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Gerd Van Riel

PROCLUS’ POTAMOLOGY:
THE ROLE OF RIVERS IN ESCHATOLOGY

Plato’s Underworld

In the ancient Greek descriptions of Hades, the underworld
was always associated with rivers. Hesiod and Homer are still
rather vague about the topology of the underworld, and in gen-
eral, they seem to know only one river: the Styx, which starts
from Oceanus and flows into the cavities of Tartarus!. Yet in the
tenth book of the Odyssey, the number of rivers in the under-
world is suddenly extended: in this passage (X sr3-515), Hades is
located where three rivers meet, one of which is said to be a
branch of Styx:

There into Acheron flow Pyriphlegethon and Cocytus, which is a
branch of the water of Styx, and there is a rock, and the junction of the
two resounding rivers?.

So according to this text, there are four rivers in Hades, which
stands in contrast with Homer’s and Hesiod’s account elsewhere.
The question has been raised whether this is not a later addition,
stemming from a time (probably before the standardisation of the
Homeric corpus by Pisistratus in the late 6th c¢. BCE) when the
topography of Hades had become more sophisticateds.

1. Mackie 1999, 486.

2. &vBo pev elg Ayépovta Iupipreyébmv te péovot / Kakvtog 0°, dg o1 Ztuyog
¥8010g EoTtv AmoppdE, / métpn te EVvesic te SV motapdv Epdovnmv. See Mackie
1999, 485.

3. Mackie 1999, 486-87.
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GERD VAN RIEL

At any rate, by the time of Plato, a standard view of the rivers
in Hades had been laid down. There are four of them: Styx,
Acheron, Pyriphlegethon, and Cocytus.

An obvious question then is, how about the fifth river, called
Lethe in the tradition? In fact, the earliest extant reference to the
«river of forgetfulness» is Plato’s Republic, and even there it is not
so clear that we are dealing with a river called Lethe. It is true
that before Plato, the poet Simonides of Ceos (6th-sth c¢. BCE)
mentioned the §opor Afbng, the Halls of Lethe, but this seems to
be a reference to the goddess of forgetfulness rather than to a
river. The next occurrence is found in The Frogs of Aristophanes
(dated 405 BCE), where explicit reference is made (v. 186) to 10
ANOng mediov, the plain of Forgetfulness, located in the under-
world. And this is exactly the formula used by Plato in the myth
of Er in the tenth book of the Republic. In this text, Plato men-
tions only one river, called Ameles, «the river of Unheedingy, sit-
uated in the plain of Lethe (Pl. Resp. X 6212-b):

They travelled to the plain of Forgetfulness in burning, choking, ter-
rible heat, for it was empty of trees and earthly vegetation. And there,
beside the river of Unheeding, whose water no vessel can hold, they
camped, for night was coming on. All of them had to drink a certain
measure of this water, but those who weren’t saved by reason drank
more than that, and as each of them drank, he forgot everything and
went to sleep4.

The souls drank a certain measure of this water, meaning that
they might eventually have some memory of the lessons they
learnt in the underworlds, except for the ones whose reason was
not strong enough to save them: they forgot everything. When
they finally fell asleep, an earthquake opened the way to this
world again, and the souls left the underworld. Interestingly, in
the conclusion to this myth, Socrates wraps up this narrated

4. mopevechot dmavtag €ig tO thg ANONg mediov S Kovpatds te Kol mviyoug
dewod- kai yap elvar adtd Kevov SvEpmv Te kol 80 1| eUEL. oKknvacHaL ovV GOIC
70 £omépac yryvouévng mapd OV Apénta motapdv, ob to Ddwp dyysiov ovdEV
GTéYEWY. HETPOV HéV 0DV Tt ToD Bd0Tog TactY dvaykoiov elval mielv, Todg 88 Ppovi-
oel U olopévoug mhéov mively Tod PETPOV: TOV OE del movTa TavimV EmAavOdve-
cbat, tr. Grube 1992.
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event using the term «river of forgetfulness» (tov tig AOng
notapdv, Resp. X 621¢). So it seems to be Plato himself who
introduced this fifth river, and he probably did not even mean to
call it Lethe — its name is Ameles, and it is only in retrospect that
it 1s described as the river of forgetfulness (without capital let-
ters). At any rate, the plain of Forgetfulness did exist before
Plato, but it is interesting to see that through Plato’s account, the
river Lethe came to join the other four rivers in later tradition.

Of these other four rivers, Plato’s Phaedo offers not just a
description, but they become part of a complete geography of
the underworld. In the first place, according to the Phaedo narra-
tive (Phd. 111e-1122), Tartarus is an immensely wide hole in the
earth, similar to all the different cavities that constitute different
biospheres like ours, but deeper than all others, and spreading
unto the centre of the sphere of the earth. There, in the place
called Tartarus, all water that flows under the surface of the earth
comes together and is pumped up again.

Tartarus

Figure 1: The general layout of the world
according to Phaedo

5. See Morgan 2000, 209.
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Furthermore, in this account of the Phaedo, Styx is not
referred to as a river, but as a lake formed by the river Cocytus.
And Oceanus i1s considered to be a river, a stream that flows
around the earth. According to this description, the Acheron
flows away from Oceanus into a cavity of the earth, to debouch
into the Acherousian lake. Cocytus and Pyriphlegethon also
originate in Oceanus, and they flow through the depths of the
earth into Tartarus, each of the two passing along the Acherou-
sian lake, though without mingling with its waters (Phd. 112e-
r13a). Pyriphlegethon dives into the earth through hot and fiery
regions, and Cocytus winds through a wild region with a blue-
gray color, then forming the Stygian lake, before descending back
into Tartarus (Phd. 113b-c). At the same time, Pyriphlegethon
and Cocytus are said to bring the souls out of Tartarus in a cycle
that passes again via the Acherousian lake (Phd. 114b-c), which is
no doubt due to the pumping movement of the entire water
household of the systems$.

Acherousian
lake

Tartarus

Figure 2: The underworld rivers according to
Plato

6. See Pender 2012.
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The Later Neoplatonists’ Reading: uvOikdg and pvoikdg

In the interpretation of the later Neoplatonists, the topogra-
phy of the underworld is not just an allegorical feature, but also
a real description of a truly existing part of the cosmos. This
interpretive starting point is then bound to face Aristotle’s criti-
cisms as laid down in the Meteorologica, where Aristotle contends
that Plato’s description cannot be correct, as it implies rivers
flowing upwards, thus challenging the laws of physics7.

