
Pythagoras, Birth- Rememberer

ITis remarkable that the earliest references to Pythagoras' teaching of
reincarnation,-which arc also the earliest reliable evidence on the
Greek teachings of reincarnation as a wholc,-largely associate him

with a power of recollecting past births or recognizing the present and
future states of existence: of himself and others.

Since Liniorth's notable study of the evidence on Orphism,' It IS now
more than ever a matter of doubt whether a belief ill reincarnation was part
of early Orphic doctrine. However, even if the allusions to an avoidance
of killing and a regimen of vegetarianism in the evidence before 300 B.C.2
arc taken. to presuppose some such belief, found sufficiently well attested
in respect oflater Orphism, there is no hint of anything like birth-recollec-
tion or birth-recognition associated with Orpheus or his early adherents.
Phcrecydcs' alleged teaching of metempsychosis, as against the immortality
of the soul, fIrst appears in Suidas- one and a half thousand years after him,
and on whose authority we do not know. The association of Pherccydes
with Pythagoras in tradition has support in the early evidence of Ion or
Chios- and Aristotlc.> Apparently Pherccydcs was a divine of sorts
(eEOf....0YO'l) and a miracle-worker (npuTo7ToLO'l) who was regarded
as of high moral attainment" and possessed great prophetic powers." But

1. The Ar1.i ~rOrpheus, Berkeley, California. (19-!1).
2. Arist. Frogs 1032; Eur. Hippolvtu« 952-953; Plato Laws 782c. Such observances, though

consequent on a belief in reincarnation, need not necessarily imply it. See also H. S. Long A Studv 4thc
Doctrine (11v[clelllpsycilOsis ill Greece [rom Pytilagol'ds 10 Plato, diss. Princeton, N. Jersey. (1')48) append. II,
Pl'. 89-92.

3. s. v , Phcrecydes. Cic. 'l'usc. Disp, i. 16. 3R. and Apon. !II Cant. CallI. v. p. '15 f.= Vors. (7.A.5).
(Note: abbreviation Von. will be used throughout this article for H. Diels and W. Kranz Die Pragnienie
dcr Vorsokratikcr, (Greek and German) 6th. cd. Berlin (1951-.12). Fragment-numbering, where not
otherwise qualified, follows this.)

4. fr. 4. See p. 230 f. below.

5. Vors. (14. A. 7). i.c, vol. I. p. 98=fr. 1')1 (Rose) .•.. JIueuyopu'l JlvYJuapxou

Uto'l TO IkEV 7TPWTOV OLf:7TOVELTO 7TEpL Tel. lkae~IkUTU KUL TOV~'e '" ~ I \ ~ rf.. I~ "UpL fLOU'l, UUTEpOV OE 7TOTE KUL TYJ'l ,¥EpEKUOOU TEPUT01TOLLU'l OUK
U1TE(JTTj. ( .. PYlluzgOhlS, the SOil ~rMnesarchus, first worked at Hlll1llematic.'\ and flu/Ilher, but later could
not desist [rom the mirntlc-urorleino of Pherccydes.)

6. Ion. loc. fit.
7. See Diog. i. 116=Vo/,.<. (7. A.1). i.e. vol. J. p. -D.
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PYTHAGORAS' BIRTH-REMEMBERER

even if he was Pythagoras' teacher, as the Aristotle-fragment implies, there
is no justification from evidence for attributing to him the same psychic
power of birth-recollection for which Pythagoras was reputed.

Of Epimenides, however, Diogenes Lacrtiusf preserves the tradition
that he claimed to have been Aeacus and to have lived many times on earth.
Diogenes' words clearly imply that Epimenidcs claimed to be Aeacus re-
born, and there can be no question here of anything like psychic excursions
of the shamanistic type being suggested. The tradition of Epimenides'
knowledge of the distant past appears of respectable antiquity and was
known to Aristotlc.? while his particular comment that Epimcnidcs' as-
sertions were about the vanished past and not about things to be might, if
anything, support the hypothesis that such knowledge was acquired through
birrh-remembring. As Dodds10 rightly observes, however, it would be
unwise to build too much on this.

On the other hand, in fro 129 Empcdocles talks of just such a kind of
knowledge of the past arising from a recollection of past incarnations of
a man whom, unfortunately, the extant verses of the fragment fail to
identify, but who, there is good reason to think, is none other than Pytha-
goras. Diogenest ' is fOlUld quoting two verses from it and holding, on
the authority of Timaeus, that it referred to Pythagoras. The fuller quo-
tation we have here, including the verses given by Diogencs, is found in
Porphyry'? and again in Iamblichus.t ' In it Empcdoclcs describes a man
of phenomenal mental powers in the following manner:

R. i. 114~,-V,'r.'·' (3. A. 1), i.c. vol. r. p. ~9: AEYETaL Of W'> Kat 7rPWTO<; (7rPWTOV
Casaubon; mho<; cj. Did,). aVTOV AlaKOV AEyOL 7rPOU7roLYi8ijvaL
TE 7rOAAaKL<; avaf3Ef3LWKEvaL. (Tranili,,,, !,,'.' i! tliat he ,le,I,,,'cn he If'{/.' first .1CII(!I.' __.. ",,,I
claimed 10 have li,lcnm,III)' time» ,111 carlh.)

9. Rhet.l·HHa24: EKEivo<; yap mopL TWV EUOfLEVWV OUK EfLaVTEVETO,
aAAa 7rEPL TWV YEYOVOTWV, aih]AWv OE. (He did 11011I",ke dcrlaranou« "1.,,,,1 thinos ..,. II".
the future, but ab"111 Ihillg, ..,. the vanished Pi/SI.)

10. The Creek» alld the lrr,nioll"I, Berkley, California. (1951), p. l·D.

11. viii. 54. Here he :;ays: 'AKoVUat 8' aUTov IIv8ayopov Tlucuos OLer
- " , ~ \" 8 \ ,\ i \ I ITYi<; EvaTYi<; LUTOPH, I\EYWV OTL KaTayvwu EL') E7rL iIOyOKI\07rLI} TOTE,
8 \ \ JI.\' - \ I '\ '8 I - 8 " \«o: a KaL l\aTWV, TWV I\oywv EKWI\V Yi fLETEXELV. fLEfLVYiU cu. OE

KaL aUTov IIv8ayopov AEyovTa, '" flv OE TL<; , (Tilll<l(,II.' .,"ys ill

his ninth book that he (Elllpcd"de;) IV,!S a pllpil ,,( l'}'llt.lgor,,, ,111.1 mentions th.u I.e IVtI, Co/light plagi,tri::illg at
that lime,jllsl as Plato, and prevented [rom sll<1rillg ill the teathinos; also tiuu III' refers 10 Pythagoras ivitl: the
IIIMd." 'There /lias amollg them .... ').

12. Vito Pylh. 30.
13. Vito Pyth. 67.
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1" ~ I " , \ , ,~ ,
T)V OE TL'> EV KELVOLGLV aV?)p 7TEpLWGW HOW,>,
" <:' , I 1<:" I \ ~
0'> OT) f1-T)KLGTOViTpa7TLOWV EKTT)GaTO 7T/\OVTOV,

I 1\ ,J.. -. '" )/
7TaVTOLWV TE f1-aI\LGTa GO'f'WV (T > E7TLT)paVO,> EPYWV'
~, \ I ) It; ,~

07T7TOTE yap rraGT)LGLV OpES aLTO 7Tpa7TLOEGGLV,

PEl' 0 yE TWV OVTWV 7TaVTWV AnSGGEGKEV EKaGTOV

Kat TE OEK' dvepdJ7TWV Kat T' JtKOGLV alWVEGGLV.

(There l/!as amOllg them a man <1' remarkable knollfledge, who had
acquired the extremest wealth of the intellect, one expert in all sorts
of wise deeds. For whenever he reached out with all the pOll cr <1'
his intellect, he easily discerned each one of existing thi11gs in ten atld
even tw·enty lifetimes <1' men.)

Some doubts seem to have existed among the ancients as to whether
the allusion was in fact to Pythagoras; Diogencs'+ remarks that there were
some who thought that it was Parmenides who was meant. Timaeus, who
is the only authority given by Diogenes for his own ascription of it to
Pythagoras, is not the most reliable of writers even in the eyes of antiquity. I:;

Iamblichus himself is somewhat shaky; he says 'it appears' (4)aLvETaL) to
refer to Pythagoras, eitherfinding independently cause for some uncertainty,
or finding uncertainty in his (and Porphyry's ?) source, more likely than
not, Nicomachus.lc Even if the suggestion of Parrnenides be rejected 011

the grounds of improbability and the fact that those who raised it need not
have been much earlier than Diogenes himself, still it is possible that, as
Rathmann!" points out, the allusion may be to Empedocles himself, or as
Zeller.ts to some imaginary person. Empcdocles believed himself to have
been born many times before and appeared to be able to recollect these
previous births.'?

14. loe. cit.
15. Suid. s. v. Timaeus; Polyb. xii;-an opinion which might be supported by what Timaeus says

in this instance, i.e. that Empcdocles and Plato both plagiarized thc teachings of Pythagoras, and mores"
that Empedoclcs was a pupil of Pythagoras, whereas in fact a century divides rhe life of the two.

16. See E. Rohde 'Die Quellen desjamblichns in seiner Biographie des Pythagoras,' Kleine Schriftcn
II, Tubingen und Leipzig. (1901), pp. 102-172=Rh. Mus. vol, XXVI (lR71), pp. 554-576 and vol. XXVII
(1872), p. 23-61 (esp. pp. 136=RIz. MilS. p. 31).

17. Q'laestiollt's Pythagoreae Orphicae Empedocleae, diss. Halle (1933), p. 13H.
IR. 'Uber die altesten Zeugnisse zur Geschichrc des Pythagoras,' S. P. A. IV. (lHH9), p. 989 f.
19. See fro 117 in the light of fr. 129 and the general doctrine of reincarnation in frr. 115, 125, 126.

127, 136, 137, 146 and 147. The Jives in fr. 117 seem carefully selected to illustrate the range of in-
carnations the occult-self (oatf1-WV ) is capable of assuming, the 'all manner .. of forms of mortal

creatures' ( 7TaVTOZa ErSEa eV1)TW~')' when pursued from element to clement
by its sinfulness; see R. S. Bluck cd. Plato's Meno., Cambridge. (1961), p. 69, and n. 55 below.
Whether he only inferred this we do not know, but that certainly is not the impression he wished to
give. Fr. 129 is evidence of his awareness of the power of birth-remembering possessed by Pythagoras,
for instance, while fr. 112 (see also fr. Ill) is evidence that he claimed to be a similarly exceptional
sort of being himself. Long's argument, in op. cit. p. 61 on this point, that reincarnation would be no
punishment unless recollection makes the soul aware of the blessed condition it had lost, shows a poor
understanding of significance of the belief in religion.
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All that there is then is the actual ascription of the reference to Pytha-
goras by Timaeus and its confirmation, if not with complete certainty, by
Iamblichus. But the fact that Timaeus is found unreliable in certain
instances docs not necessarily impair his testimony in this instance, parti-
cularly when the fragment, far from precluding the possibility, makes it
exceptionally likely that the reference is to Pythagoras. The uncertainty
of Iamblichus, wherever it originated, could well be the result of having
no more to go by than the verses of the fragment themselves. But after
all, Iamblichus docs ascribe it to Pythagoras and not to anyone else. .Most
recent writcrs-? are therefore inclined to agree, against Rathmann, that the
reference is to Pythagoras. Rathmann's arguments arc not sufficiently
convincing and his own ascription of it to an Orpheotelestcss! hardly likely
to be correct.

