
GREEK METAPHORS OF LIGHT 

SIGHT, and its object light, appear to be universal metaphors in human lan- 
guage, both for intellectual apprehension or activity and its objects and also 
for the experience of aesthetic and moral values. The figure is applied equally 
to the course or end of a rational approach to knowledge, giving scarcely-felt 
imagery like 'I see', 'look into', etc., or to a pictorially described 'illumination' 
or 'vision' that lies beyond the range of reason. Some phrases are applicable 
in both senses; to 'see the light' may connote either logical grasp of a fact or 
religious conversion. 

The development of some uses of the metaphor may be traced in Greek writers 
of the classical period, and the study is perhaps worth making, if only in brief 
outline. 

In Homer some recurring expressions show that the line between literal and 
figurative meaning is not easy to draw. Such are phrases in which either the 
body's or the mind's eye 'sees' danger or trouble in some form approaching. 

II. 20. 48I, 7rpoaO' Opo'v Oavarov. 
II. I8. 250, o yap otos opa arpodacwo Kal orlcrao. 

Cf. Od. 24. 452; II. I. 343, the same phrase with vo-craat (see below); II. 3. 
I09-10, with AEV'TcrL. 

Aevaacw can introduce an object-clause, with the same ambiguity of meaning, 
or a question, with the sense of considering a plan. 

II. I. 120, XevCaare yap TO ye rravres, o Lot ypas Epxerat MA. 
II. 3. 1 I , AevToEL, oTWS ?oX apLara LtEr' aflorepotLcr yer?rat. 

But for the sense of pondering or contriving ueplpqr)ploW and pcaldvw are more 
frequent. 

aKE7TrotLaL, correlative of aKo7rT which becomes one of the commonest words 
in figurative use, appears to be always literal in Homer. 

goaolJat has characteristically the figurative sense of seeing with the mind's 
eye, whether in present imagination or in foreboding. 

Od. I. I 5, ocrcro/pEVOS Trarep eUOAov evL cpec'v. Cf. Od. 20. 8i. 
II. 18. 224, ocaovro yap aAyea Ovipc. 
Od. Io. 374, KaKa 8'oarero OvO6s. Cf. Od. i8. 154. 

o1rrlolatL conveys 'regard' in the sense of respect or awe. 

II. i8. 2 6, JriTTpos .. . . corTert eETer7V. 

II. 22. 332, ef/e 
' o vSev o7rCEo voaqoLv Eovra. 

The confusion between literal and figurative uses is illustrated by voo3, which 
later comes to denote specifically intellectual perception. In Homer it frequently 
means to see in the physical sense, passing on to several metaphorical uses- 
understand, purpose, contrive-followed by o7rros or an infinitive. 

II. 3. 2I-2, rov cwS EVOraEev . . I EPXoEEvov. 
Od. i8. 228, OVMuJ VOEC Kat ofaa EKaara. 

II. 9. 600, pr? JOLO rTaa vTaVOE peJl. 
II. 10. 224-5, Trp o TOv evorcaev, |( Srros KEp8os fy. 
Od. i I. 62-63, OVK evodiaca ... KarafBvat. 
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aivot) and qal`vop,at take a number of figurative or semi-figurative meanings. 
Od. 8. 499, 1a)ve 8' aOL&7jv. 
II. 7. 325, apiarrq baiv?ro 3TovAr. 
Od. 4. 5I9, 7E .. . . alVEro VOaTO9. 

While the verbs show in Homer this variety of usage, the noun ados, has one 
distinctive figurative sense, that of salvation or help. 

II. 6. 6, dtocs ' cEdpoLawv Or7KEV. 

Also occasionally of a person-pride or comfort. 
Od. I6. 23, TqAHjLaXE, YAvKepOv Cadosg. 

rKcdros can be semi-figurative of the darkness of death. 

I1. 4. 46I, Tov S aKo'Tos oaare KaXAViev. 

oKdoLos appears once as equivalent to voOos. 

II. 6. 24, aKO'7ov E e yeLvaro rL7r7'p. 

Aa,FLrpds, later figurative in a distinctive use, is only literal in Homer. 