It would have been easy for interpreters of Plato to dismiss
Aristotle’s critique by stating that this is just imagery, and that
Aristotle lacked the phantasy to see that this should be taken
metaphorically. And obviously, on the one hand, that is what the
Neoplatonists will do: according to them, the myth of the Phaedo
provides us with a metaphorical description of the place of pun-
ishment below the earth, where the souls are gathered in the
afterlife. It is to be taken as an exhortation to become godlike,
and to avoid punishment in the afterlife’. Hence, in many
respects, Plato’s language needs to be taken pvOwdcy.

Yet, at the same time, in the Neoplatonic interpretation, this
mythical meaning can only make sense if it relies on a straight-
forward description of the real nature of this placer. Thus, the
topography depicted by the Phaedo has to be taken ¢uowdg as
well as poBdg, that is to say, the allegorical or metaphorical
meaning relies on a description of a physical reality. It should be
added, though, that this reference to a «physical reality» does not
necessarily mean that the text needs to be taken literally. A phys-
ical reading may also be allegorizing. Olympiodorus, for instance,
complemented his statement that Tartarus is about morality and
punishment, by adding a ¢@uowdg explanation that took the
description of Tartarus as a reference to matter (VAn), with its

7. See Arist. Mete. B 2.355b32-34; 356a14-25.

8. Procl. In R. I 168.3-23; II 128.12-23; Dam. In Phd. 1 471; Olymp. In
Grg. 241.11-28; In Mete. 144.21-35.

9. Olymp. In Mete. 144.7-15; see Steel 2012, 176.

1o. See Procl. In R. II 132.5-13; II 93.18-25; Il 129.4-130.4 (referring to
Numenius); IT 132.14-17. See also Proclus’ literal reading of the geography
of Phaedo at In Ti. I 270.8-271.18 Van Riel (= I 180.25-181.28 Dichl).

275

Downloaded from Mirabile. Digital Archives for Medieval Culture - 26/08/2026, 10:29:18



GERD VAN RIEL

typical turmoil and chaotic motion''. The variation on the scale
between strictly literal and entirely allegorical readings is also a
matter of applying different readings to different parts of the
Phaedo myth. The description of the earth, for instance, which is
the first part of the myth, would notably be taken literally by late
Neoplatonists, as Carlos Steel has shown'. Yet for other parts of
the narrative, as we shall see in the case of the account of the
rivers, the interpretation will be more allegorizing, even though
it will remain altogether physical.

The Physics of Psychic Motion

Why was it important to maintain such a physical reading?
Wouldn'’t it be enough to point out that the eschatological myths
are conveying a moral lesson in the guise of a fantastic mythical
setting, as present-day readers would have it? To Plato’s Neopla-
tonic readers, that would indeed be an insufficient reading,
which renders the message less powerful than it should be. For
the vicissitudes of the soul’s moral life are not just metaphors:
they correspond to real movements that require a genuinely spa-
tial environment. If the world of generation is a real world, then
the realms above and beyond it should also be localised. And that
is exactly what Plato’s eschatological myths are doing. To be sure,
they are not literal renderings of the realms beside ours, but, as
Damascius echoes Plato himself, they describe what it should
look like, given what we know about the soulrs.

So, in the Neoplatonists’ view, the topography of the under-
world is subservient to explaining the soul’s ongoing transmigra-
tion between the levels of reality in a physical way. The first
question is, however, why does the soul have descend altogether,
and face eventual punishment if things go wrong? Why can’t the

11. Olymp. In Mete. 146.25-27; Gertz 2011, 186.

12. See Steel 2012, 179-83.

13. See Procl. In R. II 128.23-132.19; II 140.14-21; II 156.12-157.8. Dam.
In Phd. 1 466.2-4 clearly expresses this: ob ndv 8¢ pdbog €otv, GAL Soov
ocvpmepaivetal Aéyov @g «tadta fj o towdtoy (Phd. 114d2-3) xp1y @ év Adov
fyelobat. todto Yyap fv kai 10 £ldog @V [Motovikdy wilov éte Kaddg THvV
arnetav ppovpévav, mg &v Iolreia (Resp. 11 277d9) enoiv.
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soul just remain in the intelligible world? Proclus treats the
question explicitly in his Commentary on the Timaeus, and replies
that the soul abandons contemplation for two reasons. First, the
soul’s life reflects the life of the gods, which is characterised by
a twofold activity: contemplation and providence. In so far as
they contemplate, the gods are static, but their providential activ-
ity is in motion, directed towards the lower realms. So if the soul
reflects this life, it cannot just remain contemplative, but has to
be performing a providential activity as well, which, in the indi-
vidual soul’s case, involves the care for an individual body. Sec-
ondly, the perfection of the cosmos requires that there be not
only immortal intellective beings (i.e., gods), nor only mortal
irrational animals, but also a class in between: mortal animals that
partake in reason and intellect — and the latter are to be ani-
mated by souls that descend and ascend throughout the world of
generation’4. Thus, the descent of the soul into the world of
generation 1s not a matter of punishment. It is a normal part of
its existence, also because at the top of the system, souls that
contemplate all the time get tired, and long for an active life to
counterbalance their contemplative life, just as much as the souls
that have been living in punishment are longing for a change?s.

The scientific description of the soul’s migration also entails
another question: how does an immortal and intelligible entity
such as the soul become mobile? As such a thing would in prin-
ciple be immobile, we need a theoretical tool to explain how
locomotion of the soul can happen. So again, we are faced with
the fact that mythical language about the soul needs to be
embedded in some kind of topological or physical description.
Moreover, as always, the Proclean system requires that there be
an intermediary between two opposites, meaning that an intelli-
gible being such as the soul cannot be connected with the cor-
poreal realm without any mediating instance. In this case, the
solution comes from a specific Platonic concept, mentioned in
Timaeus, Phaedo, and Phaedrus, where Plato makes reference to an

14. Procl. In Ti. V 214.3-23 Van Riel (= III 324.4-24 Diehl); V 152.2-4
(= III 278.25-26 Diehl). See also Fortier 2018, 311.
15. Procl. In R. II 159.19-160.11.
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Oynua, a vessel or vehicle, by which the soul is vehiculated
through the cosmos’s.

