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Abstract

Hesiod’s account of Cronus’ castration of Sky in the 7heogony is a well-known in-
terpretative crux that poses perplexities in many regards. This article examines the
hermeneutic techniques, especially allegoresis and etymology, by means of which
ancient and medieval scholars tried to deal with it.
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1. Introduction

What is the commentators’ attitude toward their base-authors when the latter
make a mistake or their texts have something that sounds problematic? This
is the fundamental question that Francesca Schironi invites us to consider
in our contributions to this special issue of Aevum Antiquum. In fact, the
question, as she herself recognizes, is rather more complicated than it might
seem to be at first. For commentators generally have no access whatsoever to
their base-authors except via the texts that they are commenting on. So when
commentators refer to their author, they are at least sometimes likely to have
in mind not so much the historical individual who in reality bore that name
centuries earlier as rather the postulated writer of the text they have before
themselves — i.e., the author is a hermeneutical regulating principle whose
ultimate fictionality does not in the least make it any less constraining (this is
of course just as true nowadays as it was in antiquity).

Thus the relation between base-author and text is itself already fraught.
But matters become all the more delicate when terms like ‘mistake’ or ‘prob-
lematic’ enter the discussion. ‘Mistake’ or ‘problematic’ in terms of what

* Glenn W. Most, Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa (retired). Email: most@sns.it, orcid.org/0000-
0002-5988-0562. Hugo H. Koning, Universiteit Leiden. Email: h.h.koning@hum.leidenuniv.nl, or-
cid.org/0000-0003-0799-3669.
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precisely? As Francesca Schironi amply demonstrates, there is a very broad
spectrum of highly heterogeneous criteria, the alleged violation of any one
of which can trigger a commentator’s decision to discuss the meaning of a
text. These criteria can range from the apparently most trivial to the appar-
ently most distressing, and they might include such issues as orthography,
morphology, semantics, syntax, narrative or logical consistency, social pro-
priety, religious piety, and truth to nature (this list is of course incomplete).
Moreover, the commentator’s intervention can deploy a large number of dif-
ferent procedures — emending the text, altering the meaning of the words,
allegorizing the passage, etymologizing its key words, accusing the author of
ignorance or mendacity or worse — and the choice of procedure will depend
not only upon the commentator’s personal tastes but also upon the prestige
of the base-author and the institutional context of the commentarial act; for
example, canonical authors who provide the basis for instruction in schools
are unlikely to be accused of grammatical, moral, religious, or cognitive sins.

In the case of texts written by medical, scientific, or mathematical au-
thors, commentators often focus upon apparent discrepancies with regard to
the ‘natural’ or ‘correct’ state of affairs to which those authors seem to be
making reference (though for example Galen’s commentaries on Hippocrates
show how many other kinds of issues such a commentator can feel impelled
to discuss)'. That is to say, in these cases the factors the commentator must
deal with are the text, the base-author, and ‘reality’ (this last is of course an
extremely problematic term which would have to be unpacked). But what
about mythic texts like Hesiod’s 7heogony? Here the commentator confronts
not only the realm of ‘reality’ if he allegorizes the poem as an expression of a
doctrine of natural philosophy but also the ambiguous category of ‘myth’ as
well. We moderns have learned since the 18" century to distinguish sharply
between the diffuse body of orally transmitted myths and the specific poetic
texts in which surviving versions of them were formulated?; but the ancient
understanding of these matters seems to have been far more nebulous. For
one thing, after a certain time the primary access to the myths for most of
the ancients was by the (oral or written) mediation of the classic poetic texts
and by prose mythographic handbooks which were generally derived from
those very same texts. So even if in later times ancient authors refer to a given
myth rather than to a text which recounted this myth, in fact their reference
must ultimately be to the text since they possessed no other source for the
myth. And for another, the authority and prestige of the classic poetic texts
was secured by their foundational role in school teaching; for adults who as

! See Roselli in this volume.

2 See Most 1999.
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children had studied Homer and Hesiod intensely and for years, such texts
must have become so ingrained in their minds that it would have seemed
counter-intuitive or even impossible to distinguish the poem from the myth.
There are of course occasional exceptions to these generalizations, as to all
generalizations: thus the first-century CE Stoic philosopher Cornutus (to
whom we shall return later) suggests at one point that Hesiod might have
inherited correct doctrines (i.e. the ones that lend themselves easily to Stoic
allegoresis) from lost predecessors but had marred these by adding to them
his own more mythic views (7.e. the ones that are more recalcitrant to allego-
rization)®. Yet Cornutus cites no evidence in support of this hypothesis, nor
did there exist any evidence that he could have cited; he makes the suggestion
not as part of a systematic argument about the differences between myths and
poems but instead as an excuse for the rather implausible artificiality of some
of the explanations he has been offering, and he immediately moves on to
other matters. What is in fact most remarkable is just how rare such assertions
were in antiquity.

Turning now to a particularly notorious episode in Hesiod’s Zheogony
and to its remarkable exegetical reception in antiquity and the Middle Ages
should makes these general points clearer.

2. The castration of Sky in Hesiod’s Theogony

The cosmogony in Hesiod’s 7heogony is certainly replete with all kinds of
strange features — parthenogenesis, characters with too few features (one eye)
or too many (a hundred hands), giant snaky monsters with fire-breathing
heads, to name only these. But near its beginning, something happens that
appears to be particularly outrageous. Sky (Ouranos)* has been enjoying
frequent sexual intercourse with his dear mother Earth (Gaia) and together
with her has produced twelve children (132-138) — and then six more, three
Cyclopes (139-146) and three Hundred-Handers (147-153). Sky rejoices in
concealing the last two groups in a hiding place inside Earth (154-158)°. But