With Pindar the metaphor of light is very frequent in one usage, as applied 
to the radiant distinction or fame of a person or object. There do not seem to be 
many instances of subjective use of verbs of sight to denote mental perception. 

The most characteristic words are aaos, o, yAayyos , ayAaros , AAa crpo , Aa o, 
fAE'yo,cal. 

Pyth. 8. 96-97, orav aiyAa &do'aoroT os0 , A [ Aa/rrpov 'eyyos cTrecMrv. 
01. 2. 53-56, 7TAoTros . . . C ar-ap aptIrAos, ETvtu7Tarov aV8pl 4'yyos. 
Nem. 3. 83-84, Trv yE EV .. 8EOSpKEV 4adoS. 
Pyth. 1. 45, EVCpoavva re Kal 8do' ErMITAEyeL. 
Isth. I. 22, AdL,Treit 8e crabs daperd. 
Fr. 99 b 3, 'Havxlas Tor atLpov ados;. 

ados is also used of a person, as in Homer. 

Isth. 2. I 7, avpa . . . KpayaTilvov dcos. 

CKOTOS and cognate words are by contrast used to convey the disgrace of 

obscurity, failure, neglect, or deception. 
01. I. 83, EV aKdKOT KaO7rLEvOS. 
Neem. 7. 6I, aKOTreov arEXwv boyov. 
Nem. 7. I2-14, /eKyTaal ? . . . AVal | o .. . Xovtv eIovtL Eo6evat. 
Nem. 8. 32-34, Opa . . | ro v Xatrpo,v /taraI, | riv 8' add'wvTcr KV8OS 

dLVTIVEE& aOpov. 

rvbAXos is found in the sense of mental blindness to the right course or to 
true worth. 

Isth. 5. 56, ovot TETV(f(hWTaL CLaKpOS I JL0dXOS aLVO8pv. 

Nem. 7. 23-24, TVbAOVX 8' EXEL I irop opuAos avapc, v o rrTAXerTOS. E 'yap 7)v 

ra dY adOELav loS,?ev, KTA. 

Sir Maurice Bowra,' writing on the Proem of Parmenides, stresses the im- 
plication in Pindar's imagery of truth as an integral part of glory and fame. Both 

I Problems in Greek Poetry, pp. 38 ff. 
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Pindar and Parmenides, he argues, 'regard knowledge as a kind of enlighten- 
ment, ignorance as a kind of darkness' (p. 41). He quotes Nem. 7. 12-I4 as 
typical of these meanings, and argues that the metaphor of Light ) ( Darkness 
in relation to knowledge starts from the period of these two writers. It must be 
allowed that the sense of 'being known' is often present in words like Aa/l-rpos, 
but the idea of 'brightness' confronting the mind's eye is surely more essential. 
The imagery is strongly visual, and the real parallel to Pindar's language is 
found rather in those passages (e.g.) of the Phaedrus' where Plato uses terms 
from the Mysteries, or in his description of the Good as To 7r&al tcos , rapexov,2 
than in the development of language applied to the subjective experience of 
the approach to knowledge. In Parmenides' Proem, as Bowra rightly says, 'the 
transition from Night to Day is the transition from ignorance to knowledge'.3 
There is, however, little or nothing to be found in the fragments of further 
use of the metaphor of light in either a subjective or an objective application. 

The tradition that Heraclitus from the obscurity of his sayings was called 
o aKOTreWvO appears first in the Aristotelian De Mundo 396b20, but may well come 
from a much earlier date. aKorELvos and cognate words become established in 

prose usage to connote obscurity or deceit. 

Plato, Rep. 558 d, Lva /L KorKoTELVWs LaAeyCotLea. 
Laws 864 c, LTerTd KOTOVS Kat d7raT7s'. 

Aeschin. 2. 34, aKOTELVOV 7rpooipLov. 

The pre-Socratic philosophers themselves do not appear to contribute any- 
thing to our inquiry. 

With the tragic writers some of the characteristic Homeric and Pindaric 
imagery recurs, with bold metaphors especially in choric passages. In dialogue, 
usages appear which become familiar in prose. Light connotes salvation, glory, 
virtue, also certainty and truth. Aarirpos and (b&s are frequent, and both may be 
applied to persons. Verbs of sight may also convey perception of fact, provision, 
precaution. 