Someone like Proclus does not need to be told twice that
intermediary levels are necessary. Even more so, according to
him, the difference between the eternal, unchangeable and noetic
being that is the soul and the corporeal mass of matter is too big
to be bridged in one jump, by introducing merely one &ynpa7.
Hence he argues for the existence of a cumulative system of dif-
ferent vehicles of the soul. The first one, he says, is the astral or
luminous vehicle8. It is eternal (&idiov) and make the soul
encosmic. Thus, for encosmic souls, this vehicle is part of their
nature (ovuguéc)'9, which means that it cannot be taken away
from them. The second vehicle is called pneumatic2e. It makes
the soul belong to the world of yéveoig, as it 1s added at the
moment when an encosmic soul enters the realm of generation,
and is taken away again when the soul leaves this realm?2r. It is
what Timaeus calls «a troublesome mass of fire, water, air, and
earth that had afterwards adhered to the soul, confusing and
unreasoning»22. It is, thus, made out of the entirety of simple ele-
ments and is not indissoluble2s. But it is anterior to the body

16. PL. Ti. 44d8-e2: v’ odv ui xodvdoduevov émi yiig Hyn te koi BaON mavro-
damd £yovong amopol Tt pev vmepPaivewv, Evlev 8¢ ExPaivery, dmuo adTd TOVTO
Kol eomopiov &docav. Phd. 113d4-6: kai ol pév v 86&wor péomg PeProrévar,
nopevbévieg Emt TOv Ayépovta, avafdavteg G On avtolg OYNpHATd €0TLy, €ml TOVTOV
aeuevodvron gig TV Mpvnv. Phdr. 247a8-b3: 6tav 8¢ 81 npog daita kai £l Boivny
{oot, dxpav &mi Ty Hrovpdvioy Ayida mopedoviol Tpdg dvovTes, 1| o1 Té pev Oedv
oot iIcoppdnes gvnvio. dvta peding mopevetat, Td 6& dAlo HOYIG.

17. Procl. In Ti. V 176.23-24 Van Riel and 177.9-13 (= III 297.24-25 and
298.5-10 Diehl).

18. dymua avyoedég: Procl. In R. 11 154.25-26; 11 195.11; I 196.26-27; 11
199.21; Theol. Plat. TII §.19.10-11; In Ti. Il 112.21 Van Riel (= II 81.21
Diehl); IIT 117.14-15 Van Riel (= II 85.3 Diehl); V 257.6 Van Riel (= III
355.16 Diehl).

19. Procl. In Ti. V 178.5 Van Riel (= III 298.28 Diehl).

20. Oynpa nvevpatikov: Procl. In R. 11 349.4; In Ti. V 94.8 Van Riel (= 111
234.11 Diehl); V 98.21-22 Van Riel (= III 237.25 Diehl); V 99.24-25 Van Riel
(= I 238.20 Diehl); V 223.19-20 Van Riel (= III 331.7 Diehl).

21. Procl. In Ti. V 177.19-22 Van Riel (= III 298.15-16 Diehl).

22. Pl. Ti. 42c¢-d: t0ov mohdv dyhov kai Dotepov mpoo@ivio &k mupdg Kol
Bdartog kai aépog kal yig, Hopvfddn kai droyov dvta.

23. Procl. In Ti. V 208.9-11 Van Riel (= III 320.14-16 Diehl); V 176.24-
177.5 Van Riel (= III 297.26-298.2 Diehl), quoted below (see note 33).
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and survives it after death. Finally, at a third stage, the soul enters
the shell-like vehicle24, i.e., the body (which Timaeus calls a
third «vehicle», Ti. 69c7), the existence of which is characterised
as chthonic2s. It owes its unity to the pneumatic vehicle onto
which it is added2¢.

Based on this triple division between vehicles of the soul, Pro-
clus explains the different levels of psychic existence. The system
is cumulative, in that sense, that a lower soul always also includes
the mode of existence (the vehicle) of the higher one: the astral
souls (the souls of the gods and the planets) only have the astral
vehicle, whereas the souls of elemental bodies are carried by an
astral plus a pneumatic vehicle, and the individually embodied
souls are always riding an astral plus pneumatic plus shell-like
vehicle27.

In this same vein, Proclus explains the faculties of the soul at
the different levels of its existence. To be sure, in each vehicle, the
soul is equally tripartite, displaying the functions of reason, anger
and desire. It is thus clear that the rational and the irrational parts
of the soul are structurally present at every level, even though, at
each stage, their relative status will differ28. The highest soul’s life
is noeric, devoted to the contemplation of true forms, and thus
mainly determined by its rational faculty. Yet at the same time,
Proclus emphasises that the highest soul is a chariot with two
horses, along the lines of the Phaedrus myth29. At this level, the
irrational functions of the soul are present as «the highest pinna-
cles of non-rational life» (tag dkpdtnrog tiig droyov Lwfg)s°, i.e.,

24. Oynpo dotpeddeg: Procl. In Ti. V 178.7 Van Riel (= III 298.28 Diehl);
V 208.12 Van Riel (= I 320.17 Dichl); dotpeddeg odpa: Procl. In R. II
126.12; 187.11; In Ti. V 99.1-2 Van Riel (= III 237.26-29 Dichl); 6otpeddeg
Spyavov: In R. 1 172.4-5; In Ti. V 177.19-20 Van Riel (= III 298.15-16 Diehl);
V 179.12-13 Van Riel (= III 299.25 Diehl).

25. Procl. In Ti. V 177.19-20 Van Riel (= III 298.15-16 Diehl) and V
178.7 Van Riel (= III 298.28 Diehl).

26. Procl. In Ti. V 208.9-19 Van Riel (= III 320.14-20 Diechl).

27. Procl. Theol. Plat. 111 §.19.3-15; See In Ti. V 136.6-138.19 Van Riel
(= III 266.24-268.20 Diehl); V 178.5-13 Van Riel (= III 298.27-299.4 Diehl).

28. See Fortier 2018, 309. Also Opsomer 2006, 1§2-61.

29. Procl. In Ti. V 138.2-7 Van Riel (= III 268.5-8 Dichl); Fortier 2018,
309.

30. Procl. In Ti. V 97.23 Van Riel (= III 236.32 Diehl); See In Ti. V
100.9-10 Van Riel (= IIT 238.30-31 Diehl).

279

Downloaded from Mirabile. Digital Archives for Medieval Culture - 26/08/2026, 10:29:18



GERD VAN RIEL

that these irrational forces are present there in a causal mode
(kat’aitiov), and that «the non-rational life exists in a rational
way in the souls», just like «body exists in an incorporeal way in
the intelligible causes»3.

