterly 50 (2000), 627-630.
29) She corresponds to the phôs in the Cave at Republic 514b2. Note that the equivalent 
character in book I of the Lucianic Onos is called Palaestra, a simple refl ection of the 
physical role of love-mistress that she plays in the hero’s life.
30) Th e argument for the identifi cation, popular since Freudenthal (1879), has been 
challenged by M. Giusta ‘ ̓Αλβίνου ᾽Επιτομή ο ᾽Αλκινόου Διδασκαλικός?’, Atti della 
Accademia della Scienze di Torino, Classe di scienzia morali 95 (1960/61), 167-94; exploded 
by Whittaker in a series of works culminating in his edition: Alcinoos, Enseignement des 
Doctrines de Platon (Paris, 1980); and buried by T. Göransson, Albinus, Alcinous, Arius 
Didymus (Göteborg, 1995).
31) De Propr. Libr. 97.6 (Müller).
32) Th e suggestion made by H. Tarrant, ‘Albinus, Nigrinus, Alcinous’, Antichthon 19 
(1985), 87-95, that ‘Alcinoos’ may have been a new name for Albinus after some kind of 
philosophical conversion, is probably wrong, since respectable Roman names would 
probably have been the least likely to change (though see below for Numenius’ turning 
Maximus into Megalos). Th at need not invalidate the accompanying thesis that Lucian’s 
Nigrinus is satirizing the whole idea of philosophic conversion. 
33) One thinks of the etymologies of Kronos as pure intellect (koros-nous, 396b) and of 
Athena at 407b; also that of phronêsis (411d4).
34) Didasc. 160.28-30: ἔστι γὰρ ὄνομα διδασκαλικόν τι καὶ διακριτικὸν τῆς ἑκάστου 
οὐσίας ὄργανον.
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Numenius and his Circle

Numenius was perhaps roughly a contemporary of Albinus and Apuleius, 
and in him we already see the willingness to tamper with pupils’ names. It 
is reported by Porphyry that he had made Maximus into ‘Megalos’ (VPlot. 
17), seemingly providing a model for his later admirer Amelius, the friend 
of Plotinus. Could this be evidence of an earlier philosophic circle that 
gave individuals new Greek names? Here I believe that it is vital to distin-
guish between names that might be given to ordinary pupils and those 
that might be given to favourite pupils or adopted as the teacher’s own 
name. Names had to be appropriate to the individual named, and this will 
be the case with the additional names that philosophers acquire in Lucian. 
If Numenius’ name ‘Megalos’ does anything for Maximus it demotes 
him, replacing an extravagant superlative with a more modest positive. 
‘Mikkalus’ also seems to have been no compliment. ‘Zethos’ suggests one 
who is destined to reject the non-practical philosophic life, and ‘Basileus’ 
made little change to Malchus—unless perhaps we factor in the ‘King’ of 
Epistle II, 312e-313a, now regarded as a straightforward name for the 
supreme Platonist principle.35 ‘Amerios’ on the other had certainly sug-
gested somebody on the path to the Plotinian One. As a general rule 
one might expect acquired philosophic names to refl ect one’s philosophic 
potential or achievement and one’s style of philosophy.

Th e philosopher most closely associated with Numenius is Cronius, 
whose name may seem unsurprising but is actually rare.36 Th is could per-
haps mask the Roman name Saturninus, in which case it is another instance 
of translation. However, we should consider the possibility that it is an 
adopted philosophic name, since the god Kronos is repeatedly etymolo-
gised as koros-nous (pure intellect) in late antique Platonism following the 
etymology of Cratylus 396b.37 Hence, in such circles as this, he became one 
of the most revered divinities, and any philosopher named after him would, 

35) Numenius fr. 12.12-13, Origenes in Porph. VPlot. 3 (title), Plot. Enn. V.1.8.
36) See appendix.
37) On this etymology see ‘Proclus’ in Crat. 105-7, and Duvick’s notes 296-7 (p. 156), 
which discuss the etymology’s place in the wider Proclan theological system. Reference to 
it is made at in Remp. II. 269.28-29 and 7 times in books IV-V of the Platonic Th eology; also 
Plotinus, Enn. III.8.11.39-41, V.1.4.9-10, V.1.7.35-37 and V.9.8.7-8; Damascius, in Parm. 
134.18-20, 164.9-10; Olympiodorus, in Grg. 47.3. Kronos is already associated with an 
intellect, albeit a ‘striking intellect’ (κρούων νοῦς) in the Derveni Papyrus, XIV.7.
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according to Platonist theory, have a name that duly signifi ed his intel-
lectual prowess. Since Numenius distinguished a unitary intellect god 
(fr. 11.11-13), superior to the two-fold one (fr. 11.13-19) recognized by 
ordinary people (fr. 17), his interpretation of Cratylus 396a-b must have 
brought out the pure and unitary nature of Kronos’ intellectual nature as 
opposed to the double name and nature of Zeus. He may have been one of 
those criticized by Proclus at On the Cratylus 109:

Because of his undivided, unitary, paternal and benefi cial aspect in relation to 
the intellectual realm, some consider Cronus to be the same as the one Cause 
of all things, . . . (trans. Duvick, p. 61)

For Proclus these people mistake this intellectual god for the One, so they 
would therefore seem not to be Neoplatonists, and he also claims they are 
out of step with the Chaldaean Oracles whose ‘once transcendent’ (hapax 
epekeina) does relate to the One (169). However, in a passage on provi-
dence (pronoia) and on the superiority of Good to the provident demiurgic 
intellect (On the Timaeus I 415.3-416.5) the same distinction of the Ora-
cles between ‘once transcendent’ and ‘twice transcendent’ is taken to apply 
to the Cratylus’ pure intellectual Kronos and double (intellectual & creative) 
Zeus. We read in fact:

For it is not the [intellect] that both intelligizes and creates that is the very 
First Intellect, but the one that only intelligizes and is therefore, as we have 
learned in the Cratylus (396b6-7), ‘pure intellect’.38

Something similar could have been claimed by Numenius himself, indeed 
the passage, which refers explicitly only to Plutarch of Chaeronea and the 
Oracles, has a distinctly ‘Middle Platonist’ feel, concluding at I 416.2-4, 
with the characterization of the active role of the demiurgic intellect as 
legislating (cf. Numenius fr. 13.6) and of the passive role as withdrawal 
into his intellectual self (cf. Numenius frs. 12.19-22, 16.20).39 If this is 

38) Th is follows the translation of M. Share in David Runia and Michael Share (trans.), 
Proclus: A Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus: Proclus on the Causes of the Cosmos and its Creation 
(Cambridge 2008, 297), of which I am fortunate to have had a preview.
39) Of course Proclus relates this to passages later in the Timaeus (41e2, 42d2-3, e5-6), but 
these are in any case the passages that Numenius would have relied on.
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broadly correct, and Numenius was infl uenced by the Cratylus’ distinction 
between Zeus and Cronos in describing his two intellect-gods, then Cro-
nius has as exalted a name as a follower of Numenius could wish for.

Numenius, then, could certainly bestow a Greek name and on a Roman, 
and it unlikely to be a coincidence that his close associate bears a name 
appropriate to an accomplished philosopher working in a broadly Platonist 
tradition. But what of Numenius’ own name, which may be common 
enough,40 but is also suggestive of intellect, and in other ways too seems 
appropriate for somebody on the boundary between Pythagoreanism and 
Platonism? Our discussion must now involve such matters as the central 
myth of Plato’s Phaedrus,41 and in particular the passages that suggest the 
‘fl ight of the mind’.42 Th is was a passage of extremely wide infl uence in the 
second century AD.43

Numenius’ Wings and Bird-Dialogues

At fi rst sight Numenius’ name, though not uncommon in its own right, is 
shared with that of a bird, usually identifi ed with the curlew, numênios, or 
‘new-moon-bird’, so-called because its long curved beak was thought to 
resemble the crescent moon.44 In ordinary circumstances this would not 
strike one as particularly signifi cant, but Numenius seems to have taken a 
non-ornithological interest in birds. He actually wrote a work Epops, which 
bears the specifi c name of another striking bird with a curved beak, the 
hoopoe (fr. 1c des Places). Now the title Epops seems to have struck Origen 
as odd, for of three Numenian titles mentioned at this point it is this alone 
that he labels ‘so-called’ (καλούμενος). While all we know for certain about 

40) See appendix below.
41) Numenius seems to have treated this passage in detail, to judge from fr. 47, which 
reports his treatment of 245c5.
42) For the phrase, and still useful discussion, see R.M. Jones, ‘Posidonius and the Flight of 
the Mind’, Classical Philology 21 (1926), 97-113; cf. M.B. Trapp, ‘Plato’s Phaedrus in 
Second-Century Greek Literature’, in D.A. Russell (ed.), Antonine Literature (Oxford 
1990), 141-73. 153.
43) See especially Trapp ‘Plato’s Phaedrus’.
44) For additional details see W. Geoff rey Arnott, Birds in the Ancient World from A to Z 
(London 2007), 150; one piece of evidence suggests rather that the bird may have been the 
Frankolin.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:28PM
via free access