Aesch. Pers. 150-1, '?E 0e?wV l'aov oOaA,zots J cdos oplaiarat tt,rT]p flaotAE'COS . 
Ag. 389, 7TpE7TeL 86, 4ws a'voAa"eS ' , a'vo. 

772, adKa 8 Xe AltrE ... E. ev uaKaL7TOLs ozSJJaatv. 
Cho. 809, 'AEvOeptlas OC,s AacLr7rpov l8Etv. 

Eum. 797, AapTrrpa paprvpLa. 
Soph. El. 66, e'xpots aaTpov Ws Aad,bL v. 

Ant. 599-600, vvv yap ... . reraro qaCos Ev OtS&l7ov /so0LS,. 
Track. 1174, raur' . . . Aauqrrpa avYuLalve4. 

Eur. El. 37, aLXrrpo ... e' yevos. 
Or. 243-4, 'KEL iwOS ELOS .. . KaKOlS- I a|v7p. 
Suppl. 324-5. al 8' 7ravXo[ aKQoreTva Trpaccrovcraa& roAELis aKoreVva Kal 

9AE7TOVULV evAa/fov/LevaL. 

Characteristic of tragedy (also occasional in Homer) are those mixed meta- 
phors for which W. B. Stanford4 adopts the term intersensual, as 'catachrestic 
uses of verbs meaning 'to see' or 'to hear' for the general sensuous term "to 
perceive" '. 

Phaedrus 249-50. 3 Op. cit., p. 37. 
2 Republic 5403. ? Greek Metaphor, pp. 47 ff. 
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Examples importing words of sight: 
Od. 8. 499, 4aFve 8' dotoLv. 
Aesch. Pers. 395, acLAm7y o'dvr.j rdvr' KV' EKECI re'AeyEV. 
Soph. Trach. 693, 8opKoo/at kCa'rv. 

O. T. I86, 7rratLv oE Ad/TreL. 
El. I4IO, 18oov LtA' avi Opo~ TLS. 

Eur. El. 1039, o bo'yos Aatxrrpvera.a 

While in some instances (e.g. Aesch. Pers. 395) the combination gives great 
vividness of effect, in most the general sense of perception appears to be 
superseding the proper meaning of the words of sight. 

Euripides in one or two examples suggests a conscious correlation of the 
visual with the intellectual faculty. 

Eur. Hel. 122, avrVTo yap ooaoLs Elso/0L&V- KaL VOVS opa. 

Phoen. 463-4 , ' a oLv e a xp7, Jo?vov aKorrTerv, KcaK&v 8e Tr'v 

'Tplv 77EVoss Lwvelav ecELv. 

The use of verbs of sight, chiefly op62, to connote knowledge, provision, pre- 
caution, etc., is found mainly in dialogue passages, with various constructions, 
and is specially characteristic of Sophocles. On a rough count, Aeschylus gives 
14 such examples in 7 plays, Sophocles 38 in 7, Euripides 43 in 20. 

Aesch. P.V. 259, o3X opas OTL i[ 7 '/prES; 
Eum. 269, o0lr 8s KE' LtS' aAAos Aj\lTrV. 

Soph. Trach. 706, Op& c e' C 'pyov 8ELVV dELpyawcie'vv. 

Aj. I3I3, opa li-r rovflov, aAa Kal rT aov. 
Ant. I270, T7)v 8IK7V ISELV. 
Phil. 519, pa ... . . )... . . vXep?js 7apls. 

Eur. Hipp. 379, Tr8' dOproE v o78e. 

I.A. 674, XP7C ro y' EVr'efes' K07OTrV. 

Tro. 93I, TOV 'v0ev 8' US 'XUKEL L aea Aoyov. 

As against the weakening metaphor in verbs like op&c and aKorrO, the use of 
AseTrw and its compounds is found in a figurative (or semi-figurative) sense of 

appealing for help or consideration, or again regarding a standard. The usage 
(mainly with E' or 7rpos) seems most frequent with Euripides. 

