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Preface: Disappearing
Places

The power of place will be remarkable.
—Aristotle, Physics
No man therefore can conceive anything, but he
must conceive it in some place.
—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

The present epoch will perhaps be above all the
epoch of space. . . . The anxiety of our era has to do
fundamentally with space, no doubt a great deal
more than with time.

—Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces”

Whatever is true for space and time, this much is true for place: we are im-
mersed in it and could not do without it. To be at all—to exist in-any way—
is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some kind of place. Place.
is as requisite as the air we breathe, the ground on which we stand, the bodies
we have. We are surrounded by places. We walk over and through them. We
live in places, relate to others in them, die in them. Nothing we do is unplaced.
How could it be otherwise? How could we fail to recognize this primal fact?
Aristotle recognized it. He made “where” one of the ten indispensable cate-
gories of every substance, and he gave a sustained and perspicacious account
of place in his Physics. His discussion set off a debate that has lasted until the
present day. Heidegger, for example, contends with Aristotle as to what being
in a place signifies for “being-in-the-world.” More recently still, Irigaray
has returned to Aristotle’s idea of place as essential to an ethics of sexual
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difference. Between Aristotle and Irigaray stretch more than two millennia of
thought and teaching and writing about place—a period that includes such
diverse debating partners as Iamblichus and Plotinus, Cusa and Bruno, Des-
cartes and Locke, Newton and Leibniz, Bachelard and Foucault.

Yet the history of this continuing concern with place is virtually unknown.
Unknown in that it has been hidden from view. Not deliberately or for the
sake of being obscure, much less to mislead: unlike the unconscious, place is
not so controversial or so intrusive or embarrassing as to require repression.
On the contrary, just because place is so much with us, and we with it, it has
been taken for granted, deemed not worthy of separate treatment. Also taken
for granted is the fact that we are implaced beings to begin with, that place is
an a priori of our existence on earth. Just because we cannot choose in the
matter, we believe we do not have to think about this basic facticity very
much, if at all. Except when we are disoriented or lost—or contesting Aristot-
le’s Physics—we presume that the question is settled, that there is nothing
more to say on the subject.

But there is a great deal to say, even if quite a Iot has been said already by
previous thinkers. Yet this rich tradition of place-talk has been bypassed or
forgotten for the most part, mainly because place has been subordinated to
other terms taken as putative absolutes: most notably, Space and Time. Begin-
ning with Philoponus in the sixth century A.D. and reaching an apogee in
fourteenth-century theology and above all in seventeenth-century physics,
place has been assimilated to space. The latter, regarded as infinite extension,
has become a cosmic and extracosmic Moloch that consumes every corpuscle
of place to be found within its greedy reach. As a result, place came to be
considered a mere “modification” of space (in Locke’s revealing term)—a
modification that aptly can be called “site,” that is, leveled-down, monotonous
space for building and other human enterprises. To make matters worse, in
the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries place was also made
subject to time, regarded as chronometric and universal, indeed as “the formal
a priori condition of all appearances whatsoever,” in Kant’s commanding
phrase.! Even space, as the form of “outer sense,” became subject to temporal
determination. Place, reduced to locations between which movements of phys-
ical bodies occur, vanished from view almost altogether in the era of temporo-
centrism (i.e., a belief in the hegemony of time) that has dominated the last
two hundred years of philosophy in the wake of Hegel, Marx, Kierkegaard,
Darwin, Bergson, and William James.

I say that place disappeared “almost altogether.” It never went entirely out
of sight. Part of its very hiddenness—as Heidegger would insist—includes
being at least partially unhidden. In bringing out the concealed history of
place, I shall show that place has continued to possess considerable signifi-
cance despite its discontinuous acknowledgment. Thus Plato’s Timaeus,
though stressing space as chora, ends with the creation of determinate places
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for material things. Philoponus, taken with the idea of empty dimensions,
maintains nonetheless that three-dimensional space is always in fact filled
with places. Descartes finds room for place as volume and position within the
world of extended space. Even Kant accords to place a special privilege in the
constitution of what he calls “cosmic regions,” thanks to the role of the body
in orientation—a role that, a century and a half later, will provide a key to
twentieth-century conceptions of place in the work of Whitehead, Husserl,
Merleau-Ponty, and Irigaray. But in every such case (and in still others to be
discussed in this book) it is a matter of drawing place out of its latent position
in the manifest texts of Western philosophy, retrieving it from its textual tomb,
bringing it back alive.

The aim of The Fate of Place is to thrust the very idea of place, so deeply
dormant in modern Western thinking, once more into the daylight of philo-
sophical discourse. This will be done in four parts. In Part I, I shall first exam-
ine mythical and religious narratives of creation—with an eye to discerning
the primordiality of place at the beginning of things. I will then focus on
Plato’s quasi-mythical cosmology in the Timaeus, as well as on'Aristotle’s
detailed treatment of place in the Physics. In Part II I follow the sinuous
but fascinating thread that leads from Hellenistic and Neoplatonic thought to
medieval and Renaissance consideration, and in Part III I take a close look at
early modern theories of place and space, ranging from Gassendi to Kant.
This sets the stage for the final part, which explores a recrudescence of con-
cemn with place—iio longer subordinate to Space or Time—in an array of late
modern and postmodern thinkers.

An earlier volume of mine, Getting Back into Place, described concrete,
multiplex, experiential aspects of the place-world.2 The present book carries
forward the project of regaining recognition of the power of place. But it does
so in a very different way: by delineating doctrines of place as these have
emerged at critical moments of Western rumination as to the nature of place
and space. My purpose here is to set forth what these doctrines actually say—
and, just as often, do not say. I shall trace out, not the history of place per se,
that is, its ingrediency in the actualities of art or architecture, geography or
world history, but the story of how human beings (mainly philosophers) have
regarded place as a concept or idea. This is an essay, therefore, in intellectual
history and, more specifically, in the history of philosophical thinking about
place. Merely to realize how much intelligent and insightful thought has been
accorded to place in the course of Western philosophy is to begin to reappreci-
ate its unsuspected importance as well as its fuller compass.

The present historical moment is a propitious one for assessing the fate
of place. This is so even though there is precious little talk of place in
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philosophy—or, for that matter, in psychology or sociology, literary theory or
religious studies. It is true that in architecture, anthropology, and ecology there
is a burgeoning interest in place, but this interest leaves place itself an unclari-
fied notion. This is an extraordinary circumstance, one that combines magni-
tude of promise with dearth of realization. As this book will amply demon-
strate, place has shown itself capable of inspiring complicated and variegated
discussions. Even if it is by no means univocal, “place” is not an incoherent
concept that falls apart on close analysis, nor is it flawed in some fundamental
manner, easily reducible to some other term, or merely trivial in its conse-
quences. And yet in our own time we have come to pass over place as a
thought-worthy notion. In part, this has to do with the ascendancy of site-
specific models of space stemming from the early modemn era. It also reflects
the continuing miasma of temporocentrism that draws much of the complex
and subtle structure of place into its nebulous embrace.

At work as well in the obscuration of place is the universalism inherent in
Western culture from the beginning. This universalism is most starkly evident
in the search for ideas, usually labeled “essences,” that obtain everywhere and
for which a particular somewhere, a given place, is presumably irrelevant. Is
it accidental that the obsession with space as something infinite and ubiquitous
coincided with the spread of Christianity, a religion with universalist aspira-
tions? Philoponus, a committed Christian, was arguably the first philosopher
in the West to entertain the idea of an absolute space that is not merely a void.
Thomas Bradwardine, Archbishop of Canterbury, was a leading theorist of
such space in the fourteenth century: for him, God’s immensity is coextensive
not only with the known universe but also with the infinite empty space in
which it is set. By the next century, the Age of Exploration had begun, an
era in which the domination of native peoples was accomplished by their
deplacialization: the systematic destruction of regional landscapes that served
as the concrete settings for local culture.

In our own century, investigations of ethics and politics continue to be
universalist in aspiration—to the detriment of place, considered merely paro-
chial in scope. Treatments of logic and language often are still more place-
blind, as if speaking and thinking were wholly unaffected by the locality in
which they occur. On the eve of World War 1, Russell and Whitehead com-
posed Principia Mathematica, which explored the universal logical founda-
tions of pure mathematics with unmistakable allusion to Newton’s Philosoph-
iae naturalis principia mathematica. Whitehead and Russell’s epoch-making
book appeared during the very years when de Saussure was lecturing on a
systematic “general linguistics” that sought to provide synchronic principles
for all known languages irrespective of their diachronic and local differences.
Herder and Humboldt, early-nineteenth-century philosophers of language,
knew better; but the success of de Saussure, followed by that of Jakobson and
the Prague school, and later (in a quite different vein) by Chomskian linguis-
tics, reinstalled a formalist universalism at the heart of the theory of language.
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Other reasons for the shunning of place as a crucial concept are less point-
edly logical or linguistic, yet even more momentous. These include the cata-
clysmic events of world wars, which have acted to undermine any secure
sense of abiding place (in fact, to destroy it altogether in the case of a radical
anti-place such as Auschwitz); the forced migrations of entire peoples, along
with continual drifting on the part of many individuals, suggesting that the
world is nothing but a scene of endless displacement; the massive spread of
electronic technology, which makes irrelevant where you are so long as you
can link up with other users of the same technology. Each of these phenomena
is truly “cosmic,” that is, literally worldwide, and each exhibits a dromo-
centrism that amounts to temporocentrism writ large: not just time but
speeded-up time (dromos connotes “running,” “race,” “racecourse”) is of the
essence of the era.3 It is as if the acceleration discovered by Galileo to be
inherent in falling bodies has come to pervade the earth (conceived as a single
scene of communication), rendering the planet a “global village” not in a
positive sense but as a placeless place indeed.

In view of these various theoretical, cultural, and historical tendencies, the
prospects for a renewed interest in place might appear to be bleak indeed. And
yet something is astir that calls for a return to reflective thought about place.
One sign of this auspicious stirring is found in the fact that Bergson, James,
and Husserl, all apostles of temporocentrism, accorded careful attention to
space and place in lesser-known but important writings that were overshad-
owed by their own more celebrated analyses of lived time. Similarly, Heideg-
ger, an outspoken temporocentrist in his early work, affirmed the significance
of place when he pondered the destiny of modern technological culture.

Still more saliently, certain devastating phenomena of this century bring
with them, by aftershock as it were, a revitalized sensitivity to place. Precisely
in its capacity to eliminate all perceptible places from a given region, the
prospect of nuclear annihilation heightens awareness of the unreplaceability
of these places, their singular configuration and unrepeatable history. Much
the same is true for any disruptive event that disturbs the placidity of cities and
neighborhoods. Perhaps most crucially, the encroachment of an indifferent
sameness-of-place on a global scale—to the point where at times you cannot
be sure which city you are in, given the overwhelming architectural and com-
mercial uniformity of many cities—makes the human subject long for a diver-
sity of places, that is, difference-of-place, that has been lost in a worldwide
monoculture based on Western (and, more specifically, American) economic
and political paradigms. This is not just a matter of nostalgia. An active desire
for the particularity of place—for what is truly “local” or “regional”—is
aroused by such increasingly common experiences. Place brings with it the
very elements sheared off in the planiformity of site: identity, character, nu-
ance, history.

Even our embroilment in technology brings with it an unsuspected return
to place. Granting that the literal locus of the technologically engaged person
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is a matter of comparative indifference, this locus is still not nowhere. As I
watch television or correspond by e-mail, my immediate surroundings may
not matter greatly to the extent that I am drawn into the drama I am watching
or into the words I am typing or reading. But a new sense of place emerges
from this very circumstance: “virtual place,” as it can be called, in keeping
with current discussions of “virtual reality.” In inhabiting a virtual place, I
have the distinct impression that the persons with whom I am communicating
or the figures I am watching, though not physically present, nevertheless pre-
sent themselves to me in a quasi face-to-face interaction. They are accessible
to me and I to them (at least in the case of e-mail or call-in radio shows): I
seem to share the “same space” with others who are in fact stationed else-
where on the planet. This virtual coimplacement can occur in image or word,
or in both. The comparative coziness and discreteness of such compresence—
its sense of having boundaries if not definite limits—makes it a genuine, if
still not fully understood, phenomenon of place.*

As for the philosophical scene—which is most explicitly at stake in this
book—even within the most rebarbative purlieu there lurk more than echoes
and ghosts of place. Both “politics” and “ethics” go back to Greek words that
signify place: polis and éthea, “city-state” and “habitats,” respectively. The

very word “society” stems from socius, signifying “sharing”—and sharing is .

done in a common place. More than the history of words is at issue here.
Almost every major ethical and political thinker of the century has been con-
cermed, directly or indirectly, with the question of community. As Victor
Turmner has emphasized, a communitas is not just a matter of banding together
but of bonding together through rituals that actively communalize people—
and that require particular places in which to be enacted.’> When Hannah
Arendt proclaims—or, rather, reclaims—the polis as an arena of overt contes-
tation, she invokes a bounded and instjtutionally sanctioned place as the basis
for “the public sphere of appearance.”® John Rawls’s idea of “the objective
circumstances of justice” in human society entails (even if his discussion does
not spell out) the concrete specificities of implacement.” More surprising still,
certain developments in language and logic are promising from a placial point
of view. I am thinking of investigations into the structure of informal argu-
mentation, a structure likely to reflect local custom and culture; a renewed
interest in rhetoric, alike among epigones of Leo Strauss as well as followers
of Jacques Derrida and Paul DeMan; not to mention the notion of family
resemblance first introduced by Wittgenstein, a notion that implies (even
though it does not espouse) the special pertinence of locality and region to
basic issues in epistemology and philosophy of language and mind.

And yet “place,” despite these auspicious directions in contemporary
thought, is rarely named as such—and even more rarely discussed seriously.
Place is still concealed, “still veiled,” as Heidegger says specifically of space.?
To ponder the fate of place at this moment thus assumes a new urgency and
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points to a new promise. The question is, can we bring place out of hiding
and expose it to renewed scrutiny? A good place to start is by a consideration
of its own complex history. To become familiar with this history is to be in a
better position to attest to the pervasiveness of place in our lives: in our lan-
guage and logic as in our ethics and politics, in our bodily bearing and in our
personal relations. To uncover the hidden history of place is to find a way
back into the place-world—a way to savor the renascence of place even on
the most recalcitrant terrain.
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From Void fo Vessel



1
Avoiding the Void

Primeval Patterns

But, first, they say, there was only the Creator, Tai-
owa. All else was endless space, Tokpela. There was
no beginning and end, time, shape, and life in the
mind of Taiowa the Creator.