14 H. Tarrant / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 3 (2009) 1-25

the Epops is that it made noticeable use of non-literal45 interpretation of 
Moses, the Prophets, or both (and that it was therefore to some degree 
religious), it is worth asking what this work may have contained, for pre-
sumably its content related to the bird of its title in some signifi cant way. 
Hoopoes, however, are rarely mentioned in either.46

It is highly likely that Epops is named after the hoopoe of a famous 
myth, popular at this time, as seen from its appearances in Achilles Tatius’ 
Leukippe and Cleitophon (I.15.8, V.3.4-5.9). Th is popularity in literature 
had a long history, going back to Aristophanes Birds, where Tereus the 
Hoopoe has an important role, and Procne his wife (the Nightingale) has 
a non-speaking part (203, 659-74). Here the hoopoe was selected as a 
once-human creature, King Tereus, whose mythical abuse of his wife’s sis-
ter Philomela resulted in the murder of his son and in his own eventual 
metamorphosis (along with that of his wife and her sister) into a type of 
migratory bird. His Athenian background and present winged condition 
enabled him to advise on a variety of quiet places where the comic hero 
might live. It is possible that Numenius’ dialogue used this bird in a speak-
ing part to give privileged insights into the religion of various non-Greek 
peoples (cf. fr. 1a-b) encountered on its migrations; for the character after 
whom a dialogue is named most often has a speaking role.47 Comparable 
privileged insights are available to the much-travelled ass-man of Apuleius’ 
Metamorphoses and the Lucianic Onos (who would have been an owl-man, 
if only he had received the right ointment), the Pythagoras-rooster of 

45) Th e rare word τροπολογέω is discussed in relation to fr. 1b by Des Places in his edition, 
p. 103. 
46) Reference to abstaining from the hoopoe (among several other birds) can be found at 
Lxx Leviticus 11.19.2 and Deuteronymy 14.17.2. I doubt that Numenius discussed a taboo 
on the eating of the hoopoe, though one should note Plutarch’s discussion in Quaestiones 
Conviviales VIII.7 of the Pythagorean taboo, brought up by a pupil of the Pythagorean 
Moderatus, on receiving a swallow into one’s house. Another speaker associates this taboo 
with the swallow’s mythical role as the hoopoe’s spouse Philomela (Mor. 727d-e); yet while 
the swallow’s own diet is considered, nothing is said about us eating swallows, or about 
hoopoes. Slightly more interesting, however, is a reference to women with the wings of a 
hoopoe at Lxx Zach. 5.9.3, recalling the same myth’s theme of human metamorphosis into 
birds.
47) In the Platonic corpus Minos and Hipparchus are exceptions; among dialogues named 
after birds, Lucian’s Gallus does give the rooster a speaking role, while the pseudo-Platonic 
Alcyon does not.
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Lucian’s Gallus, or the same author’s character Menippus, when he travels 
on wings above the earth in Icaromenippus.

We do have parallels for the writing of dialogues with the names of birds 
for their title, and they could all relate to human metamorphosis into 
birds. In the list of two Pseudo-Platonic works given by Diogenes Laertius 
(3.62) are two that bear the names of birds. One is the Chelidôn (swallow: 
the bird into which Procne, queen of the Tereus-myth, is transformed), 
and the other, which is extant but usually published under Lucian’s rather 
than Plato’s name, the Alcyon (kingfi sher).48 Th e Alcyon (or Halcyon) com-
mences with a question from ‘Chaerephon’ about what bird is calling, and 
continues with ‘Socrates’ narrating the myth about a young woman who 
mourned the passing of her young husband and received wings so that she 
could search across the seas for him. ‘Chaerephon’ knows her name to be 
Alcyon, and shortly goes on to ask his mentor how one should understand 
these myths that talk of transformations between women and birds (2). 
‘Socrates’ opts for a reverent agnosticism inclining towards belief rather 
than disbelief, on the grounds that ‘we shouldn’t be able to say anything for 
sure either about kingfi shers or about nightingales’ (8), alluding here to the 
transformation of Procne in the Tereus myth. Th is allusion, I maintain, 
makes it all the more likely that Chelidon made mention of Procne and her 
transformation.