Porphyry understood this fragm.ent in a sense that has nothing to do
with anything more than this existence and experiences within it. He, in
fact, thought it an appreciation of a remarkable power of perception possessed
by Pythagoras, whereby, for instance, he was able to hear the harmony of
spheres.22 What the verses themselves 51y, however, is that when he

20. W. Nestle's review of Ratlunann op. (it. in Philo}. ~·Vocll. vol. LIV (1934) cols. 407--409, and
H. Gundert's in GIIOIII. vol. XIII (1937). p. 339; see also W. Schmid Ceschichtc der griechischl'll Literatur
I. 1. Munchcn (1929) p. 733, n. l,W. Stettner Oil' Seelrnwandcnmo IIPi Criechcn und Rome"" Tub.
Beiter. zur Altcrtumsw. XXII Stuttgart-\3crlin (1934), p. 1(" f., W. H. Thomas EITEKEINA
Wurzburg (1938), p. 78, A. Cameron Tile Pythagoreall Backgrolllld to the Theory ,~rRecollection, Menasha.
Wisconsin, (1938), p. 20 f. ere. W. Jaeger Tire Theology of lire Early Creel: Philosophers, Oxford (1947),
p. 151 remarks that the presumption that the reference was to Pythagoras was especially congenial
to the Ncoplaronisrs, but adds (p. 152): 'Even if he is not referring to Pythagoras in his dr-scriprion, it
is very likely that the characteristic feature of the superman's knowledge nfhis own earlier existences
has been borrowed from the Pythagorcans' traditional tales of their master, for something very similar
was told about him.'

21. "I'. cit. p. 13R.

22. loc, cit. He says: aU'T051 8€ 'Tij51 'TOU 7TaV'T051 apf1-ov{a51 ~hp(la'TO

aVVLf,/S 'Tij51 Ka80ALKij51 'TWV ac/>aLpwv Kat. 'TWV Ka'T' aU'TaS KWOVf1-EVWV
" ( I :! c ...•.. \, , ~, \ .•..• ,/.."

aa'T€pwv apuovias , '/51 TJf1-a51f1-TJ aKOVHV OLa af1-LKpO'TTJ'Ta 'TTJ5I ipooecos,
'TotJ'TOL5I Kat. ' Ef1-7T€80KAij51 f1-ap'TVp€L AEYWV 7T€Pt. au'Tou' <~v .

, , ", I \..... JI \ I rf \

aLWV€aaLV . To yap 7T€pLWaLa KaL 'TWV OV'TWV /\€Vaa€aK€V etccurro: KaL
'<;' \ ~ \ \ " , ,J.. \ '\ ~

7Tpa7TLOwv 7T/\OV'TOV KaL -ra €OLKO'Ta €f1-'f'aV'TLKa f1-a/\La'Ta 'TTJ5I
'c' \' f3' \ \ >1\ \ <;, ,€s aLp€'TOV KaL aKpL earepas 7Tapa 'TOVS' a/\/\ov5I oiopvavcooecas

EV 'T€ 'TWL opav Kat 'TWL a.KOVHV Kat. 'TWL VO€LV 'TOU llv8ayopov.
(He heard the harmollY 4,he Universe, apprellelldillg the p"re hannonv o] the spheres and 4 tire stars 111<11 move
,,1">I<tthem, whtch we do not ',ear 011 account 4 the pouert y of ollr lIatllre'. To these CI'CIl Empedocles bears
witness, sayi'lg of him. 'There was alllOllg them .... ' For 'remarkable' and 'he discerned each olle of existing
thillgs' and 'wealth of tire intellect' are alike expressions ~rthe especial and exceptionally keen forming of sight
alld hcariuo a/ld intellect ill Pythagoras.) See also Sch. Ambros. on a. 371, according to whom Pythagoras
said he heard the harmony of the spheres in an ecstasy (flgw Y€VOf1-€V051 'TOU aWf1-a'TOS).
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reached out with the full power of his intellect, he saw with case 'each one
. of existing things in ten and even twenty lifetimes of men', cmphasising
thus the wider extent of experience he was abe to draw upon as against

_ that of the present life alone with other men,23 and not as Porphyry thought,
a remarkable power of perception or observation which enabled him to
learn in one lifetimc what other men could only with as 111'1nyas ten or
twenty lives.

On the other hand, recently Cameron understood this to be a recoveTY
of pre-experiential knowledge which the soul had lost with incarnation, a
knowledge which was the knowledge of Numbcr.v" But as Chcrniss
points out,2S the fragment hardly warrants such an interpretation: it docs
not even mean a recollection of 'all things that are', i.c, the physical world,
but simply 'everything that happened in ten and even twenty lifetimes of
men'. There is no suggestion that the important part, or any part ofPytha-
goras' learning, consisted of knowledge that could only be acquired by a
disembodied sOlll:26 nor is his exceptional memory to be understood as the
general foundation of all knowledge that is not derived frolll immediate
experience. 27

A distinction must again be made between the knowledge derived by
Pythagoras by this means and the 'wisdom' (ao1>L~) accredited to him by
Heraclitus, Herodotus and Ion, which may to ;)1' extent have grown out of
his studies ([aTopL~) into the scriptures and teachings of certain Greek

23. av8pcfnTWV alWVEaaL (,in .. lifetimes "f 111en") i obviousl va r"'O!);!SIll as alwVEC;
(lifetimes) is used only of hu IIIJI1 lives. Dids rransl.ucs (I.,''''. L p. :11>4): . in S:illlll zchn und zW31l2i~

Mcnschcnlebcn,' assuming the alwVEC; to be those or l'ytha~()r;ls alld af..ep(j)7TWV cxplanarorv.

Long (op. cit. p. Sl) rakes av(]pW7Twvas rdcrrill~ to Pvrhagor.i-,' courcmporarics durine his l()n~ .•ray

OJ) earth in a variety of forms. and understands the last verse to mean 'ill rcn .md rwcnrv gellcrations
of men, that is, ill about 1000 years'. But whar we Invc here is quite dearly" poetic cll;p'hasis of the
contrast between this remarkable man and ordinarv men in respect of the powcr of recollection. The
Same kind of explanation would do for 'ten and twcnr y": there is no attempt here to arri H' at any de-
finite figure such as 3000 years, (i.c. 10-'<Z(k·30 l ifcti mcs, with" lifetime reckoned at a 100 years).
or with Long, (see also Cherniss' review of ClIPlTOIl (lP. rit. in .~/Il.J"l!m. Phito', vo! LXI (1 ')40), p. 3~'J.
f, and Bluck op, fit. p. (5). 1000 years.

2-1. up. (if. p. 21. f According to him, when Pythagoras knew 'ull rhiug« thar arc', he knew till'
physical world, while his understanding was bused on a power of memory during the course of ex-
istence. And since, for Erupcdoclcs.i--us he thinks,-the soul of the individual had begun to forget
when it was first bound to the human body, it follows char the transmigratory life was, in his eyes, a
gradual recovery of the omniscience the divine soul once had before its human experience began.

25. op, cit, p. 359.

26. See Bluck op. elf. pp. 65-66.
27. See L. Robin 'Sur la doctrine de b Reminiscence' Rev, Et, Cr. vol. XXXII (1919), p. -I~2.
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and alien religions.v Heraclitus contemptuously calls this a polymathy
( 1TOAVfLu()t~) which docs not yield intelligence (voiJs). Empedocles,
however, talking of Pythagoras with respect amounting to reverence,
credits him with mental powers which excelled even such 'wisdom', for
when he wielded his prodigious power of concentration, it appears he could
even transcend the limits of the human intellect! Pythagoras is of 'remarkable
knowledge' (1TEptWma £lows), for there is thus at his command a
great store of knowledge and mastery over all kinds of wise deeds acquired
by him in a long series of incamations and accessible to him through his
unique ability to recollect the experiences of these past incarnations. But
this knowledge itself is purely experiential knowledge, even if not derived
from the experiences of this particular life, with no hint that any part of it
was acquired by the soul in a disincamate state.

Aristoxenus is associated with Androcydes and Euboulides, two
Pythagorcans, and with Hippobotus and Ncanthes as recording that Pytha-
goras experienced metempsychosis every 216 years, this number being 6.1
and known among the Pythagoreans as the 'psychogonic cube', and that
this was consistent with his incarnation as Euphorbus; for, two such periods
being abstracted therefrom brought one to the cycle (1TEpLOOOS) of the
Pythagoras-incarnation.t?

In view of Hcraclcidcs' elaborate account of Pythagoras' prior incarna-
tions.s" it is significant that Aristoxcnus and these others know only the
instance ofEuphorbus. Not only is this better supported in ancient writers,
but, while being mentioned by a number of them to the exclusion of other
identified incarnations, it also occurs in all and variant combinations)!

~ S J'" J7 e' ~IT' , , "_H.. ,'L' Hcrarlirus tr. L'J: V ayopr)s iUPYJuapxov tUTOptYJP YJUKYJUEV
, () , '\ ' , , \ c' I' A.. ,

UV pW1TWV fLalHuTu 1TOYiWV Kat EKIIE",UfLEVOS TUVTas TUS uvyypa'f'US
, I '-.1 ' \ ()' "f fE7TOtr;UUTO EG.VTOV UocptYJV, 1TOIIVfLU ~YJV, KUKOTEXVLYJV. C. Ion r.~. A

lb' It' larcd i t . . , ~~ "c I 8YVWfLYJ l"l1lf(:l1I:l.rcal v tormu arcc II L':Ior 0P''':llll, ,,/Vu)fLUS ELOE KaL e",efLa ev
clearly sll~gests that he knew them through lornillg fro III some other source, Cf also Heraclitus
fro 40 fllr I'yth.l~or.,,· 1ToI\VfLU8LYJ. Herodotus: i. 12:\ wuu'd ckarly imp!v that he adopted his
tcaching of n-iur.unat ion fmlll the Egypt i.ins. and ii. Xl perhaps the t.iboo on wool at burials, while
iv. 95 associates him with ccrrrin te.lchin~; and pr,leticc; of the Thr.ician Salmoxis (who, according to
Herodotus himself, lived lOIl~ before I'ythagllras.) See also Ion fr. 2, where Pythagoras is said to have
farhcrcd sonic of his OWII compositions on Orpheus, Sandb.ich ('!on of Chios on Pythagoras,' Pro ,!f
IllI' C'/II/or. Philol. SO(. vol. CLXXXV, (n. s. vol. V). (l'J'ill-S'J), p. 36) therefore finds Pythagoras'
U04)L~ derived from other men.

