Olympicderus en Suicide

Translated by Thomas Taylor

Selections from a book first published as “Translations from the Greek of the following Treatises of
Plotinus; viz. On Suicide, to which is added an extract from the Harleian MS. of the scholia of Olympio-
dorus on the Phaedo of Plato respecting suicide, accompanied by the Greek text; two books on Truly
Existent Being; and extracts from his treatise on the manner in which the multitude of ideas subsists,
and concerning THE GOOD; with additional notes from Porphyry and Proclus by Thomas Taylor. Lon-
don: Printed for the Translator by Richard Taylor, Red Lion Court, Fleet Street, 1834.” Republished in:
Taylor T. (Tr. & Annot.). Collected Writings of Plotinus. (Vol. III of The Thomas Taylor Series.) Frome:
The Prometheus Trust, 2000; [pp. 417-18 &. 419-22.]

deuympEY OUV VUOL QIANV ev matpida yaiav.®
— Iliad, ii. 140

“Haste, let us fly, and all our sails expand,
To gain our dear, our long-lost native land.””

— PLOTIN. de Pulchritud., p. 57

The philosophic reader will find in the Extract from Olympiodorus respecting Suicide,
information no less novel than important, and the difficulty attending upon the ques-
tion, whether suicide at any time, and under any circumstances, is lawful, unan-
swerably solved. For the sake of the learned and intelligent reader, therefore, the
translation of this extract is accompanied by the original Greek. — Thomas Taylor®

On Suicide I, ix.

I. You should not expel the soul from the body. For in departing, it will retain some-
thing [of the more passive life], which is necessary in this case to its departure. Since
to depart from the body is to pass from one place to another. But it is requisite to
remain in life, until the whole body is separated from the soul, and when it does not
require migration, but is entirely external to the body. After what manner, therefore,
is the body separated from the soul? When no longer anything pertaining to the soul
is bound in the body?* For when this takes place, the body can no longer bind the

: “Our [true] country [ie. truly existing being] is that from whence we came, and where our father lives.”

2 INatpig 6 nuv 00ev mapnABopev, Kat maAtnP eKet.

N [Excerpted from his Introduction.]

4 This is well explained by Porphyry in his Auxiliaries to the perception of Intelligible Natures [TTS Vol. II, p.

170], as follows:

“The soul is bound to the body by a conversion to the corporeal passions; and is again liberated by becoming
impassive to the body.

“That which Nature binds, Nature also dissolves; and that which soul binds, the soul likewise dissolves. Nature,
indeed, bound the body to the soul; but the soul binds herself to the body. Nature, therefore, liberates the body
from the soul; but the soul liberates herself from the body. [Continued overleaf.)

Olympiodorus on Suicide - tr. Taylor v. 9.11, uploaded to www.philaletheians.co.uk, 30 March 2010

Page 1 of 5



soul, the harmony of it no longer existing, which the soul possessing, it also pos-
sessed. What, then, shall we say, if some one should endeavour to separate the body
from the soul? May we not say, that in this case he must employ violence, and that
he departs, but the body does not depart from him? To which may be added that he
who effects this separation, is not liberated from passion, but is under the influence
of some molestation, or pain, or anger. It is requisite, however, that nothing of this
kind should be accomplished. But what if someone should find himself beginning to
be insane? Perhaps, indeed, this will not take place with a worthy man;’ but if it
should, this must be arranged among things that are necessary, and arising from
things that are eligible from circumstance, and which are not simply eligible. For it is
not, perhaps, expedient for the soul to take an envenomed potion in order to its ex-
pulsion from body. If, also, a fated time is allotted to each individual of the human
race, a separation of the body from the soul cannot be prosperous prior to this pe-
riod, unless, as we have said, this becomes necessary. But if everyone retains that
order with respect to proficiency after, which he possessed prior to his departure
from the present life, the soul is not to be separated from body while a further profi-
ciency is yet possible.®

Notes on Ennead 1, ix.

The following is the Extract from MS. Scholia of Olympiodorus on the Phsedo of
Plato:’

Ev autn ) vuv nipoketpevn Aegel ev 1 kataokeuadetl o ITAatwv, ot ou det eSayev
£aUTOUG, ep@acty §18®01 KAl TOU AVIIKEIPEVOU, TIPOTOV PEV AEY@V, OU HEVIOL 100G
Blaletatl eautov. 10 yap 100g urtovolav 816mwotv, ot rote Kat Hetl e€ayelv eautoug,

“Hence there is a twofold death; the one, indeed, universally known, in which the body is liberated from the
soul; but the other peculiar to philosophers, in which the soul is liberated from the body. Nor does the one
entirely follow the other.”