If a human soul succeeds in actualizing its highest functioning,
led by reason, it will partake in the chorus of the divine souls, as
explained by the Phaedrus (246¢). Thus, in its purely astral vehi-
cle, the soul lives in the supracelestial place (év 1@ vmepovpavieo
T0m®), in the chorus of its leader-gods2. Yet this is hard to attain,
and when a soul gets there, it will at any rate have to descend
again. It then takes on the second vehicle, of an elemental nature
and bound to the world of generation, in which irrationality
becomes an active part of the soul’s existence (Procl. In Ti. V
176.20-177.5 Van Riel = III 297.21-298.2 Diehl):

For souls as they descend to earth take on from the elements gar-
ments of this type or that (airy, watery, earthy), and then, so equipped,
finally enter into this dense mass here. For how could they immediately
pass from immaterial pnewmata to this body? So even before they
descend into this, they possess the non-rational life and the vehicle
belonging to that life, made ready from the simple elements, and they
put on from these the «troublesome mass», so called because it is of a
different type from the vehicle born along with the souls, since it is
made from a variety of garments and weighs the soul down33.

Thus, irrationality in the soul’s life is not the effect of the
body (the third vehicle), but of the second one, which explains
how it can play a role in the soul’s life apart from the body, and
in the punishment in Hades34. In this way, the life of the human

31. Procl. In Ti. V 160.1-4 Van Riel (= III 284.27-30 Diehl) and V 161.9-
12 Van Riel (= III 285.30-286.1 Diehl).

32. Procl. In Ti. V 132.22-133.11 Van Riel (= III 264.3-13 Diehl).

33. €lg YAV xatodcot yap ol yoyol Tpocsrappavovsty amd Tdv otoyeiov dAlovg
Kol dAlovg yrtdvog, aepiovg €vudpiovg yBoviovg, Emeld’obtw tedevtaiov &ig TOV
dykov tov mayvv todTov elokpivovtar kol Tdg yip ELeAAOV AUECOS A0 TAOV AOAMV
TVELULATOV £l TOSE TO oMU yopeiv; kol Tpiv ovv &ig TodTo KaTEADWoY, EX0VGL THY
GAoyov Conv kol TO €keivng OyNiLe KOTEGKEVAGUEVOV AT TV ATADV 6ToYEIOV, Kol
£VEdVOOVTO GO TOVTOV «OYAOV», 0VTOGCL KOAOOUEVOV OC GAAITPLOV UEV TOD GL-
@OTOV TOV YuydV OYNUATOG, EK TOVTOdOTAV OE YLITOVEOV cvyKeinevov, Papbvovta 8¢
06 Yoyag, tr. Tarrant 2017.

34. Procl. In Ti. V 99.10-18 Van Riel (= III 238.5-13 Diehl).
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soul is embedded in the different modes of existence one finds
throughout the entire cosmos. This was to be expected, as a
human being is a pikpog kécpog, because, Proclus says, the human
being also «has an intellect and reason and a divine body and a
mortal one, just like the universe, and he has been divided up in
a way that corresponds to the divisions of the universe»3s. Inter-
estingly, Proclus explicitly refers to «cosmic physics» here (In Ti.
V 257.7-8 Van Riel = III 355.18-19 Diehl):

Accordingly, in order to make you see the totality under the aspect
of the parts, the explanation of human existence has been made to cor-
respond to cosmic physics as a whole3é.

Thus, indeed, the different life choices, though depicted in
mythical terms, are in fact a matter of physics, of locating the
individual encosmic souls in specific areas of the cosmos. And
the point at which the souls become physical is their connection
with one or more of the vehicles. The vehicles are to be seen as
the physical locations of the soul, making it possible for the soul
to migrate from one place in the universe to another.

The Role of Rivers in the Soul’s Locomotion

In his Phaedo commentary, Damascius raises the question of
why judgment in the afterlife (Phd. 108b) has to take place in a
specific location, given that the divine judges are omnipresent, and
the souls themselves could undergo the judgment anywheres7. The
context of this section is entirely Procleans$, which means that
question and answer most probably stem from Proclus’ own com-
mentary. The answer is threefold (Dam. In Phd. 1 499.3-6):

35. Procl. In Ti. V 256.20-22 Van Riel (= III 355.7-11 Dichl): 3¢t 8¢ dg
oV 6hov kdopov, obte kol Tov dvOpomov Emokéyachal tedeime, S10TL pKpoOg €6TL
Kol 00TOg KOGHOG" Exel Yap Kai vodv kai Adyov kai Oeiov odua koi Ovntov, domep
T0 mav, Kol dujpnrtot avaroyov t@® mavti, tr. Tarrant 2017.

36. v’ o0V Kol pepikdg 1dng to Slov, 6 mept avBpdmov Adyog Tf mhon Pucto-
Loyig ovvtétaxtonl (my tr.).

37. Dam. In Phd. T 499.1-3: 8wt ti &ig OV 0iféprov cuiréyoviar tomov; of te
yap Sikactol mavTa 6pdGt TavTayod Kai ol yoyol mavrayod ovoal SHvavrat Tuyyd-
vew Tiig yneov.

38. As indicated by Westerink (footnote ad loc.), the view that the judg-
ment takes place in the aifépiog tomog is Proclus’.
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In the first place, souls become more amenable to treatment when
removed from the influence of the lower regions; secondly, some places
are more suited than others to a particular person or a particular form
of illumination; thirdly, we prefer to appear before the gods in holy
places, even though they are everywhere39.

Again, this requires the physics of locomotion, and Proclus
does not fail to stress that in this context of the Phaedo also,
Plato indicates that the souls make use of their vehicles (In Ti. V
96.6-9 Van Riel = III 235.22-25 Diehl):

Even in Hades he depicts the souls making use of their vehicles. He
says, «Getting up into what serve for them as vehicles» (Phd. 113d) they
cross the river, according to Socrates in the Phaedo4°.

In the eschatological myths, these oyfjpoata are primarily the
vessels with which the souls cross rivers, as in the text quoted
just now, or enter into the rivers to be brought to different
places in the underworld. Indeed, in Plato’s Phaedo, but also in
the myth of Er, the role of the rivers is mainly that of conveyor
belts through Hades, leading the souls to their places of judg-
ment, punishment, or elevation.