29. Aristoxcnus fro 12 (Wchrli)« Thcol. Arith. p. 40 Ast.
30. Hcraclcidcs fro 89 (Wehrli)=Diog. vi ii. 4. See p. 223 below where this is quoted in fulL
31. See Rohde Psychc : lire Cult a( S,.,"-, and III<'Belie" ill lmmonality nllIOIIg the Greeks, trans!. by

W. B. Hillis. London (1925) append. X. pp .. ;9R-59<) for a list ofthe ancient writers who allude to the
story.
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The allusion to this seems to have come down with an anecdote that Pytha-
goras, to prove the fact of his having been Euphorbus, recognized the
shield of Menelaus by whom Euphorbus was wounded in the Trojan War.

There is reason to think, therefore, that the legend must have been put
forward at an early date. It would not be impossible that Pythagoras
himself made the claim and that, perhaps, Xenophanes referred to it, as he
did the anecdote of Pythagoras and the dog.32 The story itself is narrated
in such a way as to imply that there were no intermediate incarnations
between Euphorbus and Pythagoras,-they arc definitely excluded ill
Lucian Gallus 17,-but this may be from one of many reasons. For
instance, Pythagoras may himself have recalled the Euphorbus-incarnation
casually and without implying anything as to other incarnations, whether
earlier or later than Euphorbus; or again, he may have recalled this as his
last human incarnation, or simply as his last incarnation before that as
Pythagoras. The account here attributed to Aristoxenus, however,
assumes two other incarnations presumably human, before that asPythagoras,
and these the resourceful Heracleidcs is quick to supply with' Hermotimus'
and an unknown fisherman, 'Pyrrhus'.

The act of recognition of Menelaus' shield is not only in character with
Pythagoras' reputed power of recollection, but also parallels the many
instances where identifications such as this have been resorted to or cited in
recent times as proof in claims of rebirth. We just had Empedoclcs asserting
that Pythagoras' power of birth-recollection was strong enough to reach
back to as many as ten or twenty lifetimes, so that, on any reckoning,33 his
incarnation as Euphorbus should have been well within that pervicw, living
as that man did, during the war of Troy. As for the shield of Menelaus,
we may say that there was good reason for it to have impressed itself upon
the mind of Euphorbus, being the possession of his slayer and perhaps the
last thing he saw with the moment of death.

32. Xcnophancs fr. 7. See p. 228 below.
33. The notion that he reincarnated every 216 years suggests reincarnation to be '1II exceptional

feat or privilege restricted to Pythagoras. Diog. viii. 14 refers to a 'cycle of necessity' (KVKAo~
ci.vaYKYJ~) and an interval of 207 years, the calculation being probably modified by reference tothc
chronologies of Apollodorus andErarosrhencs, though in fact based on the lives invented by Hcraclcidcs
(i.e, Acthalidcs 1400 D.C.; Euphorbus 1193 H.C. (-the first year of the Trojan campaign, according
to Apoll. and Erat.) ; Hcnnorimus 986 B.C.; Pyrrhus 779 H.C.; Pythagoras 572 B.C.). Xcnophancs fr.
7. might indicate immediate reincarnation if the friend whose soul is reborn in the dog was a friend
of Pythagoras in that very incarnation of his as Pythagoras. Immediate reincarnation is also what is
suggested by Herodotus ii. 123. The version of Aristoxcnus appears to be a cold abstraction devoid of
religious implications, perhaps the product of a late mathematical misadventure into original
Pythagorean eschatology.



PYTHAGORAS. BlRTH-REMEMBERER

Nothing is known of Euphorbus' life or character which would have
specifically recommended him for incorporation into the series of prior
incarnations of Pythagoras. Rohdc34 rightly dismisses the hypothesis that
this was prompted by the fact that Euphorbus had, through his father
Panthous, a special connection with Apollo and was thus a true 'Apollonic
soul' (if!vx~ A7TOAAwvWK~). This would leave LIS with the etymology
behind the 111me : Ev-¢op(3o~ = possibly 'on' who cats the correct food',
i.c, possibly 'nothing eJ~,oubl' (OVOEV EfJ-fvxov).-'5 So, the name
of Pythagoras' tather, Mncsarchus, might mean 'one who recollects his
origin',3b and from ancient times, as by Aristippus of Cyrcnc.r" the signi-
ficance of the name Pythagoras itself has not been missed. But then, the
name of Pythagoras' father, Mncsarchus, is attested by no less than Hera-
clitus'S and Herodotus 39thcmsclvcs, while the attempt to prove that Pytha-
goras himself was simply a fictitious character would hardly get behind the
fact that there was a man and that he was called Pvthagoras.w

The skeletal pattern of Pythagoras' reincarnations referred to by
Aristoxcnus seems to have bcen,-as mentioned bcforc,-elaborated upon
by the Peripatetic, Hcracleidcs of PO\1tLlS,while the determinism hinted in
it appears as a most thoroughgoing piece of formalism, (perhaps under
Stoic influence or the interpretation of Zcno himself in the work 011 Pvtha-
goreall Matters (IJvHayoptKo) attributed to him), in the concept of
identical world-cycles ill the evidence of Eudc11111s.41

34. 01'. cit. p. ~')<).

35. See Lucian Gal!lf.~· 4. where the etymological significance is noticed and the n.unc punned
upon. Aristotle nowhere refers to a total abstinence from flesh by Pychagorcans, but his evidence of
an avoidance ofspecific creatures and parts of creatures docs not necessarily belie such a practice. Aristo-
xcnus fr. 25, 2H. 29a (Wehrli) actually declares that Pvrhagoras arc' flesh and included particular
varieties in his diet. Arisroxcnus' associations were, however, with the followers of Philolaus, while
a practice of total absricnce is amply evidenced in Middle Comedy fragments from many hands (see
Vor.'. I, pp. 478-480) of certain ascetics or Pythagorean beggar-philosophers, popularly styled 'Pytha-
gorists' ( [Jv8ayoptGTaL), who, to ,Ill appearances. continued the eschatological and religious
practices of the origin~d school.

36. See K. vou Fritz 'Mnesarchos' p,,,tly-Wi.'.': Rea/-bleyc/. \'01 XV, (1931/32) eels. 2270 f. See
also O. Skutch 'Notes 011 Metempsychosis,' C/. Philo). vol. L1V (1959), p. 114. If this is an accident.
he asks, which came first, the name of the father or the story of Pvthagoras' remembering his origin,

37. See Diog. vi ii. 21.
3~. Fr. 129.
39. iv.95.
40. Remarkably enough, 'I similar symbolic etymology is associated with Pythagoras' closest

Indian counterpart, and perhaps contemporary, the Buddha Gothama. For he was Siddharta, 'he by
whom the end is accomplished'; his mother. Mahamaya or Mayadevi, is 'great, or divine illusion';
and strangely, his father, Suddhodnna. 'one whose food is pure.' See R. Hardy The Legends and Theories
of the Buddhists, London (1H66), p. 72, where he extracts from Professor Wilson's lecture 'On Buddha
and Buddhism' delivered before the Royal Asiatic Society on April Hth. 1H54.

41. Fr.8H,(Wchrli). Cf. Porph. Vil.Pylll.19.
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Heracleides was a pupil of Plato, it appears,42 before he followed the
teaching of Aristotle. Diogencs+s mentions him as having heard the
Pythagoreans first, but this may merely be an inference from his writings
on Pythagorean matters. A work Concerning the Pythagoreans (7TEp~ TC.OV
IIv8ayopEtwv) is mentioned among the titles of works attributed to him
by Diogenes, but notices on Pythagoras and Pythagorean ism must have
appeared passim in his writings, particularly in his Concernino the Things
in Hades (7TEp~ TWV EV "AtDoV). The ancients seem to have had
a poor opinion of the integrity of Hcrac1cides as a source+' and recent
scholars are not slow to agree with this, at least as far as his evidence concern-
ing Pythagoras is concerned.

Diogencss> preserves the Hcracleidean account of Pythagoras' poor
incarnations as follows:

ToiJTov (Pythagoras) 1>Yjaw 'HpaKAdDYj~ 0 II OVTLKO~ 7TEpt
mJTOV TaDE MYELv, W~ ErYj 7TOTE YEYOVW~ A18aA{D?'}~ Kat
'E - e \ 8 ' \ e;, \ 'E - , ~ ,-pp.ov VLO~ VOP.W ELYj' TOV OE i pp.YjV EL7TELV aVTWL
'\' 8 " "f3 '\ \ \ '8 r "8E/\Ea cu. 0 TL av OV/\?'}Tat 7T/\?'}V a avturuis . aLT?'}aaa ai

OVV ~WVTa Kat TEAwT<VVTa fJ-V~p.YjV EXELV TWV avp.,8aLvoVTWV.
EV p.Ev OVV Ti]L 'Wi]L 7TaVTWV DLaILV?'}p.OVEVaaL· E7TE~ DE, 8 f •...• \ " f /~, era7TO aVOL, T?'}p?'}aaL T?'}V aVT?'}V P.VYjp.?'}v. XPOVWL 0 vaTEpov
EZ~ EiJcpopf3ov E'\(lE'iv Ka~ U7TO iVIEV€AEW Tpw8i]vat. 0 D'
E" -1. f3 ,'\ "A '8 \ 'e;, \ , \ " ,V't'0P os E/\EYEV, w~ L aI\LOYj~ 7TOTE YEYOVOL, Kat OTL 7Tap
'Epp.oV TO Dwpov Aaf30L Ka~ T~V Ti]~ !f;vxi]~ 7TEpmoAYjaLV,
" \ '8 \,., A.. \ \ r - , \w~ 7TEPL7TO/\?'} ?'} KaL H~ oaa 't'VTa Kat ."WLa 7TapEYEVETO KaL

oaa ~ !f;vx~ EV TWL "ALDYJL E7Ta8E Kat. aL Aomat -rlva
u7Top.€VOvaw. E7THS~ DE EiJcpopf3o~ d7To8avoL, p.ETaf3i]vaL

\ .l, \ , .... , (E I er \' \ I 8'\TYjV 't'VX?'}V aVTOV H~ PfWTL,UOV, O~ Kat aVTO~ 7TLaTLV E/\WV
SovvaL E7Tavi]A8€v EZ~ Bpayx/Sa~ Ka~ ElaEA8u)v Ei~ TO TOV
,A7TOAAwvo~ LEpOV E7T€DHgEV i/v MEV€Aao~ dv€8?'}KEv da7T/Da
{ "-1. ' " "", \ ' T' , 8 ~ -E't'?'} yap aVTOV, err a7TE7T/\H EK pocas , ava EwaL TWL
,A 7ToAAwVL T~V da7T/oa) Swaw?'}7Tv Lav ifD?'}, p.ovov DE

42. Cic. '/'11,«. Di;l'. v, 3. : t» ;Y"I. De,'. i. Ll: Dr tn« i. 23; Suid s. v. Hcraclcides ; Dio~. , .. HIl,
iii.41l.

43. v. H6.