—Hopi creation myth
At first there was nejther Earth nor Sky. Shuzanghu
and his wife Zumiang-Nui lived above. One day
Shuzanghu said to his wife, “How long must we live
without a place to rest our feet?” :
—Dhammai legend

Following Nietzsche’s admonition, in The Genealogy of Morals, that “man
would sooner have the void for his purpose than be void of purpose,”?! there
is an area of human experience in which, indeed, the void plays a constitutive
and recognized role. This occurs in theories of creation that concern them-
selves with how things came into being in the first place. “In the first place”:
a quite problematic posit. For if there is a cosmic moment in which no things
yet exist, it would seem that places could not exist at that “time” either. Al-
though places are not things in any usual (e.g., material) sense, they are some
kind of entity or occasion: they are not nothing. If, at this primeval moment
(which might last an eternity), absolutely nothing exists, how could anything
like a place exist, even if that place were merely to situate a thing? Such a
situation is not only one of nonplace but of no-place-at-all: utter void.?

It is by dint of this distinctive “cosmologic” that the notion of no-place
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becomes something with which any thoughtful account of creation has to con-
tend. Despite its status as an apparently ineluctable inference from cosmologi-
cal reasoning, the notion of sheer void is akin to the empty place that gives
rise to so much existential angst among human beings. It has even been pro-
posed that the Judeo-Christian creator God may have experienced an analogue
of this anxiety: a divine separation that is just as intolerable as the predicament
of a person separated from secure place. If so, the creator might well have
been as desperate to populate the cosmic void with plenary presences as mor-
tals are to fill in their own much more finite voids. Indeed, He or She might
well have been willing to engage in an act of self-emptying in order to gener-
ate contents available nowhere else. In this paradoxical action of kenosis (from
kenon, “void”), the creator would have created a void within as a first step
toward filling the void without. .

Place is especially problematic from a cosmological perspective if the
world or universe is held to be something created to begin with. On doctrines
of poncreation that affirm the permanent presence of things, place—along
with everything else—will have been in existence forever. “Know that the
world is uncreated” runs a passage from the Jain Mahapurana.® Despite its
espousal of eternal plenitude, such a claim characteristically adverts to the
notion of varying manifestations of a single uncreated universe, thereby
allowing for change and development. For instance, in Hindu cosmogony we
find that “no original creation of the universe can be imagined; but there are
alternations, partial and complete, of manifestation and withdrawal.”*

Far from offering an exception to the pervasiveness of place, doctrines of
noncreation only reinforce place’s necessity. For if neither creation nor a cre-
ator is responsible for the way things are, then the existence, concatenation,
and fate of things will owe much to place. Archytas of Tarentum maintained
that to be (at all) is to be in (some) place.’ Modifying this Archytian axiom
only slightly, we may say that if the things of the world are already in exis-
tence, they must also already possess places. The world is, minimally and
forever, a place-world. Indeed, insofar as being or existence is not bestowed
by creation or creator, place can be said to take over roles otherwise attributed
to a creator-god or to the act of creation: roles of preserving and sustaining
things in existence. For if things were both uncreated and unplaced, they could
not be said to be in any significant sense. Given a primal implacement—a
genuine “first place”—that is independent of creation or creator, things would
fulfill at least one strict requirement for existing. If separation is a condition
for creation, implacement is a sine qua non for things to be—even if they
have never been created.

But let us focus on the cosmogonic circumstance in which the universe
considered as a topocosm is held to come forth from an act of creation. I
borrow the word “topocosm” from ethnologists, who use it to designate the
comparatively stable world system, the cosmology, of traditional societies.
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The word fortuitously brings together “place” and “cosmos,” thereby sug-
gesting that in the complete constitution of a cosmos, that is, a well-ordered
world, place has a prominent role to play. In fact, as we have just witnessed,
place figures centrally even in scenarios of noncreation; and (as we shall soon
see) it is indissociable from the notion of utter void. In all of these instances,
place presents itself not just as a particular dramatis persona, an actor in the
cosmic theater, but as the very scene of cosmogenesis, the material or spiri-
tual ® medium of the eternal or evolving topocosm. Cosmogenesis is topogen-
esis—throughout and at every step.”

“Cosmogony” names this double genesis. It means an account of how the
created universe came to be. “Genesis” (a word that lies buried in “cosmo-
gony” itself) implies becoming in the most capacious sense, and is not to be
reduced to temporal development alone. This is why cosmogonic myths and
tales are rarely consecutive in any consistent, much less chronometric, man-
ner. The narration they proffer is not chronological; their logic is a cosmo-
logic, not a chronologic. Cosmologic deals with the elemental interpenetration
of simultaneously present entities rather than with their successive evolution
from one stage to another. For this reason, the transition from cosmogony to
cosmology—a transition I shall trace out in the next chapter—is somewhat
less abrupt than certain historians of ideas have suggested. For the genesis of
the cosmos already contains highly configured and densely conjunctive ele-
ments that at least portend logos, or rational structure. Place is basic to such
protostructuring, since it is place that introduces spatial order into the world—
or, rather, shows that in its formative phases the world is already on the way
to order. In this way place provides the primary bridge in the movement from
cosmogony to cosmology.

Nor is this merely a matter of speculation—of theogony or theology. Con-
crete rituals of implacement often serve to reaffirm and reinstate the cosmo-
gonic accounts. Upon moving into a new place, as Mircea Eliade recounts,
many native peoples perform ceremonies that amount to a reenactment of a
cosmogony. For example, the nomadic Australians of the Achilpa tribe carry
with them a kauwa-auwa, a sacred pole that they implant in each new camp-
site. By this act, they at once consecrate the site and connect—by means of a
situated axis mundi—with the cosmic force of their mythic ancestor Numba-
kula, who first fashioned a kauwa-auwa from the trunk of a gum tree. As a
result, “the world of the Achilpa really becomes their world only in proportion
as it reproduces the cosmos organized and sanctified by Numbakula.”® Such
a ritual bears on a particular place not in its idiosyncrasy or newness but in its
capacity to stand in for a preexisting cosmogonic Place. If it is true that “set-
tling in a territory is equivalent to founding a world,”? the settling is a settling
of place in terms of place. It is a modeling and sanctifying of this place in
view of, and as a repetition of, that place—that primordial Place of creation
(and not just the primordial Time of creation: in illo tempore).
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Such concrete actions of primal place-instauration stand midway between
the abstractions of cosmogonies/cosmologies and the existential predicament
of place-bereft individuals. That predicament is one of place-panic: depression
or terror even at the idea, and still more in the experience, of an empty place.
As some people find the prospect of an unknown place—even a temporary
stopping place on an ordinary journey-—quite unsettling, many others experi-
ence a wholly unfamiliar place to be desolate or uncanny. In both cases, the
prospect of a strict void, of an utter no-place, is felt to be intolerable. So
intolerable, so undermining of personal or collective identity is this prospect,
that practices of place-fixing and place-filling are set in motion right away. In
the one case, these practices amount to public rituals reenacting cosmogen-
esis; in the other, they occur as private rituals of an obsessive cast—efforts to
paper over the abyss by any means available. The aim, however, is much the
same in both cases: it is to achieve the assurance offered by plenitude of place.
The void of no-place is avoided at almost any cost.

It is evident that in any thorough cosmogony the issue of place, and in
particular, of no-place, will arise. For one of the most fundamental cosmo-
gonic questions is, where did things begin to be? The response “nowhere” is
tempting, especially if the cosmogony is conceived as a strict ex nihilo theory
of creation. If the nihil is to be in full force—if there is to be an entirely clean
slate before the moment of creation—there can be no whereabouts to begin
with: nowhere, nusquam, for to-be-created things to be located. Rather than
being a merely nugatory notion, the void here plays the positive (and quite
economical) role of satisfying a demand of ex nihilo theorizing.

Such theorizing has two operative premises. First, the universe of things is
not permanent or eternal; there was a time when the things we know did not
exist. As a consequence, a separate creative force had to bring things into
existence: ex nihilo nihil fit.'9 Second, there was a corresponding state of
being'so strictly void of anything at all that it can be described only as a
condition of no-place. To progress from this initial state of no-thing-cum-no-
place to the state of created existence—to ens creatum—calls not only for
cosmically creative acts but also for a sequential temporality within which the
transition from void to plenum can occur. The story of that transition is the
narrative of cosmic creation, of cosmogony, itself. Not only does this narrative
supervene upon, and express in words, the movement from placelessness to a
place-filled existence; it is itself part of the cosmically creative process and
inseparable from it: “In the beginning was the Word.” This claim is by no
means limited to the Old Testament. The Dogon of Mali also attribute cosmo-
gonic powers to the Word. They conceive of creation as a process of word
weaving:

The Word is in the sound of the block and the shuttle. The name of the block
means “creaking of the word.” Everybody understands what is meant by “the
word” in that connection. It is interwoven with threads: it fills the interstices in
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the fabric. It belongs to the eight ancestors; the first seven possess it: the seventh
is the master of it; it is itself the eighth.1

Wherever cosmogenesis is taken seriously—that is, wherever it is not pre-
sumed that things simply are as they always were—we are likely to find a
narrative of creation. .

A cosmogonic narrative is not only a recounting of events in time. Of
course, it does relate the act or acts of creation-and thus presupposes a cosmic
temporality whose minimal structure is that of Before/After: prior to creation/
posterior to creation. But such a narrative also tells of things in place, how
things occupy or come to acquire places. It tells, too, of events in place.
Events, those prototypical temporal occurrents, call for cosmic implacement:
no event can happen unplaced, suspended in a placeless aithér. This includes
the event of creation itself. It, too, must have its place. Integral to cosmic
creation is the creation not just of places for created things as such but of a
place for creation (and thus for the creator). Inseparable from topogenesis is
cosmogenesis itself.

To create “in the first place” is to create a first place. Perhaps it is true that
in the beginning was the Word. But is it not equally likely that in the beginning
was a Place—the place of creation itself? Should we assume that the Word
precedes Place and brings it into being? Or does not the Word itself presup-
pose Place? Whichever direction we may prefer to take, it is evident that
narrative accounts of creation must bear on place even as they rely on time
and language. It behooves us to consider these accounts with an eye to place—
and to no-place, that from which places themselves, along with all other
things, are so often thought to arise. But how then does the placelessness of
nonbeing give way to the placedness of beings? How do these beings gain
their existence as well as their place from a primal act of creation that is itself
self-placing in character?

So things evolved, and out of blind confusion
each found its place, bound in eternal order.
—Ovid, Metamorphoses

Might everything have come from chaos? This idea has perennial appeal. Con-
temporary “chaos theorists” carry on a chain of speculation that stretches
backward to some of the earliest extant accounts of creation. The Pelasgian
narrative of creation, dating from at least 3500 B.C., runs like this:

In the beginning, Eurynome, the Goddess of All Things, rose naked from Chaos,
but found nothing substantial for her feet to rest upon, and therefore divided the
sea from the sky, dancing lonely upon its waves.'?
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The insubstantiality of Chaos, its elemental confusion and gaping character,!?
is what gives rise to the terror with which it is characteristically experienced—
a terror closely affiliated with the place-panic occasioned by no-place. But
is the “nothing substantial” of Pelasgian Chaos the same thing as nothing
whatsoever? Is it equivalent to the sheer void? The proper name “Eurynome,”
the creator Goddess of All Things, hints that we must answer both questions
in the negative. For Eurynome, taken literally, means “the wide wandering.”
A wanderer, even a cosmogonic primal wanderer, cannot wander amid noth-
ing: to wander is to roam between places of some kind. Indeed, that Eurynome
“rose naked from Chaos” indicates that Chaos has at least enough substantial-
ity to be something from which to arise in the first place. If this substantiality
is not sufficient for surefootedness, it can be made more determinate—as Eu-
rynome proceeds to do when she “therefore divided the sea from the sky,” so
as to dance “lonely upon its waves.” The “therefore” is revealing; it possesses
the special cosmogonic force of something having to be the case if other
things are to obtain.

Suddenly we recall that in 1 Genesis the separation of the heavens from
the earth—and all that ensues from this separation—requires the primordial
scission of “the waters from the waters,” that is, the creation of the firmament
in an otherwise undifferentiated Deep. We shall return to Genesis presently,
but for now let us only note that in the Old Testament and the Pelasgian
account alike for creation to proceed differentiation must occur. Moreover,
this differentiation is of one place from another. Could “chaos” be another
name for this obligatory action of primeval differentiation of places? The
opening lines of Hesiod’s Theogony, a text whose composition occurred be-
tween the Pelasgian narrative and the writing of Genesis, intimate that this is
indeed so:

Verily first of all did Chaos come into being, and then broad-bosomed Gaija
[earth], a firm seat of all things for ever, and misty Tartaros in a recess of broad-
wayed earth, and Eros, who is fairest among immortal gods, looser of limbs,
and subdues in their breasts the mind and thoughtful counsel of all gods and all
men. Out of Chaos, Erebos and black Night came into being; and from Night,
again, came Aither and Day, whom she conceived and bore after mingling in
love with Erebos. And Earth first of all brought forth starry Ouranos [sky}, equal
to herself, to cover her completely round about, to be a firm seat for the blessed
gods for ever. Then she brought forth tall Mountains, lovely haunts of the divine
Nymphs who dwell in the woody mountains. She also gave birth to the unhar-
vested sea, seething with its swell, Pontos, without delightful love; and then
having lain with Quranos she bore deep-eddying Okeanos.!*

The surprising affinity between this text of the seventh century B.c. and Gene-
sis, in regard to the deferred separation of earth from sky, has been remarked
on by several commentators.!® Most striking, however, is the suggestion in
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Hesiod’s account that Chaos came into being first—not as a settled state, that
is, as something that (as one interpreter puts it) “coexisted with the undifferen-
tiated state of the universe from eternity,”® but as itself both differentiated
and differentiating.