Soph. El. 958-9, Es rTv' eAmrrlwcv 1[ fAbaa' . . ; 
Eur. Med. 247, rrpos iav bvx)?v PfA'vTW. 

I.T. 928, To 8' .lpyos rrpos aer vvv adroBAAeret. 
Andr. 404, Trpos rt Xp1 fXAerrc ; 

With the prose writers of the fifth and fourth centuries the use of aKO7reLv or 
opav to denote intellectual perception or inquiry becomes confirmed, especially 
in passages of direct speech, with the addition of compounds such as rrpoopav or 
evopiv, and often in close conjunction with words of thinking. 

Hdt. I. I20, ao ... rrpoo7rTTov ErT .... . . 0ofIEpov 'T EVWopjI?EV .... 

Thuc. I. 10, ar TLaTev... K. . KOTrev ... vo.IeV .... 

Xen. Hell. 2. 4. 40, aKe'aacOEe l... t. tdya 9pov7prEov. 
Dem. Lept. 54, 7rAaL ... E. aKESOaL TavTa Kal Eyvcaac rO7rpoaoJKev. 

Examples of 'intersensual' metaphor are also found. 
Dem. 01. 3. I, oTrav ro ... '. 7rorpos' Tov Aoyovs ois CLKOV). 
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Plato's uses of the metaphor of light are repeated and various. It appears 
constantly in the subjective application, signifying by a verb (most frequently 
aKor$T) the use of the mind's eye to 'look into' a matter under discussion. 
Typically it is Socrates who uses the figure in leading an inquiry, often with an 
imperative or hortatory subjunctive. Instances are very frequent in passages 
of close investigation, as in Meno, parts ofPhaedo, and Theaetetus. A few examples 
from Meno will serve. 

Meno 82c, (e SC (cKOr7TL. 

87b, VTroBe/LEvo .. aK07T(/LEV. 

87d, sOKE ... . .aKE'TEov ELvat. 

78c, 'Sto)eLV .. rTov0ro el dcAr es ACyeCS. 

82a, ov 7rpoS 'rovro fAi`rbas- EtLTrv. 

The metaphor of blindness is sometimes correlated with sight in this applica- 
tion to thought. 

Gorg. 479b, KLvSfvevol ... . . TO yevoV . . .KaOopav, 7rpos 8e rT wi&etqov 

'rvqA6s EXELV Kal ayvoElv KrA. 

Phaedo 96c, VTro ravrrls Trl77 aKECEWSos OVTco croSpa Ervq;Aco07lv, arTE Tarelzaov 
KTA. 

Theaet. z 74e, aiLuAuv Kat l aY'tKpov opcvrcov, 0ov Savvayvcv els T'o 7Ta ael 

PAEtrEW Kca XoyiSeaOat KrA. 

So far, Plato uses imagery already established in prose usage, and often 
little felt. But with fAcr&t and atroflAe7To, in particular, he brings in stronger 
metaphors following in part the usages of tragedy. 

Gorg. 507d, o acKOrTd ... Tp. . ST s v S A7Trova L EL v. 

Rep. 484c, a,r86 o3vv&Lievof ctSnrep ypa q s ES Tro dAl7qOararov arroflAeovres KrA. 

Similes of this kind, referring to the painter's work, are frequent in the Republic 
377e, 500e-50Ic, 504d, 540c, etc. 

Cf. Theaet. I87a, b, opa . . rdvra ra T rpoaev JEaXAEltas, et rt ptFAAov KaOopas. 
Tim. 26c, aKovotL?eva .. . oov eyKavplara aVEKTrAV'TV ypaijas 4ptpovd jot 

y.yoveva YEyOVEV. 
Laws 769a, KaOa7Tep ~cypadw .v .. . . irrpayTareta KrA. 

The outstanding application of the metaphor in Plato's thought is found in his 
description of the Form as rapadStypa, with particulars as elKOVES or pfyxjtara. 

Parm. 132d, ra ' v etE?'v .. . U caTrep rrapaSelylara LTrdvat ev Er 9UCEt, ra 
S0 c'Aa rTovTOLS EOLKEVat KTA. 