44. Diog. viii. 70 gives Timucus as having called him a 'narrator of incrcdiblc tales' (7TapaDog6
Aoyo~) throughout, who said a man fell from the moon. Cic. De N,II. De". i. 13. 34 says of him
that he 'stuffed his books with puerile tales'; Plut, CII/1. xxi i refers ,0 him as being J 'myth-maker
and fictioner.' {P.v8WD?'} Kat 7TAaap.aTLav OVTa) , and Diog. v . R6 says that he

'wove' (7T€7TAaKEV) subjects into comic and tragic forms,

45. viii. 4= Hcraclcides fr. R9 (Wehrli).
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" I '\ A.. , , ,'<, '<' 'E '
i)UJ.jLEVOV TO E/IElpCWTlVOV 7rPOUW7rOV. E1TEWY) OE pj1.0Tlj1.0C;

a7rEtfaI'E, }'EVEU8w lluppov TOl' L1~Awv ri.\L€W KaL triurra
'\ ,-, D A'll \ '" '> , E "A, f37r(J.I\W ILI'YlfLOI'EVEW, 7rw,> 17POUUEI' Ljura-v.on«, ELT ~VIVOP 0,),

., '1-" ., II' , ''<' '" n'E LTa '.PIWTlj1.0'}, ELTU vppo'} ,'EVO!- TO' E17EWY) OE uppo;
, '8 'D lor e' " ~"U7TE aVE, YEVEUU(H I v QyopUI' «cu. 1T((]'TW1' TOW HPY)j1.EVWI'

ILEID'y;u8aL

(This is 11'1/(/( I-fal/clcidcs (~( P01/{I/S tell, us l« (Pyt/i I',((0ins ) I/sed
(0 sa)' about hifllscU: that Ill' luu! OIlCC f,ec/I Al'(llolidcs niu! II'IiS accounted
the sou of Hermes, 01/(1 tuat Hennes Iwd Ill/d liin: III cltoos« 11'1{(IICl'('I" he

/iknl liS 0 ,((iF ('X{['!" inunonalitv; .'0 Ill' tlsked I,) retain l!troilgh IU;' 1I1/{!
Ilirol/.((Il dC(lth il IHt'IIWI)' 4 Ilis (.\"/ll'1 icnccs. Hence ill IU;' he wllid
iccal! ('lllT)'tiIin,((. atu! 11'iIcIl hi' diert, he stil! kel'l the SIIIlII' IIL£'lIlOr), .
.~ft('rl1lllrds, ill IiII' (Ollrse I~rtiuu, liis sou! cutcrcd into h"lIl'iIorl!1ls IIIld
hc II'I1S Il'oli/ldcr/ hy ,\1I'II.elllll.>'. Ntlll' /;"1Ij>1/()rf,lIs I/sed to tel! 11/10111 his
IWl'ill,(( hC(if .-lcrhtllidcs OIl(C 11/Id tlt«; he Ilot! 1'((('il'('d the ,((Ut [ron:

Hallie.' aiu! ti« 1l1(i1!r/<'1'ill.'.!.-I his ",)111, /1:)111 if rrill/Slll~i!.rated IIl1d into
how /111111)' rl"l1ls 1111(/ 1I11illWIs it I'I/(I (0111(', Ii//(I till tliat ir 1Il1derll'l'lIt ill

Hades, aud cl! tlia: otl«: SI)II/S .uv.iit tiuv«. I, 'li: iI l:'lIphorlllls died,
his SOli/ j'tlsst'd into Hcnnatiutus, aiu! hc als» , lI'ishill;Q ro 1I1111i(,lltiw1C
the slor)" went to tlu: ICllIple (~rApollo lit Bvancltidac where he idellt(fid
tli« :;hicld l1,l,irh Mcuclou«; 011 Ilis 1'(1)'°.((<' luu]: [roni Troy, had ddiwler!
It) AIJol/o,-SI) lu: said,-·-it /'ciIlQ 11011'so rotten Ihrc)lI,Qh aiu! lliroll<(!h thai
(111)' the ifln!')' fllcill;'.!, /lIas I(ji. vVhclI Hcnnotinuis died, he become
Pvrrhu«, Ihcfishe1'l/trN/ ji-Ol/l Delos. aiu! iI.~ailf ht' rCIIH'IIl/Jercd el'C1')'fhil1;(!,-
/'0111 he lPas.f7l'.\f Acthalides, then /;'lIpllOrhlls, I//{'/I Hctmotintus, Ill/.d then
PYi·rl-IlIS. A.lld II,h(,1I P)'l'rhlls died, he h(,(I1I1IC P),lhagorl1s, al/d rc-

1/l(,lll/wl'nl all the thill,fl..\· IItcmiollcd.)

Phcrccydcs is givcll to have said that Acrhalidcs received 3S gift from
Hermes the privilege for his soul ar death to spend part of its time ill. Hades
and part on canh.-16 Hermes 'as conductor of souls' «/JUX07TOj1.7TOC;) not
only leads the souls nf thL' dead to Hades, hut on occasions, as for instance
on the Authcsteria, leads them LIp to carth,--pcrhaps what [ic is depicted

I(J')

••.•• -··_.6 am
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doing in the painting on the jena lekythos.t? But clearly there is no impli-
cation of reincarnation, even as a privilege restricted to Acthalides, in the
notice ofPherecydes concerning him here.

This apparently does not disconcert Hcracleides, for he goes on to mis-
represent the tradition, not once but twice. When talking of Aethalidcs,
he renders the gift of Hermes as a retention of the memory of his experiences
(/-tv7]/-t~ . .. TWV av/-tj3awovTwv) and thus tries to link him with
Pythagoras through the latter's power of birth-recollection. But again,
when he has Euphorbus talking of his having been Acthalides, Hermes is
not only credited with 'the gift', meaning this retention of memory, but
there is also a 'wandering of the soul' (1fvxijr; 1TEpL1T6A.7]a~r;) possessed
by Aethalides which leads him to reincarnate as various plants and animals
and, at length, as Eupliorbus. Quite obviously Heraclcides is making a
second and more subtle misconstruction of the legend known to Pherccydes,
and for the sole purpose of enlisting Aethalides more firmly into the prior
incarnations of Pythagoras.

Hermotimus qualifies from a similar consideration. Not only docs
his reputed date satisfy the interval of 216 years roughly after Euphorbus,
as that of Aethalidcs before Euphorbus, but he was credited with th~ singular
ability of deserting his body 'for many years' and returning to it from such
psychic excursions with much mantic lore and knowledge of the futurc.v'
Such a practice would easily lend itself to misrepresentation as an experience
of reincarnation. The association of Herrnotimus with Pythagoras and
Euphorbus is cemented with the anecdote of the recognition fo Menelaus'
shield transferred to him from Pythagoras. The otherwise unknown fisher-
man, Pyrrhus, thrown in to complete the intervals, also attempts to allay
suspicion, while each incarnation is linked with the preceding one and with
certain others as plants and animals and in-between sojourns in Hades with
the gift of memory made bestowed on Aethalides by Hermes .

.n. First published by Paul Schadow Eiu« Attischc Cra"'ekyrh,,-, Iuaug. diss. jeua (Hl'J7), re-
produced and discussed by J. Harrison in 'Pandora's Box' Jo"",. Hell. Stud. vol, XX (1900), p. 101.
See also her Prolegoniena I,' the Study of Greek Religion, Cambridge (1933), p. 43. She points out that
half-buried jars ( 1TdJrIvaK7]) used in jar-burial were found in the Dipylon Cemetery at Athens,
OltApidna, at Throiscus, Corfu and other places. The antiquity of this form of burial evidences the
antiquity of the Pyfhoigid (opening at the jarsj=-rhc Greek all-souls-dav, and of Hermes 'conductor of
souls' (1fVX01TO/-t1TOr;).

4H. Apollon. Mirah. 3; Pliny tva!. His!. vii. 174; Pluto Dr Cell. SOCf. 22, here called Hcnuodoru"
as also in Prod. In Rep. ii. 113, 24 (Kroll), though this is more than a copyist's error as Rohde thinks,
(see op. cir, p. 331 n. 112); surely this subtle change in the name, if anything, recalls the gift
(Owpov) given by Hermes (' EpfLO-) to AethaJides! On Hcrmoriuius, see also Porph, ViI.
PytIL 45 and Terr. De .4". 28.

--=~-----------~~.--~~~,~~--~--------------...
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The whole account, it would seem, is a consummate flction of Hera-
cleides' authorship, which makes use of the Euphorbus-anecdote, together
with other material of an accommodating nature, to dress up the dogma
known to Aristoxenus that Pythagoras was wont to reincarnate every 216
years. For our present study, the treatment of memory (fLVY}fJ/r}) here
is worth remarking. Where the account of Aristoxenus concering Pytha-
goras' reincarnations every 216 years made it appear that reincarnation was
an experience restricted to Pythagoras, Hcracleidcs certainly makes it seem
that birth-recollection was too. Besides, such recollection is here rendered
as something which accompanies him with each incarnation, and in that
sense, of an accidental nature, rather than an achievement together with
superhuman mental power and within the aspirations of all other human
beings as well. It is in fact traced back to that gift of Hermes to Aethalides.

At the same time, Heracleides, ill using the same recollection of past
Jives to account for Pythagoras' knowledge of the aftcrdeath experiences
in Hades, is guilty of confusing the visions of the Pythagorean 'descent to
Hades' (Kani(3ams' d., fjoov) with the memories of past births. The
history of this confusion of the kataiiasis to Hades with the ascent of souls
from Hades to earth (avooos) i.c. reincarnation, is as old as the earliest
evidence of a Pythagorean katahasis, namely, the Salmoxis-anccdotc in
Herodotus." Even if they did occur in the same written work ()'pacp~)
at some time, 50 the tradition that Pythagoras descended into all underground
cave, whence he subsequently returned with some knowledge of the occult,

4'i. Long ("I'. (it. p. ~) dismisses this passagc our of hand '15 of 110 rl'lcV:lIll·C to the teaching of
reincarnation; see also Chern;" I'!' .• it. 1'. 350, 11. l, where hc points out tha r whar Pythagoras promised
his audience was that rhcy would live for ever. and what hc did was to reappear ill his own form. Thc
dL'cds( OpWfLEva) with which Pythagoras hoped to nuke his declarations (/..EYOfLEva) become

convincing to then: (1nOaVa acp~),however. do not accord with each other. But they do make
sense if we recognize here ;1 confusion of reincarnation with a k,llabas;.,·, 'with this kelttlbels;.' misconstrued
as a trick hy which Pythagoras attemped to prove rebirth. See also the interesting accounr by Her-
mippus in Diog, vii i.~I, where Pvthagor.i s' knowledge of the past (together wi th his Hadcs-experienccd.)
.ire brought within rhc alleged stunt. Set' .ilso the anecdote ill Iambl. Vir. Pyrl,. 17H, (probably derived
trom Androcydcs, the Alexandrian doctor), and see Sell. Soph. Llca. 62 and Terr. De .ri,r. 28.