The ancient notion of chaos as a primal abyss or gap points in this same
direction: a gap is both an opening between two already existing things (e.g.,
earth and sky) and an opening between them (i.e., that which brings about the
differentiation of these two things in the first place). A gap has boundaries and
thus a form, however primitive; it is not an indefinite, much less an empty and
endless, space. As John Burnet remarks, Chaos for Hesiod “is not a formless
mixture, but rather, as its etymology indicates, the yawning gulf or gap where
nothing is as yet.”!” Nothing may yet be in Chaos, but Chaos itself is not
nothing. As a gap, Chaos is a primordial place within which things can hap-
pen. Aristotle, who cites the first several lines of the Theogony with approval,
comments that “things need to have space first, because [Hesiod] thought,
with most people, that everything is somewhere and in place.” 1®

- Chaos, then, is not a scene of disorder—of what moderns shortsightedly
call “the chaotic.”'? It is a scene of emerging order. Such a scene cannot be
an utter void, a merely vacant space. It is a scene of spacing, not just gaping
but “gapping” in a cosmogonically active sense. To be chaotic in this sense is
not to destroy order but to create it. Indeed, on the Hesiodic account Chaos is
the very first stage of creating; it is what makes the rest of created order
possible in the first place. Indeed, it is the first place of creation. As G. S. Kirk,
J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield put it, Chaos is “not the eternal precondition of
a differentiated world, but a modification of that precondition.”2° As an action
and not a permanent state, Chaos is not eternal. It occurs. But it occurs as a
place-—a place for things to be.

What kind of a place is this? As the Pelasgian cosmogony, Genesis, and
the Theogony all insist, it is a place of separation. Occurring not as an empty
place but as a scene of separation, it acts to distinguish—and first of all to
distinguish earth from sky (or, alternately, sea from sky). Thus to say chaos
genet (in transliterated Greek) is to “imply that the gap between earth and sky
came into being; that is, that the first stage of cosmogony was the separation
of earth and sky.” 2! After this inaugural separation has taken place, other more
delimited separations—“local differentiations”*—can occur: Night from
Day, Mountains from Earth, Sea from Ocean. A sequence of increasingly spe-
cific differences arises from the primordial Difference, that is to say, from
what Aristophanes (in 2 playful parody of Hesiod) calls the “first gap™:

first Gap Night deep Dark abyss Tartaros
no air earth or sky

then in deep Dark’s bottomless wombs

Night on black wings laid the wind egg.?
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Even though Chaos qua Gap is neither disorder nor void (some early
Greeks held that the primal gap contained air), as cosmic separation it re-
mained threatening enough to call for filling. Aristophanes thus deposits a
primordial wind-borne egg in it. Hesiod himself tries to fill the gap first with
Eros—who acts to reunite earth and sky, his dissociated parents—and then
with Kronos and Zeus, to whose glorification the Theogony is devoted.?* In
these various ingenious moves to plug up the Gap, we already witness the
phenomenon of horror vacui, that is, the intolerability of no-place-at-all.

That the cosmogonic Gap is most often conceived as the gulf between
heaven and earth is not accidental. We may speculate that the separation be-
tween these latter regions is the first separation for a quite concrete phenome-
nological reason. If you look around in almost any outdoor situation, you
discover the stark difference between land and sky (or at sea, between water
and sky). These are the separate protoregions of ordinary perception; they
divide up the perceptual landscape from the beginning. This beginning con-
firms the cosmogonic beginning—and may well provide the model for the
latter, especially if we include the fact that dawn, the allegorical origin for
many creation stories, arises literally in the opening between earth and sky. If
our ordinary perceptual lives are as “gapped” as they are because they are
filled with “obtrusions” (in Husserl’s word for objects as they are given at the
primary level of perception),?® can it be surprising that ancient cosmogonies
single out the very gap that is the most obtrusive of all?

Such singling out is not limited to early Mediterranean cosmogonies. A
southern Chinese creation myth has it that the creator god P’an Ku “went to
work at once, mightily, to put the world in order. He chiseled the land and sky
apart.” 26 P’an Ku himself was born from a cosmic egg that contained Chaos—
as if to show that Chaos is not boundless.?’ Quite different traditions place
the scission between Heaven and Earth at the beginning of things. These tradi-
tions include those of the Celts, the ancient Japanese, and the contemporary
Navajo.

The Navajo world or universe consists of a shallow, flat disk in the form of a
dish, topped by a similar form which covers it like a lid. The lower part is the
Earth, while the upper part (the lid, so to speak) is the Sky. . . . [B]oth are repre-
sented as human or anthropomorphic forms, lying down in an arching stretched
manner, one on top of the other. . . . The things were placed on the Earth and in
the Sky in the Holy Way.?

For the Navajo, Earth and Sky are the two great regions in which any particu-
lar thing must be “placed” if it is to become created. As in ancient Mediterra-
nean and Far Eastern accounts, an initial period of Chaos, imagined by the
Navajo as a time of primal mists, gives way to (or, more radically, occurs as)
the primeval separation of Earth from Heaven.? As if to underline the impor-
tance of this separation, the Navajo believe that around the edges of the
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double-dished structure of Earth and Sky is an opening: “The Sky does not
really touch the Earth at any place, not even at the horizon.”*® If Sky and
Earth were ever to touch, it would mean the destruction of the world—as if to
say that the original act of separation must be continued as horizon if the
created world is to retain its identity as a coherent cosmos.

What is the horizon but that factor in everyday perception that embodies
the cosmogonic separation of Earth from Sky? The strange power of the hori-
zon to distinguish these two regions from each other in the course of daily
existence—a power to which we rarely attend as such—is the dynamic basis
of the gap between Heaven and Earth. As painters know, it is anything but a
mere “horizon line,” the spatial equivalent of the time line; the experienced
horizon is a central creative force in the field of visual perception, especially
when beheld at the beginning or the ending of the day.3* Without its differenti-
ating action—which the Navajo symbolize by variegated coloration—we
would be lost indeed in a primal mist of indifferentiation, a perceptual morass,
a “slush” of indetermination such as the Ainu people of Japan posit as the first
state of things: “In the beginning the world was slush, for the waters and the
mud were all stirred in together. All was silence; there was no sound. It was
cold. There were no birds in the air. There was no living thing.”3? A world
without a horizon would be a most inhospitable environment—if it could still
be considered environing. It would be a world without a distinction between
Heaven and Earth, and thus no world, no “cosmos,” at all. No wonder a cre-
ator must be invoked to bring such slush, such chaos, into the minimal order
that being a world (and being-in-the-world) requires. On the way from Chaos
to Cosmos the horizonal dlfferentlanon between Earth and Sky is of crucial
importance.

We need not live in the American Southwest (or any other particular place)
to grasp the world-creating character of the horizon, its unique capacity to
bring earth and sky into active contiguity with one another while respecting
their differences as distinct cosmic regions. Just by looking at photographs of
the earth taken from the moon, we see the globe of the earth horizoned against
an all-encompassing sky. In these remarkable images—at once disturbing and
inspiring—we observe the earth itself as a place of places, as a “basis body”
for more particular bodies.> In fact, we observe the primal separation of Earth
from Heaven, the differentiation of an ordered Cosmos out of Chaos. Before
our eyes is something like an icon of Creation.

] ' N ,
The mountains rose, the valleys sank down to
the place which thou didst appoint for them.
Thou didst set a bound which they should not
pass. 3

—Psalm 104
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Contrary to popular belief, 1 Genesis, the first Book of Moses, does not tell a
story of creation ex nihilo. That it is believed to be such a story is a tribute
not so much to misinterpretation as to the power of a certain cosmologic,
which dictates that nothing should or must precede the act of creation. But the
celebrated opening lines of Genesis suggest otherwise:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without
form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of
God was moving over the face of the waters.>*

Not only does “the deep”—tehom, a term to which we shall have occasion to
return—preexist creation, but it already has a “face.” The face itself is not
superficial: it is the face “of the waters,” that is, of something quite elemental,
and it is determinate enough to be moved over. In the beginning, then, was an
elemental mass having sufficient density and shape to be counterposed to the
movement of the spirit (or, alternately, the “wind”) of God. If the Deep is
nothing, it is, like Chaos, the “nothing substantial,” a strangely substantial
nothing!

It is true that the earth is said to be “without form and void.” Is this a
reference to the absolute void that cosmological reasoning relentlessly posits?
I think not. The void at stake here is the relative void of shapelessness—of
something devoid of form. This becomes evident when the text adds, several
lines later,

And God said, “Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one
place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land Earth,
and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it
was good. (Gen. 1:9-10)

This passage makes it clear that the first allusion to “earth” is to an indetermi-
nate entity that gains its full identity only when it has become separated from
the oceans and other waters. When it has become “dry land,” it deserves the
designation “Earth.” From a preformative state, it has come into its own; and
at just this moment, God celebrates the fact of its formation as something
determinate: He “saw that it was good.” It is notable that the latter clause is
used for the first time at just this point in the text, that is to say, when the
primordial act of distinguishing land from sea has occurred.

By this act, two places have been created, thereby illustrating a basic prin-
ciple of cosmo-topo-logy: there is never merely one place anywhere, not even
in the process of creation. It is as if cosmogony respected the general rule
enunciated by Aristotle in another connection: “the minimum number, strictly
speaking, is two.”3* To create in the first place is eo ipso to create two places.
This principle is at work in the very first sentence of 1 Genesis (“God created
the heavens and the earth™), and it recurs twice again even before the descrip-
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tion of the separation of sea and land. First, God “separated the light from the
darkness” (1:4), thereby creating two great domains that are not only temporal
but spatial in character. Second, the creation of the “firmament,” that is, the
vault of the sky, or Heaven, calls for separating “the waters from the waters”
(x:6), those of the sea from those of the sky. Two aqueous realms signify two
distinct places for water to be.

In the space of a few lines and following the bivalent logic of place-
creation, then, we witness a surprisingly complicated beginning of the known
world. In effect, Genesis maintains that a twice redoubled doubling of place
occurs in the course of creation. For Heaven to become separate from the
Earth, the creation of the firmament requires the prior dissociation of two
regions of water; and the earth, to be truly Earth, in turn requires a distinction
of land from sea. No simple matter this! In particular: no lack of place to
begin with!

Thus there is no creation from a void or creation as a void. God is not
creating from a preexisting abyss of nothingness. Things are already around
when He begins to create—things in the guise of elemental masses, the watery
Deep, darkness upon the face of that Deep, the predeterminate earth. Nor does
God empty Himself in a kenotic move to constitute a void within His own
being. In the germinal account of Genesis there is neither void without nor
void within.

In place of the void are places, and all the more so if regions count as
places, as surely they must. Already extant are domains of deepness and dark-
ness. Indeed, at play here is the Spirit of God, which in “moving over the face
of the waters” must ineluctably be moving among places. For there is no
movement without place. As Aristotle says, “There cannot be change without
place,”3¢ and movement is certainly a kind of change. God, in moving over
the dark Deep, is already moving over a place as well as between places. He
is moving, for example, between the beginning-place and the end-place of his
own cosmogonic journey. These ur-places, though unnamed in the text, preex-
ist the more particular places that are named.

In fact, we may distinguish three levels of place within the first chapter of
Genesis: (1) the ur-places presupposed by the very activity of God Himself,
as sources of His movements; (2) the elemental regions of darkness, the Deep,
and the unformed Earth; and (3) the formed regions of Earth as dry land, the
Seas as the waters that have been “gathered together into one place,” and the
regimes of Day and Night. It is clear that the Old Testament account gives us
a picture of creation as arising in an already given plenitude of places; and it
describes as well a certain cosmic progression from one place to another—or,
more exactly, from one kind of place to another. Creation, in short, is not only
of place (and of things stationed in places) but cannot occur without place,
including its own place-of-creation. The act of creating takes place in place.

This is not, of course, the whole story. As creation continues, yet other
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sorts of places emerge. These subsequent or consequent places are progres-
sively more definite in character. They include the places of the sun and the

moon, “the two great lights” that “rule over the day and over the night and

separate . . . the light from the darkness” (1:14-18); of the birds that “fly
above the earth across the firmament of the heavens” (1:20); of sea monsters
“with which the waters swarm” (1:21); of the “beasts of the earth” (1:25); of
“every plant yielding seed which is upon the face of all the earth” (1:29); and
of the human beings who are given dominion over all of these creatures and
things” (1:26—28). When it is added in the second Book of Genesis that “a
mist went up from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground” (2:6)
and that “God planted a garden in Eden, in the east” (2:8), we attain a still
more definite degree of place-determination, one that now includes quite par-
ticular places (i.e., patches of ground) that have proper names and even cardi-
nal directions.

In the progression just sketched, a pattern of cosmogenesis emerges which
is common to many theories of creation: rather than from no-place to place
simpliciter, the movement is from less determinate to more determinate places.
It is only a step farther to call for measurable place as well—as happens, for
example, in Job. -

Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell me, if you have understanding.

‘Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it?

On what were its bases sunk,
or who laid its cornerstone,

when the moming stars sang together, .
And all the sons of God shouted for joy?3?

The origin of “geometry”—literally, earth-measurement (ged-metriay—Tlies in
place: above all, in its ever more precise delimitation as natural boundaries
give way to the imposed and regular configurations, the “limit-shapes,” of the
builder and the surveyor.®® This is not to say that on this paradigm measuring
is merely posterior to creation: it is itself an act of creation. To measure is to
create. This bold equation will be repeated in other texts concerning creation,
as we shall observe in one particular case in the next chapter.

For the moment, ] want only to draw attention to the fact that in the inaugu-
ral creation text of the Judeo-Christian tradition, place is both ubiquitous and
multifarious—and that its unfolding is even presented in a quasi-progressive
(but not simply successive) manner. The void is evaded, and in its stead we
find a proliferation of cosmogonically significant places, each of which is
essential to the progress of the narrative of creation. Does this narrativized
proliferation of places betray an effort to paper over the abyss of the void? If
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it does, it only repeats a gesture found elsewhere—beginning with the way
we handle our own place-panic. For who can face the void? An absolute void
cannot be faced (in either sense of this term). God Himself, as Genesis avers,
can move only over a Deep that already possesses a face. He faces the Deep
only insofar as its own face is already traced out upon its dark surface.

v ‘

It gives as great a shock to the mind to think of
pure nothing in any one place, as it does to think
of it in all; and it is self-evident that there can
be nothing in one place as well as in another,
and so if there can be in one, there can be in all.