5

Plotinus says this conformably to what is asserted by Plato in the Timaeus [85b], viz, that “the disease of the
soul is folly, which is of two kinds, madness and ignorance.” (vooov uesv 6n wuxng avoiav ovyxwpntov. dvo &
avolag yevn: o puev paviav o & apabav.)

6
Macrobius in his Annotations on this book of Plotinus, has the following remarkable passage:

“In arcanis de animee reditu disputationibus fertur, in hac vita delinquentes, similes esse super
eequale solum cadentibus, quibus denuo sine difficultate preesto sit surgere: animas vero ex hac vita
cum delictorum sordibus recidentes, eequandas his, qui in abruptum ex alto, praecipiteque delapsi
sunt, unde facultus nunquam sit resurgendi.”

Le.,

“In the arcane narrations concerning the re-ascent of the soul, it is said, that those who are
delinquents in this life, resemble those that fall on level ground, from which they cannot again without
difficulty rise; but that souls who depart from this life polluted with crimes, are similar to those who
fall from a precipitous altitude into a great depth, from which they will never be able to rise again.”

This extract from arcane narrations is not, I believe, elsewhere to be found.

! Extracts from these Scholia, together with Selections from other MS. Greek Treatises, were published by those
modern Greeks, Moustoxydes and Schinas. The Extracts contain twenty pages 8vo of Olympiodorus, among
which is the passage that forms a part of this article. But the translation of it was made many years prior to the
above-mentioned work of Mustoxydes and Schinas, the title of which is as follows:

Zuldoyr) EAAnvikev Avek6otov ITountov kat Aoyoypagav Atapopav Enoxev EAAog
Zroudn
Av6péou MouotoSudou kat Anuntpiou Zxwva
Ev Bevetia 1816