About the exact role of the rivers, Proclus refers us to his
«commentary on the Nekyia of the Phaedo», the part of his (lost)
Phaedo commentary that dealt with the eschatological myth4t. As
this text is lost, we do not have Proclus’ general explanation, but
enough is preserved in the extant works, in particular in his
commentary on the myth of Er (the 16th essay of In R.) and his
remarks on the creation of the soul in Timaeus (the sth book of
In Ti.), to reconstruct the larger part of Proclus’ analysis.

In Proclus’ interpretation, the myth of Er provides the higher
strata of the geography, while the Phaedo myth describes the
earth and the subterranean areas.

39. §| mpdTOV UEV al yuyoi dmoAlayeicar TOV yePOVOV TOTOV Emttndetdtepat
yiyvovtar: devtepov Aol {8} GAA®V TOT®V TPOG TOVEE 1| TAVOE TNV ENAayY
émumdetdtepor tpitov 8t kol pdilov €v iepoig toémoig Bovrdpeba mpooiéval toig
0eoic, xaitol mavtayod eiow, tr. Westerink 1977.

40. kol yop €v Adov T0G WYuydg molEl TOig £aVTAV OYNUOCL YPOUEVOS —
«avapavteg yap», enoiv, «a o1 avToig OYNUOTE £GTIVY, £TEPALODVTO TOV TOTAUOV,
&g pnow 0 &v aidmvt Tokpdatng, tr. Tarrant 2006.

41. Procl. In R. II 179.9-17.
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Figure 3: The cosmos and the chasms leading
to the heavens, to earth and to Tartarus

The myth of Er starts oft with the gathering of the souls in a
«wondrous place» (doipdviog tomog, Resp. X 614¢), which Proclus
identifies with the «meadow» (Aewwdv) where the souls arrive
from all directions to camp for seven days, and where the souls
exchange what they experienced in the areas they came from
(Resp. X 614¢ and 616b). Proclus locates this meadow between
heaven and earth, i.e. in the ether4?, and as Plato describes it,
there are two pairs of chasms opening up into that place, two
into the earth, and opposite to them, two into the heavens.
Between them, there are judges who send the souls up to the
heavens or down into the earth4s. So the four chasms that

42. Procl. In R. II 131.27-132.2; II 135.12-14.

43. Proclus also connects this description with the myth of the Gorgias:
Procl. In R. II 132.20-133.27; at II 132.5-13, he indicates that the Gorgias nar-
rative implies a triple pathway: one into the Isles of the Blessed, one into
Tartarus, and a third into generation. As he explains at II 139.18-140.25,
however, he considers the myth of the Gorgias to be a bit more focusing on
particular situations, while the narrative of the myth of Er is more general
(kaBohikdtepov and mepiinmrikdtepov). This explains why in one case, Plato
mentions only three pathways, and in the other he distinguishes four chasms.
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according to the myth of Er open up in the wondrous place
(Resp. X 614¢) are pathways, one pair leading the souls into
heaven and bringing them down from heaven, while the second
pair makes them descend to earth and into the underworld+4. In
this sense, two pathways lead to what Plato calls e, 1.e., allot-
ted dwelling places (namely the heaven and the underworld),
while two others lead toward yéveoig (one descending from
heaven, one ascending from the subterranean world)4s.

In this context we encounter the first river, the one that leads
from the wondrous place into genesis (i.e., from ether to earth),
in the plain of Lethe. Proclus locates this plain immediately
below the wondrous place (or the meadow), indicating that as
the meadow is identical to the ether, the plain of Lethe is the
zone of dense air just below it, which our souls enter «in their
descent towards the lifelessness of matter»4¢. More in general, as
the air is the highest stage of the world of generation, the arrival
at the plain of Lethe stands for the soul’s entering yéveoig alto-
gether, and the river of Lethe represents the flow of materiality
that surrounds us in this realm47.

When commenting on the river to which the souls are bound
at Timaeus 43a, Proclus provides the same explanation (In Ti. V
216.8-16 Van Riel = III 325.25-326.2 Diehl):

Certainly the term «river» does not signify the human body alone,
but also all the coming-to-be that engulfs us from the outside on
account of its unstable and unbalanced flow. So too in the Republic what
he called the River of Lethe meant the entire generation-working
nature 48,

Proclus seems to have recognised that the other river men-
tioned here by Plato, the Ameles, is essentially the same as the

44. Procl. In R. 1I 138.24-139.18; II 140.26-141.13.

45. Procl. In R. 1I 132.14-19; II 155.23-157.8.

46. Procl. In R. 1I 346.25-347.16.

47. Procl. In R. 1I 95.9-12: 6 8¢ tfig AfOng motapdg ndoav ty PHoWV 1OV
&vohov kol 10 PpoOov kbtog (Or. Chald. 48) \udv, del Mg dvampumhag tog
Yoyas TdV Gel éotdToOV Aoywv. See In R. 11 354.10-23.

48. See also the references to motapdg tiig yevéoewg at In Ti. V 217.18 Van
Riel (= III 326.28 Diehl); V 223.3 Van Riel (= III 330.20 Diehl) and 226.12
Van Riel (= III 333.1 Diehl).

284

Downloaded from Mirabile. Digital Archives for Medieval Culture - 26/08/2026, 10:29:18



PROCLUS’ POTAMOLOGY

river of Lethe. For he attributes the exact same characteristics to
Ameles as to Lethe49. As we saw, the event of entering into
véveoig implies the souls’ taking on a second vehicle, the pneu-
matic one, on top of their luminous ynpa.

In this context, even the forgetfulness that fills us when drink-
ing from this river is explained in a physical way: Proclus
explains the loss of memory by the fact that by this drinking,
our pneumatic vehicle becomes wet, and the humidity causes the
imprints of the ideas in our soul to fadese.

Moreover, this humidification does not only obliterate the
imprints of the ideas, it also makes the pneumatic vehicle much
heavier, and tears the soul further downs:.

Thus, the imagery of streams and rivers is also applicable to the
higher spheres, where the chasms provide the passage ways to and
from the meadow. The driving force of this imagery is the idea
that the highest levels of reality are overflowing with their power,
and are always filling the lower beings with life, layer by layers2.