—Jonathan Edwards, “Of Being”

Is this to say that cosmogonic accounts never begin expressly with a void?
The citation from a Hopi creation myth that stands as an epigraph to this
chapter shows that such a beginning indeed can be made. For the Hopi, “the
first world,” that is, the first state of the world, is precisely that of Tokpela,
“endless space.” Tokpela is conceived as an “immeasurable void™” that has no
beginning or end; no time, shape, or life. Once given the prospect of endless
space, however, no time is wasted in the attempt to change that space into
something less appallingly empty. The awesome void is just what creation
must transmute—which is precisely what Taiowa, the Hopi creator-god, pro-
ceeds to do.

Then he, the infinite, conceived the finite. First he created Sotuknang to make
it manifest, saying to him, “I have created you, the first power and instrument
as a person, to carry out my plan for life in endless space. I am your Uncle. You
are my Nephew. Go now and lay out these universes in proper order so they
may work harmoniously with one another according to my plan.”

Sotuknang did as he was commanded. From endless space he gathered that
which was to be manifest as solid substance, molded it into forms.?®

The task is so immense that Taiowa creates a younger and stronger person to
undertake it: his nephew Sotuknang. To “lay out these universes in proper
order” Sotuknang engages in an action of gathering. Just as'in Genesis the
waters are “gathered together in one place” (Gen. 1:9), so in the Hopi creation
story solid substances or parts of the earth are gathered together and given
form. In both cases, the giving of form entails the bestowal of place: where
else are formed things to be? The cosmogonic gathering is in effect a forma-
tion of place. Thus, even if the beginning is characterized as a situation of no-
place, the ineluctable nisus is toward place—and toward an ever-increasing
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specificity of place, its laying out in the right (and ultimately a measurable)
order. If the void is not itself a place, it must become one.

Despite their considerable diversity, all the accounts of creation examined
so far agree on one basic cosmo-axiom: only from place can created things
come. The known universe, albeit originating in a void, evolved from place
to place. It follows that creation is a process of progressive implacement.

\'

We have observed, then, a set of quite diverse cosmogonic models. Place
figures in each of these, though with important nuances of difference. Genesis
begins from a diffusely regionalized place made ever more determinate by
the several stages of creation. In the chaos model of Hesiod’s Theogony, no
preexisting regions are presumed—only the cosmomonstrosity of a primal
Gap, whose action of scission brings about places of many sorts. Whereas
scission in Genesis is subsequent to the initial state of things—acting to divide
what is already there—separation itself is the first state in Hesiod’s story: or,
more cxactly, the first state proves to be no state at all but an action of dissoci-
ation that is place-creative by its very nature. Much the same is true of the
Navajo creation myth, which imputes to the fateful horizon between the disks
of Sky and Earth a special cosmogonic significance. In the case of the Hopi
legend, creation opens with a situation of endless space in which neither re-
gions nor actions are possible. (Elsewhere, cosmic emptiness is recognized as
a second state of the universe situated between the first beginning and the
plenitude of creation proper.)*® But the radical no-place of this inaugural mo-
ment in the Hopi myth is immediately succeeded by an act of deputized filling,
a filling that recalls the gap-plugging presence of Eros, Kronos, and Zeus in
the Theogony. Even apart from this remedial action, the cosmogonic void is
not wholly devoid of place-properties in its aboriginal state. However empty
it may be, it is still a place of, and for, creation. In it, from out of it, creation
occurs—and first of all, in most cases, the creation of heaven (or sky) as a
domain distinct from earth or sea.

There is no creation without place. This is so whether place is considered
to preexist (as does the dark Deep in Genesis or the underworlds from which
the primal mists arise in Navajo belief);*! or is brought forth out of Chaos as
one of “ten thousand creations” (as the Taoists would put it); or is an empti-
ness that, precisely as emptiness, is necessary to world-creation (as we see
dramatically enacted in kenotic models of the self-emptying of a creator god);
or is the very place of creation and, more particularly, of the creator (as in the
case of the ancient Babylonian account).“> Whether it is presumed or pro-
duced, given as simultaneous with creation or subsequent to it, place figures
throughout. It is the continuing subtext of narratives of creation, the figured
bass of their commingled melody.
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In being said—or not said—the void is voided.
—Edmond Jabes, The Book of
Resemblances

But the void, the strict void, does not vanish easily, not even under the most
unrelenting efforts to eliminate it. It keeps returning, in creation myths as in
personal life. The Maori people speak of “the limitless space-filling void,”*?
while the Zuiii point to “void desolation everywhere”** as the original state
of things. Anaximander’s notion of to apeiron, “the Boundless,” is tantamount
to “the Placeless”—given that places, even cosmically vast places, require
boundaries of some sort. The notion of the Boundless anticipates modern ideas
of infinite space that expressly exclude places from their ambit (or if including
them, then only as indifferent areas). From the perspective of place, to be
without bounds of any kind, to be limitlessly empty, is to enter into dire straits
indeed: “straits” despite the fact that there are no effective enclosures in these
troubling unlimited waters.*> In cosmogonies that posit the utter void, water
itself may not yet exist—not even in the form of the Deep, primal mists, or
the “chaos-fluid” posited in the Egyptian Book of the Dead:

Tam (bowl lordall fluid owl) ATUM completing-rising
of all

the only one
in Nun/chaos-fluid/*¢

Without an aqueous life-inducing element, and especially without its separa-
tion from earth or from sky, we reach that extremity of emptiness that seems
to be sine qua non for those aporetic cosmogonies in which creation must
come “from nothing.” About this extremity, this zero point, we must ask, do
we here finally encounter a void so radical that it cannot offer place in any
sense whatsoever?

In this aporia—this literal im-passe—Aristotle makes a most puzzling
claim: “The theory that the void exists involves the existence of place; one
could [even] define void as place bereft of body.”*” If Aristotle is right, the
void itself is not without place, and may be itself a kind of place. Difficult as
it may be to conceive, anxiety provoking as it certainly is to experience, even
the strictest void is not unrelated to place. At the very least, the void may
possess certain residual place-properties: for example, “bereft of body.” To be
devoid of body is nevertheless to be capable of containing a body—even if
the body in question does not yet exist, or no longer exists. Aristotle here
qualifies Archytas: to be (a body) is to be in place, but there can also be a
(void) place without (any) body. Although void and place usually are con-
strued as antonymic, they may not be antinomic: they may share in some
common nomos, or law, some shared structure.
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What void and place share is the common property of being the arena for
the appearance of bodies (and thus for the events of which bodies form part).
But while a place is the immediate arena for such appearance—a body appears
precisely in a particular place—the void is the scene for this kind of place.
As a precreationist entity, the void is empty of place primarily and of bodies
secondarily. It is empty of the place that is empty of bodies. Thus we need to
emend Aristotle’s dictum: not merely is void “place bereft of body” but “void
is bereft of place that is bereft of body.” The void is doubly bereft. As a scene,
it is an empty stage that is not yet specified as to places or bodies. (“Scene”
in its origins meant an empty tent or booth before it came to signify a theatri-
cal stage.)

Regarded as a scene of places and things to come, the void may thus play
a positive and not a merely nugatory role in cosmogony. It figures precisely
as the scene named “Tokpela” (endless space) by the Hopi, or as “Taaora,”
literally “immensity” or “void,” by the ancient inhabitants of Hawaii, the Tua-
motuans.*® Neither of these void-scenes is an inert pregiven entity. According
to Hopi tradition, Taiowa the Creator immediately occupies Tokpela; indeed,
far from inertly preexisting, the endless immensity of Tokpela is said to exist
already in Taiowa’s mind and thus to be part of an active agency from the
start. Tokpela is “an immeasurable void that had its beginning and end, time,
shape, and life in the mind of Taiowa the Creator.”*® Conversely, for the Tua-
motuan people the creator-god exists in the void, thereby assuring its dyna-
mism from within: “It is said that Kiho dwelt in the Void. It [is] said that Kiho
dwelt beneath the foundations of Havaiki [i.e., in a particular place] which
was called the Black-gleamless-realm-of-Havaiki.” 5 To dwell in the void in
this immanent manner is to dwell in the active scene of creation, the scene of
what-is-to-come. It is to dwell in the void as place-giving; to be placed in
the void. The lines that follow in the Tuamotuan epic spell out this curious

topology.

That place wherein Kiho dwelt was said to be the Non-existence-of-the-land; the
name of that place was the Black-gleamless-realm-of-Havaiki.

It was there that Kiho dwelt; indeed, in that place he created all things whatsoever.
Hereafter [I give] the names of his dwelling places.

Kiho dwelt in his heaven at the nadir of the Night-realm.
Kiho dwelt in his heaven in the Black-gleamless-realm.
Kiho dwelt in his heaven in the Many-proportioned-realm-of-night.

These places were situated within the Night-sphere.! »

This night-sphere of creation is a scene of becoming-place; it is a “many-
proportioned” arena of possible places-to-come. The cosmogonic void, far
from being place-indifferent or simply place-bereft, proves to be place-
productive, proliferating into place after place.
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The Tuamotuan text illustrates a principle that can be designated “topo-
reversal.” Void is posited as no-place, only to be succeeded by the immediate
positing of place. Or more exactly: no-place is succeeded by something that,
precisely as something, brings places with it. Nowhere is this reversal so dra-
matically evident as in a Jicarilla Apache creation tale.

In the beginning nothing was here where the world now stands; there was no
ground, no earth—nothing but Darkness, Water, and Cyclone. There were no
people living. Only the Hactcin [personifications of the powers of objects and
natural forces] existed. It was a lonely place.2

Here the reversal is marked by the sudden transition from “nothing” to “noth-
ing but.” While the first stage represents a radically empty state, the second
populates it with at least three natural things and several personified forces.
The volte-face occurs even within one and the same sentence, and is expanded
in subsequent sentences. Saturation is by no means reached—the place in
question is still quite “lonely”—but the changeover from nothing at all to just
barely something is cosmogonically progressive. Nonplacement gives way to
implacement: cyclones, darkness, and water come clinging to their cosmic
locations.

The topo-reversal can move in the opposite direction as well: from some-
thing to nothing. In the Han dynasty text Huai-nan Tzu, the Great Beginning
gives way to emptiness. Or else something and nothing may be considered as
coexisting. Thus Chuang Tzu writes, “There is being. There is nonbeing.”33
An ancient Mayan text proclaims that in the beginning “there was nothing"
standing; only the calm water, the placid sea, alone and tranquil. Nothing
existed.”>* Nothing stands—and yet water and sea are already standing there.
The chiasmatic turn whereby even a minimal nothing-but or an “only” (i.e., a
bare something) is denied existence, yet is nevertheless given existence, also
receives expression in one of the Upanishads: “In the beginning this world
was merely non-being. It was existent.” 3 To exist as nonbeing: a self-compli-
cating assertion of convoluted cosmologic.

Despite such reversals and twists, indeed rhrough them, we witness the
persistence of place in the face of the nothing—a nothing that one might have
assumed to be the very death of place. Whether as the sheer something of a
“Black-gleamless-realm” or as the still sheerer nonbeing that nevertheless ex-
ists (and thus literally “stands-out”), place abides. In the context of cosmog-
ony—that is to say, in an account of the becoming of the world—there is no
Place for no-place. Dearth-of place, even literal nonplace, we may acknowl-
edge: such is the “lonely place” of the Apache creation myth. But this is not
tantamount to the death of place, no-place-at-all: rather than dealing with its
demise, cosmogony has to do with the birth of place itself. -

Even the utter void, then, retains the dynamic property of being a scene of
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emergence, a proscenium on which things can arise as' taking place and as
having their own place. Much as we have found that chaos is not entirely
empty of form, so we now discover the empty no-place of the void to have
more shape and force than we might have imagined. Indeed, if chaos can be
regarded as predeterminate place, the void is best construed as the scene of
emergent place. Cosmogonically considered, the void is on its way to becom-
ing ever more place-definite. It is the scene of world-creation and thus the
basis of an increasingly coherent and densely textured place-world.

Vil

The foregoing construal of the void does not retrieve it for place. Indeed, it
deprives void of place—particular place—and place of void. But it makes
room for the possibility of place in the void by maintaining that the void may
itself become devoid of its own initially unimplaced and unimplacing charac-
ter. By speaking of “possibility” and of “become,” I am keeping the void
within a cosmogonic context. It is important to retain this context in the face
of the temptation to offer a transcendental deduction of place as that which
has to be presupposed if experience or knowledge of certain kinds is to be
possible. This temptation must be resisted. The only thing that can be deduced
from a transcendental argument—of a Kantjan sort—is the presupposition of
empty space. Such space, especially when located in (or, more exactly, as) a
form of intuition, is not only mental in status; more seriously still, it is a
merely objective posit, a present-at-hand entity. As such—as categorial, or
vorhanden in Heidegger’s nomenclature—it fails to capture what is specific
to place, namely, the capacity to hold and situate things, to give them a local
habitation. Such holding action proffers something ready-to-hand (zuhanden),
something concretely palpable, to which attachment can be made. This palpa-
bility belongs properly to place and not to space.>®

A deductive, relentless cosmologic is driven to presuppose an empty and
boundless no-place—not yet named “space” in many mythic accounts—that
is as abstract and barren of holding-locating properties as is space on the
modern conception. To parry this cosmologism (whereby an entity is posited
as cosmically necessary yet is unable to play any constructive role), the void
is quickly filled with various places. Navajo cosmogony lays down places of
emergence, “underworlds” that are both located (under the visible up-
perworld) and locating (of all that is on and in the upperworld). These sub-
worlds are concrete holding environments that do what the void, taken by
itself alone, cannot do: they offer palpable implacement to things. The advan-
tage in this literally topocosmic move is that the role of place is made central
and explicit from the beginning. It need not be inferred as something surrepti-
tiously supposed. The transcendental deduction of space stands instructed by
a cosmogonic espousal of place.
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By interpreting the void as a scene of emergent implacement, we pursue a
middle path, one that is neither covertly transcendental nor expressly mythi-
cal. This middle way regards the void as the scene of the becoming of place.
To take up this view is neither to transform the strict void into infinite isotropic
space nor to populate it in advance with determinate mythical places. Neither
the indeterminate nor the determinate but the predeterminate is what is cosmo-
gonically formative. The strict void is avoided by recognizing the void as
already on the way to place. Such a void is not presupposed, much less de-
duced as cosmologically or epistemologically necessary. It is posited in the
first place—not as the first place but as the first becoming of place itself. Just
as the space posited in a transcendental deduction shows itself capable of
providing particular places, the void of cosmogonic accounts is on its way to
the determination of particular places. The void makes provision for places. It
is place in its provisionality.