The arrangement, also, of some of the sentences in the Harleian MS. is different from that of the Extracts of
Mustoxydes and Schinas, as will be immediately evident on comparing the former with the latter. In the
following translation, I have adopted that arrangement which appeared to me to be most natural, and therefore
the best.
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€1 11 PeyaAnv o B£0g AVayKnV EMUTERYL OV TV VUV Tiapoucav.® eutepov erm-
xelpnua, €1 avtog o ITAatwv @now ott e§ayelv eAUTOV EIMITPEIIOL KAl TR OITOUSA1®,
Kdl 0 HEO®, KAl 10 IMOAA® Kal @auAe avlperne: 1o ornoudal® g eviauba, e
peow, oG ev IToAttela Aéywv, ott He1 TOV VOO® aViaT® KAl PaKPA KATEXOUEVOV £§a-
YEW €AUTOV ®OG AXPI1|0TOV ovia tr) roAet, diou Pouletat o ITAat®v toug eautou 110-
Altag ) roAel Xp1o1ouUg £1val, Kal ouXxX eautolg. v 8e tolg Nopoig 1o rmoAdw av-
Opornie® Aéywv, ott Hel Tov aviatolg rabeoel KATEXOHEVOV, 010V £PWTL PUNTPOG, 1) 1€-
poouliag, 1 TV TOOUTAV TVl, KAl Pr duvapevov KpAtewy eaUTOV £§AYEV £QUTOV.
Tpitov ermxeipnpa, et [MAdotve yeyparttat riept aloyou (lege equyoug) eCaywyng,
6el apa mote £§ayelv AUTOV. TETAPTOV, €1 Ol LIMIKOL ITEVIE TPOITOUG £AEYOV EUAO-
yov e€aymyng. aneikalov yap tov flov oupnooww, Kat eAeyov ott 81 ooag attag Au-
€141 T0 oUHUIooov, 61a tag autag Kat tov Blov Auey. Auetal 1o ouprnootov 1 61a
XPEWAV APV PEYAAnV ermotacayv, oov 61a rapouotiav @liou apve eABovtog: 1 dta
ratadapfouoav pedbnv Avstatl 1o ouprooiov, Kat dia 1o napati@epeva vooepa o-
vid. €11 unv Kat dia erepov tporov H1 evoelav Tov rmapatifspevev. Kat tov Blov e
Auteov 81a mevie TpoItoug. olov dia Xpeia Auetal to ouprootov, st Auev tov Blov,
Kat d1a peyadnv xpelav, og Mevowxeg artoopadag sautov da g ratpidog, aAda
Katl 61 aloxpoppnpoouvny, oute Kat d1duey Kat tov Blov dia tuntavvov avaykalo-
VIa EUIEWV TA ATIOPPNTA, 0 KAl ITubayopela Ti§ yuvr) METONKEY, avayKadoevn el-
Iewv, 51aTL OUK £0B1EL KUAPIOUG. £QI Yap QAyotpt av e1™° eUmoit av: e1ta avayka-
{OPEVT] PAYEW £I], EWTIOIL AV, £ QAYOIHL AV, KAl TEAOG ATETEHE TV YARTIAY,
®G KAl S1AAEKTIKOV KAl YEUOTIKOV opyavov. ddda kat dia pednv Auetal 1o oupro-
ol0v, OUT® KAt tov Blov Auety et S1a'? Tov mapenopevov w oopatt Anpov. guot-
Kn yap eott pebn o Anpog. aAda kat 6ia ta napati@speva vooepa ovid, Kdt ToV
Blov Auteov, 81a 10 oCOPA VOOOI§ AVIATOIG KATEXOHUEVOV, KAl AVEIIITNOEIOV TIPOG TO
UTTOUpYEWV 1) YPUuxn. adda Kat 81 evbelav 1@V Ipooayopeveav AUETAL TO OUHITOOL0V.
out® Kail dia meviav det e§ayev eautoug, eav pn napeotv aro ayabov AapPa-
VEWV: OU yap ANITTEOV Ao (PAUA®V. P1KPA yap aro puapev dopa, Kat ou de1 oude
TOUTOIG POAUVELV €QUTOV. Tl OUV NHEIS PAMEV; €1 AVIIQPAOLY Yyap TIEPIECTIV O Ao-
YO0G. TIRG yap abepitov 1o e§ayetv eaUtov KAl euloyov; 1 ou det e§ayelv eautov o-
OOV €Il T® OEMPATITIPOS KAKE Yydp €0TL TOUTO T o®patt. adda guloyov eayewv
eautoug Owa peifov ayabov guvieAouv 1 YPuxr), 010V G NVIKA BAdarttetal Uro tou
oopatog. worep yap o Poulopevog (lege Bouleuopevog) exkeiva aipettat, olg e-
Aaogoova pev kaka enetat, pefova 6e ayaba. Kalt @orep avoolov Pev PlAw TUTTTo-
HEV® P1 apuvely, €1 6 TUTITONTO UIO MATPOS OUK £UAOYOV APUVELV, OUT® KAl &-
vtauBa kat aBspttov e§ayev eautov H1a 10 owpa, Kat eudoyov rote H1a Vv Yu-
X1V, AuotteAouviog autn IOTe TOUTOU.

8 The words of Plato in the Pheedo, to which Olympiodorus in the above extract alludes, are in the original as
follows: E@sAnoet towvv kat Eunuvog kair mag ot® afl®g ToUToU ToU TPAyUarog UETEOTIV, OU UED 10w¢ Slacetal autov, ou
yap @aot Bspurov givar. — Iowg TOWUV TAUTNV OUK aAoyov un mpoTEpov autov amoktivvntal 0w, TPWw avayknu uva o
Oeog emmEnYn), WOTEP KAL THV VUV NIV TTAPOUOAV.

9
Et sic recte Mustox. et Schin.

10

Pro e1 Mustox. et Schin. habent 1. sed male.
11 .