While this analysis is resting on a more metaphorical interpre-
tation of the rivers, the description of the river of Lethe is phys-
ical in a more literal sense, as we saw, since it is the place where
the soul enters generation. And the same is true for the rivers in
the underworld, which according to Proclus correspond to the
composition of the pneumatic vehicle out of the basic elements.
For indeed, Proclus says, we find in the underworld (i.e., in the
lowest ranges of the universe) the dregs (bmootdOuor) of every-
thing, and the four rivers over there correspond with the four
elements in their lowest mode of existencess3.

49. See Procl. In R. II 348.2-349.3, where the river Ameles is likened to
the thick moisty air that surrounds the earth, and identified as the flux of
yéveolg. Moreover, Proclus here repeats the identification of this river with
the one mentioned at Ti. 43a.

so. Procl. In R. II 349.3-8.

s1. Procl. In R. II 349.8-12. See also In Ti. V 223.19-24 Van Riel (= III
331.6-12 Diehl), where Proclus says that the «inundation» mentioned at Ti.
43b hits the pneumatic vehicle first, before making the soul wet.

s2. Procl. In Ti. V 105.21-106.3 Van Riel (= III 242.29-243.4 Diehl).

53. Procl. In Ti. III 67.21-68.4 Van Riel (= II 49.17-19 Diehl); see IV
182.17-183.4 Van Riel (= III 141.25-30 Diehl); Dam. In Phd. 11 145.1-6.
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This view, which Proclus took over from the Orphic tradi-
tion 54, meets Damascius’ criticism. For, says Damascius, the posi-
tion of the rivers does not correspond to the natural place of the
elements, and, moreover, if they were «rivers», the elements
should share a characteristic that allows for this common
denominator, which the elements don’t have. For that reason,
Damascius rejects the purely physical reading and stresses the
moral and theological significance of the riversss. But Damascius
is too dismissive of Proclus here. In fact, the latter position is also
Proclus’. In his commentary on the myth of Er, Proclus indicates
the following (Procl. In R. II 183.11-23):

Above all, the pinnacle of badness, the fact that the souls «were
guided» [...] «to Tartarus», the jail of punishment, is a clear definition of
the things that this type of life deserves, and that this person, as he was
recalcitrant and fled all laws, was forced into the most disordered place
of the entire world-order, and as he ran away from intellect, he was
forced into the darkest possible place. For that is how Tartarus is: the
place of all disorderly and obscure matter, into which the lowest ends of
the cosmic elements flow together. It is the opposite of the Olympus,
for the latter is all light and envelops all things, as their highest pinna-
cle, while the former is obscure, the deepest trench that is enveloped by
all things. That is why the poets call it «the subterranean abyss» (Hom.
II. VIII 13-14)56.

The rivers thus have a double function: they are the streams
that carry the dregs of the elements, and they are the streams
that drag down the souls as a punishment. In his Commentary on
the Republic, Proclus renders this even clearer (Procl. In R. 1
121.27-122.9):

54. See Orph. fr. 341 Bernabé (= frr. 123 and 125 Kern); also fr. 154
Bernabé (= fr. 222 Kern), quoted by Procl. In R. II 340.11-23.

55. See Gertz 2011, 184.

56. EkToV £€ml MAGY TO TAOV KOK®V TELOG, OTL fiyolvto mop’ adT®dV HETA TAG GLOTaL-
AaBovg €mi Tov Taptapov, T Tig Ticemg decuOTPLOV, EVapYDS GPLoey, oiov E0TIV
BiEov 10 T016Vde Tiig Loofig £1d0c, Kai 6Tt dTokTov OV Kai puyov dmavag OcHovg &ig
TO GKOGUOTOTOV GUVEMGTAL TOD KOGHOV, Kol Amodpdv vodv €ig 10 GAAUTEGTATOV.
tolodtog yap o0 Taptapog, y®d®pog ®V TAoNG GTAKTOL Kol OKOTEWRG VANG, &ig ov
cvppel Ta EoyaTo TOV KOSUIKAV oToyeinv, mpog 8¢ Tov ‘Olvunov dvtibetog. O pev
YOp OLOAQUTNG, TAVTO TEPLEY®V, DYNAOTOTOG. O 0& GKOTEWVOG, KOIAOTATOG TOTOG VIO
TAVTOV TEPLEXOUEVOS 810 Kal 1} moinoig PabvTatov avtov eivai enotv Bépedpov HO
y0ovog. (my tr.).
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Just as for souls which are ascending into the heavens a wide variety
of places have been assigned for their allocation up there, so one must
also believe that places have been dedicated under the earth for souls
which are still in need of punishment and purification. These places are
made up, on the one hand, from diverse effluences of the elements
above the earth, which effluences [Plato and Homer| have called
«rivers» and «streams». While on the other hand, different orders of dae-
mones have been appointed there, some as avengers, some to inflict
punishment, some for purification, and some as judges. If the poetry has
spoken of «places dank and terrible to look upon which the gods
despise» (Hom. Il. XX 65), it is not right to find fault with thiss7.

In this way, the description of the rivers as the dregs of the
world of genesis, each river following its own element, is paral-
leled by the moral value of the soul’s descent into its lowest
mode of existence, where its proper motion ends and its powers
are shared with the body. And this close connection to corpore-
ality has its deleterious influence on the soul, which sinks into
darkness and disorder, away from the life of intellect and lightss.

The Proper Characteristics of the Rivers

With the identification of the rivers with the elements comes
a specific characterisation of each of them: Pyriphlegethon, given
its etymology, is associated with fire, Styx or Cocytus (part of
which is the Stygian lake, in Plato’s account)s9 with earth,

§7. GAL’ domep Toig eig ovpavov iodoaig yoyais morlol témoOL Kol Tavtodamol
¢ €kel Memg apmpicOncav, obte del vopilew kol toic KoAdoewg Ett kol Kabdp-
oem¢ deopévalg Tovg VIO g TOTOoVS Gveichat, mowkilag pév dmoppoiog Exovtag TdV
VTEP YNG oToEiOV, GG ON TOTANOVS Kol PEvITH KEKANKAGLY, SOUOVEOV O¢ ThEelg
S10pOPOVG EPEGTMOCAG, TAG UEV TILOPOVS, TUG 0& KOAUGTIKAG, TOG 08 KoBuPTIKAS,
TOG 08 KPITIKAG. €l 8¢ 1) moinolg «opepdaré» evpdevia T T€ oTLYEOLOL Ogol
nep’ékelva mpooeipnkev, 008¢ Tovto aitdodot mpoonket, tr. Baltzly ef al. 2018.