Numenius’ younger contemporary Lucian wrote a work that has a bird 
for one of its twin titles, and this dialogue poked gentle fun at Pythagore-
anism and its doctrine of transmigration, seeing Pythagoras reborn as a 
rooster.49 We shall return to this dialogue later, but it forces us to consider 

48) Th e latter work was attributed by Favorinus (and Nicias of Nicaea at Athenaeus 506c) 
to somebody associated with the Academy called Leon. A translation by D.S. Hutchinson 
is available in John M. Cooper (ed.), Plato: Complete Works (Indianapolis, 1997). Some 
have linked this bird with the Smyrna Kingfi sher, Halcyon Smyrnensis, usually found from 
Turkey eastwards, but Arnott, Birds in the Ancient World 12-13, identifi es it with the 
common Eurasian Kingfi sher, a winter visitor to Greece. 
49) Lucian, who certainly knew Numenius’ associate Cronius (De Morte Peregrini is 
addressed to him at the outset, cf. also 37, 38), wrote Dream or Cockerel, in which Pythagoras 
himself has eventually been reborn as a rooster, and, when questioned, informs his 
questioner ‘Mikkylos’ that all his past names will suffi  ce, but that it is best now to address 
him as ‘Rooster’ (Gallus 20), in recent times his life of choice. Th ere is no necessity to 
connect this with the name of Numenius, but if any Pythagorean had recently taken an 
interest in bird-metamorphosis it would have extra satirical impact.
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whether all such dialogues had somehow involved stories about the passing 
of a human being into some avian form. Th ere is one good reason for 
choosing bird-metamorphosis here rather than (e.g.) wolf-metamorphosis 
or the more comical ass-metamorphosis: the souls of the dead had long 
been represented as having bird-like wings, and it now appears likely from 
the Derveni papyrus (II.6-8, VI.9-11) that Orphics were in the habit of 
sacrifi cing something relating to a bird to the Eumenides before they sac-
rifi ced to the gods, apparently because the Eumenides were souls (of the 
dead), and that scientifi c sacrifi ce somehow off ers like-to-like (VI.7-8).50 It 
is reasonable to infer that the Eumenides, and hence perhaps all the souls 
of the dead, are thought of here as being bird-like. Bird-metamorphosis 
could thus have eschatological implications. Th e famous statues of a 
winged Psyche embracing a winged Eros that seem to have inspired Apu-
leius’ story of Cupid and Psyche (Metamorphoses 4.28-6.24) testify to the 
importance of the soul’s transformation, whether literal or metaphorical, 
into something that is winged.51 

What we have seen makes it highly likely that Epops addressed in some 
way the transformation of Tereus, the mythical King of Athens, into the 
hoopoe following the discovery that his wife had murdered their mutual 
son Itys. Numenius’ well-attested interest in eschatology makes it likely 
that there was some eschatological discussion of the bird-like condition of 
the disembodied state of the soul. Th at would presumably mean that 
Numenius sought a deeper meaning for this myth, and it may have been 
in this context that he sought for some non-literal interpretation of one or 
more Jewish stories also. But a deeper meaning for the Tereus-myth might 
also imply that the very name epops was interpreted as being an appropriate 
symbol for something else central to Numenius’ philosophical interests. 
Th ough indeed the name of a bird, it might be interpreted as meaning 
‘surveyor’. I believe that it is almost certainly intended to bear a second 