3 Corn. Nat. deor. 17.

4 In accordance with Most 2018, the god whom Hesiod calls Ouranos is referred to in this article
as Sky.

> Does Sky conceal within Earth not only the last two groups of his children with her but also
the first twelve offspring? The matter is not straightforward. There is something to be said for what
appears to be a view shared among many scholars that Earth is ‘constricted’ because all of her children
are still inside her; it fits a widely accepted interpretation that the children cannot be born because of
Sky’s continuous copulation, and it is at least possible that 650t (154) refers to all the children. On
the other hand, line 176 seems to imply that Sky is not continually having intercourse (see also the
passage from Cornutus below), and it is also possible, and grammatically perhaps more likely, that the
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Earth finds herself less happy with this arrangement: she is certainly capa-
cious, but these last children may well be monstrous not only in form but also
in size and for all her generous dimensions she is starting to feel constricted
(159-160). So she devises a plan to stop Sky from continuing to perform
what she calls his «evil outrage» (koxmnv... AdBnV, 165): she fashions a sickle
and asks her children to avenge her (159-166). But all of them are too ter-
rified of their father to help her (167-168) — all, that is, except Cronus, the
youngest of the twelve, who hates his vigorous (Baiepdv, 138) father and
enthusiastically volunteers his services (168-172). This is what happens next:

Hes. 75. 173-182

¢ eaTo" YNONocev 8¢ péya epeot Ialo meldpn:

gloe 88 v kpOyaco Aoy, EvEOnke 88 yepoiv

Gpmnv kapyopodovta, S0Aov 6 VIEdNKOTO TAVTO. 175
NA0e 8¢ viKT Endryov péyac Ovpavog, auel 8& Cain

iueipav erhdmToC €méoyeto, Kai p’ ETavictn

TAvTN 0 8’ €K AoY£010 TG DPEEATO YEPT

okatf], de&tept 0 medmprov EAhafev dpmny,

HOKPTV Kapyapoddovta, Gpilov &’ dmd pundea mTatpog 180
£oovuévmg fiunoe, TaAy 8 Epprye pépeadat

éomicm.

So he spoke, and huge Earth rejoiced greatly in her breast. She placed him
in an ambush, concealing him from sight, and put into his hands the jag-
ged-toothed sickle, and she explained the whole trick to him. And great Sky
came, bringing night with him; and spreading himself out around Earth in his
desire for love he lay outstretched in all directions. Then his son reached out
from his ambush with his left hand, and with his right hand he grasped the
monstrous sickle, long and jagged-toothed, and eagerly he reaped the genitals
from his dear father and threw them behind him to be borne away (Text and
translation from Most 2018).

From the bloody drops were born Erinyes, armed Giants, and the Melian
Nymphs; and from the white foam, which arose from the sea as Sky’s genitals
hit the water (or perhaps from the semen they contained), the goddess Aph-
rodite (182-2006).

There are many strange things about the early stages of Hesiod’s account

66601 refers to only the most terrible of the children, presumably the Cyclopes and Hundred-handers.
Furthermore, Sky only curses the Titans after Cronus has castrated him, and not the others, and there is
something odd about Earth summoning the Titans and giving Cronus a sickle while they are still inside
her — but this could also fit a mythological mode of thinking that is at variance with modern notions

of logical thought.
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of the beginning of the world; yet this is surely one of the strangest. And yet
Hesiod tells the story without commenting on it or evaluating it in any way,
simply as an indisputable fact of mythic history®. When Earth’s other chil-
dren refuse to avenge their mother, it is not because they find her proposal
repugnant or morally offensive, but because they dread their father (8¢og,
167). The only hint that Hesiod himself might have found something a bit
distasteful in these proceedings is that he mentions that while Cronus held
the sickle with his right hand he stretched out his left hand (178-180) — but
to do precisely what? Evidently, Cronus must have taken a firm hold on his
father’s genitals with his left hand if he could then have been able to cut them
off with his right hand. But Hesiod does not tell us this explicitly. Presumably,
he preferred for reasons of delicacy not to focus our attention too much on
the son’s act of seizing his father’s genitals (though the implicit meaning is
indubitable): this is a form of euphemism by aposiopesis.

Why then does Hesiod have Earth and Cronus conspire to castrate Sky?
In terms of Earth’s own needs, this is clearly the only way that she can prevent
her severe case of postpartum constipation from becoming even graver: since
Sky is immortal, she cannot kill him, but at least by having him castrated she
can ensure that he will produce no more children to conceal within her. It is
presupposed but not made explicit that Earth cannot perform this deed by
herself (why she cannot is an interesting question) but needs someone else,
presumably a male god, to do it. As for Cronus, we are told at his birth that
he hates his father; and as it happens, after Cronus has castrated Sky he goes
on to succeed him as ruler of the world, though it is not indicated in any
way beforehand that this will happen. The link between male sexual potency
and kingship is presupposed as self-evident but is not made explicit. Modern
scholarship has identified the theme of the primeval separation between sky
and earth as a topic found in a number of mythologies throughout the world
and has generally assumed that something like this might underlie Hesiod’s
own account of Cronus’ castration of Sky, or at least that of his sources, how-
ever he himself may have understood them’. It is not impossible that some
such subterranean links might indeed connect Hesiod’s gruesome tale with
these non-Greek mythologies, though it must be pointed out that nothing in
the text makes this clear, that the Greeks in general seem to have been quite

¢ As Stoddard 2004 has shown, Hesiod seems to be more involved in his narrative than Homer,
occasionally using evaluative and focalizing language that in the Homeric poems is restricted to char-
acters. Nevertheless, he never explicitly expresses any sense of wonder or bewilderment at the mythic
events that he narrates.

7 See e.g. Rutherford 2009, p. 11: «In Hesiod, Kronos castrates Ouranos with a scythe, which
clearly symbolizes the separation of earth and sky». Cf. West 1966, pp. 19, 211-212 ad 154-210, who
attributes the origin of this interpretation to Lang 1884, pp. 45-66. Staudacher 1942 is a standard work
on this topic but is very outdated; see also Numazawa 1984.
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ignorant of the mythologies involved®, and that no one in antiquity seems to
have read the story in this light.