In pursuing this last line of thought, am I not papering over the abyss of
the cosmogonic void by my own discursive considerations? If so, I shall not
have been the first philosopher to have averted place-panic by proposing the
massive preplacement of the world-in-the-making. In the next chapter, we

" shall witness Plato doing something similar. In the face of the void, and in

the absence of the deducibility of space, recourse to place becomes tempting
indeed.

Yet, even apart from concerted (and quite possibly defensive) steps to as-
sure the abiding prepresence of place, in the end we may take a certain com-
fort in the very void itself. We have seen that even in the face of the utter
void, of no-thingness itself, place is already prefigured. Place configures and
situates the face of the dark Deep. Even a cosmogonically rigorous account
that sets down no-place as a necessary beginning point—or one that discovers
chaos at the origin—is never without the resources of place. At no place is
such an account altogether destitute of these resources. Even the void yields
place: if it is now bereft of body and place (i.e., is no-place for no-body), it
promises to give way to both body and place then, after the work of creation
has been done.

In fact, as we reflect on all the cosmogenetic moments in which place is of
import (moments, however, not arranged in any strict chronological se-
quence), we begin to savor a different prospect. This is a prospect of an ab-
original preplacement, and an ongoing implacement, of the created world.
‘Whether as nonbeing that exists, or as chaos on the way to cosmos, or as an
orderly progression of stages of creation, cosmogenesis creates (or discovers)
place at the origin, thereby becoming topogenesis. Cosmos and fopos conjoin
in the becoming of the topocosm.

Shuzanghu’s question to his wife, “How long must we live without a place to
rest our feet?” was posed when “at first there was neither Earth nor Sky.” But
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once Earth and Sky have separated from each other—once creation has begun,
as it always already has—the answer to Shuzanghu’s question is evident: there
will be somewhere to rest your feet if only you will look in the right place—
in the first place. As Aristotle assures us that “time will not fail,”5? so Shuzan-
ghu can be certain that place will not lack.

2

Mastering the Matrix

The Enuma Elish and Plato’s
Timaeus

That which is far off, and exceeding deep, who can
find it out? '
—Ecclesiastes 7:24

[Marduk] crossed the sky to survey the infinite dis-
tance; he stationed himself above Apsu, that Apsu
built by Nudimmud over the old abyss which now
he surveyed, measuring out and marking in.
—Enuma Elish

Before that, all these kinds were without proportion

or measure. . . . Such being their nature at the time -,

when the ordering of the universe was taken in

hand, the god then began by giving them a distinct

configuration by means of shapes and numbers.
—Plato, Timaeus 53b-

Everyone says that place is something; but [Plato]

alone attempted to say what it was.
—Aristotle, Physics Book 4

Once we admit that the panic-producing idea of the void is always (in ad-
vance) a matter of place—and is thus not reducible to the daunting nothing-
ness, the strict no-place, that occasions the panic—we must face a second
major issue. This is the propensity not merely to fill the void as a way of
allaying anxiety but, more especially, to master the void. To master is not to
bring into being in the first place but to control and shape that which has

23
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already been brought into existence. It is still a matter of creation, at least in
that sense of creation inherent in the Hebrew word bard used in 1 Genesis: a
word whose cognate meanings include “to carve” (e.g., the tip of an arrow) or
“to cut up” (e.g., a carcass).! What is now at stake is not creation ex nihilo—an
action we have discovered to be as rare as it is problematical—but creation ex
datis, “out of the given.” Yet how is creation carried forward once we are
willing to acknowledge that the void has content, that something is already
given in and with (and even as) the void itself?

What is pregiven is usually considered to be material, a matter of matter.
But in ancient and traditional cosmogonies, “matter” does not signify anything
hard and fast—anything rigorously physical in the manner of determinate and
resistant “material objects.” On the contrary: matter connotes matrix, one of
its cognates and certainly something material (even if not something com-
pletely definite in its constitution). In its literal sense of “uterus” or “womb,”
the matrix is the generatrix of created things: their mater or material precondi-
tion. As such, it is the formative phase of things—things that will become
more fully determinate in the course of creation. Vis-a-vis the generative ma-
trix, the task of creation becomes that of crafting and shaping, ultimately of
controlling, what is unformed or preformed in the matrix itself. Creation be-
comes a matter of mastering matter.

Just as chaos has proved to be a place, so a cosmogonic matrix is a place
as well. Beyond its strictly anatomical sense, matrix means “a place or me-
dium in which something is bred, produced, or developed,” “a place or point
of origin and growth.” In the matter of the matrix, place remains primary. As
the Oxford English Dictionary informs us, the definitions just cited are trace-
able to at least the middle of the sixteenth century A.D. But they are seen to
possess a still more ancient lineage if we reflect that a text such as Genesis
opens with the description of a state of affairs that is neither chaos nor void
but a matrix: “Darkness was upon the face of the Deep.” As the initial moment
of cosmogenesis, the dark Deep is a material, or more precisely an elemental,
matrix. The world starts with an “embedding or enclosing mass” (in yet an-
other OED definition of “matrix”) that is aqueous in character; it starts with
“the waters” as the generative matrix of things-to-be, things-to-come.

‘We may trace things even farther back. Tehom, the Hebrew word for “deep
[waters],” itself stems from Tiamat, the Mesopotamian propér name for that
primordial oceanic force figuring at the very beginning of the'Enuma Elish,.a
tale of creation that predates the reign of Hammurabi (ca. 1900 B.c.). Tiamat
is in place as an elemental matrix from time immemorial, and therefore cre-
ation must begin with her antecedent and massive presence.

When there was no heaven,
no earth, no height, no depth, no name,
when Apsu was alone,
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the sweet water, the first begetter; and Tiamat
the bitter water, and that

return to the womb, her Mummu,
When there were no gods—

When sweet and bitter
mingled together, no reed was plaited, no rushes

muddied the water,

the gods were nameless, natureless, futureless, then
from Apsu and Tiamat

in the waters gods were created, in the waters
silt precipitated.?

Unlike Genesis, the Babylonian text does not mention earth, not even an earth
“without form and void.” Nor do we find any gods—certainly not “God,”
Yahweh—much less any words by which a god could summon up creation.
In this nameless scene, no one says “Let there be light.”

On the other hand (and here in contrast with Hesiod’s Theogony), 3 in the
Enuma Elish there is no chaos to start with, nor is there any primal separation
between heaven and earth. All that is present is water: two kinds of water, salt
and fresh, “Tiamat” and “Apsu.” Even Mummu, the originary mist, is aque-
ous. All begins with/in water. The gods themselves are created from it: cre-
ation occurs without creators. Instead of arising from a decisive act of scis-
sion, creation takes place with the imperceptible mixing of waters; everything
begins with the merging of two regions of water in an elemental commixture.
For Apsu and Tiamat are less the names of gods than of primeval places; they
are cosmogonic place-names. “Bitter water” is one kind of place and “sweet
water” another kind of place. When they merge, they create a common
place—a matrix—for more particular places, including the places of particular
gods.

The silty mass precipitated in the intermixed waters is the first definite
place to emerge from the Apsu-Tiamat matrix, and it brings with it the naming
of the first four gods. Place and name are here coeval.

Lahmu and Lahamu,
were named; they were not yet old,
not yet grown tall
When Anshar and Kishar overtook them both,
the lines of sky and earth
stretched where horizons meet to separate
cloud from silt.*

From the place of silt, “primeval sediment,”> comes the separation of earth
and sky. Lahmu and Lahamu, barely distinguishable from each other as names
(except insofar as the former is male, the latter female), are overtaken by the
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more distinctly differentiated figures of Anshar and Kishar, gods of the hori-
zons of sky and earth, respectively. The comparatively belated distinction of
earth from sky constitutes separation between heaven and earth that we have
observed elsewhere—most notably in Genesis, where God “separated the wa-
ters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the
firmament.” Unlike the Old Testament account, however, the Enuma Elish
explicitly builds the feature of horizon lines into the proper names Anshar and
Kishar, remarking oxymoronically that these gods are found “where horizons
meet to separate cloud from silt.” The oxymoron is merited: every horizon at
once conjoins and separates. In particular, the horizon at land’s end both holds
earth and sky together as two contiguous domains of the same surrounding
space and teases them apart as two conclusively different regions.

That Anshar and Kishar are indeed decisively different places is confirmed
by the fact that the immediately following generations replicate the earth/sky
distinction that these two gods embody. Anu, son of Anshar, is the god of
“empty heaven,” and he begets Nudimmud-Ea, god of sweet waters and of a
wisdom that is “wider than heaven’s horizon.”® Nudimmud-Ea in tumn slays
his aqueous ancestor Apsu when the latter schemes with Tiamat to destroy the
clamorous gods who have been bom to them. In so doing, Ea “sounded the
coil of chaos and against it devised the artifice of the universe.”” Then, in an
action that would not have surprised the Freud of Totem and Taboo, Nudim-
mud-Ea builds a memorial to Apsu.

When Ea had bound Apsu, he killed him. . . . Now that his triumph was com-
pleted, in deep peace he rested, in his holy palace Ea slept. Over the abyss, the
distance, he built his house and shrine and there magnificently he lived with his
wife Damkina.® ’

The “artifice of the universe” here appears in the form of Ea’s palace-shrine,
the first constructed dwelling place. The construction itself takes place over
an abyss, and by this very fact it is a memorial to Apsu: apsu is the Semitic
equivalent of Sumerian abzu, signifying “deep abyss,” “ocean,” and “outer-
most limit.” To build over an abyss is not only to create cosmos out of chaos.
It is to bring constructed or “devised” place out of an unconstructed material
matrix, and thereby to memorialize the matrix itself.?

It is out of this same abyssal matrix that Marduk, the ultimate architect of
creation and the nemesis of Tiamat, is born from Ea and Damkina.

In that room, at the point of decision where what is to come is predetermined,
he was conceived, the most sagacious, the one from the first most absolute in
action.

. In the deep abyss he was conceived, Marduk was made in the heart of the
apsu, Marduk was created in the heart of the holy apsu.!®
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To be conceived in the abyss is to be generated in the matrix of creation—“in
that room” where “what is to come is predetermined.” The depth of this matri-
cial abyss is resonant with the depth of Tiamat, the depth of her womb (she is
continually bringing forth new gods and monsters) and the depth of her oce-
anic being (Tiamat means literally “primeval waters,” including stretches of
water, sea, or lake). “The coil of Tiamat,” the Sumerian gods admit, “is too
deep for us to fathom.” !

It is precisely because Tiamat’s coil—her troublesome tumult—is too deep
to fathom that Marduk must rise up against her. For Marduk can only deal
with measurable depth. His confrontation with Tiamat is thus foredoomed:
their difference is literally “cosmic.” The confrontation itself comes when “he
surveyed her scanning the Deep.”!? He surveys her—makes her into an object
of conquest—while she is embroiled in scanning something that never can
become an object and with which she is ultimately identified. Precisely as an
amorphous nonobject, that is, as herself the Deep, Tiamat can be conquered
in a cosmomachia wherein the architectonic triumphs over the unstructured
and the mastery of the matrix is asserted. If Ea is the first architect in this
cosmogony—“archi-tect” signifying “first builder”—Marduk is the master
builder.1?

Marduk proves himself master of the matrix by brutally crushing Tiamat
in battle. He “shot the arrow that split the belly, that pierced the gut and cut
the womb.” 1 Marduk’s arrow, symbol of his phallic manhood, invades the
womb-matrix: death penetrates to the seat of life. Only by destroying an or-
ganic matrix, source of generation, can the inorganic work of building pro-
ceed. As Paul Ricoeur remarks apropos of Marduk, it is “by disorder that
disorder is overcome; it is by violence that the youngest of the gods estab-
lishes order.”” ¥

As master builder—as “Lord of the Land,” as “Son-of-the-Sun” **~—Mar-
duk must construct out of something: nothing ex nihilo here! He finds his
building materials in Tiamat’s slain body, whose corporeal depths become the
(re)source of the civilized cosmos.

The lord rested; he gazed at the huge body, pondering how to use it, what to
create from the dead carcass. He split it apart like a cockle-shell; with the upper
half he constructed the arc of sky, he pulled down the bar and set a watch on
the waters, so they should never escape.!’

In this violent action—which takes place precisely as bard, or cutting up—
Marduk repeats the initial separation between Anshar and Kishar by creating
the horizon line or “bar” that distinguishes sky from sea. To “set a watch on
the waters” is to take a definitive step toward delimiting them by placing a
cosmic boundary over them. Such delimitation is place-making in its power—
as is the creation of the “arc of the sky,” a bowlike outer limit that makes the
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sky into a region of its own. Thanks to this new place-setting, we no longer
need to refer to the open sky as “Anu,” or to the shared horizons of earth and
heaven as “Anshar” and “Kishar.” The evolution from primeval elements to
gods has given way to cosmic places no longer requiring mythical names.!®
But the story goes on.

He crossed the sky to survey the infinite distance; he stationed himself above
apsu, that apsu built by Nuddimud over the old abyss which now he surveyed,
measuring out and marking in.