§8. See Procl. In R. II 126.8-18. This combination of a physical and a
symbolic reading is the case also of Olympiodorus (In Mete. 148.7-13), who
follows Proclus in identitying the underworld with matter and the instabil-
ity of the world of becoming, while at the same time reading the rivers and
Tartarus as symbolic references to the soul’s wickedness and punishment
(because of its getting too closely attached to the world of becoming). See
Gertz 2011, 186-87.

59. Pl. Phd. 113b-c.
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Acheron with air, and Oceanus with water%e. Plato’s narrative
only partially supports this identification (e.g., the Pyriphlegethon
is fiery, but it is also characterised as muddy)¢r, but as said, the
evidence from the Orphic hymns (obviously also based on Plato’s
account) comes to the rescue. At any rate, the rivers conduct the
souls” vehicles through Hades, and the river by which a soul ends
up being dragged along corresponds to the sort of misbehavior
the soul displayed in its previous life62. As the Phaedo has it, aver-
age people embark on the Acheron, and are brought to the Ach-
erousian lake, where they are rewarded for their good deeds and
punished for their wrongdoings. Incurable perpetrators are
thrown in the deepest hole of Tartarus, never to emerge from it.
Curable perpetrators who did violence to their parents or com-
mitted murder but repented it, are thrown into Tartarus, but the
violators are left out of it through Pyriphlegethon, and the mur-
derers through Cocytus. Both of those rivers bring the souls
along the Acherousian lake, where, as we saw, the perpetrators
cry out to the souls dwelling there to release them, and the cycle
is repeated (apparently through the pumping system of the
waters in the underworld) until they are eventually rescued by
the souls in the Acherousian lake (Phd. 113d-114b).

In many ancient accounts, the visions of Tartarus and Hades
are about retribution, or pay-back time (or rather pay-back eter-
nity). Others, among whom Plato takes pride of place, have
always complemented this goal of retribution with the aim of
purification of the soulé. For indeed, as we saw earlier, this
purification only makes sense if the judgment is not the final
one, i.e., that one believes in reincarnation, and that the punish-
ment in Tartarus is not the end of the story. This aim of purify-
ing the souls, instead of just imposing a retributive punishment
on them, obviously becomes even more important in the Neo-
platonic interpretation: Plato was still referring to the possibility

60. Dam. In Phd. 1l 145.12-16.

61. Pl. Phd. 113a-b.

62. See Pender 2012, 214, who stresses the active force and energy
expressed in verbs such as éxBdaAdet, éxnintel, etc. in the description of the
rivers (Phd. 113a-b).

63. See, e.g., Procl. In R. II 184.14-28.
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of «eternal punishments», whereas Proclus cum suis considered all
judgment and punishment to last for one cosmic revolution at
the longest, after which the souls are at any rate released and
make a new life choiceé4. The punishment is proportional, not
only in its grades of severity, but also in so far as it is structurally
identical to the misconduct that elicited the punishment. The
idea seems to be similar to the one behind exposure therapy, as
a means to enact some kind of katharsis. As Proclus explains
(Procl. In R. II 147.13-14 and 20-23):

For indeed, by suffering under these passions we get to hate them,
not by acting in accordance with them [...] whereby Dike all but
shouts that the souls that indulge in these sorts of life must of necessity
be joined with similar agents, and in this conjunction they must suffer
from them what is befitting for those agents to do®s.

The interesting point to note here is that in the geography of
the underworld, not only the punishment is structurally identical
to the misbehavior, but also the gateway to the place of punish-
ment is specific, depending on the character of the misbehavior
of the souls. So the rivers themselves are also playing their part
in the punishment and katharsis.

64. On Plato’s upholding the possibility of eternal punishment, see Annas
1982, 131, who points out that by accepting that the punishment in Tartarus
is not eternal, the myth of Er differs from the account in the Gorgias, and
also from the myth in the Phaedo. Annas 1982, 127-28 interprets this as lead-
ing to a contradiction between the supposed finality of the judgements in
Hades and the theory of reincarnation. However, Pender 2012, 229-32
argues, against Annas, that «the geography of the true earth, with its scale of
experiences of embodiment, is precisely the way that Plato reconciles after-
life judgement and reincarnation». See also the clear indication that punish-
ment is temporal in Phdr. 249a-b. The later Neoplatonists clearly denied the
possibility of eternal punishment: see Procl. In R. II 178.2-8; Dam. In Phd.
I 492 (arguing against lamblichus, who accepted that some souls remain for-
ever in the intelligible world); Olymp. In Mete. 146.9-25 (stressing the dif-
ference between @idiov, timeless eternity, and aidviov, the word used by
Plato, which refers to everlastingness for the duration of an aidv). See also
Fortier 2018, 307; Gertz 2011, 185-86.

65. kol yap mhoyovtes VT adTAV picoduev Ta mAOn, GAL’ oK Evepyodvreg
Kot” a0tTd. [...] povov odyi odong tiig Alkng étt tag T Towadta Lofig £1dn erlogpo-
ynoapévag avaykn cvveival toig opoiols, cuvodoag 8¢ mhoyey VI’ avTAV doa TOig
T0100T01G TPOGNKEL MOLElV (my tr.).
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This is also the case of the higher realms, notably of the four
chasms that open up to the «meadow» (Proclus’ ether), where the
connection between heaven and genesis 1s made. Plato already
indicated that some souls who wanted to get out of the under-
world before their time was up, were held back by the chasm
itself (Resp. X 615e:):

They thought that they were ready to go up, but the chasm
wouldn’t let them through, for it roared whenever one of those incur-
ably wicked people or anyone else who hadn’t paid a sufficient penalty
tried to go upbe.

Commenting on this passage, Proclus recognises the con-
sciousness Plato ascribes to the chasm, as it has an awareness of
the progress the souls are making during the time of their pun-
ishment. Proclus explains this by locating demons in the chasm
who render this conscious interaction possible7. Apparently,
ascribing awareness to lifeless holes in the cosmos would be
going too far. But the point is that, indeed, the conveyor belts
themselves have an active role to play in the assessment of who
passes through them and who doesn’t.

Likewise, then, the rivers in the underworld have their own
characteristic, each in accordance with one of the elements. The
aim is to chastise the souls by forcing them to go through those
places®s.