But there are also other, more profound motivations within Hesiod’s
story itself for him to tell it in this way. The first divine generation must be
removed from the scene if later generations are to have room for their own
actions: Hesiod presupposes as self-evident, but does not explain, that once
Sky has been castrated he will no longer play an active role in this theogo-
ny; and in fact, beyond cursing his first twelve children (207-210: and yet
only Cronus was really to blame), Sky henceforth virtually disappears from
the narrative. Moreover, Sky’s increasingly monstrous reproductive tenden-
cies must yield to the softer and more recognizable sexuality of Aphrodite
if the loves of the gods and of men will be able to dominate the world in a
way that is recognizable for Hesiod’s human recipients. But there is also a
third consideration, involving the fundamental teleology of Hesiod’s whole
account. Hesiod’s 7heogony is directed towards an epic war between the Ti-
tans (the generation of Sky’s children) and the Olympians (the generation
of Cronus’), and it is only when Zeus and the other Olympians have deci-
sively defeated the Titans that Zeus can finally impose his rule of law and
justice on the world. From the generation of Sky’s children, the Olympians
led by Zeus manage to receive the crucial military support of the Cyclopes
and the Hundred-Handers, doubtless due to their resentment at Sky’s hav-
ing buried them alive in their mother Earth. Moreover, if we assume that
the Titans were in fact not incarcerated in Earth but escaped their confines
after their birth, it is obvious that the victory of the Olympians would never
have been possible if Sky had been permitted to continue producing further
Titans who would eventually have outnumbered and defeated the Olympi-
ans. The only way to prevent this from happening, given that Sky cannot be
killed, was to prevent him from reproducing further with Earth. So Earth’s
self-interest ultimately coincided with Zeus’, and with Hesiod’s — and, for
that matter, with ours.

3. Ancient Reactions to this Episode

Nothing whatsoever of these explanations appears to have been explicitly
mentioned by any ancient author. As is generally the case, ancient scholars
and interpreters tended not to link elements of the texts they read to larger
structures and themes but instead atomized them into small clusters of vers-
es, single lines or even just words, considering them as individual exegetical

8 Arguing against this view is Lardinois 2021.
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monads. In the present case, one explicit reaction in antiquity to the castra-
tion story in general seems to have been horror and disgust. Plato’s comment
in the Republic is not only typical, but also historically significant and highly
influential’:

Resp. 11 377¢-378b

[pdtov pév, v & &yd, 10 péylotov Koi mepl TV peyictov yeddog 6
gimmv 0V KOA®DC Eyedooto g OVpavdg Te NPydoaTo d enot opdcat aVTOV
‘Hoiodoc, 6 1e 0 Kpdvog g Etumpricoto antov. to 88 81 tod Kpdvov
gpyo kod wéon Vo Tod Véog, 008’ dv &l v AANO Gunv Seiv pading obtw
AéyecOot mpog Aepovac te Kol vEoug, GAAG ndAloTa peV orydobat, €l O€
avaykn Tig [V Aéyety, 81 dmoppritmv dKovEY O¢ OAyioTovg, ducauévong
oV yoipov GArA T péya kol dmopov Obua, dmwg &1L EAayiotolg cuvePn
axodoot.

Koi yap, 1 8 8¢, ovtoi ye ol Adyot yoremod.

Koi o0 Aektéor y’, Epnv, ® Adsipavte, 8v tij Nuetépa mOAEL. 00O AekTéov
VE® AKOVOVTL B¢ AdIK@Y Td Eoyato o0&V v BavpacTov motol, ovd’ ad
ad1koDVTa TATEPO KOAGL®V movTl TpOn®, dALA dpdn dv dnep Oedv ol
npdTol T€ Kol péyltoTol.

OV pa tov Ada, 1 8 8¢, 0088 adTd pot Sokel Emtydeta eivon AdyeLy.

“Firstly”, I said, “is the man who told the greatest lie about the greatest matters
and told that lie badly, about how Sky accomplished what Hesiod says he did,
and furthermore how Cronus took revenge on him. And as for Cronus’ deeds
and sufferings at the hands of his son, even if they were true, I would not think
they should be told to fools and youngsters in this lighthearted way, but should
be kept strictly quiet. And if there were any need to tell the story, then as few as
possible should hear it in secret, after sacrificing not a pig, but some huge victim,
so hard to get hold of that as few as possible hear the story”.

“My word”, he said, “these stories are dangerous stuff!”.

“What is more they are not to be told in our state, Adeimantus”, I said, “and a
young listener is not to be told that by committing the worst of crimes he would
be doing nothing remarkable, not even if he were punishing his father in every
way for doing wrong, but he would be doing what the first and greatest of the
gods did”.

“Certainly not”, he said; “I don’t myself think that it seems suitable to tell such
stories”.

(Text and translation adapted from Christopher Emlyn-Jones and William
Preddy, Loeb Classical Library)

? See for examples of the influence of this Platonic passage e.g. Philo Provid. 2, 34-35; Theodoret
Affect. 36.



86 GLENN W. MOST, HUGO H. KONING

Socrates begins by emphatically calling this story and the others connected
with it in the 7heogony a ‘li€’ or a ‘fiction’ — and indeed, a badly made one
(yeddog O immv 00 KOADG Eyevcarto, 377¢). But in fact he seems to be far
less concerned with the question of the veracity of Hesiod’s account for its
own sake than with the deleterious effects it is likely to have on its recipients:
even if it were true it should not be told so easily to people who lacked the
requisite intelligence or maturity to be able to deal with it correctly (378a).
Thus, as Francesca Schironi has shown in her article in this volume, its truth
is not really the issue, but instead its moral consequences'. Elsewhere Plato
shows explicitly the kind of danger that he only hints at here: in his Euzhy-
phro, the title character attempts in vain to justify to Socrates the lawsuit
that he is impiously bringing against his father by the treatment that Cronus
and Zeus meted out to their own fathers (Euthphr. 6a). Plato’s moral outrage
at the story of Cronus is conveyed by a small but telling detail: he does not
deign to say exactly what it was that Cronus did to his father but chooses
instead to refer to it only obliquely with the vague phrase <how Cronus took
revenge on him» (6 t&¢ av Kpdvog g étpoprcato adtov, 377e-378a) — a
form of euphemism by circumlocution.