As so far illustrated, Plato's metaphors of light are used to denote the stand- 
point of the percipient subject. In another type of application they convey the 
quality of the object contemplated, and show much affinity with earlier and 
poetic imagery. 

In Republic 6-7, where the metaphor dominates, the two applications are 
combined. In the Sun parable, sight connotes knowledge, the sun and its light 
truth and supreme value. Words from the poets carry a strong emotional 
meaning. 

Rep. 478c, So'a is described as yvcocows gLxv oKorcoTSecrpoV, ayvotas &e 

4avodrepov. 506c, rvAcad re Kal aKoAtad contrasted with bavcd re Ka Ka Aa. 
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The distinction developed in this passage between opaTr and vor7^r illustrates 
how completely voo6 and its cognates have passed from the Homeric sense of 
'see' to the characteristic meaning 'think'. 

Amid the elaborate imagery of the Sun and the Cave allegories (separated 
by the Line, itself an appeal to the visual faculty), one or two rather strange 
inconsistencies remain. Plato appears to disregard, in order to maintain the 
analogy with intellectual perception of the Good, the impossibility of the Sun's 
being directly regarded by the human eye. If we in our atmosphere are aware 
of this limitation, he must have been yet more so; and in fact there are passages 
elsewhere in which by implication he admits it. 

Phaedo 99 d, e, ol T'v 7AXov KAEirroVTra OewpovrTes Kal aKo7OVE/VO . . . 

caJMOELpovTraL Ta opLkaTa, 'av 1, E'v VOaTL . . . (JKTCo7rVTaL Trv EKova avrov. 

Here, whatever the philosophical interpretation, it is clearly suggested 
that to look directly at the sun, even in eclipse, is unwise. 

Laws 897d, rkj ... E' evaTavTlas otov Els 7'AXov arro/EAc7rovres, VVKTCa V PLEaT)f- 

ppLa Trayo/cEvot, 7TOrICTWrLEeca T77V 7TdroKptC(TL . . . 
7rpoS S E Kova TOV EpoOTW- 

LcEVov IAXEovras aaqaAE'XrpVpov opav. 

But in the Republic he ignores the difficulty, after once saying that it is easier 
for the unaccustomed eye to see first shadows, reflections, and the like. 

5 6b, TEAevratov 
r 

... Tov AXov . .. avTov KaO' avrov ... Svva&r av KartLSEv 

Kal ea craaOaL olos eaTLV. 

532a, ao7A E7T?C v . .. ,Tpos aVTOV TOV r ALov. 

Another incongruity in this passage appears in the introduction of the fire in 
the Cave. A fire may be expected to flame and flicker, but this one by implica- 
tion merely glows. The movement of the shadows on the back wall is supplied 
by the action of the invisible bearers, and there is no suggestion of an unstable 
light contributing to the illusions which are rife within the Cave. Presumably 
the intention is to keep exact here, as in the parallelism of the whole passage, 
the continuous proportion Fire : Sun : Good. 

In conveying, though never defining, the apprehension of the Good, Plato's 
visual imagery varies between the simple metaphor of sight and language which 
carries poetic and emotional effect. 

517 b, c, Oa[Fvera . . . Ev T)r yVoWCrT5) reAevraLa TroV ayaOoV ZSea Kal LoytS' 
opacr0at. 
But 5I8a, EK 4OLVOT' OV tpo.V /3i KOvCUa. 

518c, OTpEELv 7TpOS TO 'av aVOV oCK T rKcoT UO8ovS 
. . . e Sl TOV OvroS oavOTarov.. 

540a, avayKaorTeov avaKAvarTas T1 )v T^? /vX)(g avyqv eaC aVTO dToflAE0bal 
To 7rdcr CLos 7rape'xov, KKal l8ovTas TO ayaOov aVTO, '7apa8e[yJaTtr XP0p)PtlOVSg 
EKEIV? KTA. 

Two passages in other dialogues carry the same poetic atmosphere in reference 
to the soul's experience of the Forms. In Symp. 210 if . the language is through- 
out that of sight, literal and obvious when the starting-point is the perception 
of visual beauty, but becoming metaphorical as the process goes forward. 