:'i0. See Rohde "I'. cit. p. 6(X) and NI,. Mus. \,,,1. XXVI (IR71), p. 551'. The conjunction of the
,1(COUJltsof Pvrhagoras' previous lives and his descent to Hades is first found amoug the Greeks of the
Hellespont and Pontus (Her odor. iv, 'i5), and even if it did appear in a written work subsequently,
could hardly have been evidence that it was made by Pythagoras and the early school. See also H.
Diels 'Ein gcfalschtcs Pythagorasbuch' Arch . [ur Gesch, dcr Puilos. vol. III (1890), p. 468 f where he
makes it seem probable that this writrcn work was the pseudo-Pythagorean work in Ionian, the tri-
partite 'Education, Politics, Physic.': (JIa~oEvT~KOV, JIO/..~TU(OV, CPva~KOv). He cannot
however. be right ill asQlllling (Sl'C p. 4(9) that the dcsccnt-storv was invcn red hv Her.rclcides.
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quite clearly indicates ajourney undertaken during his) ifctimc as Pythagoras. 51

The confusion of this with' reincarnation is understandable enough,
though unfortunately it has also resulted in the suspicion of Pythagoras as
being a cheap fraud. Heraclcidcs' inclusion of the experiences of souls in
Hades as part of the claimed memories of Pythagoras of the prebirth, how-
ever, seems to carry a suspicious echo of Plato ]\-1(,110 8lc against the 1?cj'l/hlic
myth of Er.52

Dicaearchus is associated with Clcarchus- ' in giving a slightly variant
version of Pythagoras' previous births ;-he was Euphorbus, then Pyrandrus,
then Aethalides, then a beautiful harlot named Ale). As Wehrli note3,54
Pyrandrus is simply a variant of Pyrrhus, As for the substitution of Alco
for Hermotimus, her vocation suggests a later inspiration with a definite
malicious intent, rather than, as with Empcdoclcs' claimed incarnation as
a girl, one aimed at exhausting the types of incarnation the soul could
assume.c> It is indeed interesting to observe how the story started by Hera-
cleides has already begun to transform itself, presaging the interesting history
it was to have. One might mention in passing that the Aleo of Dicacarchus
and Clearchus reappears as the courtesan Aspasia in Lucian 'Gal/lis' 19
with the satire fully exploited.

51. So rhe descent of Orpheus (Eur. AI. 357-362: the t.un ,ius sculptured relictin the Naples museum,
reproduced in Brunn-Bruckmann, pl. 3-+1and discussed by GntppC ill Rosr'rcrs Lexicon, s. v. Orphc:lS,
p. 1194; Plato SYlIll'. 179d: 11O(,r. BlIs. xi. 7 f.), of r;1e Pamph yliau Er, son of Arme.iius (Plato Rep.
614b f.), of Thespesius (Plut. Dc Sad ;\.'l/JlI.ViII. 22) and I'imarchus (Plur. De Ceil. S(lCT. 21 fl. Vcrgil
must surely be following such kattlbasi.';-JccOUi1ts \.d1C~1 he sends ACT'::.b to t!1C netherworld (SC'2 ACII.

vi. 264 f.), for Aeneas nor only meers hi, father and learns the destiny of Rome, belt sees what is prepared
for the good and the evil there. See also Rig. Veda x. 135 wherein, as San y.ma, in the commenrcrcd
in the At". Veda xix seems ro explain, the boy mcnriouc.i i, the 51m2 as Nrchikctas ot' rhc TaitT. BraJlllw"<l
(iii. ii. 8) who went to Yama-loka and returned ro CI[[h: (S2" als» K.III!. Upi». ii. 5; ii i. R, 1:;: iv. 10-11:
vi. 18). Likewise, according ro a javanesc M'Sof the l-lth ccruury, the' v.iksha Kunjarakarna is commanded
by Lord Vairochana to go to the kingdom of Yamr ro see whrt is prepared there for cvil-docrs ; see
. The Legend of Kuniaraeama, trans]. from the !lurch of Professor Kern by L. A. Thom.is in II/d. AI/I.
(Bombay), vol. XXXII pp. 111-127.

52. 614b. f. See n. 86 below for the content of the relevant portion 01 AJC'I/() 1)1c.

53. In his note to Dicacarchus fr. 36 "11 p. S:>.
54. Dicaearchus fr. 36 (Wehrli) .
.i5. His fr. 117.

"Q I , "I I

YJOY) yap TrOT EYu) YEVOfLYJV KOVP0'> TE KOpYJ TE

e ' ", \ "I' \ "\ \ ' e Icuivos T OtWVOS' TE Kat E£"a/w,> E/\I\07T05 tX VS'o

(A/ready have I bel'l/ a boy, a girl, a plant, " bird and a diunb sl'a-:fish.) Oil the basis of the habitable
dements, bird represents aerial creatures, fish aquatic. the rest terrestrial; of, age, boy and girl represent
youth, as Empedocles ('1') advanced years; of sex. boy represents male, girl female; of the three grades
of living things, boy and girl human incarnations, bird and fish animal, and plant plant-incarnations.
Cf. frr. 20, 21 and 23.
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The foregoing pieces of evidence, scrappy though they be, are sufficient
to show that Pythagoras did make a claim to be able to recollect his own
p~st incarnations and experiences within them. Three other fragments,
however throw a little more light on this singular power of Pythagoras,
for they go further to show that he was, at the same time, able to recognize
or even have forevision of the states of existence of others, and sometimes
to assist them to do so for themselves. The first of these, which is the
earliest piece of evidence Oil Pythagoras' teaching of reincarnation, is also
the earliest reference to Pythagoras himself, that is, Xenophancs fr. 7. The
fragment itself is quoted by Diogcnes,56 strangely enough, by way of
confirmation of Pythagoras' having himself been different people at
different times.

The two elegiac couplets we have read as follows:

(011[(' they say that he 1I1as passir1<~hy when a dog was beillg
whipped, ana he took pit)' and said, 'Stop, do not beat it; In it is the
soul oj a friend that J ,.eco,~ttized l/J·hl'lI J heard it hOlI'/.')

If Xenophancs was born around 565 B.C., as is now accepted, he was
a content porary of Pythagoras; in which case, even if he had heard the
anecdote he narrates fro111others, as 'they say' (cpaut) indicates, wc have
here good assurance that Pythagoras was in his own lifetime associated with
a doctrine of reincarnation, and more important for the prcsent study, with
a power ef birth recognition. Two difficulties, however, exist concerning
this fragment. The first of these is that, as with the Empcdoclcs-fragmcnt,
there is nothing in the extant verses of it to assure us that the allusion here
is to Pythagoras and no one else. In fact Keru'" and Rathmanu'f thought
differently. It remains, however, that Diogcnes, even if he is inexact in
quoting these verses as proof of Pythagoras' own prior existences, attributes

-6 ... 3' H \ ,,\ -, \ \ ,,, \ \ ,\ - e '""' ,/..,oo. vin . o. e says: 7TEP~ OE TOU a/\/\OT a/\/\ov aUTO V YEYEVTJU a~ '!:!'EVO'f'a

VTJ<:;EV EAEYELq. -npoop.aoropei . (,4bolll his """illg become diffrrCllt Ihillgs 'I

dit!el"fIli limes, Xcuophanes gil'cS evidence ill his c":~y.. )
57. 'Empcdoclcs und die Orphikcr' .~rch . [ur Gesch. del" Phil".'. \'01. J (1881»),p. 4l)u .

.'Il. 01' . tit, p. 37.

199



UNIVERSITY OF CEYLON REVIEW

the reference to Pythagoras, and this, as Cameron-? puts it, 'transcends all
other non-factual hypotheses'. From the fact that Diogenes was able to
quote the first verse of the poem,-it looks more like the first verse of the
relevant part of the poem,-it would seem that he or his source (at one or
more removes) had better grounds for the ascription than the four verses
alone give us. That he cites them as proof of Pythagoras' own prior in-
carnations is understandable, since they go half-way to this by establishing
the fact that Pythagoras definitely apprehended the possibility.

The second matter is how far the anecdote itself can be taken at face-
value. Xenophanes is given by Diogenes himselfw as holding views
contrary to those of Pythagoras. At the same time, he was a notorious
satirist ofbdiefs to which he was hostile, so that it is possible that he may be
here lampooning the teachings of Pythagoras, as he did the anthropomorphic
polytheism of Homer and Hesiod, for instance. In support of this, Long6!

points out that the other five passages quoted by Diogenes with this one, all
ridicule Pythagoras.

The last-mentioned argument has, of course, little point unless it can
be shown that Diogenes did select passages of such a nature for some known
or unknown reason. Nor is it warranted to treat these verses as of the same
calibre as the others of Xenophanes, which are distinctly satirical, unless
there are independent grounds for thinking so. The idea of a man rein-
carnating as an animal is in itselfnot necessarily satirical; it is openly admitted
in the teachings ofEmpedocles and Plato afterwards, and Euripides probably
had this very anecdote in mind when he made Polyrnestor predict the same
fate for Hecuba in his tragedy Hecuba,62 though the change ofform ( fJ-opc/>ij~
ILETaaTaat<;) there is one of metamorphosis or shape-shifting popular
among the Celts ra ther than metempsychosis:

(Pol. A dog with .fire-red eyes shalt YOII become.
Hec. How do YOIl laun» the changirlg (~rlliY fOrtll

Pol. This Dionysius told, the Thracian seer.)
59. ,,},. cu. p. 13.

C1O. ix. 18.
(,1. ~p. tit, p. 17.
(,2. 1265-1267 and f.
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If any satire was intended, then, it must have been in the association
of the dog with Pythagoras, as the wild-fowl with Malvolio.w rather dun
in a self-defeating misrepresentation of the very teaching of Pythagoras.
On the other hrnd, the vercc with which Xenophanes' poem was said to
open:

~ .• ' "\ \" \ , "'t'" '\ evvv aVT al\l\ov E1TELp.,LI\oyov, ~ELs W OE KE/lEV OV.

(A1ld noiu I will turn to another story and show the way.)

if it had any bearing on the anecdote itself, far from suggesting satire, shows
that Xenophanes was in all seriousness and even partial to the belief in
reincarnation himself!