He stretched the immensity of the firmament, he made Esharra, the Great
Palace, to be its earthly image, and Anu and Enlil and Ea had each their right
stations.'®

Following the creation of gods earlier in the epic—theogony proper—we
are now presented with the creation of places for the gods, their “right sta-
tions.” Through Marduk’s actions, the gods “are assigned their places.”??
Once again, topogenesis follows from cosmogenesis. As a condition of this
locatory action, the “infinite distance” of the abyss must be surveyed and the
“immensity of the firmament™” stretched out. To stretch out is the corporeal
equivalent of visual survey: in both cases, the full scope of something is swept
out in advance, “sized up” as we say, by a preliminary action of literal circum-
spection. To do this, Marduk must establish a stable position from which to
do the stretching and sizing. Such a position is found in the station assumed
by Marduk “above apsu”: above the abyss. His stationing there is in effect a
double superpositioning: first over Ea’s house and shrine and then over “the
old abyss” of the elemental Apsu, an action now surveyed in its infinite extent.

More than survey is at stake here. Marduk also sets to work by “measuring
out and marking in” the abyss. He moves to mensuration, a measurement at
once spatial and temporal.

He projected positions for the Great Gods conspicuous in the sky, he gave them
a starry aspect as constellations; he measured the year, gave it a beginning and
an end, and to each month of the twelve three rising stars.?!

Just as the gods are given spatial positions, so temporal positions are also
marked out—positions primarily taken by the sun and the moon in their re-
spective cycles.?? In addition to these positions (which are in effect visible and
countable places), Marduk bestows basic directionalities on the new world:
“Through her ribs he opened gates in the east and west, and gave them strong
bolts on the right and left; and high in the belly of Tiamat he set the zenith.”%
An entire landscape is drawn out from the dismembered Deep.

Then Marduk considered Tiamat. He skimmed spume from the bitter sea,
heaped up the clouds, spindrift of wet and wind and cooling rain, the spittie of
Tiamat.
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With his own hands from the steaming mist he spread the clouds. He pressed
hard down the head of water, heaping mountains over it, opening springs to
flow: Euphrates and Tigris rose from her eyes, but he closed the nostrils and
held back their springhead.

He piled huge mountains on her paps and through them drove water-holes to
channel the deep sources; and high overhead he arched her tail, locked-in to the
wheel of heaven; the pit was under his feet, between was the crotch, the sky’s
fulcrum. Now the earth had foundations and the sky its mantle.?*

Marduk here creates the very topography of the earth, its atmosphere and
terrain, from the megabody of Tiamat. Originally a sea region, this gigantic
body is displaced and transmuted into the created earth, an earth no longer
hanging in the abyss but endowed finally with firm “foundations.”

The last two things to be fashioned by Marduk are human beings and their
dwelling places. It is striking that the latter are created before the former—as
if to say that housing is a precondition of being human. Ea is employed as
architect of temples and in particular of the city of Babylon.”> Humankind is
then created out of the sacrificial blood of Kingu, Tiamat’s second spouse and
the captain of her monstrous forces. It is at this point that Marduk makes his
strongest claim to be a creator-god.

Blood to blood

I join,

blood to bone

I form

an original thing,

its name is MAN,
aboriginal man

is mine in making.28

Despite this possessive and self-congratulating proclamation—and others like
it earlier?’—Marduk is not altogether omnipotent in his creative powers. He
certainly does not create anything out of nothing. Humankind, his proudest
ens creatum, is created out of the blood of a preexisting god: even here, he
“moulded matter.”?® Marduk does not bring forth matter out of the nothing of
nonmatter: “From the wreck of Tiamat’s rout, from the stuff of fallen gods he
made mankind.”?° Everything is created out of the body of Tiamat—a body
that is the primal stuff of creation.

Tiamat’s body is not only primal. It is inexhaustible—so much so that it is
not entirely consumed in the course of creation. At the very end of the Enuma
Elish a propitiatory prayer implores

let her recede into the future
far-off from man-kind
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till time is old, keep her
for ever absent.®

Tiamat may have been “disappeared” from the current scene of creation—nher
intact body does not survive—but she is not completely vanquished. Her mat-
ter, her matrix, persists. Any subsequent act of creation will have to draw
upon it.

N. K. Sandars, the English translator of the Enuma Elish, is certainly right
to claim that in this epic “matter is eternal, [and] Tiamat and Apsu provide,
from within themselves, the material of the whole universe; a universe which
will evolve into ever greater complexity.”>! But it does not follow from this
(as Sandars also claims) that “in the Babylonian poem there is, strictly speak-
ing, no creation at all.”3? As we have seen abundantly from Sandars’s own
translation, creation takes place, indeed it occurs continually, throughout the
poem. The creation itself, however, is subject to two constraints. First, it is
always a creation from something, that is, from a material matrix (and in par-
ticular Tiamat’s own body). Second, it is a creation primarily of places. The
evolution of the created world into “ever greater complexity” is an evolution
into ever more particular kinds of places, as the world becomes increasingly
habitable for humankind.

In fact, the Enuma Elish proposes three major stages of creation, each of
which is distinctively place-specific. (1) To begin with, we are presented with
a watery world composed of two fluids, sweet and bitter, in intimate conjunc-
tion. From this aqueous admixture the early gods emerge—gods of the hori-
zons of sky and earth, of the waters of the earth, and of the empty heaven.
Theogony occurs as a differentiation of regions out of the primal scene of
parental intercourse between Apsu and Tiamat. (2) Places of antagonism and
conflict supervene as an Oedipal drama is enacted among the gods: Ea kills
Apsu, and Marduk slaughters Tiamat. (3) Finally, the creation of the cosmos
per se happens io and through Tiamat’s hulking carcass as the place-of-cre-
ation. Marduk, assuming his preordained role as “King of the cosmos,”>? con-
structs an ordered universe in which everything, gods and heavenly bodies,
earth and human beings, has its proper place. “His glory touched the abyss”3*
by virtue of the fact that he builds elaborately over the abyss itself. He fills it
in with the plenary presences of particular places.

Throughout the Enuma Elish, place figures as a generative matrix. Al-
though there is one reference to the “void” and two references to “chaos” in
the text, each of these occurs as a retrospective interpretation of what has
already taken place.3® What actually takes place, that is, arises as place, occurs
in the form of a matrix—or, more exactly, of place-as-matrix. Just as there is
no strict void at the start of this cosmogony (the void in question is the relative
void of a not-yet-existent earth; but waters already exist), so there is no genu-
ine chaos either: Tiamat is fluid but not chaotic. Nor is she disorderly—except
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when routed by Marduk!3® Taken on her own terms, she is an orderly being:
orderly enough to give rise, thanks to Marduk’s eventual shaping actions, to
the cosmos, the ordered world.

Order, and especially the order of place, is nascent in the matrix. Not just
at the stage of elemental waters but also at the subsequent stages of conflict
and creation, place occurs as matrix. Indeed, creation itself arises in the very
place of destruction, the bloody scene of Marduk’s res gestae: “The creative
act, which distinguishes, separates, measures, and puts in order, is inseparable
from the criminal act that puts an end to the life of the oldest gods, [and is]
inseparable from a deicide inherent in the divine.”*” In the final stage of this
cosmogony, the two previous matrices, the elemental and the destructive, give
way to the built matrix inherent in Marduk’s construction of a fully ordered
world from the materials furnished by Tiamat’s dead body. A superfetation of
gods, goddesses, and monsters from Tiamat’s womb-matrix is replaced by a
superproduction of human beings and buildings on Marduk’s phallogonic part:
continual birthing gives way to assiduous architectural ordering.?® Instead of
void or chaos, everywhere there is plenitude and place, a plenitude of places,
indeed plenitude-as-place, arranged as an ascending series of ever more spe-
cific matrices.>®

And there is, to end with, the place of reenactment. For the Enuma Elish
was recited at the beginning of the New Year festival at Babylon. It was re-
cited not just anywhere in Babylon but “in a particular place, the inner room
or holy of holies of the god Marduk, where his statue lived throughout the
year.”*? This room was regarded as identical with the Ubshukinna, the Cham-
ber of Destiny wherein Marduk was proclaimed “Great Lord of the Uni-
verse.”*! The Ubshukinna, too, is a matrix—a matrix of reenactment. In the
complete ceremony, actors staged the combat between Marduk and Tiamat,
the officiating priest crying out, “May Marduk continue to conquer Tiamat
and to shorten her days!” More than a mere representation or recollection
of aboriginal confrontation was at issue in this ritualized performance. The
reenacted combat brought the world, as it was entering a new year, from a
state of perilous preorder or nonorder, more radical than disorder, back to a
renewed state of order. As Eliade remarks,

This commemoration of the Creation was in fact a reactualization of the cosmo-
gonic act.... The battle between two groups of actors . . . [re]actualized the
cosmogony. The mythical events became present once again. . . . The combat,
the victory, and the Creation took place at that instant, hic et nunc.*?

To this we need only add that the reactualized events also took place at that
place, Marduk’s inner room at Babylon. Much like Tiamat’s own fertile body,
this room served as a womb for continual rebirth—and not just as a scene of
destruction and creation., The generative and the architectural, the primal
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matrix and the master builder, otherwise so fiercely antagonistic, combined
forces in a common room of reenactment.

Much like Marduk, the Demiurge in Plato’s Timaeus has the unenviable task
of converting an originally refractory space into a domain of domesticated
places. Just as concertedly “male” as Marduk, the Platonic power figure sub-
stitutes the straight lines of geometry for the lethal arrows of pitched combat.
But in both instances, a precosmic “female” body is at once the source and
the limit of creation, and its massive preexistence demonstrates that the in-
tervening god is far from omnipotent. Both epics make it clear that creation
takes place only under certain circumstances—precisely thiose embodied in
the hulk, the heft, of the world-body as it is initially given. Creation must
occur in and with this body, which Plato names Necessity (ananké)—and also
Space (chora).

Space, then, is what must be there in the beginning, even before the act of
creation occurs. In this respect, Plato only formalizes what we have found to
be true in many previous accounts: the necessity of preexisting spaces (i.e.,
places, regions) for the occurrence of creation. For whatever comes to be must
“come to be in a certain place.”** Compared with such spatial necessity, time
is secondary in status—merely a “moving image of eternity”** that is devised
by the Demiurge to keep track of the circular motions of the heavens. No
more than in the first stanzas of the Enuma Elish is time essential to the primal
state of the Platonic universe. In both cases, time is a distinctly late addition
to the scene of creation. What matters first and foremost is the fate of space,
its original standing and its subsequent vicissitudes.

Plato also uses the term “Receptacle” to designate the pregiven space with
which the Demiurge must begin. As “the ‘nurse’ of all Becoming,”** the Re-
ceptacle is no less deep, and no less fertile, than Tiamat. And it is no less
maternal, since both the mythic and the philosophic entities require that cre-
ation involve a return to the womb, the womb of Nature (phusis) itself. It is
altogether by and in the Receptacle construed as “mother” ¢ that the phallo-
gonic paternal action of the Demiurge occurs—occurs within a matrix.

"It never departs at all from its own character; since it is always receiving all
things, and never in any way whatsoever takes on any character that is like any
of the things that enter it: by nature it is there as a matrix for everything,
changed and diversified by the things that enter it.4”

The Platonic matrix is not, however, strictly material in character. Although it
takes on material qualities, it is not itself composed of matter. As exhibiting
or reflecting these qualities, it is more like a mirror of the physical than a
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physical thing itself.*® It has no qualities of its own, for, if it did, it could not
be altogether receptive of the qualities of the things that occupy it, nor would
it reflect them faithfully: “that which is to receive in itself all kinds must be
free from all characters” (50e). Thus we cannot even characterize the receptive
matrix as aqueous—as we are certainly encouraged to do at the beginning of
the Enuma Elish and in Genesis. In fact, none of the four elemental qualities
can be said to characterize the Platonic matrix: “the mother and Receptacle of
what has come to be visible and otherwise sensible must not be called earth
or air or fire or water” (51a). If the Sumerian and Old Testament matrices
are expressly elemental, this is no longer possible in the Greek instance. As
preelemental, Space or the Receptacle is “a nature invisible and characterless™
(51b). Yet the Receptacle is neither a void nor placeless.

The Receptacle not a Void. Plato’s primary opponents in the Timaeus are
the ancient Atomists, who held that cosmogenesis occurs by the interaction of
discrete bits of matter within a circumambient empty space (kenon). Empty
space itself possesses no predetermined routes, much less any qualities of its
own. Nor does it possess places or regions; in its radical placelessness, it is a
prime candidate for what I have called the “strict void” and “no-place.”*® In
contrast with this model, the Receptacle is richly plenary. The only emptiness
it knows occurs in the form of the tiny interstices at the edges of the regular
figures that come to fill it out.’® Neither outside itself (for there is nothing
outside the Receptacle) nor within itself is there any sheer emptiness.!

The Receptacle not Placeless. The Receptacle “appears to have different
qualities at different times” (50c; my emphasis). To appear at all requires a
place-of-appearance. In other words, the Receptacle, even if it has no place
of its own (i.e., being Space itself, it is not located in some more extensive
space), offers place to sensible qualities. Just as the initial state of things in
the Enuma Elish is place-providing, so the Receptacle proffers place, thereby
“providing a situation [hedran] for all things that come into being.” 52 Such
place-provision occurs for both formal and substantive reasons.

(1) Formally, even sensible qualities (and a fortiori the material bodies they
will inhabit) must be exhibited somewhere. F. M. Cornford remarks that “the
Receptacle is not that ‘out of which’ [ex hou] things are made; it is that ‘in
which’ [en ho] qualities appear, as fleeting images are seen in a mirror.”
Plato echoes Archytas here, and even seems to be paraphrasing him when he
says that not just appearances but “anything that is must needs be in some
place and occupy some room. . . . [W]hat is not somewhere in earth or heaven
is nothing” (52b). Some kmd of place must therefore always be on hand—
and already on hand within the Receptacle itself. But what sort of place is
this?

We have just seen that, in contrast with the body of Tiamat, the Receptacle
cannot be a strictly material locus of creation, a physical realm of the sort that
is at stake when Marduk “piled huge mountains on her paps and through them



34 From Void to Vessel

drove water-holes.” Intrinsically characterless, the Receptacle can contain no
features comparable to mountains or water holes. Not only must it not be
designated as “earth” or “water,” but, Plato adds shrewdly, it does not even
consist of “any of their compounds or components” (51a). Of what then does
it consist? The answer is regions, that is, primal zones in which elementary
sensibilia cling to each other in momentary assemblages. Thanks to the cos-
mological rule that like seeks like, groups of these qualities gather into prime-
val regions.