4. Ancient Exegesis

How did ancient exegetical scholarship deal with this Hesiodic perplexity''?
The scholia vetera never assert anywhere that Hesiod’s account of Cronus’ cas-
tration of Sky is false. Instead, they deploy the two fundamental instruments of
etymology and allegoresis — the preferred exegetical tools whenever the ‘surface
text’ is deemed obscene, illogical, inconsistent, or otherwise unsatisfactory — in
order to rescue its truth by displacing its reference from the world of myth to
the world of nature'?. In other words, they do not locate the veracity of Hes-
iod’s story in its relation to some mythical event involving gods in a single early
moment of the history of the world, but rather, by means of allegoresis, in its
indication of a physical event involving mechanical forces that functioned in an
early moment of the history of the world and whose consequences continue to

10 So in general in antiquity. An exception: [Clem.] Homil. 2. Xenophanes criticizes other myths
as being fictions and implies that they are untrue; he does not refer in the surviving fragments to Cro-
nus’ castration of Sky but, if asked, he would doubtless have rejected this story too as false. Of course,
Xenophanes eschews allegoresis.

" The texts and translations cited below, and the whole conception of this article, derive from
years of intense collaboration and discussion between the two of us which will result shortly in Kon-
ing-Most (forthcoming). For further details and bibliography on the texts presented here, see that
volume.

'2 On allegoresis and etymology, see Most 2016.
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function throughout history into the present time. With regard to this physical
meaning, Hesiod’s story is completely true — indeed, if a story is to be inter-
preted allegorically, it must be considered to be true (otherwise it will be not
allegorized but rejected and providing an allegory for it would make no sense
whatsoever). The allegoresis extracts certain elements — objects or actions, not
necessarily the most prominent ones — from Hesiod’s mythic tale and reapplies
them to the physical account where they continue to work as they did in the
myth but now are recodified and applied to different persons and things. And
this allegoresis is supported by a procedure of etymology whereby the names
of the mythic personages are analyzed in such a way that they can be shown to
be made up of elements that convey the same message as the allegoresis does.
Sometimes the etymologies can make do with a bare minimum of phonemes;
often they seem rather arbitrary; almost always they are untenable from the
point of view of modern linguistic science. But they seem to provide the smok-
ing gun of unassailable evidence in the undeniable reality of the divine name
to legitimate the allegorical interpretation, which by contrast can sometimes
seem rather nebulous. Perhaps too the etymologies were useful in the ancient
classroom, to fix in the students memories the concrete association between a
deity’s name and its meaning which could serve to anchor the looser association
between the myth’s details and their signification.

There are two fundamental models of understanding Cronus’ castration
of Sky in the scholia vetera. The first one allegorizes Cronus as separation and
etymologizes his name as ‘separation’:

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 137 Di Gregorio:
Toug 8¢ uéD’ omlotatog: Kpdvov v dmokpioy tdV ctoyeiov, fv ar’
oAMAV Tomaodueva &v evtadio Aomov SEUEVAY.

After these, [scil. Cronus was born,] the youngest of all: Cronus is the separation
(apokrisis) of the elements; after they had made this separation from one another
they remained in good order forever after.

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 459 Di Gregorio:
Kol Tovg pev katémve Kpovog péyag: ...aAlot 8¢ pact Kpovov gipijcar, 61t
npdTOg OedV &ic kpiow EméPfae.

Great Cronus would swallow these down: ...Others say he is called Cronus be-
cause he was the first of the gods to proceed to separation (krisin).

Here the allegoresis focuses upon the act of separation by which Cronus cas-
trated Sky, i.e. separated his genitals from his body (but reference is also being
made to Cronus’ other notorious crime, his devouring of his children). Cro-
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nus’ activity remains exactly the same, but now Sky and his genitals vanish,
to be replaced by the elements'’. Here and elsewhere, the scholia presuppose
a cosmogonic model similar to that of Anaxagoras, in which everything was
mixed up at the beginning and then was distinguished and separated at a later
time'“. This allegoresis operates by a certain sleight of hand: for in the Hesiod-
ic text Cronus’ act of separation is performed on Sky, but in the explanation it
is applied to Cronus’ fellow Titans, which throughout the exegetical tradition
for this passage are equated with the elements'. But it is apparently support-
ed by the etymology of Cronus’ name as krisis or apokrisis'® (‘separation’): the
phonic similarity may seem scant, but it is evidently considered to be strong
enough to be acceptable, especially in conjunction with the allegoresis.

A Stoic variant of this interpretation, attributed to Chrysippus himself,
maintains the same concept of separation and the same etymology but ap-
plies these not to the beginning of the creation of the world but instead to
ordinary meteorological events in our present world:

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 459 Di Gregorio:

Kol Tovg pEv katémve Kpovog péyac: ... Xpoommog 6€ pnotv 6ti, kabvypwmv
6vt@v 1@V OAV Kol SUPPOV KATOPEPOUEVOV TOAADV, THV TOVTOV EKKPIGY
Kpdévov mvopdocdot.

Great Cronus would swallow these down: ...Chrysippus [SVF II 1090] says that
when everything is very wet and many rainstorms come down, their separation
(ekkrisis) is named Cronus.

Here the relation of the explanation to the myth seems tangential at best; per-
haps nothing more is involved than the same general kind of vertical move-
ment from above to below in both the ‘surface text’ and the physical allegory.
In Chrysippus, as in other philosophical authors like Cornutus and Plotinus
whom we shall encounter below, one might well ask whether what we see
is exegesis in the strict sense, 7.e. an interpretative activity directed above all
to the explication of an authoritative but troublesome text. Is Hesiod’s text
problematic in Chrysippus’ eyes? Does he intend his meteorological expla-
nation to rescue the archaic poet? Or is he simply using the myth in order
to support a natural philosophical point? Certainly Chrysippus’ focus here is

'3 Throughout the ancient and medieval exegetical tradition for this passage, the Titans are taken
as designating the elements. We expect to return on another occasion to this topic.