The second is the fragment of Ion on Pythagoras' prophecy concerning
Pherecydes, i.e. fr. 4, though this is seldom treated in discussions of Pytha-
goras' power of birth-remembering for the good reason that the second
couplet of the fragment seems to rest his statement on a knowledge of a
different kind. Once again, we have only four verses extant and these are
not free from controversy either.

(\ t , ." I) ~, , '\: ""

WS' 0 p.,EV YJVOpE'Y]LTE KEKaap.,EVOS' YJOE KaL aWOL

KaL 4>etp.,EVOS'if;VX1]L TEP1TVOV EXEL (3LoToV,
>, II e' " ',/,.' \,EL1TEp V ayopYJS' ETVp.,WS' 0 oixpos: 1TEpL 1TaVTWV, e ' , "<;' \'t ' eav pW1TWV ?!vwfJ-aS' EWE KaL ESEfJ-a EV

(Thus did he excel in manliness and se!F...re~p('(t, mid 11011' that he
is dead, he has a blissful existence .f<n· his sOIlI,-{f Pythagoras, truly
the wise, teamed ana lmcw (fill' opinions about all,1Ic/I.)

Rathmann.o- arguing tint the qualities of manliness ('l]VOPE-Y]) and
self-respect (aiowS') more properly applied to a hero ('vir fortis') than
a divine ('theologus'), concluded that the first two verses must have been
grafted to the second pair in later times from a belief that Phcrecydes was

(,3. Shakespeare T,,'c!li!J N(~lIt iv, ~. S~-(,2.
C/o. What is the opinion of Pythagoras concerning wildfowl,
.\1,11. That the soul of our grandam might haply inhabit a bird.
C/o. What think'st thou of his opinion?
Ma]. I think nobly of the soul, and no way approve his opinion.
C/o. Fare thee well. Remain thou still in darkness: thou shalt hold the opinion of Pythagoras

ere I will allow of thy wits; and fear to kill a woodcock, lest thou dispossess the soul of
thy grandam. Fare thee well.

(,4. "1'. cit. p. 44 f.
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Pythagoras' teacher. This seems somewhat farfetched. Apart from the
e1SY extension of the qualities of ~VOPEYJ and alow<; to the moral field,
-the two words together encompassing most of the virtues recognized by
the Greeks,-there is also reason to think that the tradition associating
Pherecydes with Pythagoras was pretty old, it being subsequently picked
up by Aristorle.v"

From another consideration, however, there is need to distinguish these
verses, for where-is it seems that the first two verses contain the assertion
of Pythagoras about Pherecydes, the second prir expresse~ Ion's own obser-
vation about the reliability of that assertion. According to Pythagoras, so
did Pherecydes excel in manliness and self-respect that in death he has for
his soul an existence of bliss; according to Ion, this would be so if Pythagoras
learned and knew true opinions about all men.

The distinction of what Pytlrigoras is cited as .uthority for from what
is in fact Ion's is, however, not beyond question. One possibility is that
Ion cites Pythagoras only for the blissful existence Pherecydes' soul is thought
to have,-that is, only for the content of the second verse,--while the as-
sertion about his high moral attainments and any implied connection
between this and tlnt afterdeath state, is Ion's own. Again, it is possible
that Pythagoras had only afforded a general doctrine about virtue and its
posthumous rcwards.vs while Ion is responsible for applying the particular
instance of Phcrecydes to this and making an assumption. H. Gomperz67

rmintcins some such view, but confines Pythagoras teaching to the belief
in the surviva Iof the soul. According to him, this probably means no more
than 'If Pythagoras is right about the survival of the soul, then Pherecydes'
soul should be enjoying a blessed existence'. In these last two cases, too,
the 'wisdom' of Pythagoras would matter a great deal to the truth of the

(,5. Sl'e n. 3 above and p. 203 below.
66. According to Chrvsippus (apud Au!. Gel!. vii. 2. 12) the Pyrhagorcans conceived of suffering as

self-sought ( aV8aZpETa). In life, mortal beings arc as ill a prison of sorts (EV TLVL 4>POVPij.),
.uid so arc souls in bodies; the gods arc our warders, and escape by suicide condemned as wrongful;
(Plato Phacdo 61d-62b). Pythagoras, in the only reference to him by Plato (Rep. 600b), is said to
have taught a 'way of life' and is admired for it by Plato himself, and we learn from Alexander (apud
f)jog. vii i. 32) that to the Pythagorcans, the winning of the soul to good or evil was of the greatest
moment. The Pythagorean katabasis too must surely indicate a strong moral element in his conception
of life and the afrcrdcarh ; Alexander (apud Diog. viii. 31) has a notice about the dead, which must conic
from the kat"b.l.<is-account, which tells of the different treatment meted to good and evil in Hades.
It is difficult to believe that Pythagoras taught either a magical form of reincarnation as, is found
delineated by Herodotus ii. 123, or a mechanistic, as is evidenced by Arisroxenus fr. 12 (Wehrli), Eude-
HIUSfr. 88 (Wehrli), JHd Porphyry Vir. PYI/1. 19, though such concepts of tncccssirv' ( a.vayK~) may
have been applied by certain later Pythagoreans to the cycle of rebirth.

67. rl'irntr Stud. vol. XLVlT (1919), p. 1411. 3.
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assumption, though then 1TEp't 1TclVTWV av8pdmwv should more properly
be understood as 'about all men in general' rather than 'about all men
individually' .

It is likely that Ion was talking about Phcrccydes' moral qualities in
the verses immediately preceding those that we have in the fragment, since
these latter seem to be occasioned by some such subject; but he would
hardly have taken it upon himself to bring these moral qualities into a causal
connection with Pherecydes' posthumous bliss, when he had to rest on
Pythagoras for the very fact of that posthumous bliss. One of the reasons
for thinking that Pythagoras was associated with Pherccydes as a friend or
pupil is this very fragment of Ion, but, as we supposed earlier,68 the tradition
cannot have wholly originated from this and could very well represent
a fact. In which case, it is more probable that Ion is citing Pythagoras, when
talking about Pherecydes, on something particular that he had said about
the man than as authority for a general doctrine which might apply to any
one at all, Ion himself incidentally (or coincidentally) applying it to Phere-
cydes. Besides, if that general doctrine was restricted to the survival of
the soul after death, it was popular enough in Greece and in no way p-::culiar
to Pythagoras,-not even where such survival is thought to be in a blissful
state,-so as to require his especial testimony.

Pherecydes, according to tradition, fell ill in Delos of louse-disease and
Pythagoras came from Italy and cared for him till he died.69 Even if
the account is fictitious, as some think.?" there is no reason to doubt that
Pherecydes died during the lifetime of Pythagoras, and if Pythagoras
'flourished' in Samos,"! during the later part of it, when he had settled in
Italy. The comment of Pythagoras which we have from Ion must have
been made at some time thereafter. It might, however, be argued that
what we have here is a prophecy made by Pythagoras before the death of
Pherecydes, which, after that death has taken place, Ion talks of as a fact
(provided, of course, Pythagoras, truly the wise, had the knowledge to
make true prophesies on such matters.) No one, as far as I know, has sug-

68. See p. 202
69. See Diog. i. 118 who gives this on the authority of Aristoxenus. See also Diod. x. 3. 4. Porph.

Vito Pyth. 56 derives the information from Dicaearchus, but Dicaearchus may himself be relying on on
other than Arisroxenus.

70. See for instance Raven in G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven The Presotratic Philosophers, Cambridge
(1957), p. 49.

71. According to Apollodorus, in 532/1 B.C., during the reign of the tyrant Polycrates. He is
said to have left Samos, where he had spent his early life (see Herodot. iv. 95), to escape the tyranny
(Porph. Vito Pyth. 'I), and to have settled at Croton in South Italy, where he appears to have risen to a
position of great authority (Diog. viii. 3).
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gested that this is what must have happened, nor is it the most obvious inter-
pretation. At the same time, it is not the more remarkable than a decla-
ration based on some claimed power to know about such afterdeath states,
nor the more sure, whereas both these qualities are implied by the very fact
that Ion thinks he must qualify them immediately afterwards.

The second couplet, however, far from suggesting that Pythagoras had
made this statement from knowledge gained through some kind of extra-
sensory perception, talks of it as gained by learning from others.t- The
sense of this couplet must be: ' .... if Pythagoras was right (5C. about the
afterlife)'; but this seems somewhat obscurely and ineffectively expressed
by the apparent meaning. Hence various conjectures. Wilamowitz'"
thought that by knowing mens' minds, Pythagoras also knew whether
they deserved a happy afterlife. Kranz74 rightly refutes this: following.
Dicls75 he takes m:pl 7TaV'TWV Qv()pdJ7TWV together to translate 'about all
men,' and understands yvwfLa~ to mean 'Einsichteu.' Sandbach"
recently suggested the emendation aoc/>o~ os for <> aoc/>6~ (thus
reading , .... if Pythagoras, truly the wise, who learned and knew " '),
and saw in these words, not merely an allusion to Heraclitus on Pythagoras,
(as Kranz recognized), but also a reply to him. This does not, however,
liberate the 'wisdom', with which Pythagoras is supposed to have made the
assertion about Phcrecydes, from what is now the content of the relative
clause, since the latter must be significant, and can only be so as a qualifica-
tion of the former.

204

What is to be remarked in the present context is that the second couplet
registers Ion's own observation on the 'wisdom' and that the notion here
appearing about it is strictly his, the subjectivity being even more clear when
it is taken in the light of Heraclitus' references. The same point must be
made where some have found lop's 'truly' (E'TVfLW~) sarcastic,-that
it docs not affect the tradition itself which he hands down with the quotation
in the first couplet. So that the 'wisdom' which enabled Pythagoras to
learn about Pherccydcs' posthumous existence may be of a completely
--_._-- -_ ... _ ..

72. See n. 28 above.
73. 'Lcscfruchrc' Hermes vol. LXII (1927), p. 2R1.
74. See 'Vorsokrati sches I und II' Hermes vol, LXIX (1934). p. 227 f. when.' also the different

translations of the second couplet arc discussed.
. 75. V"r.<. I. p. 380. He translates: ' .. So hat er (Pherecydes) zwar, durch Mannesmur ausgezc-
ichncr und durch Ehrgefuhl, auch nach scinem Tode fur seine Scclc cin erfreuIichcs Leben, wcnn denn
in Wahrhcit Pythagoras der Weise ubcr aIle Menschcn hinaus Einsichren crfuhr und kennel! lernrc;
tjener abet )

76. loc, rit.
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different nature to that ridiculed by Heraclitus, and Ion guilty of confusing
them from an impression all his own. Would it not appear rather to be
an apperception of that remarkable faculty for which Pythagoras was
famous, with which he at some time recognized the metempsychosis of
another friend of his as a dog ?