The meaning of this is mainly moral: every individual soul
ends up in the river that is most akin to that soul’s own misbe-
havior®. The river thus confirms the life choice of the soul, and
it adds its own impetus onto that of the soul. L.e., once you end

66. obg olopévovg 1oN dvaPnoecOol ovk £0éxeto TO GTOMOV, GAL’EMVKETO
omote TIg TV 0UT®G AVIATOG €XOVIOV €lg movnpilov f| un ikavdg dedokdg diknv
gmyepol aviéval, tr. Grube 1992.

67. Procl. In R. II 141.28-143.13.

68. Procl. In R. II 183.29-184.3: 10 pév odv movrodomd deipata Satudvav
Syelc ooy goPepai kol dQeotv £01kOTOV Koi KLoilv, Kol TOMMV KOUTOMANKTUCOL
duvapelg Bokepod Topdg yepdviov fj yoéewg dpopritov Hmd mviyoug fi onyewg (fol-
lowed by a lacuna).

69. See, e.g., Procl. In R. II 181.8-14, on the role of fire (and
Pyriphlegethon) in chastising tyrants, who themselves have destroyed all
lawfulness.
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up in a particular river, your own character will be reinforced by
that of the river, which makes it even harder to escape the con-
sequences of your choice7°. As Proclus indicates, commenting on
Plato’s remark (Resp. X 614d) that souls coming from earth are
covered in dust and dirt, while those coming from heaven are
pure (In R. I 156.25-1§7.6):

No surprise that the pneuma(tic vehicle) of the souls that ascend
from inside the earth still displayed a specific mark of the places of
punishment down there, for instance, of Pyriphlegethon or of the Sty-
gian river (i.e. of Cocytus), or that the ones that descended from heaven
would attract some light that entered them from up there, as for
instance a light often shines in stones that absorb the effluences of the
sun, the moon or the stars. For indeed, every soul retains what is proper
to it, the ones that ascend from inside the earth retain what is material
and dark, while the ones that descend from heaven retain what is lumi-
nous and the shining that came from the rays of the cosmic light7!.

Herein lies the moral or protreptic message of the myths. The
choices made by individuals set in action a series of events that
render a different life choice more difficult. For the ways of
attaching ourselves to the body will be reflected by the life
choice we make for the next incarnation, and our fate in Hades
confirms this again: the rivers impose their characteristic upon
us, on the basis of our soul’s own inclinations (physically under-
gone by the souls in their vehicle), and they reinforce these
inclinations by their own impetus. Thus, it becomes harder and
harder to escape the vicious circle of self-confirmation, once we
have been led astray by wrong choices. And as Plato indicates,
the cycle will go on just as long as the better souls in the under-
world deem it necessary: until we are allowed to leave the

70. See Pender 2012, 217-20.

71. €l 8¢ Kol TV £k Yfig Gviove@®v &1t Tolg mvevpacty Evepavtaletd Tig évodoa
TV £xkel KOAAGTIKAY TOMOV 1810TNG, olov T0d IMTupipreyéBovtog §{ 0D Ztvyiov
pevpartog, Taig 8¢ €€ ovpavod mpoctiv £péikecai Tt pdg Ekeidev &yyevouevov, olov
N molhdkig €lhapmer koi AlBoig amoppoiog Eyovowv NAiov kol GeAMVNG Kol
AoTPOV,0088v BavpacTOV: KaTEXEL YOp €V E0VT] £KAGTN TO oikelov, al HEV €K YT
aviodool TO VADOES kol oKOTEWOV, ai 8¢ €€ ovpavod KoTodoal TO EOTEWOV Kol
<tv> and tOV ady®dv 100 kooukod @wtdg mepihapyy (my tr.). A similar
description is given at In R. I 121.10-23.
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Pyriphlegethon or the Cocytus and to enter the Acherousian
lake. That 1s to say: the chastisements do have some purificatory
power, in so far as they make our souls repent their wrong
choices, and fill them with the wish to leave these errors behind.
But this is not an easy task, and moreover, the final decision
about this escape is left over to the souls of those who were
allowed to rest at the Acherousian lake in the first place72. So by
making our first choice to perpetrate, we lose control over the
plot, and are delivered to the rivers, which have the tendency of
confirming our character, and to the judgment of our victims.
And that cannot be an attractive perspective.

In sum, just like the abyss of Tartarus is the reverse image of
mount Olympus, as we saw, one might draw a certain parallel
between the rivers into which the souls are thrown and the
«choruses» of the gods, in the wake of which our souls and char-
acters are established (Phdr. 248a and 252c-253c). For just as the
individual gods lead their chorus of human souls into the heav-
ens, the rivers in the underworld lead their souls through the
chasms of the underworld, and the souls reflect the characters of
the leaders they follow. The heart of the matter is not, however,
that our souls should make a choice between either following a
god or being swallowed by a river. The case is more complex, as
any soul may end up in a river in the underworld, by making
choices against the lofty life in heaven, and being thrown in
Hades as a wrongdoer7s. After all, the point is not which god
one follows, but rather, how attached does one become to the
sensible world and its lures. Once the soul allows itself to be
dragged down by the body, it takes on the elemental life at the
bottom of the system, where the dregs of the whole flow
together. And that is the person’s own responsibility: the god,
after all, remains anaitios.

72. On these points, see Pender 2012, 225-29.
73. See Herm. In Phdr. 197.31-198.18 Lucarini - Moreschini; see also
163.26-164.1 Couvreur = 170.27-171.8 Lucarini - Moreschini.
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Gerd Van Riel, Proclus’ Potamology: The role of Rivers in the Underworld

This chapter explores Proclus’ interpretation of the role of rivers
(potamology) in Plato’s eschatological myths of the Underworld, specif-
ically Lethe, Styx, Acheron, Pyriphlegethon, and Cocytus (as laid down
in Phaedo and Republic X). The later Neoplatonists, including Proclus,
rejected merely physical or solely allegorical readings. Instead, they
combined a literal interpretation (at a cosmological level) with a moral
message regarding the destiny of the soul. The role attributed to these
rivers provides valuable insight into the interaction between body and
soul, as well as the complex relationship between cosmology, theology,
physics, and ethics within Proclus’ comprehensive philosophical frame-
work. By examining Proclus’ «potamology», the chapter illuminates how
he integrates mythological elements into his scientific and ethical
account of human existence and the cosmos.
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