14 See for example Anaxagoras D9, D10, D12 Laks-Most = B1, B2, B4 Diels-Kranz.

!> Naturally, in our minds the separation of Sky’s genitals from his body also implies a separation
from Earth, but the exegetical texts do not make this explicit.

16 In this article we use boldface for certain letters in the transcriptions of etymologies in order to
give some idea of the phonetic similarities that seem to be intended.



HOW TO DEAL WITH A HESIODIC PERPLEXITY 89

not so much on Hesiod’s poetry as rather on his own meteorology. But he
is attempting to bolster his scientific argument with reference to evidence
drawn from a myth which is recounted by a celebrated ancient poet in a text
with which both he and his audience seem to be familiar (note his katapher-
omendn corresponding to Hesiod’s katepine) and by means of an etymology
(deriving Kronos from ekkrisin) which is found throughout the exegetical
tradition. If Chrysippus and his philosophical colleagues seem to speak more
about the myth and less about the poem this is surely not because they or
their audience had some other access to the myth than the poem, but because
it was part of the ethos of philosophy, the literary genre in which they were
writing, not to remain stuck in the texts as philologists were, but instead to
move upwards beyond them in a more conceptual direction. That is, it is a
question of professional identity. Thus, if Chrysippus is not performing exe-
gesis himself in the first instance, he remains an extremely valuable testimo-
nium to the exegetical tradition.

The second model is based upon the fact that it was very easy for any
speaker of ancient Greek to think of c¢hronos (‘time’) upon hearing the name
Kronos (‘Cronus)): the difference is merely the aspiration of the initial conso-
nant, though linguistically the alteration is much less obvious than any of the
ancients probably realized (in fact, the etymology of Cronus is debated). So it
is not surprising that the scholia vetera repeatedly identify Cronus with time
(though, as we shall see in a moment, this explanation fits his devouring of
his children much better than it does his castration of his father)':

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 137 Di Gregorio:
Tovg 8¢ péD’ omrotatog: ...7 Kpovov tov ypdvov, Ot t0 pev kpovmtel O

N

xPOVOC, Ta 0¢ paiver §| 6t AeAnBdtmc mapépyetal.

After these, [scil. Cronus was born,] the youngest of all: ...Or Cronus (Kronos) is
time (chronos), because time hides some things but brings others to light; or
because it goes by unnoticed.

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 459 Di Gregorio:

Kol Tovg pev katémve Kpdvog péyog: ...vouiletar 8¢ maig Ovpoavod kol
Mg, 611 ék Thg émtoAfig T@V VmEP YNg Kol VIO YV doTpwV O YPOHVOG
yivetat. d1d yop ToOTOV Kol HUEPOVIKTIOV Kol pijva kol kaipov dtopilopev.
Katamively 08 Aéyetal ta tékva, 0Tt doa O10 YpOVoL Yiveton T® ypOdvm TAAY
cuvolapdeipetal.

7 For another passage in the scholia vetera identifying Cronus with time, see Schol. ver. in Hes.

7h. 138 Di Gregorio.
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Great Cronus would swallow these down: ...He is considered to be a child of
Sky and Earth because time comes about from the rising of the stars above and
below the earth. For it is by means of him that we measure a day, a month, and
a season. He is said to swallow his children, because everything that is born by
means of time is destroyed in turn by time.

This interpretation is doubtless more satisfactory from the etymological point
of view than the first one in terms of krisis was; but it obviously applies much
better to the latter part of the story of Cronus, when he tried to conceal all
his children, than it does to the earlier account of his castration of Sky. After
all, it was a commonplace in Greek thought that time conceals what it brings
to light, 7.e. that it destroys everything that it generates. But how could time
possibly cut off the sky? However, it might be suggested that perhaps there
is a trace in the second passage of an attempt to connect a physical allegory
of Cronus’ ‘separation’ of Sky’s genitals to the etymology of Cronus’ name
as chronos in the use of the word diorizomen (‘we measure’), which can also
mean ‘we separate’ — that is, we separate the sky into measurable units and
thereby establish the units of time.

In the case of another scholium, there can be little doubt that it is mak-
ing a brave attempt to combine both of the two interpretations indicated
hitherto, and therefore also both of the two etymologies:

Schol. vet. in Hes. Th. 459 Di Gregorio:

Kol Tovg pev katénve Kpovog péyag: ..M 6& Extopr) avtod obtmg dvaAdeTaL
611 10D Ovpavod kai tiig Iijg piemg yevouévng élmoyoveito moAAG: it
oD ¥povov Ekacta dlaKpivavtog Koi To yevvnoévra ék Thic mpog dAANAa
pigemg Lmoyovodvrog, éktetufjcbor tov Ovpavov gipnrat.

Great Cronus would swallow these down: ... His act of castration is analyzed in
this way: that after the sexual intercourse of Sky and Earth, many living crea-
tures were born; and then, when time (chronos) had separated (diakrinantos)
each one and was producing the creatures born from the sexual intercourse
among themselves, it is said that Sky was castrated.

Here we have a reference to an early stage of cosmogony (not to the earliest
stage, as in the first allegoresis), in which the interpreter seems to invent out
of whole cloth the idea that many living creatures are born after Sky and
Earth have intercourse; these then have to be separated out (diakrinantos)
into the different species so that creatures can start to be born from the sexual
intercourse of creatures of one species with other ones of the same species,
and this process of separation is something that can only have occurred over
the course of time (chronoun). The exegesis is ingenious, and while its relation
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to the text of Hesiod is tenuous it may have been influenced by reports about
Empedocles’ theory of zoogony'®. But it is hard to see the application to Sky’s
castration as being fully justified; presumably the idea is that since Sky is no
longer generating the creatures himself, but instead they are generating one
another, he might be said to have lost his reproductive function, z.e. to have
been ‘cut out’ of the process, or castrated. This may be the best available inter-
pretation, but admittedly it is somewhat strained.

