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	INTRODUCTION BY THE PUBLISHER

	 

	Clifton Wilbraham Collins (1844-1918) was an English clergymen and schoolmaster, graduate of Oxford and incorporated at Pembroke College, Cambridge.

	Historian and scholar of Greek and Latin classics, he wrote a history of the War of the Roses (1864) and important essays on the life and works of Sophocles (1871), Lucian (1874) and Plato (1874).

	From his fundamental essay on Plato we have drawn the biography of the great Greek philosopher, which today we propose to modern readers.

	 

	Nicola Bizzi

	Florence, July 11, 2023.
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	Plato in a detail of Raffaello Sanzio’s fresco The School of Athens, 1511

	(Vatican City, Apostolic Palace)

	 

	 

	LIFE OF PLATO

	 

	 

	«Eagle! why soarest thou above that tomb,— ⁠

	To what sublime and star-y-paven home

	⁠Floatest thou?

	I am the image of great Plato’s spirit,

	Ascending heaven; Athens doth inherit

	⁠His corpse below».

	 

	(Epitaph translated from the Greek by Percy Bysshe Shelley)

	 

	 

	Plato was born at Ægina in B.C. 430—the same year that Pericles died—of a noble family which traced its descent from Codrus, the last hero-king of Attica. Little is told us of his early years beyond some stories of the divinity which hedged him in his childhood, and a dream of Socrates1, in which he saw a cygnet fly towards him, nestle in his breast, and then spread its wings and soar upwards, singing most sweetly. The next morning Ariston appeared, leading his son Plato to the philosopher, and Socrates knew that his dream was fulfilled.

	It is easy to fill in the meagre outlines of the biography as given us by Diogenes Laertius; for Plato lived in a momentous time, when Athens could not afford to let any of her sons stand aloof from military service, and when every citizen must have been more or less an actor in the history of his times. Plato of course underwent the usual training of an Athenian gentleman, such as he has sketched it himself in the "Protagoras"; first attending the grammar school, where he learnt his letters, and committed to memory long passages from the poets, which he was taught to repeat with proper emphasis and modulation; and the frequent quotations from Homer in his Dialogues prove how thoroughly this part of his mental training was carried out2. Then he was transferred to the Master who was to infuse harmony and rhythm into his soul by means of the lyre and vocal music. Then he learned mathematics, for which subject he showed a special aptitude; and we hear of him wrestling in the palæstra, where his breadth of shoulders stood him in good stead, and winning prizes at the Isthmian games. He also found time to study "the old masters" of philosophy, and (as might be expected) the two whose works attracted him the most were Heraclitus and Pythagoras. The melancholy of the one, and the mysticism of the other, found an echo in his own thoughts.
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