Bluck17 cannot be right in thinking that the blissful existence talked of
here is in a new incarnation, for this is assured Pherccydcs, not merely now
that he is dead (cPOLJLEVO~), but expressly for his soul (.pVX.~L), the
expression itself clearly indicating a disincarnate existence. Add to this
the fact that it is assured Pherecydes for his special moral attainments, and
it would seem that the allusion is to some ultimate state of liberation from
incamationt 'f and who would be more deserving of this, in Pythagoras'
estimate, than the old theologus and his own. reputed guru in that subject
which Aristotle would best classify as miracle-working (TEpaTo1Toda.).

The legend of Pythagoras, beginning with Xenophanes and gathering
strength with the reference of Empedocles, seems to have swelled into a
fair concourse of anecdotes and notices which accredited him with much
that had grown around other remarkable men much as Abaris, Aristeias
and Pherecydes. Later writers drew upon the work of Aristotle on Pytha-
goras, the meagre extant citations from which 79 suggest that he must have
set about indiscriminately compiling all that he could learn about Pythagoras,
or had a pupil of his do so, perhaps with the good reason that little was
known about that man with any degree of certainty at that time, and that
too was liable to be, (as it actually happened,) overgrown by later fictions
of all sorts.

In these fragments it would appear that Pythagoras, like Pherecydes
predicted a disaster concerning a ship; and again, like Pherecydes, the fall
of Sybaris, the faction which the Pythagoreans suffered; as Abaris carried
a golden arrow in proof of his Apollonine mission, Pythagoras displayed

77. op. cit. p. 67.
78. Arist. De All. A2. 404a 16, Alex. apud Diog. viii. 31 =32 and Claud. ii. 7, p. 120. 12 (Engelbr.)

=Vars. (44. B. 22) are not evidence of an ultimate state ofliberation, but where incarnate existence was
considered undesirable, it is only to be expected that the goal of endeavour must be some form of
disincarnate existence. See also p. 210 below.

7':1. See VMS. pp. 98-99=frr. 191 and 192 (Rose) esp. The title of the work is given in these as
Concerning tire Pythagoreans (7TEpt TWV IlvOayopELwv), and again as Concerning the

Pythagorean Philosophy (7TEpt Tij~ IlvOayopLKij~ cPL>"oaOcPLa~) so that it may not
have been limited to Pythagoras' life and teachings alone, but included the various doctrines and
studies of the early school which could not be distinguished from those of the master.
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a golden thigh; a story of bilocation is told of him which parallels that of
Aristeias; and like Abaris and Aristeias at least, he was associated with the
Hyperborean Apollo.

But the notice that Pythagoras caused Mullias of Croton to call to mind
that he was, in a former incarnation, the Phrygian Midas, SOIl. of Gordias,
and to foreknow his future life as that of a white eagle,80 is characteristically
Pythagorean and could very well be old and genuine. Who Midas was
is, of course, all too well known, but we know nothing of Mullias except
that he was, according to the catalogue of Pythagoreans in Iamblichus.t'
a Pythagorean of Croton, and his wife, Timycha, one of the famom Pytha-
goran women. As for the story itself, there appears to be nothing suspi-
cious about it; quite probably it originated in the school at Croton and
passed on to the public who talked about it much as they did the episode
mentioned by Xenophanes about Pythagoras and the dog. On the other
hand, it is evidence of new and other dimensions ill,which Pythagoras could
wield his power of birth-recollecting and birth-recognizing, for while it
makes it an easy inference that he could foreknow the birth, or births,
awaiting himself, it actually implies that he could assist others to discover
for themselves the births awaiting themselves, (besides recollect those
they had already undergone.)

206

The evidence, then, though scanty, comes out strongly to show that,
from the first, Greek reincarnation-teaching, like the Buddhist, was asso-
ciated with a belief in the possibility of recollecting past births, and that
Pythagoras himself, like the Buddha.t- was not merely a teacher of a doctrine
of which the central tenet was one of reincarnation, but appeared to have
reached a state of being in which he could call to mind his various former
existences. When he exercised the power of his intellect, it seems, he could
reach as 6r back as ten or twenty lifetimes of men and recollect every
single experience of his in these. On good authority we have it that he

80. Vors. I, p, 99= fr. 191 (Rose).
81. ViI. Pyth, 21i7=VMS. L pp. 446-448.
82. In Pali-Buddhism, such a being is known as a Jiitissara, and the knowledge consisting of the

memory of pre-existence pubbenivdsdnussatiiuina. On the Buddha's capacity, see for instance the
'Patisani' of the 12th bk. of the Khud. Nik.: 'The raha t is endowed wiht the power called pubbeniu/isaiuina
of revealing his various Conner existences. Thus am I acquainted with one existence, two existences, ..
a hundred thousand existences, ... I know that I was born in such a place, bearing such a name, des-
cended from such a race, .. ' See also Ashvagosha's Lite vJ tile Buddha on this, and particularly the
stories of theJal. Mala. Apparently the Buddha claimed unlimited retrocognition (Y(/.I,,,d eva ,'kail.khal11i);
see Maj]. Nik, i. 482. Compare Sri Krishna in the Bllag. Cita iv. 5: 'Many lives, Arjuna, you and
I have lived; I remember them all. but thou dosr not.' On the whole question of recollection, see
A. K. Coornaraswamy 'Recollection, Indian and Platonic' ]vlm/. Alii. Orient, SOL suppl. :I with vol.
LXIV (1944), pp. 1-18.



PYTHAGORAS, BIRTH-REMEMBERER

was the son of Mnesarchus, and true to his father's name, he had, in the
opinion of antiquity, this ability to trace his origin far beyond that given
him by that father of his. There was a tradition that he was, in one in-
carnation, Euphorbus who fought in the Trojan War and was slain by
Menelaus, and that he proved this by recognizing the shield of Menclaus-
or, more likely, recognized the shield to be that of Menelaus upon seeing
it,-in the temple of Apollo at Branchidae or at some other place.

The Visuddhi-Ma.gga83 recognizes six classes of persons who could call
to mind former 'habitations', but even the lowest of these is thought capable
of recalling an immense number of such. Even if 'ten and twenty' in the
fragment of Empedoclcs about Pythagoras meant an indefinite number, it is
hardly likely that the Greeks would hwe thought in terms of such immen-
cities of time as the lndian reincarnation-religions. It would be unrea-
sonable, at any rate, to '1ttempt assessing the potentialities of Pythagoras
according to what we find there. On the other hand, it is likely tlnt the
technique adopted in calling to mind among the Pythagorcans was more
or less the same, a 'reaching out' (OpEgL<;) with the full powers of the
intellect in a retrograde order rather thm by an elestasis of some kind.84 It is
a reasonable guess that the Pythagorean memory-training had the recovery
of memories of past lives as its ultimate purpose.s"

The fragment of Empedocles is of special significance in the study of
Platonic anamnesis from its association of knowledge with recollection of
prebirth experiences.. For Empcdcclcs quite clearly thinks that the great
wealth of intelligence and mastery over wise deeds possessed by Pythagoras
was the result of his unique ability to draw upon the experiences of earlier

83. xiii:
84. Compare the Buddhist method of 'calling to mind' described in Vis. lvIag. at loco cit. and the

method of 'search'( ~~Tl'}aL<;)advocated in Meno 81c (see n. 86 below) which proceeds from the re-
collection of one thing to the recollection of all. In Buddhism, it is stated that when the fourthjhana
is attained immediately prior to entering the art'pajhcilla (formless mystical states) the mind is 'clear and
cleansed' (parisllddha-, pariyodata- : see Dig. Nik, i. 75-70) and that when the mind is clear cleansed,
it acquires certain extrasensory faculties whereby it is possible to have a vision of one's past births (see
D·ig. Nik. i. 82) as well as the 'decease and survival of beings'. The subject is said to' turn and direct
his mind to knowing and seeing' (DIg. Nik. i. 76). The whole is compared to a journey from village
to village where one is able to recall the details of the journey (Dig. Nik. i. 81). In the subsequent
dialogues of Plato, where the objects of anamnesis arc the Forms and no less, the method of awakening
recollection is no other than dialectics.

85. On Pythagorean memory-training see Diod. X. 5 and lambl. Vito Pyth. 164 f. See Dodds
op . fit. p. 173, n, 107.
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lives. In its earliest appearance, that is, in the Me/1(l,!SO Platonic anamnesis takes
some such form, for that which is forgotten and needs to be recollected or
recovered, is not the Forms encountered by a disincarnatc soul in a supra-
celestial region (V7TEpOVPUVt'Js TCYTros), but particular things and parti-
cular experiences which the soul, incarnate upon this earth in previous lives,
had perceived and undergone,-the 'existing things' (OVTa) of the Empe-
docles-fragment (-to which Plato adds the experiences in Hades.) All
these are latent in memory, and 'learning' is no more than anamnesis of these.
The memory of the slave boy is not merely that of his experiences during
the few years since his birth; it is something which stretches beyond the
intra-uterine experiences of Freudian psychoanalysis into innumerable other
existences of his soul before it was born to the present condition. There
are, however, no implications of anything like an epistemological theory
in the Empedoclcs-statcmcnt, as Cameron''? would have liked to see.

Of Mahavira it is said that, becoming an arahat and a Jina COlupre-
hending all, he knew of gods, men and demons, 'whence they come, where
they go, whether they are born as men or animals, or become gods or heli-
being~'.83 So, the power of discovering the births of others is one of the
six powers of Buddhist abhiiiii«, he who 'vas entered the fourth jhiina
gaining 'knowledge of the decease and survival of beings' (sattaum!1 cutdpa-
piitafianiiya).89 The earliest piece of evidence on Pythagoras, the Xeno-

I ' "A .,. f .l, , 'fJ / I 'j' \
8(', oc. at. Here Socrates asserts: TE OVV 7] 'f'VX'I aoavaTOS TE ouoti Kat

1TOAAUKtS YEYOVVLa /(a~ £wpaKVLa /<a~ Ta EVeUOE Ka~ Ta EV "Atoov
\ I I ,)/ f , III er ,~ \

Kat 1TaVTa XP7]fLaTa, OVK EUTW on ov fLEfLao7]KEv' WUTE OVOEV
eaVfLaUTOV KaL 1TEPL apETijs Ka~ 1TEPL uAAwv oZov 7" E [vat aVT7]V
avafLv7]Ueijvat, a yE Kat 1TpO"TEPOV~1T{UTaTO. aTE yap TijS c!>VUEWS
a1T(l.u'IS O'VyyEVOVS OVU7]S, KaL fLEfLae7]Kv{as Tijs !f;vxijs a1TaV7'a, OVOEV

\ I " I , e I "'" \ la \ ~ " eKWI\VEL EV fLOVOV avafLv7] EVTa-o 07] fLau7]Utv Kal\OVUW av PW1TOt-
7'uAAa 1TaVTa aVTov aVEVpELv, Eav "TLS avopELoS fj KaL fLTJ a1ToKUfLvT/
~7]7'Wv. TO yap '7]TELV upa Kat TO fLaVeUVEW avufLv7]utS oAov EU7'LV.