Both of these basic explanations are found not only in the scholia vetera
but also in exegetical sections of other authors who discuss this episode in
passing in the course of philosophical or theological disquisitions directed
towards other issues than the elucidation of Hesiod’s obscurities'. This is not
surprising: after all, such authors will have read Hesiod’s poems in school and
will thereby have used commentaries which bear some, admittedly highly
uncertain relation to the scholia vetera that have reached us. Passages like the
ones cited in the note have the status of testimonia with regard to the directly
transmitted scholia vetera; and in the other direction these authors give evi-
dence for the diffusion of material from the scholia vetera throughout ancient
learned culture as a whole.

But there are also two cases in which explanations of this episode appear
in exegetical sections of non-exegetical authors which do not coincide with
any of the material in the surviving scholia vetera. One is found in Cornutus’

Compendium of Greek Theology:

Corn. Nat. deor. 7

Tekevtoiov 0& 0 pev Kpovog iotopeital cvvey®dg Katidvio Emi 1@
puityvocBor ) I'fi tov Ovpavov éktepelv kail madoal tig OPpewg, O
0¢ Zgbg €kParadv adtov Tig Paciieiog koatotopTopdoat. il yodv
ToVTOV oivittovial Ott N Ti¢ TdV dAwv yevécewg TaElg, fiv Epauev
and 1o kpoaivetv Kpdvov egipficBat, v ywopévnv témg mOAANV
POy 10D TEPLEYOVTOG EML TNV YTV £0TEILE AEMTOTEPAG TONGOGO TAG
avaboulacelc.

Finally, it is reported, Cronus castrated Sky, who was incessantly descending
in order to have sexual intercourse with Earth, and put a stop to his outrage;
and Zeus cast Cronus out from the kingship and hurled him down into Tar-
tarus [cf. Hes. 7h. 490-491]. They hint thereby that the arrangement of the
origin of the universe, which we said [cf. Nat. deor. 3, p. 3.10 Torres] was called
‘Cronus’ (Kronos) from krainein (‘fulfilling’), curbed the flowing towards the

'8 Cf. Emp. D151 Laks-Most = A72 Diels-Kranz.
' Cronus is separation: [Clem.] Homil. 13. Cronus is time: Corn. Nat. deor. p. 2 app. crit. 15-16
Torres; [Clem.] Recogn. X 31, Homil. 6,7 and 6, 13; Psellus, Treatise 47, p. 169.30-35 Duffy.
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earth (which had been intense up to that moment) on the part of what was
surrounding it, by making the evaporations finer.

This is a particularly rich and complex allegoresis in which the myth of Sky’s
incessant sexual encroachment upon Earth (not Earth’s angry resentment at
his tendency to keep his children imprisoned inside her) is referred to a stage
in cosmogony in which the evaporations or elemental movements became
less dense and as a result the intense flow of the atmosphere towards the earth
was reduced (ie. cut back); it is supported by an etymology, not attested
elsewhere, of Cronus from krainein (‘to fulfill’). Perhaps the arrangement of
the universe is being thought of as a kind of k#isis (‘separation’); and surely
the reference to the rusin (‘lowing’) towards the earth must have some con-
nection with the goddess Rhea (often associated with some sort of cosmic
‘low’ because of her name). It is not impossible that Cornutus has invented
this explanation himself, or has taken it from a Stoic source which is other-
wise lost and cannot be identified. But it might also have appeared in an-
cient commentarial literature which either was not taken up into the scholia
vetera or was taken up and then was omitted. As we saw earlier, Cornutus’
philosophical approach means that, like Chrysippus above, he is applying the
results of exegesis rather than performing exegesis directly himself; but his
proximity to the Hesiodic text is indicated by his constant prose paraphras-
es for Hesiod’s poetic language; and it is not accidental that an anonymous
medieval author later interpolated into his text a passage of direct exegesis of
Hesiod which has been preserved in a small part of the tradition®.

The other passage in which exegetical material in a non-exegetical author
is not paralleled in the surviving scholia vetera appears in Plotinus:

Plot. Enn. V 8, 13

‘O obv 0g0¢g 6 €ig 10 pévery GoavTOC dedepévoc Kol GLYXOPHGAS T
nodi Todde 10D mAVTOG EpPYEY — O YAp NV oOTH TPOC TPOTOL TNV EKET
apynv aeévtt veotépav abTod kol Votépav pebémetv kopov Exovtl
TOV KOADOV — TadT’ Aeelc €0TNcE T TOV aLTOD mWOTéPA €ig £0VTOV,
Kol péypic ovtod mpog 10 dve- Eotnoe & ad kai to i OdTepa Amd
100 Todog dpEapeva eivor pet’ adTov, Hote petald dpeoiv yevésOal
TN T€ £TEPOTNTL THG TPOC TO GV® ATOTOUTNG Kol T® GvEYOVTL GO TOD
UET” aDTOV TPOG TO KAT® decu®d, UETAEDL OV TATPOC TE ApEivovog Kol
fiTTovog vigog.

Therefore the god [i.e. Cronus], who is bound [cf. Hes. 75. 718] so that he
remains in the same way and who has yielded to his son his rule over this

2 The text of this addendum is edited in Torres 2018, app. crit. to p. 2, line 16.
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universe — for it would not have been in accordance with his character for him
to relinquish his rule in the higher world and to seek after a [sczl. different]
rule, inferior to himself and later, out of satiety (koros) with beauties [i.e. the
transcendent ones] — lets these things here go and establishes his father in him-
self, extending as far as him [7.e. Sky] upwards; and he has established in turn in
the opposite direction what begins to exist starting from his son after himself,
so that he comes to be between the two, because of the difference of his cutting
with regard to what is upwards and by the bond holding him above what comes
downwards after him: he is between a better father and a worse son.