50) One should mention here that Aristophanes’ ‘clever idea’ in the Birds involved the role 
of the birds themselves in deciding what traffi  c may pass through their airy realm to the 
gods above, so that humans will be obliged to sacrifi ce appropriate things to the birds 
before sacrifi cing to the gods, 561-9; subsequently, after the mock-Orphic cosmogony with 
its winged Night, its egg, and its winged Eros (685-702), the comic heroes are transformed 
into birds by the acquisition of wings (801-8, cf. 654-5). 
51) See Carl C. Schlam, Th e Metamorphoses of Apuleius: On Making an Ass of Oneself, 
London: Duckworth, 1992, 91-93, with photo on 92; the representation of Cupid and 
Psyche on sarcophagi from the second century AD suggest eschatological importance.
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sense in Numenius’ dialogue, albeit one that still has a bearing on the dis-
embodied life of the soul. It suggests epopteia, the Eleusinian term for an 
illuminating religious vision and the Platonic (and for Numenius Pythago-
rean) vision of the Ideas. Plato himself had employed the adjective epop-
tikos at Symposium 210a1 and the verb epopteuô at Phaedrus 250c4, Plutarch 
had employed this terminology,52 and Th eon of Smyrna had shortly before 
Numenius’ time made epopteia the central stage of a Platonic education-
program modelled on a sacred rite.53 To one of his own persuasion, then, 
the name of Numenius’ work might easily suggest one whose insights are 
higher than those of ordinary humans, one who beholds the supreme phil-
osophic spectacle. Th e use of a bird whose very name marks suggests a 
philosophic visionary also seems appropriate in the light of Phaedrus 
249d7, which talks of the soul that has experienced beauty ‘looking 
upwards like a bird’, while the wider context includes much talk of the true 
lover’s ‘plumage’. In a word, the context of epopteia in the Phaedrus is such 
that the divinely inspired lover is compared regularly to a bird. In these 
circumstances, I fi nd it diffi  cult to believe that Numenius’ Epops did not 
appeal to notions of epopteia and the fl ight of the mind.

Let us then return to the actual name of Numenius. Nothing I am aware 
of about the habits of the curlew off er a likely reason why a Pythagorean or 
Platonist might wish to adopt its name. Nothing proves that this is an 
adopted philosophic name, though it is not improbable that Numenius is 
not himself of Greek origins.54 However, I would wish to claim that even 
if this name had been his since childhood, he cannot have avoided refl ect-
ing on its striking appropriateness for one who had doctrines such as his. 
Quite apart from any connections with the bird and new moon, and in 
spite its having an eta rather than an alpha, this name would have sug-
gested another interesting (though linguistically false) etymology to any-
body like Numenius, who practised the arts of speculative etymology55 and 

52) Moralia 382d, 422c, 718d.
53) See Expositio p. 14 Hiller. 
54) He came from Apamea in Syria, which is in itself inconclusive; he is also noted for 
explaining his philosophy with reference to the religious ideas of Brahmans, Jews, Magi, 
and Egyptians: frs 1a-c, 8, 9, and 10.
55) Th is is evident from fr. 54, where Numenius, assuming that a brother (adelphos) was a 
‘not-unique’, interpreted Delphius (as a name for Apollo) as referring to the uniqueness of 
the god. 
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subscribed to the thesis that names are applied in such a way as to capture 
a resemblance to the things they designate.56 His name was indeed similar 
to νουμανία, and that would surely bring to mind the Platonic madness of 
the mind (nou-mania) that is supposed to accompany Platonic epopteia, 
when the soul has acquired plumage on its wings and is able to look upward 
‘like a bird’. Explaining a better kind of madness is the very purpose of the 
central myth of the Phaedrus (244a-245c), where four kinds of divine 
madness are spelled out. Th e relevant ‘fl ight of the mind’ passage explains 
the fourth kind of madness, that of the inspired lover (249c4-250c6), for 
whom love of physical beauty acts as a catalyst in the memory of intellec-
tual beauty. 

Peregrinus Proteus’ adopted Names and other Lucianic Evidence

Lucian is an important author for illuminating the intellectual world of 
the second century. Th ough he is not a reporter, and one expects even his 
portraits of real intellectuals to be laced with fi ction, his satirical purposes 
can only be properly served if his readers recognize a certain underlying 
verisimilitude. In these circumstances we can be confi dent that some phi-
losophers whom Lucian satirized were adopting their own philosophic 
names during this period, and doing so according to their perceptions of 
what best suited them. 

Th is is clear fi rstly from his story of Th e Death of Peregrinus, the very 
work that is addressed, whether out of friendship or not, to Numenius’ 
associate Cronius.57 Peregrinus was an actual philosopher of the age, known 
to Aulus Gellius. His name suggests a foreigner or wanderer.58 However, he 
is also said to have enjoyed naming himself Proteus,59 after the mythical 

