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This book, along with an article that preceded it (Apeiron 43, 2012, 1-32), has  
generated quite a bit of controversy. In part this is due to the extravagant way in 
which findings are nowadays publicised, generating reactions that range from 
mockery to canonisation. Immediate reactions, particularly those that precede a 
careful reading, should largely be dismissed. The book brings to its first stage of 
fulfilment a project in which considerable time and effort has been expended, 
testing a hypothesis that was well worth exploration, but did need thorough test-
ing. The theory postulates a similar structure for every genuine Platonic dialogue, 
though here Kennedy examines the full details of its application only in the Sym-
posium and Euthyphro. While some might be disturbed at the kind of induction 
that this invites, other dialogues are more fleetingly considered, and the quantity 
of detailed treatment is not inappropriate at this stage. 

The basic idea is that at particular points of a dialogue, particularly two thirds 
of the way through and three quarters of the way through, important moments 
are reached, and that Plato symbolically marks these points with corresponding 
words and contexts. After every twelfth point of the dialogue in fact we meet 
signs of either harmony or disharmony, as determined by the musical quality of 
the ratio involved. A useful outline by Kennedy himself is available in G. Press 
(ed.), Continuum Companion to Plato, London, Continuum, 115-18. The theory 
inevitably raises questions of Pythagorean influence, although plenty of passages 
within Plato testify to his independent interest in harmonics, even as a basis for 
the construction of the world’s soul and our own. In one sense we are harmonics! 
That the dialogues should pay homage to the universal soul-structure in this way 
would have delighted the anonymous author of the Neoplatonic Prolegomena 
(15.18-21). It also raises questions of how every 12th part should be calculated, 
which cannot satisfactorily be done according to the pages of Stephanus or any 
other editor, and must involve either words or characters. Kennedy chooses the 
ancient line, which had a standard number of characters, and would have been 
easiest to count. This involves the slight difficulty that the text must be written 
up neatly in the regular format before the harmonic structure could be finalised.

Since the computer can calculate where the critical points ought to be (subject 
only to the accuracy of modern texts) one part of the project can make claims to 
objectivity, but it takes considerable scholarly judgement to decide how easily 
these points can be mapped against the content of a dialogue, and how far the 
results achieved must be regarded, like the universe, as the product of design 
rather than chance. Such scholarly issues are usually only decided over several 
generations if at all. And individual critics should determine their response not 
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by whether the theory fits their own view of Plato or not, but by going over all 
the work carefully and evaluating each step along the way. In a sense, therefore, 
this book can only be a beginning, and the reviewer should, I believe, be prepared 
to assess it on those terms. Kennedy himself states that ‘It is difficult to convey 
the magnitude of the task that lies ahead’ (252), and the faint-hearted may decide 
that they would rather just read Plato. But I believe that Kennedy has given us in 
these eight chapters (plus nine vital appendices, bibliography, and index) a good, 
well-structured platform from which to further explore these issues. 

I have been exploring, in particular, the implications of this theory for Plato’s 
methods of composition and publication, and also for his workload. I shudder to 
think how difficult the requirement for a precise structure would have made his 
task in his later years, when he also had such factors as hiatus-avoidance and 
rhythmic patterns to take account of. Did he have help, and if so in which tasks? 
I have also been exploring the consequences for later Platonist approaches to 
exegesis. Kennedy’s own work sees his discoveries as a vindication of Neoplaton-
ist attention to allegory and symbolism, and I am privileged to have seen further 
work in draft that would justify the importance of, and approach to, the Parme-
nides in Neoplatonism. For many of us this is exciting work. Therefore I must end 
with a caution. There will be a tendency for champions of the analytic approach 
to Plato to dislike this book, and for fans of later Platonism to welcome it.  
What we should insist is that the research continue and broaden. For the time 
being, however, we should all take a leaf out of the Academics’ book and suspend 
judgement.
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