(Sinc£', then, the 50111is immortal and ha" been boYII many times and sce/! all/he thillgs ill this world and ill
Hades, there is nothing it has 1I0t learnt, No 1V0nder, then, that it is able to recall to ",il1d g<'odness and other
things, which it had infaa understood before. For, ill as milch as all nature is akin and the s01l1 has learnt every-
thing, nothing prevents the mall who has recoilected=-or, as people say, leamt-c-onr sillgle thingfrom discovering
all the rest for himself, if he will be resolute mill not weary in the search; [or searching 011I1 learning are nothing
but rccol/ecting.)

87. p.190 and n. 24 above,
88. .4karan, sac ii. 15. 26.
!l9. See Dig. Nik. i. 82. 'With his clear paranormal clairvoyant vision he sees beings dying and

being reborn, the low and the high, the fair and the ugly, the good and the evil, each according to his
karma,.' It is said of the Buddha (Majj. Nil«. i. 170) that 'there arose in him knowledge and insight
that Uddaka Rfiruaputta had died the previous night. Where there is knowledge of rebirth according
to karma, the form, state and condition of rebirth would surely have been known.

208



PYTHAGORAS, B1RTH-REMEMBERER

phanes-fragmcnt, remarkably enough attests a similar power as having
been possessed by Pythagoras of recognizing the births of others as well,
but the recognition here is made on the instant. On the other hand, it
seems to have been evoked by the voice of the dog, that is, factitiously,
which in Buddhist estimation would be of a lower order.90 However,
his knowledge of the blissful existence of Pherecydes' soul must have been
unaided and direct.

Now, the discovery of one's own past existences and the experiences
within them, wherever this occurs, is a feat of memory (f1.v711-L~).This is
true of the two instances in the Celtic sages as well, that of Mongan knowing
his former existence :IS Fionn.P! and that of the two swincherds.s- though
there may be some doubt whether these accounts are actually of reincar-
nation as we understand the term, or of the popular Celtic shape-shifting.
All the experiences of the' transrnigrant' (be that a 'soul' (Ij;vx~), an 'occult-
self' (8aLf1.wv), or a 'stream of consciousness' which takes on different 'selves'
as it takes on different bodies) in all its prior 'lives' can be drawn upon by
the being that it becomes at any given incarnation, if only that being is
capable of exercising, and of exercising to the requisite degree, the power
of retrocognition. And it need be remarked that all such retrocognition
must be of experiences personal to the 'transmigrant' or what it has learnt,
and clearly not anything that has not accrued to the memory in any of those
past existences (on this earth or elsewhere) or in the present one. Thus
Pythagoras recollected that he was once Euphorbus and recollected the
appearance of that man's shield, and if his friend who was reincarnated as
a dog was a friend of his in a former existence of his, (though this i~not the
best inference,)93 he must have remembered the voice of this man through
his power of birth-remembering. On the other hand, his knowledge of
Pherecydes' existence of bliss for obvious reasons, cannot derive from
memory and must rightly be considered birth-recognition based on a power
of clairvoyance, such as was claimed to have been possessed by Mahavira,
the Buddha and certain other beings of high mental attainments.

90. See Coomaraswamy op, cit, p. 6, f.
91. See particularly the Miirchen. In one story, Mongan has a dispute with his poet regarding the

death of the hero Fothad, The Fian Caoi\e returns from the dead to prove him right, and he says,
'\Ve were with thee, with Fionn'. Mongan bids him be silent, because he did not wish his identity
with Fionn to be made known. 'Mongan, however, was Fionn, though he would not let it be told'.
See A. Nutt and K. Meyer The V"yage of Bran, London (lH95-97) vol. I, p. 45 f. text and transl; see
also J. A. MacCullough The Religion <if the Allcicllt ce« Edinburgh (1911) esp. p. 350 f.

92. The Tale of tile Two Swineherds. There is a skilful fusion here, because the reborn personages
preserve a remembrance of their former transformations. See MacCullough "p. eir. p. 353; and see
W. F. Skene Four Alleie"r Bonks (~rW"le.<, Edinburgh (1H68) vol. 1. pp. 276 and 532

93. Note 'for it is the soul of a friendly man' (brEi. ~ 4>l)..ov dVEPOS EU-rlV "'vx~.)
This is not a case of sheer inference based on something similar in the voice of that friend and the
howl of the dog, but an actual recognition of the reincarnation of that mall's soul, with that quality of
.he voice merely prompting or assisting the recognition.
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According to Aristotlc.v- the Pythagoreans, in their most secret tea-
chings, observed a distinction of rational beings into three categories,
men, gods and 'beings like Pythagoras'. Whether the soul liberated from
the wheel of births, in Pythagorean teachings, became a god, we do not
know, though certainly the daemon of Empcdocles ultimately enjoys some '
such status.v> All that can be known is that it enjoyed an existence of bliss.
On the other hand, the category of 'beings like Pythagoras', which comes
between men and gods, must describe those who are on the threshold of
liberation from incarnation, here on this earth for the last time. Pherecydes
was surely recognized as anozhcr cuch, and it is to some such status that
Empedoclcs equates himself when he already talks of himself as 'an immortal
god, a mortal no more' (Bd<; afl-F3poTO<; OVI<ETt RVYJTO<;).96

We need not go into all the attributes that such a being may have been
thought to be endowed with, but it would appear that these Greek ana-
<~allli'1s, or non-returners to the world of men, claimed this singular power
of birth-remembering, as the instances of Pythagoras and Empedocles show,
and perhaps also knowledge by clairvoyance of the birth-states of others
But, as in the Iridian religions, this ability of birth-remembering was not
thought of as \accidental or a privilege and exclusive to certain chosen
individuals, but one that could be exercised by all those who had acquired
the necessary degree of mental concentration and observed the technique
of retrocognition. Thus Pythagoras was able to assist Mullias to recall his
own past births and become, like himself, a birth-remcmberer.

The notice about Mullias, however, is more than an instance of re-
collecting past existences; it goes on to say that, under Pythagoras' assistance,
Mullias was able to Ioreknow the existence awaiting him, that is, as a white
eagle. If the presupposition is that both discoveries were made by the same
means and in the same manner, it must be mistaken; for while retrocogni-
tion is of that which is experienced and thus in memory, foreknowledge
is by precognition of that which is still to be experienced. Such a dis-

94. Vors. l. p. 99=fr.'l92 (Rose).
95. Frr. 146 ami 147: see also fr. 112 vs. 4, and rc. this. ll. 96 below.

Y6. Fr.112 vs. 4; see also fr. 113; he claims to excel 'all perishable mortal men' (BVYJTWV
7TEptHfl-L 7To'AvcPBEpEWV avBpW7TWV). As the so-called Orphic Tablets would put it, he
has 'suffered the suffering', 'paid rhc penalty for deeds unrighteous'. Such a being would no more
return to the world of composite things. Like the Buddhist arallat, his realization of divinity need not
coincide with death; be may continue his 'residual' existence for many years, but since he has worked
out his sentence and removed the cause of rebirth, he will no more he reborn. See E. Zurcher,
Buddhism, London (1962), p. 27. Superhuman powers were associated with such beings in Greece
as in India, Empedocles claiming to he able to perform similar feats as were associated with
Pythagoras and Pherecydcs.
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tinction is observed in Buddhism when the Buddha explains that 'with
regard to the past the Tathagata's consciousness follows in the wake of
his memory', while 'with regard to the future the Tathagata has the know-
ledge resulting from enlightenment .... '97 One also wonders whether
the Pythagoreans, like the Buddhists, while claiming limitless knowledge
of the past, restricted precognitive knowledge to the life immediately ahead,
only so much being possible where the nature of each existence is greatly
modifiable and modified by that which immediately precedes it.

There is no trace of birth-recollection or birth-recognition in the extant
passages ofPindar which deal with reincarnation-eschatologv.vs but Empe-
docles claims the same power that he admires in Pythagoras99 and also
pretends to foreknow the life awaiting him at death.Ioo Thereafter, the
notion of recollection is notably taken up by Plato together with the doctrine
of reincarnation and used as an eschatological basis for the solution of the
problem of epistemology,-how is knowledge possible if it implies that
we must both know and not know?IOl But with him, that which was
the recollection of personal and particular experiences of past incarnations
with Pythagoras, at length becomes the recollection of the Foms themselves
encountered by the disincarnate soul before it fell into incarnate existence
in the first instance.iv- though in deference to the fact that what can be
recollected must always be what has been built into the memory at some
time or other, plato sees to it that these Forms afC encountered by the soul.

97. D'g. Nik. iii. 134. Here ill the Piistidika Surra it is said. 'It is possible that other heretical teachers
ma y say 'the Recluse Corama has a limitless knowledge and vision with regard to the past but not with
regard to the future' .. ' See K. N. javarillckc Early Buddhist Theory of KI""'llcr(~f'. London (1963), esp.
pp.46R--469. (Retcr Aristotle Oil Epimenides in p. 216 and n. 9 above),

vs. OIYlllp. ii. 53-H3 and fro 127 (Bowraj e.fr. 133 (Bergk).
'J'), See n. 19 above.

100. See fr. 112 vs...• and frr. 113. also 146 and 147. If this is inference in his case, it is like the
inference of the Buddha arising from the cnlighrcmucnr that 'this is the final birth .. ' (Dig. Nik.
iii. 134).

101. A1el/0 HOcft. The crisitic argument has been suggested by Meno 'that it is not possible for
a nun to seck either what he knows, for he knows it and there is no need of a search for such a mall,-
or what he docs not know, for he docs not know what he shall seck'. Socrates, however, does not
think this contention sound, but instead of J direct rebuttal. he makes a digression concerning the
immortality of the soul and its ability to recollect all that it had seen in previous lives.

102, Phaedc 72c-77,,; PII<I<,dr. 2(,·h f The Men» kept recollection well within the context of
reincarnation, even though already Plato must have rcalised that the objects of recollection were the
Forms; the facr that if all our previous lives were 011 level wi h the present one, the problem ofknow-
ledge would not be solved but only thrown back. is not taken care of there; so far from solving the
Sophists' paradox, this theory is a prey to it. The Phaedo recognizes the cpistemical priority of the
Forms to particulars and solves this bv a 'separation' ( xwp~afL6r; ). This is the core of the argument
for ""al/Jllesis in this work and is of paramount significance in the Platonic metaphysics and ethics. See
R. E. Allen 'Anamnesis in Plato's Meno and Phacdo ReJl, vOWel. vol. XIJI(1959). p, 167 f and 171 ;
See also F. M. Cornford Principiuni Sapielltiac Cambridge (1952). r. 57.
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At the same time, the power of recollection of such prebirth visions is not
to Plato an. exceptional and exclusive power acquired by beings who have
achieved superhuman excellence, but is reduced to an ordinary epistemo-
logical process active in all alike in alJ instances of cognition, learning being
nothing more than recollecting or calling to mind that which was forgotten.

MERLIN PERIS
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