Symp. 2 oc, OccraraOaL t TO v e' ToFst e7Tt'T7)S?VL'aLt KaT roLg vOo'ig KaAov . . .Ka 

fAE1rtwv prpoo 7roAXv 'or TO' Kaov. . . 7T' TO'T ToAv' IreT'Aayog TETpa/iLfLEVOS TOr 
KaAO) Kal Oepwo.v .. E' 

a 
.v. '. E' av Ka'r0 TwIa S Rr v . . . 7) aeTL cAo 

TOtoVS.. . 2 I oe, 2e atqgvS KaTo'IerTal Tr Oav/laTOV T7)V cvLV KoAvOv. 
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Here the imagery of sight is consistent. Perhaps the nearest counterpart to the 
dramatic effect of E'aicvmqs is the passage in Ep. 7. 34I c, (K rroMAX avvovawoaS . .. 

vl(fvrjs, olov aTro 7Tvps irravros ca+beYv <s, Cv Trj7 tvxjj yevopEIEOV KTA. 

In the Phaedrus the prenatal experience recovered by avadtv7muas (a concept not 
found in the Republic) is again conveyed by the imagery of sight. The reality 
envisaged is (247c) - .. a. aXpWtLaos Tre Kat adrX)L7/LraT7os Kal ava5r7 s ovata .. 

bvxjjs IKvfepv4rE LC[OV?C 0?Eari- va. The characteristic words of sight here used are 
KaOopav and OEc&aat, and they are combined with terms associated with the 
Mysteries. 

Phaedr. 248b, aTeAeFs 77js rov0 oVTros Oeas. 

250a, A70Glv (v 'TOTE E'(ov tEpCOV. 

25ob, 8LKaoaorvrs ... OVeK EecT Ea?Cyyo7s ov8EV EV Tev roLEs e oLOLCaLCaotv 
... . K{aAOS 8& TOT Yv 7 EL7V Aaprpov, oe ... .LaKaplav o4w re Kal 

OEav . ESV ... . . . 7TT7EVOVTES EV avyj O KaOapa. 

cKaAos is the outstanding Form, as the object of cpwos, and is vividly described- 
25od, 'Aa,rev .. T. atAov Evapyealraa. But the metaphor covers all the Forms 
of being. 

The language of this passage raises unsolved questions, regarding Plato's 
attitude to the Mysteries, the supra-rational experience of the Forms that is 
here implied, and the further problem of avdauv77aLs, whether itself a metaphor 
or an article of genuine belief. No less surely the visual imagery pervading the 
whole carries the mind's eye back to the radiant world of Pindar. 

The metaphor of light in its various uses comes to full fruition in Plato; from 
him it passes through post-classical writers to Plotinus, and continues to inform 
the language of European reasoning and mysticism alike. In Greek of the 
classical period its further use follows the accepted lines in application to 
mental activity. 

Aristotle develops in particular the use of OewpeEv, more common with him 
than aKOTreV, in the sense of mental contemplation. 

Pol. A. 5. I254a20, T'p A?oy) Oewpcraa. 
De An. A. 402a7, OewopcraaL KaI yvt,va,t 'rjqv vLc [T's bVxs]. 

In the intransitive use the verb and its cognates denote active thought. 
De An. B. 4I2a2I--22, coLaros'ET f''EreA CX . . Aeye'raL& lXs, 7 7 Lev ys 

i'rrLt at', X , 
' ) s TO rAOEpeLv. 

Eth. Jic. A. I095bI9, o [j/los] Oeop7TTCKdO. 

A few more picturesque uses of the metaphor are found. 

Eth. JNic. A. I I 4b6, b~vvat SEL crTaTEp o'LY EXovra, KPLVf KcaAWS. 
Eth. Nic. A. I Ioob30, SaAadrreL 7rTO KaAov. 
Rhet. r. I41 IbI2-a metaphor of unknown origin, quoted as illustrating 

a point of analogy: Kal or 'Toy voiv O 3s f0 s d av?Yev bEV 'rj kvX7j" 
a.,/L)C yap ,or9oF I-. 
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