56) Fr. 6.13-14. des Places in his 1973 Budé edition translated in a diff erent way according 
to the precedent set by Mras, but seems in fact (p. 49 n.2) to favour ‘en vertu de leur 
resemblance avec les choses’, which agrees well enough with the Cratylus. 
57) Not only the initial address to Cronius is to be noted, but also the vocatives ὦ καλὲ 
Κρόνιε and ὦ ἕταῖρε (37-38), for they appear to mark Cronius as a philosopher of whom 
Lucian approves. 
58) Th ere is no evidence that the term peregrinus was at this stage used to refer to falco 
peregrinus, the peregrine falcon; as a name of a bird-species the term may only be traced 
back to the 13th century. 
59) See 1: ἢ ὡς αὐτὸς ἔχαιρεν ὀνομάζων ἑαυτόν. Aulus Gellius, who twice refers to this 
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master of metamorphosis, so that the overall picture painted by his two-
fold name is that of a philosopher with no fi xed abode and no fi xed (philo-
sophic) allegiance. For a time he ingratiates himself with a Christian sect, 
who call him ‘Socrates the Second’,60 apparently in place of the name Pro-
teus which returns later. However, when old age arrives Peregrinus resolves 
to mount a pyre, and at that point he again rejects the name Proteus and 
renames himself ‘Phoenix’, after the mythical oriental bird that was also 
supposed to be consumed by fi re in old age. So Lucian’s Peregrinus, who 
adopts several philosophic masks, is also known by three diff erent philo-
sophic names at diff erent stages of his life. Th is is underscored by a fake 
oracle of Bakis, which refers to him as the ‘Many-Named Cynic’ (Κυνικὸς 
πολυώνυμος, 30). Th e last of his adopted names again happens to be the 
name of bird. We cannot know whether Lucian is reporting here, or 
whether he is allowing free rein to his imagination, building on stories that 
attach rather to another philosopher known to him. 

A rather diff erent kind of philosophic preference for a bird’s name is to 
be found in Dream or Cockerel. Here, where the theme of exchange of lives 
is prominent in a more literal way, appealing to Pythagorean metempsy-
chosis, the talking cock turns out to be Pythagoras several reincarnations 
later, now with a defi nite preference for a rooster’s life. It is noticeable that 
when Mikkylus inquires how he would now like to be addressed, no doubt 
thinking that one of the human names might aff ord him more respect, the 
Pythagorooster declares his preference for ‘Rooster’ (Alektryôn, a rare human 
name, Gallus 20), so that the fi nal and preferred name is again that of a bird. 

Th ere is a certain amount of confi rmation that school names were regu-
larly used for a variety of philosophic teachers in Lucian’s Symposium or 
Lapiths 6-7. Th e Stoic Diphylus is called ‘Labyrinth’, the Peripatetic 
Cleodemus is ‘Sword’ or ‘(Logic-)Chopper’ to his pupils, and the Platonic 
Ion is named by most people ‘Rule’ (Κανών). In these cases, however, it is 
the public image that earns the new informal names; in the case of Pereg-
rinus we were led to believe that he was himself adopting new names in 
order to refashion his public image in ways that Lucian found laughable. 

philosopher (Noctes Atticae VIII.3, XII.11) and appears to take him seriously, speaks of 
Proteus as his cognomen.
60) See 12: Περεγρῖνος—ἔτι γὰρ τοῦτο ἐκαλεῖτο—καινὸς Σωκράτης ὑπ᾽ αὐτῶν 
ὠνομάζετο. Presumably the Christians saw Peregrinus as resembling Socrates insofar as 
they guessed that he, like Christ, was on his way to martyrdom. 
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If pupils and others could adopt new names for philosophers then so 
could Lucian himself. It is therefore tempting to read his work Nigrinus, 
which tells a story of how the convert receives the philosophical muse from 
a Platonist called Nigrinus, as in some way related to the prominent 
Platonist Albinus, rather as if a fi ctional ‘Mr. Black’ related to an actual 
Mr. White. Th ere are a number of circumstances that could have made it 
amusing to turn a name upside-down in this way, but it is to be noted that 
the evidence points to Albinus having been a devoted pupil of Gaius,61 so 
that he too might very well have written of his own introduction to phi-
losophy at some time. Lucian might be imagining how his own alter ego 
‘Lycinus’ (which might itself be treated as an intellectual name) could catch 
the philosophic Muse from a pupil of Gaius in much the same way that the 
pupil of Gaius could catch it from Gaius himself. However, the important 
thing is that Lucian’s other games with philosophers’ names makes it highly 
probable that we have another invented philosophic name here.