Plotinus’ allegoresis is not only unique outside the Neoplatonic tradition to
which he helps give rise, it is also unusual within Plotinus himself, given that
he indulges far less in interpretation of the early poets than his Neoplatonic
successors do. Plotinus interprets the Hesiodic genealogical sequence Sky-
Cronus-Zeus allegorically as a representation of the metaphysical sequence
One-Intellect-Soul. Cronus mediates between on the one hand the One
(Sky), from which he has distanced himself by cutting it, and on the other
hand Soul (Zeus), from whom he is both linked and separated by the indissol-
uble bonds that keep him located in the central position, where his condition
is one of delighted satisfaction with all the beautiful things his layer of reality
has to offer. Plotinus takes individual elements of the myth — the cutting, the
bonds — and isolates them from their narrative context so that he can reapply
them in a highly creative way in support of his metaphysical doctrine: Cro-
nus does indeed perform a cutting of Sky, but it is not an emasculation but
instead a cutting off, whereby Sky, as the highest and perfectly transcendent
region, become absolutus in the literal sense, ‘disconnected’ from the other
layers of reality; and he is indeed bound by Zeus, but these bonds are not a
constraint but an expression of interconnectedness. It is very hard to imagine
that such complex allegoreses ever figured in the ancient exegetical tradition
— or that any student would have understood them if they had. So they are
not intended to enter the ordinary schoolroom; like those of Chrysippus and
Cornutus, they manifest the philosopher’s familiarity with the classical texts
and with their exegetical tradition and they help convince students who share
this same familiarity, without getting entangled in philological minutiae.

5. Medieval Exegesis

The scholia vetera transmitted to the Byzantine Middle Ages what survived
from the scholarship of antiquity. But the Byzantines not only studied the an-
cient scholia, they also created their own bodies of exegetical material; some
of these are compilations and are referred to by modern scholars as the scholia
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recentiora, while others can be assigned to single scholars (some of whom re-
main anonymous). In part these repeat ancient explanations. For example, in
his commentary on the 7heagony, probably dating from sometime in the 11
or 12* century, John Diaconus Galenus explained Cronus as separation (ad
459) or as time (ad 134); the latter etymology is found also in the so-called
Anonymous Exegesis (ad 459), presumably from about the same period, and in
the scholia recentiora (ad 178 p. 228.23-27 Flach). So too, Galenus’ etymolo-
gy of Cronus as koron noun (‘pure mind’, ad 617) harks back to an etymolo-
gy in Plato’s Cratylus (396b).

But the Byzantine scholars, working in a very different historical and
religious context, also contribute several new ideas to the tradition of exegesis
of Cronus®. In particular, all three of the ones just cited interpret the myth
of Cronus as an allegory of the procedure by which humans perform agri-
culture”: Galenus ad 171; the Anonymous Exegesis ad 159 and 178; and the
scholia recentiora ad 181 (which is derived from Galenus’ commentary). Here
are two of their interpretations in full. First, Galenus:

lo. Gal. in Hes. 75. 171

TotpOG Y€ SLVGOVOHOV: “Ovom®VLUOG” 0& O 0VPAVOG AfyeTol KOTO
avtigpaoty, yovv 10Tt Gpel, TOVTEGTL PLAGGGEL Kol EvOov £avToD
dmorheiel To mavta- todto 8¢ olov dnddov Sokel katd OV pdOoV
Tolg Tnpovpévolc. Aéyetal 0¢, moAl®dV kal dAlov thg ['fg e Kal
to0 Ovpavod Oviov maidov, puovog 6 Kpdvog v kat’ avtod
BovAnv peletiical kal dpmmv €v yeipl Kataoyelv, Tapodcov O ¥poOVoG
UETAKVAIVOOVUEVOC, TOV €€ 0VpOvOD TE Kal YT AVadO0UEVMY KAPTRV
Kol TG YOVIHOTNTOG A@avioTiKOg £6TV 1 Beplotikdc: tod yap BEpovg
ELBOVTOC, Oepilovot Ta dpla ol dvOpwmotl dpemavag &v yepoiv EYOVTeg,
TV €€ 0vpavod dNAadT EVKPATMS TOTC oTEPUACL Kuil €K YTi¢ éviefeioay
YOVIHOTNTO. TAAWV 8¢ pimtovot “@épechal éEomicw”, mTapdGOV TOVG
omopovg €K TOV Beplofévimv motodot.

Evil-named father: The sky (ouranos) is called “evil-named” by antiphrasis, be-
cause it protects (drei), i.e. guards and locks up everything within itself; this
seems to be in disaccord with things being preserved according to the myth. Al-
though there were many other children of Earth and Sky, only Cronus is said to
have devoted himself to the plot against Sky and to have taken the sickle in his
hand, inasmuch as time (chron0s), as it revolves around, destroys or reaps (ther-

2! See also Galenus ad 383, where Cronus is etymologized as korainontos (apparently ‘black’ or
‘invisible’), presumably referring to his concealment of his children.

2 For a remarkable Christianized allegoresis of Cronus, see Galenus ad 617. We expect
to return to this passage on another occasion in a more general study of this and other Byz-
antine commentaries.
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istikos) the crops that grow from the sky and earth and their generative power.
For when the summer (theros) comes, people hold sickles in their hands and
harvest (therizousi) what is ripe, evidently the generative power that is implant-
ed into the seeds from the sky and from the earth in a temperate fashion. In
turn they “throw them to be borne away backwards” [75. 181-182], insofar as
they make the sowings out of what has been harvested.

For the first time, as far as we can tell, the myth is explained explicitly with
reference not to a primordial cosmogonic event (nor even to a recurrent me-
teorological one, as in the passage from Chrysippus noted above), but in-
stead to an ordinary, perfectly quotidian human activity. Cronus’ baleful
primordial sickle becomes an everyday agricultural instrument; the reaping
of Sky’s genitals, which in Hesiod (fjunce, 7h. 181) had been an extraordi-
nary symbol for Cronus’ monstrous act of castration, is now restored to its
literal meaning of the farmers using a sickle to cut off the edible portions of
their crops during the annual harvest — it is obvious we are dealing here with
a recurring phenomenon: this happens every summer as Cronus «revolves
around». The interpretation is further ‘proven’ by Cronus throwing Sky’s gen-
itals away backwards, a gesture that apparently resembles a typical harvesting
technique?. Galenus thus already propounds an interpretation of Cronus as a
prototypical farmer or inventor of agriculture, predating the views of certain
modern scholars by many centuries®.