See previous footnote.
12

6ia seest in Mustox., sed male.
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Le. “Plato, when he here infers that suicide is not lawful, affords an occasion of sup-
porting the opinion that it is lawful; in the first place, by saying, that he [who is wor-
thy to partake of philosophy] will not perhaps violently deprive himself of life. For the
word perhaps affords a suspicion that suicide may sometimes be requisite, unless
Divinity sends some great necessity, such as in the present instance [respecting Soc-
rates]. In the second place, Plato admits that suicide may be proper to the worthy
man, to him of a middle character, and to the multitude and depraved. To the worthy
man, as in this Dialogue; to him of a middle character, as in the Republic, where he
says, that suicide is necessary to him who is afflicted with a long and incurable dis-
ease, as being useless to the city, because Plato’s intention was that his citizens
should be useful to the city, and not [merely] to themselves; and to the vulgar char-
acter, as in the Laws, when he says that suicide is necessary to him who is pos-
sessed with certain incurable passions, such as being enamoured of his mother, sac-
rilege, or anything else of this kind, and who is incapable of governing himself. In the
third place, it may be said, if Plotinus has written concerning rational suicide,*® it is
sometimes necessary for a man to deprive himself of life. In the fourth place, this
may be inferred from the authority of the Stoics, who said that there are five ways in
which suicide may be reasonably admitted. For they assimilated life to a banquet,
and asserted that it is necessary to dissolve life through such-like causes as occasion
the dissolution of a banquet. A banquet, therefore, is dissolved either through a great
necessity unexpectedly intervening, as through the presence of a friend suddenly
coming; or it is dissolved through intoxication taking place; and through what is
placed on the table being morbid. Further still, it is dissolved after another manner,
through a want of things necessary to the entertainment, and also through obscene
and base language. In like manner life may be dissolved in five ways. And in the first
place, as at a banquet, it may be dissolved through some great necessity, as when a
man like Menceceus™™ sacrifices himself for the good of his country. In the second
place, as a banquet is dissolved through intoxication, so likewise it is necessary to
dissolve life through a delirium following the body: for a delirium is a physical intoxi-
cation. In the third place, as a banquet is dissolved through what is placed on the
table being morbid, thus, too, it is necessary that life should be dissolved when the
body labours under incurable diseases, and is no longer capable of being ministrant
to the soul. In the fourth place, as a banquet is dissolved through a want of things
necessary to the entertainment, so suicide is proper when the necessaries of life are
wanting. For they are not to be received from depraved characters: since gifts from
the defiled are small, and it is not proper for a man to pollute himself with these. And
in the fifth place, as a banquet is dissolved through obscene language, so likewise it
is necessary to dissolve life when compelled by a tyrant to speak things arcane, or
belonging to the mysteries, which a certain female Pythagorean is said to have done.

13 It appears to me that Olympiodorus, in what he here says, does not allude to the preceding book of Plotinus
On Suicide, but to the following passage in Ennead I. lib. iv. of his treatise on Felicity [p. 79]: & axualwrog
ayouro, mavin ot odog elievar, 1 un e svbaypovew. i.e. “If [the wise man] should be led into captivity, there is
entirely a way for him to depart from the present life, if he can be no longer happy in it.” And shortly after he
adds: kat moMdot 6n kar auswov awxupaletor ywousvor mpafovor kar em’ avtowg 6n Bapuvvousvolg ameAbew. i.e.
“Besides, many, when they have become slaves, have acted better than they did before their captivity; and it is
in the power of those who are bound, to depart from their bondage.”

14
Menceceus was a Theban, the last of the Cadmeian race, who voluntarily sacrificed himself for the safety of
his country.
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For being compelled to tell why she did not eat beans, she said, I may eat them if I
tell. And afterwards, being compelled to eat them, she said, I may tell if I eat them;
and at length bit off her tongue as the organ of speech and taste.

“What, then, shall we say? for the discussion is brought to a contradiction.
And how can it be admitted that suicide is unlawful, and yet reasonable? Or
may we not say, that a liberation from life is not necessary so far as pertains
to the body? for this is evil to the body. For as he who deliberates [about the
election of some things rather than others], chooses those that are followed by
a less evil, and accompanied by a greater good; and as it is unholy not to give
assistance to a friend when he is scourged, but if he is scourged by his father,
it is not becoming to assist him;15 so here, suicide is unlawful, when commit-
ted for the sake of the body, but rational, when committed for the sake of the
soul, since this is sometimes advantageous to it.”

[Railway Sleep] by Jacek Yerka

s When the truly worthy man is placed in difficult circumstances, yet not of such a magnitude as to prevent
him from energizing intellectually, in this case it is not lawful for him to commit suicide; for the affliction is from
Divinity, and is analogous to the castigation of a sun by his father. For, according to the Platonic philosophy,
everything afflictive in life either exercises, or corrects, or punishes. And the most worthy men sometimes
require for the health of their souls, severe endurance, in the same manner as the most athletic require great
exercise for the health of their bodies.
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