From Numenius to Porphyry

Summing up what we have learned so far, Numenius’ name coincides with 
that of a bird (the curlew). A bird’s name would in itself be appropriate for 
one with a claim to philosophic inspiration, but this one would also sug-
gest to Plato-enthusiasts, practitioners as they were of the name-theory of 
the Cratylus, an important secondary meaning. Th ough this may indeed be 
a coincidence, it may also be the result of a perceived need to adopt a name 
that accorded with Platonist theory, designed to suggest special intellectual 
powers and religious insights. Th e probability of this increases when one 
considers that he wrote a dialogue Epops, which uses the name for a bird 
(the hoopoe) as its title, probably with an important secondary religious 
meaning determined in part by the ‘fl ight of the mind’ passage of the Pha-
edrus. Furthermore, we have reason to believe that he preferred philoso-
phers practising in the Greek world to have Greek names, and Lucian gives 
the impression that there was a widespread practice of giving new names 
to philosophers. 

Th e relevance of bird-names at some fi nal epoptic stage is strongly sug-
gested by Lucian’s evidence in both Death of Peregrinus and Dream or Cock-

61) Th e evidence is best collected in Göransson, Albinus, Alcinous, Arius Didymus.
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erel. We must now take into account the fact that porphyrios is itself a 
minor variation on the name for a bird, porphyris or porphyriôn, the Purple 
Gallinule or Swamphen, once found more widely in suitable swampy 
ground from the western Mediterranean south and east to New Zealand, 
but now missing from Greece.62 Th ough the most obvious suggestion in 
this new name is of royalty (for Porphyry’s original name had meant 
‘King’), there must have been some reason for his having preferred this less 
direct term for royalty to Longinus’ transliteration or Amelius’ straightfor-
ward translation ‘Basileus’. Th at reason, I suggest, was the association with 
a bird: another bird whose impressive beak gave it a rather aristocratic 
appearance. Hence Porphyry, a great admirer of Numenius and particu-
larly of his allegorical exegesis,63 willingly adopts a name that befi ts a 
Numenian. Th e circle of Plotinus was as close to Numenius as to any other 
philosopher of the imperial age, as is clearly indicated by the fact that his 
detractors associated him with Numenian doctrines.64 Amelius, whose 
name we also fi nd being tampered with, was particularly keen on Numen-
ius.65 Porphyry too favoured Numenian hermeneutics. To bear a bird’s 
name would suggest that he too had obtained his Platonist ‘wings’ and 
risen to glimpse the highest vision, becoming an epoptês.66 

Conclusion

During this period the bestowing of new Greek names on would-be phi-
losophers had some point. Th e names tried to pick out a little better what 

62) See on this Arnott, Birds of the Ancient World, 197-9; the two diff erent forms may 
designate the female and male bird.
63) De Antro Nympharum makes considerable use of Numenius and his close friend Cronius, 
and Proclus remarks in his discussion of allegorical interpretations of the Atlantis myth on 
how close Porphyry is to Numenius (in Tim. I 77.6-7, 22-24); it is sometimes a diffi  culty 
in later texts, such as Calcidius’ Commentary on the Timaeus, as to whether Numenius is 
followed directly or through Porphyry; see J.H. Waszink, ‘Porphyrios und Numenios’, in 
Entretiens sur l’ antiquité classique, XII, Vandoeuvres-Genève (1966), 35-78; also des Places 
in his 1973 Budé edition, 26-28.
64) Porph. VPlot. 17-21.
65) Porph. VPlot. 3; Iambl. in Tim. fr. 57 = Proc. in Tim. II 277.26-31, fr. 52 = in Tim. III 
104.8-16.
66) Th is is not necessarily the fi nal unio mystica, which Porphyry (VPlot. 23) claimed to have 
experienced only once, and at the age of 68, some three decades after Plotinus’ death.
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the individual was like. Platonists tried, like the law-giver of Plato’s Craty-
lus, to give names that would be appropriate, and appropriate particularly 
for a Platonist. Th ey strove, like the Cratylus itself, to observe the correct-
ness of names. No Platonic interpreter wanted to undergo the humiliation 
of Plato’s character Hermogenes (Crat. 383b), and be told that his name 
was wrong! Th erefore one had to pay attention to the Cratylus even when 
deciding how one was to be known. In order to arrive at a new Greek 
name, one might simply translate, as in the case of ‘Basileus’; one might 
translate with a twist, as in the case of ‘Mikkalos’; one might amend, as in 
the case of ‘Amerius’; and one might simply bestow a name that suits, as in 
the case of ‘Zethus’. Not all, however, could bear a bird’s name. If I have 
speculated correctly on the reasons behind Porphyry’s fi nal name, these are 
linked with the acknowledgement that one had obtained a certain kind of 
intellectual vision. Th e implication for Porphyry is that he was an adept. 