Now the nurse of Becoming, being made watery and fiery and receiving the
characters of earth and air, and qualified by all the other affections that go with
these, had every sort of diverse appearance to the sight; but because it was filled
with powers that were neither alike nor evenly balanced, there was no equipoise
in any region of it; but it was everywhere swayed unevenly and shaken by these
things, and by its motion shook them in turn. And they, being thus moved,
were perpetually being separated and carried in different directions. . . . [The
Receptacle] separated the most unlike kinds farthest apart from one another, and
thrust the most alike closest together; whereby the different kinds came to have
different regions, even before the ordered whole consisting of them came to
be.54 B,

I cite this long passage to underscore the fact that in the Platonic cosmology
regions, or perhaps better, protoregions, arise in the very beginning. The shak-
ing or “winnowing”>* action of the Receptacle, carrying like into the company
of like, is itself an action of regionalization: it renders the Space of the Recep-
tacle regional in status.

(2) A region is not just a formal condition of possibility. It is a substantive
place-of-occupation. Chéra, translated both as “region” and as “space” by
Cornford, connotes occupied place, for example, a field full of crops or a
room replete with things. A region includes both the container and the con-
tained—terms Aristotle insists on keeping separate—and we can make osten-
sive reference to it as “this region” (whereas, as Plato insists, we cannot refer
to a merely evanescent sensible quality as “this”). A choric region is substan-
tive without being a substance: rather than a thing, it is a locatory matrix for
things.*® Such a region is finally a matter of place rather than of space—if
“place” implies finite locatedness and “space” infinite or indefinite extension.
Despite its curious adumbration of the modern idea of space as something
invisible, the Receptacle remains above all a scene of implacement.>’

The Receptacle is place-providing twice over. First, as we have just seen,
it is inherently regionalized and regionalizing. In this capacity, it “clears space
for” groups of similar qualities, furnishing them with their “leeway.”*® Re-
gions in this sense are primal zones—not altogether unlike the major “zones”
of psychosexuality identified by Freud. Just as the psychosexual zones are
located on (or, better, in) the lived body while not being sharply demarcated
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there, so the cosmological zones structure the body of the Receptacle and are
not strictly bounded (in a region, like draws to like; but likeness is a matter
of degree and so cannot be rigorously delimited). Second, the openness and
vagueness of a region call for a much more particular sense of place: place as
topos. Although Plato does not always bother to distinguish between chdra
and topos, he needs this very distinction when he comes to discuss the “pri-
mary bodies” constructed by the Demiurge. For each such body, formed as it
is from sensible qualities and regular geometrical shapes, “is something corn-
ing to be in a certain place” (52a)—that is, in its own fopos as determined by
its outer form along with its volume. But this fopos is in turn located in a
region, an encompassing but delimited portion of choric space.>®

Just as chora precedes creation—it is what the Demiurge encounters upon
his intervention into the scheme of things: hence its Necessity—so particular
topoi ensue from creation. Demiurgic creation consists in the configuration
and specification of things in particular places within a pregiven (and already
regionalized) Space.

In the Enuma Elish as well creation consists in the production of particular
places out of preexisting regions, even if it is true that the kind of particularity
differs in the two cases: in the Sumerian epic. the particularity belongs to
architectural and civic entities, not to simple physical bodies. Where the En-
uma Elish is resolutely finite and historical—being finally about the founding
of Babylon—the Timaeus purports to be transfinite and nonhistorical. More-
over, the kind of generality varies in the two accounts: the down-to-earth
materiality of the precosmic regions (e.g., sweet and bitter waters) posited in
the earlier text is superseded by the purely receptive regions of the Greek tale
of creation. Yet the overall movement from diffuseness of region to concision
of place is found in both stories—as is the root notion of matrix, which charac-
terizes the notion of region in each case.

The deeper difference between the two epics, one composed before the
second millennium and the other in the fourth century B.c., is found else-
where: the transition from cosmogony to cosmology. Where genesis is the
constant concern of a cosmogonic text such as the Enuma Elish, “becoming”
(by which one may translate genesis) is only one of three main concerns in
the Timaeus. Put most pithily, these concerns are “Being, Space, Becoming—
three distinct things” (52d). A thing that becomes (to gignomenon) is distin-
guishable from that in which it becomes (to en hs gignetai), that is, Space;
and both in turn are distinguishable from the Form that supplies the timeless
pattern of the becoming-thing. While sensible things are perishable and Space
is “everlasting,”® Forms are eternal. The mere fact that Forms are expressly
considered as equiprimordial with Space and Becoming indicates that we have
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now entered the domain of cosmology, moving from muthos to logos. For the
created cosmos is what it is only insofar as it is permeated by a logos, a
permanent structure; and the proper account of such a cosmos is a “rational
account” (another of the basic meanings of logos). Philosophy furnishes such
an account, and it is in this respect that it differs most markedly from myth.
Even if Plato himself considered the Timaeus as no more than a “likely story”
(29a), and even if contemporary philosophers may take him at his word and
despair over the status of such a story,! it remains undeniable that with the
Timaeus we have taken a fateful step into cosmology. What is'merely “likely”
(eikos) about the account is precisely what survives within it of the cosmo-
gonic: for example, the matricial status of the Receptacle, the role and actions
of the creator, the quasi-narrative ordering of the tale, the stress on material
qualities. When we read that the Receptacle “was everywhere swayed un-
evenly and shaken by these things, and by its motion shook them in turn”
(52€), we can almost imagine this to be a description of Tiamat herself (espe-
cially in her monstrous, sea-serpent phase). But the lack of proper names—
the fiercesome “Marduk” has been replaced by a faceless “Demiurge”—is a
sign that we are in a different genre of discourse with different aims and
different stakes. If the Receptacle is said to be, much like Tiamat herself,
“watery and fiery,” still the Receptacle only receives these qualities and re-
flects them: not actually characterized by the qualities it receives, the recepta-
cle is not what it appears to be. Since it is the prelogical collocation of regions
where such qualities appear, the Receptacle certainly can seem monstrous and
chaotic, a matter of wild sensibility; but it is not sensible, indeed it is not even
matter. As Derrida remarks, “Chora receives all the determinations, so as to
give [a] place [to them], but it does not possess any of them properly. It pos-
sesses them, it has them (since it receives them), but it does not possess them
as properties, it possesses nothing properly.” 52

What then is the Receptacle in the end? Hupodocheé, one of its names in
Greek (besides dechomenon, literally “the recipient”), gives a crucial clue.
The Receptacle is what lies under (hupo) that which appears in the physical
world. It is an underlying “region of regions”—to borrow a concept from
Husserl (who, however, applied it to consciousness, not to the material
world).®* Not being that “out of which” (ex hou) things are made (as is Tia-
mat), it is the “in which” (en hd) on which things (qualities, powers, motions:
ultimately perceptible things) come to appearance, exchange positions, and
gain their place. Not strictly heterogeneous itself (for it is not material enough
to be diverse), it nevertheless underlies the heterogeneity of the physical uni-
verse and makes this- heterogeneity possible. Its violent rocking guarantees
that its occupants will be changing places continually.

All are changing the direction of their movement, this way and that, towards
their own regions; for each [primary body], in changing its size, changes also
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the situation of its region. In this way, then, and by these means there is a
perpetual safeguard for the occurrence of that heterogeneity which provides that
the perpetual motion of these bodies is and shall be without cessation.®

This passage makes it clear that even the primal regions of the Receptacle are
by no means stationary or secure. For the region of a given kind of body
cannot be considered a fixed sector to which it adverts as to something settled:
“There [is] no equipoise in any region of it.” %> In fact, both the generic region
and the particular place of a given body are in a state of ongoing mutation.
This is due to the character of the Receptacle as “all-receiving (pandeches)”
(51a),. that is, reflecting every kind of change: changes in motion, quality,
quantity, and so on.

The Receptacle is accordingly the bearer (but not the begetter) of all that
occurs in the sensible world.5® It bears up (under) all that is located in (ele-
mental) regions and (particular) places, thereby “providing a situation for all
things that come into being” (52b). But despite its considerable locatory
power, the Receptacle remains the referent of a bare cosmological “this.”
There is, after all, no Form of Space.’

A strange beast, a half-bred hybrid, this Receptacle. It is at once locatory
and yet not itself located, permanent and yet invisible, underlying and yet
nonsubstantial. Plato avers that it is “apprehended without the senses by a sort
of bastard reasoning, and [is] hardly an object of belief” (52b), and he analo-
gizes its perception to that of a dream.® The Receptacle is also a hybrid
entity in another, still more encompassing, sense. It stands between, even as
it combines, myth and science. In particular, it stands between the Enuma
Elish and Aristotle’s Physics. It has too much “reasoning” and too little “be-
lief” for the Sumerian epic, and yet exhibits too desultory a form of thinking
and possesses too little materiality for the Aristotelian treatise. If Tiamat gives
way to chora in the Timaeus, chora will cede place to Topos in the Physics.
The Platonic cosmology of regionalized Place precariously and provocatively
straddles the tenebrous middle realm between the mythics of elemental matri-
ces and the physics of pinpointed places.

v

Imagine the shock of the Demiurge, that eminently rational creator who in-
tends to model the world on the pattern of an unchanging Form, when he
confronts the crazy-quilt, irregular motions of the Receptacle: motions gener-
ated by “errant causes” (48a). Given his wish “to make this world most nearly
like that intelligible thing which is best and in every way complete” (30d)}—
that is, a Form—he cannot but be chagrined by the tumultuous spectacle,
indeed threatened by it in ways that recall the disorientation and fear that
an angry and defiant Tiamat occasioned in the objects of her wrath. In the
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Mesopotamian legend, Tiamat had to be killed and her carcass transmuted
before ordering could begin. In the Platonic tale, however, persuasion rather
than physical force is invoked to bring the unruly Receptacle into rationally
regulated behavior: “Reason overruled Necessity by persuading her to guide
the greatest part of the things that become towards what is best” (48a). The
mastery of the matrix arises from the rule of reason rather than by the applica-
tion of brute force. :

It was just because of the nondistinction between primordial space and
material body—between Tiamat-as-place and Tiamat-as-body—that her body
had to be destroyed, physically obliterated, in order to make way for a world-
ordering use of space such as Marduk instituted in building Babylon. Insofar
as chora and the sensible qualities appearing in it are distinguished in the
Timaeus from the start, there can be an ordering of these ‘qualities without
recourse to acts of outright obliteration. Furthermore, even before the inter-
vention of the Demiurge a significant amount of structuring—if not rational
ordering—has already taken place, thanks to the apportioning of the sensible
qualities in accordance with the assimilation of like to like. Rough and ready
as this assimilation is (it never reaches a settled state), still it does present the
Demiurge with a prospect that is not utterly chaotic. The prospect remains
challenging, however.

Desiring, then, that all things should be good and, so far as might be, nothing
imperfect, the god [i.e., the Demiurge] took over all that is visible—not at rest,
but in discordant and unordered motion—and brought it from disorder into or-
der, since he judged that order was in every way the better. (Timaeus 30a)

But if the motion in the Receptacle is indeed tumultuous, it is nevertheless a
local motion, that is to say, a motion that occurs in distinctive places and
regions.%® Such “locomotion” guarantees a minimal coherency even in the
precreationist moment. (Conversely, at least some of this same wandering
motion, this errant causation, survives creation: the errancy continues to haunt
the created cosmos as well.)”°

However ill- or unordered the aboriginal state may be, the Demiurge must
set to work with what he is given. Not being omnipotent, he is constrained by
this pregivenness: he can introduce only “as much order and proportion as
Necessity allows.””! The act of creation thus brings about structure and not
simply things that did not previously exist. Creation is the creation of order.
The Demiurge urges—urges Necessity to bring forth order, if not “with the
greatest possible perfection” (53b), at least to the extent of an ordering that is
effected by the infusion of the mathematical into the sensible.

It is striking that both Marduk and the Demiurge have recourse to mathe-
matics at approximately the same critical point. Once Marduk is able to survey
the scene of his triumph over Tiamat, he can “measure out and mark in”
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positions and directions within “the immensity of the firmament.” In the case
of the Demiurge, the inspiration and source of mathematics also reside in
the sky, that is, in the periodicity of celestial motion.” The special power of
mathematics to shape a cosmos proceeds from the sky downward: “The opera-
tion of Reason is carried, so far as may be, into the dark domain of the irratio-
nal powers.”” Seemingly against all odds, what Aristophanes had called
“deep Dark’s bottomless wombs”—the womb of Tiamat’s generativity as well
as the womb of chdora’s agitated motion—come to yield order, a distinctively
mathematical order at that.

If creation is to work, it must bring together—must literally articulate—
the most advanced state achievable by the Receptacle “even before the
Heaven came into being” (52d) with the most elementary form of mathemati-
cal ordering. As Cornford comments, “from the abyss of bodily ‘powers’ in
complete abstraction from the works of Reason, we now ascend to the lowest
level at which the element of order and design contributed by the Demiurge
can be discerned in the turbulent welter of fire, air, water, and earth.”” To
depict this situation graphically, we can imagine two triangles touching at
their respective tips. The bottom triangle (“N” for Necessity) represents the
“abyss” and “turbulent welter” of the Receptacle—recalling the abyss of Apsu
and the tumult of Tiamat—and the upper triangle (“R” for Reason) the “order
and design” of mathematical rationality. )

The point of overlap (“d”)—that is, where the two factors of Necessity and
Reason touch at their tips—is “depth” (bathos), which Merleau-Ponty has
termed “the dimension of dimensions.””® For depth is a dimension of every
spatial span and spread, no matter how such a stretch may be determined or
measured. It is even an important dimension of motion, including that primal
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motion by which, in the Receptacle, like seeks like and unlike drifts away
from unlike.

Depth is also a feature of every surface, and it is by virtue of depth-of-
surface, even more than by depth-of-motion, that the fateful step is taken from
the realm of sheer sensible qualities (the proper constituents of the Receptacle)
to the material bodies whose stereometric shapes are supplied by the Demi-
urge in his first and most definitive world-creative act. Depth is at once the
mediatrix between sensible quality and body and that which enables the appli-
cation of geometry to material body itself.