According to the reading preserved in Galenus, Sky is (with the aid of
etymology) cast as a guardian here, unwilling to release the fruits of his gen-
erative powers — hence the necessary intervention of Cronus. Galenus states
clearly that these powers are shared with Earth, a union that is further ex-
plained by the Anonymous:

Anon. Exeg. in Hes. Th. 159

N 0’ évtog otovoayileto: 1 d¢ yi], enoi, TOTE PEV TOAAG dvagieioa,
TOTE 0& VOATMON TANUUOpaV &V £00TH deyxouévn, “éotovayileto” kal
£0TEVOYMPETTO. Eunyaviooto 0& “doiiav”’, fyovv cuvetnv Téyvny.
KOTAGKEVAGAGH Yap Gmd Addpavtog, fiTol o1dnpov, Spemdvny eine TOiC
¢iloig mdol maloi: THeopnoo®pedo TOV HUOV TaTéEPO. TAVTOV 08 TPOG
Tovpyov dethavdpnohvimv, 6 Kpdvoc povoc £0éppnce todto motfoal.

3 Cf. Anon. Exeg. in Hes. Th. 174, focusing on a similar harvesting technique: «Just as men who
sit in ambush lie in wait and are hidden, so too harvesters, sitting down as if in a kind of ambush, reap
the ears of corn. So it is the earth, he is saying, that has taught humankind how they must pursue these
matters. She also gave them a “sickle with jagged teeth” and provided them with all kinds of devices [cf.
7h. 175]». It is the similarity in posture in the story (and not etymology) that opens up the allegory.
And «the rest is mythical».

% See e.g. Baldry 1952 for Cronus as a harvest-god; West 1966, p. 218 opposes the view; see,
more recently, Tralau 2018.
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KOA®G & ToDTO £ime. mAVTO YAP TO &K TG YAS MPOEPYOUEVH UNTEPQ
KEKTNVTAL TAOTNV. TIVOV 0& ToVTOV Un dvvnbévimv otical v Tdv
VO4TOV AToKTOV QOPAV UNdE KOAMG petépyecbat ta thg yig, novog
0 Kpovog dniovott 6 dpyoatdtatog tdv dvlponwv <todto £dvvnom,
Oappnoavteg 6&> petnecov pev ta THC YN, Tod 0& 0VpOvVOD 0VOE
oAyov éppovtilov.

But [scil. huge Earth] groaned within: The earth, he says, sometimes sending up
many things and sometimes receiving within herself a watery flood, “groaned”
and was constricted. She contrived a “trick”, i.e. an intelligent strategy. For af-
ter she had prepared a sickle out of adamant, Z.e. iron, she said to all her belov-
ed children, “Let us punish your father”. All the others reacted to this task with
cowardice, and only Cronus had the courage to do it. And Hesiod has said this
well. For all the things that come forth from the earth have her as their mother.
And while some of them were unable to stop the disorderly rush of the waters
and to pursue well the matters of the earth [i.e. agriculture], only Cronus, ob-
viously the most primeval human being, <was able to do this, and when they
had taken courage> they pursued the matters of the earth, while they cared not
even a little bit for the heavens.

In this passage, Sky and Earth are more clearly connected by the «watery flood»
that Earth receives from Sky. In contrast to Galenus, the Anonymous takes a
diachronic perspective: Cronus (again singled out as the only one daring to op-
pose Sky) wields his sickle and cuts off the «disorderly rush of the waters» that
troubled Earth — perhaps not so much hinting at the reaping of corn but rather
at the practice of irrigation, the ‘ordering’ of water, or, perhaps more likely, the
sowing of seed®. Cronus is thus not likened to everyday farmers, but hailed as
the inventor of agriculture, that «most primeval human beingy, getting help
from Earth (whose «trick» becomes a techne, a strategy or skill). From his act
onwards, people do not care about the heavens anymore (echoing Cronus’ own
words in 7h. 171-172, «I do not care at all about our evil-named father») as
they can replace Sky’s generative function and focus on earth alone.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, throughout its millennial duration, scholars dealt with this
particular Hesiodic perplexity by physical allegories supported by etymolo-

gies. Whereas Plato in outrage rejects the myth as false and hence refuses to

» Cf. the mention of the «temperate fashion» in the passage from Galenus. Agriculture is a
profession that depends on measure and regularity. See also the passage from Cornutus quoted above,
stating that Cronus «curbed the flowing towards the earth».
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countenance attempts to save it by means of exegesis, the scholarly traditions
do not question its truthfulness and attempt to salvage this by allegoresis.
The transmitted scholia focus much less on the problems posed by the myth
than on the solutions they offer for them; this may be due to the abridged
and compilatory character of our scholia, partly to a scholastic emphasis not
on what is wrong with the text but on how it is to be understood. But the
millennial effort to explain this passage is eloquent testimony to the perplex-
ity that its readers felt. The tradition reveals, as all traditions do, both conti-
nuities over time and innovations that are tied to changes in world view and
historical context. The interpreters saved the truth of the myth by referring
it not to problematic divinities but to real natural processes — either to one-
time events during the creation of the world or to recurrent events in our
own world once this had been established. The latter is far more frequent in
Byzantine scholia than in the scholia vetera and may even have been a Byzan-
tine development. If so, this may have been because of the greater centrality
and importance of the Works and Days in Byzantine culture compared to the
Theogony (interpreting the myth in terms of ordinary agricultural practice
would have aligned this passage of the 7heogony with the Hesiodic poem that
people knew better and hence made it more acceptable), perhaps too because
of pressure from a competing and far more prestigious account of the origin
of the world, namely the one in Genesis (thereby rendering an interpreta-
tion in terms of pagan philosophical cosmogony less attractive). From Philo
onwards, it was common to compare Genesis to the 7heogony, and Moses to
Hesiod — and whereas the Biblical account was always credited with the full
truth, medieval scholars found much that they were able to explain in their
natural world by having recourse to Hesiod as well.
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