Th ere is, I believe, a wider lesson here for the history of Platonism dur-
ing this period. I am claiming that the practice of Plotinus’ circle in this 
matter is to some extent at least, and probably to a considerable extent, 
based on the practice in Numenius’ circle. Like allegorical interpretation, 
in which the Plotinians were again keen to follow the lead given by Numen-
ius and Cronius, the notion of appropriate and meaningful names went 
hand in hand with the idea that one thing could signify another. Th ough 
a name was not exactly ‘like’ what was signifi ed, it could nevertheless natu-
rally signify it to those capable of reading the signs. Th is study off ers one 
more indication that the infl uence of the Numenians upon the Plotinians 
was profound. If I am correct about the implicatons of an adopted bird’s 
name, then the infl uence has a bearing even on the vexed question of the 
predecessors of the Plotinian mystical ascent. 

***

Appendix: the Frequency of some Adopted Names

I have suggested above, without explicit testimony, that fi ve philosophers’ 
names from the second and third centuries AD may have been adopted as 
being particularly fi tting. Th e credibility of such a thesis can be tested with 
reference to the frequency of the names elsewhere. Th e rarer the names are, 
the more likely it becomes that there is something special about a person’s 
acquisition of them. Here I present their frequencies according to the var-
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ious volumes of A Lexicon of Greek Personal Names (searched in published 
volumes, and checked further on-line through http://www.lgpn.ox.ac.uk/
database/lgpn.php), each part of which represents a diff erent geographical 
area in the Greek world. I have added Porphyry, Mik(k)alos and Megalos, so 
that we may compare the fi gures for known adopted names, as well as Lucian’s 
bird-names Alektryôn, and Phoenix. Finally I have added Harpokratiôn,67 
the seemingly rare name of a second-century Platonist under Numenius’ 
infl uence, and Plotinus, whose name I otherwise exclude from this study.68

Volume I II IIIA IIIB IV VA total

Alektryôn 0 0 1 0 1 0 2
Alkinous &
Alkinoos

3 1 4 4 1 5 18

Harpokratiôn 1 2 2 0 1 1 7
Euharmostos 0 0 1 1 0 0 2
Zêthos 1 8 11 2 30 5 57
Kronios 0 1 0 0 1 9 11
Megalos 0 0 1 1 0 1 3
Mikalos & 
Mikkalos

10 1 7 13 3 0 34

Numênios 63 81 15 16 143 52 370
Phoenix 18 15 10 7 6 20 76
Plôtinos 0 0 0 0 0 2 2
Porphyrios 0 3 2 0 2 4 11

67) Th e case of Harpocrates is interesting, because fi gures are low enough to suggest an 
adopted name. However, given the natural derivation from the Egyptian god Harpocrates, 
we should expect the majority of such names to appear in Egypt, an area not yet covered by 
the Lexicon. While the harpê is a bird, identifi ed by Arnott, Birds in the Ancient World, 63-4 
with the Lammergeier, that is only part of the name, and it is diffi  cult to see why a 
philosopher would favour such a name.
68) While the adjective πλῶτος could be applied to birds that fl oat or swim, we are not 
aware of any bird that is actually named πλωτῖνος. Rather a Cratylus-style etymology no 
more imaginative than that of Kronos might make the name mean ‘fl oating mind’. 
Porphyry’s silence, and the absence of this style of name from those associated with 
Ammonius Saccas, should warn us against further speculation.
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It must be kept in mind that some occurrences of the rarer names may 
actually be due to either the philosophers with whom we are dealing or 
with other philosophers, and that several citations in the index may be due 
to single individuals (or single families). It should fi rst be noted that the 
three known adopted names are not unparalleled elsewhere, but found 3, 
34, and 11 times, while the two fi ctional adopted names are found 2 and 
76 times. If one supposes that adopted names will on average be matched 
elsewhere about 25 times, then the fi gures give some support for the theory 
that Alkinoos (18), Euarmostos (2), and Kronios (11) are adopted names; 
but they do not give any support in the case of Numenius (370) and seem 
ambiguous over Zethus (57). In the case of Zethus, we know of his Ara-
bian origins and that the Greek name highlights well the main characteris-
tic that Plotinus’ school attributed to him. Numenius’ name was relatively 
common, though there is, of course, no necessity that an adopted name 
should be rare, as is seen in the case of Phoenix (76). Our discussion sug-
gests that Numenius must have delighted in his name, but his acquisition 
of it might still have had nothing to do with philosophy.
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