In the first place, then, it is of course obvious to anyone that fire, earth, water,
and air are bodies; and all body has depth. Depth, moreover, must be bounded
by surface; and every surface that is rectilinear is composed of triangles.”

It is from the combination of two such triangles—the right-angled isosceles
and the half-equilateral—that all four of the solid geometrical figures of the
primary bodies are constructed. For the pyramid (fire), octahedron (air), icosa-
hedron (water), and cube (earth) are each three-dimensional figures whose
surfaces are constituted from these triangles (the surfaces of a cube from the
isosceles; those of the other figures from the half-equilateral). What matters
in such applied mathematics is less its intrinsic plausibility—for which a con-
vincing case can in fact be made’’—than its earnest effort to mathematize
what in the original state of the Receptacle remains rudely rough in character.
It is this effort that is the proper work (ergon), the sole creative task, of the
Demiurge (construed literally as a “working for the people”).”® It is the math-
ematizing of the Receptacle that counts, for here alone Reason is able to win
over Necessity to its own aims.”®

\'

We witness in Plato’s “likely story” a general movement from a space that is
radically heterogeneous to a space that is on its way to becoming homoge-
neous. In Eliade’s terms, this is a movement from a “sacred space” of disconti-
nuity and difference (e.g., between a temple and the profane space outside it)
to a “secular space” of homogenized and all-too-predictable equiformity.®° On
Heidegger’s assessment, it is an adumbration of a distinctly modern concep-
tion of space.®! In the language of the Timaeus itself, it is a movement from
the erratic (and rectilinear) motions of sensible qualities to the regular (and
circular) trajectories of geometrized physical bodies that imitate the motions
of the heavenly bodies. But likely or not, prophetic or not, where does this
story leave us with regard to the question of place? What does the Timaean
cosmogenesis have to say about topogenesis?
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What it has to say is that place itself—ropos—is a derivative and compara-
tively late moment in a sequence of three stages whose first two moments are
concerned with chora.

Space: a matrix for particular places that is ingredient in and coexten-
sive with the Receptacle as a whole; to be placed herein is to be placed
in Space (chéra), that is, to be placed somewhere (but at no specific
place or region) in the Receptacle regarded as a massive spatial sphere,
beyond which there is Nothing, not even the Void. Thus Space “signi-
fies total implacement”%%—but only in the most nascent state.

Primal Regions: areas within the Receptacle constituted by the changing
clusterings of like sensible qualities—areas that never attain strict ho-
mogeneity; were they to do so, motion would cease: “Motion will
never exist in a state of homogeneity” (57€); such stasis is in any case
precluded by the continual transformation of one primary body into
another.5®

Particular Places within Primal Regions: the discrete fopoi that fully
formed sensible bodies occupy. Each such place is thus a locus within
a primal region composed of similar bodies; the locus itself is not
stationary but is in effect the traced trajectory of the movement of
these bodies as they change place from moment to moment.

The Timaean tale is thus a story of increasing implacement. The first two
stages both preexist and succeed the intervention of the Demiurge: choric
spatiality and regionality remain throughout. The last stage is not so much
created by the craftsman-god as fashioned by him out of the material supplied
by the first two. For the shape-bestowing geometrism of the Demiurge affects
only the form of sensible bodies—not their quality, power, depth, matter, or
motion. In endowing these bodies with stereometric form, the Demiurge is
more of a micro-manager than a creator-god. His efforts are restricted to form-
ing the exact fit required by any particular topos, since the shape and size of
a material body situated in a given place cannot be incompatible with the
surfaces of surrounding bodies. The Demiurgic action is mainly a matter of
the configuration and covariation of an already (and always) existing choric
Necessity.

The pertinacity of chora illustrates a quite general point. In the Timaeus
we find—in keeping with a classical Greek concern for maintaining well-
ordered equilibria, usually in the form of means between extremes—a delicate
but firm balance between such polar terms as Reason and Necessity, homoge-
neity and heterogeneity, the disorderly and the mathematized. This balance is
most saliently seen in the complementarity that exists between the irregularity
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of aberrant bodily motions before the Demiurge intervenes and the regularity
of geometric shapes grafted onto the erratically moving bodies. As Albert
Rivaud remarks,

The theory of elementary figures is destined to explain how order is introduced
into the moving chaos of qualities. By their definite and invariable properties,
these figures infuse a certain fixity into Becoming. But they do not form its
substance, which remains consututed by changing qualities.®*

It is not so much that the initially wild motions are “subordinated”® by the
Demiurge—such a term would be more suitable in describing the martial con-
frontation between Marduk and Tiamat—as that errancy and regularity coop-
erate in the constitution of a world that is a conjoint product, a literal bi-
product, of their disparate tendencies. For this reason, it is difficult to say
whether the Demiurge imposes order on the Receptacle or draws out what is
already immanent in its pregiven necessities. Perhaps, as Alfred North
Whitehead suggests, both claims are true.

Plato in the Timaeus affords an early instance of wavering between the two
doctrines of Law, [i.e. between] Immanence and Imposition. In the first place,
Plato’s cosmology includes an ultimate creator, shadowy and undefined, impos-
ing his design upon the Universe. [But] secondly, the action and reaction of the
internal constituents is—for Plato—the self-sufficient explanation of the flux of
the world.%¢

Vi
when everything was sunless desert downcast soundless night
things-not-things unfilled

by the still empty MotherTimberStuff
for this was a slack time her lovely bodyforms had yet to employ

then WorldMother Start worked everything into her fashion
drawing them for safety and health into her body

to give them birth

she bore the universe her beauty’s/cosmos which is also order
unhooked earth from sky unfurled endless land and sea
untangling them from each other

after she’d considered everything

before shuffling each into place

the god . . . since she had no clear choice
separated into shape her once aimless body®’

This Hellenistic poem of creation sets forth an important variant. “Mother-
TimberStuff” (hulé), the matrix of creation, fills herself with things that are
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not yet fully things—with what “had not yet had its character struck”%—and
proceeds to create. She creates first by separating regions from each other,
dislodging earth from sky and dissevering land from sea. Thanks to this primal
diairesis (division), she is able to find determinate places for created things,
“shuffling each into place.” As in Genesis and the Theogony, the Enuma Elish
and the Timaeus, creation of the world occurs as the creation of regions and
of places; and in every instance as well the creation of regions (chdrai) pre-
cedes the creation of places (fopoi). But there is a decisive difference in the
above text of Heraclitos the Grammarian. Instead of calling for the interven-
tion of another figure—a male creator-god, a master of creation: Yahweh,
Zeus, Marduk, the Demiurge—the “WorldMother” does the creating on her
own and from her own. She creates the world out of her own “lovely body-
forms.” It is a matter of autochthonous birth, birth from a self-ingesting and
self-generating matrix. This mater-mother, far from needing the external assis-
tance of an independent master, creates sui generis. She separates herself “into
shape,” mastering her own matrix.

The disparity between this account and previous phallogocentric versions
of creation is momentous (it bristles with gender issues), but the choice be-
tween them may be as undecidable as whether the Timaeus presents us with a
paradigm of Imposition or Immanence. Just as we may wonder indefinitely
which of these latter is the truer term, so we may inquire without respite as to
whether a matrocentric or phallogocentric model is the truer one. In keeping
with the logic of undecidability, we may very well be led to say: neither one
nor the other, and both.®°

The same undecidability pertains to a still more pressing question: Does
place precede the creation of the world—being presupposed by it—or is place
a result of creation itself? Place is definitely not precedent if by “place” is
meant something like a particular locale or spot: anything of this order of
specificity, that is, of the order of fopos or of thesis (position), misses the
mark. For it would be manifestly absurd for world-creation to be inaugurated
in a scene in which places already existed in complete determinacy: creation
then would be superfluous, since the world would be already constituted in
large measure as a world, being place-ordered in advance. Just as there is no
place without a world for, and of, places, so there is no world without places,
without definite loci in which things and events can appear: every world is a
place-world. (This latter claim is merely an extension of the Archytian axiom.)
Given the intrinsic, internal relationship between place and world, it is sense-
less to say that place precedes world or is presupposed by the-creation of the
world (whether this creation is autogenous or interventionist in character).

Yet, by the same token, it is not the case that place is a mere product of
such creation. We have found, massively, that place in one sense or another is
continually at stake throughout the process of creation: if not in the form of
discrete topoi, then as predeterminate (and often quite indeterminate) parts of
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the scene of creation. Such pregivenness can be thematized as such—as oc-
curs precisely in the Timaeus, which posits a precosmic Space (the Recepta-
cle) and various regions (chdrai) within this Space. But it also can be left
quite implicit, as happens in Hesiod’s allusions to a primal Chaos, a state we
have found to possess its own peculiar place-predicates. Even when the role
of place seems to be expressly denied—as at the beginning of the Enuma
Elish (“no heaven, no earth, no height, no depth”) or in a Sumero-Akkadian
purification ritual that begins with the words “No place for the bright house

. . no land [or] sea” ®*—we may still detect the presence of place in a prospec-
tive or residual sense. Close inspection reveals a primordial process of im-
placement at work, whether by claiming that “in the waters gods were created”
or by referring to “motion in sea cunt.”®' Indeed, wherever an “in” is em-
ployed, place is already at stake—if not literally, then as an active force all
the same. This is what we learn from Plato’s careful description of the Recep-
tacle as a Space in which things happen and appear, including the event of
creation itself. If places are thus always part of creation and coextensive with
it, they cannot be regarded as its mere outcome—as on a par with, say, the
creation of the human species in Genesis or the city of Babylon by Marduk.
In these latter cases, something is brought forth that was not present before-
hand, not even in an amorphous format.

But we can also say, and for a not dissimilar set of reasons, that place is
both presupposed and produced in the course of creation. On the one hand,
there can be no altogether ex nihilo act of creation if by this is meant an act
of creation taking place nowhere at all. As we have seen, the very same lines
of Genesis that are so often cited to confirm ex nihilo cosmogonies contain
the unambiguous conditional clause that even the most exalted monotheistic
God can create only if He moves over “the face of the Deep.” Just as depth
implies place—depth brings with it depth-of-place, qualifying distance, mo-
tion, surface, size, and shape—so place implies depth, something of sufficient
extent into which to step. No wonder that Tiamat, that creature of cosmogonic
depth par excellence, continues to haunt the Old Testament.%? In this instance,
place is presupposed conceptually and linguistically and mythically (not to
mention religiously). If other instances are less dramatic or overdetermined,
they are no less crucially dependent on place as a condition of creation.

On the other hand, it is also true that place is an ens creatwm; it is some-
thing set forth by creation, where by “set forth” I do not mean brought into
existence for the first time (i.e., as a new product) but endowed with enhanced
emphasis or structural specificity. Such endowment is just what happens in
the Timaeus, where the ingression of geometrical shapes gives greater exacti-
tude to the primal regions occupied by emergent material bodies within the
circumambience of the Receptacle. To the extent that a given topos, that is, a
discrete place, fits and reflects precisely (and only) what it holds and locates—
and thus is changed decisively if what it situates changes shape, however
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minutely—then indeed we can speak of the literal production of places out of
resident regions. In the Platonic text, this drawing forth is less ontological
than geometrical, since it consists in the grafting of formal shapes onto va-
grant entities. It is this engrafting that pro-duces the determinate places whose
pregeometrized forebears are found in the loosely assembled and spontane-‘
ously engendered regions of the Receptacle.

Neither/nor, both/and: not only can we not decide in any definitive manner-
between these two options as ways of expressing the relationship between
creation and place, but, still more significantly, we must affirm each option.
The either/or of a forced choice between such alternatives, either one or the
other, yields to the inclusive “or” of affirming both together. It follows that
creation is at once of place and from place. From creation, place proceeds; but
it, creation itself, takes place only in place.”

VI

If the immediately preceding reflections seem to rely too readily on the unde-
cidable, I would suggest that they in fact only carry forward into reflective
discourse what is already present, at least implicitly, in various texts examined
in this and the previous chapter. Even in quite fragmentary utterances, such as
the text of Heraclitos with which I began the last section, we find a stance of
“having it both ways.” There, too, place (the WorldMother’s body) was both
presupposed and produced (i.e., as earth and sky, land and sea, and more
particular places). And we see the same dual cosmologic at work even in the
following suggestive lines from the Orphic Argonautica.

everything was bomn
everything pulled apart
from one another.’

If everything has been bomn, this must apply to place as well as to things-in-
places. Place itself would have to be a created product. But if everything is
born as “pulled apart from one another,” then equally everything is born in
some place (for there can be no pulling apart except from or into a place).
Everything is born placed: to be born at all is to be born as a separated being
with its own place. The process of birth itself is no exception to this rule,
since there is parturition only from within place. This is not only to presume
place at the origin of things, along with other pregivennesses; still more auda-
cwusly, it is to posit it as this origin.

It is evident that the frequent invocation of water or waters as there from
the beginning—most conspicuously in Genesis and in the Enuma Elish, but
also in many other ancient accounts of creation (“in the beginning there was
nothing but water, water, water”)*>—is an invocation as much of a place or a
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region as of a generative source. It is an invocation of place-as-source. The
same is true of such other nonaqueous elements as the “sunless desert” in
Heraclitos’s “Homeric Allegory” or the earth on which there was not “even a
wild bush” in the older Hebrew cosmogony of the Yahwist tradition.®® In both
of these latter cases, a precosmic Place is posited as/at the very source of the
creation that will take place on it. Such a place is indispensable to the taking-
place of creation itself. In and from this place will come myriad items of
creation that will at once populate the created world and occupy singular topoi
within it. In this manner places will be added to Place, or, better, the latter
will be seen as harboring the former. .. C e AR

Could it be that this is what Plato had in mmd when he in effect decon—
structed the idea of obdurate physical body—the focus of earlier physiocratic
speculation—as a candidate for the elementary unit of the Receptacle? Could
it be that the most primordial items are not elements, much less atoms, but
choric regions? Is this not what Aristophanes meant when he placed the “deep
Dark™ before “air earth or sky”? Could it be that Place (e.g., chora as Space
and Region)®” provides, perhaps ultimately is, deep Dark’s own “bottomless
wombs”—matrices, however unillumined, that are place-bearers?

If the answers to such questions are in the affirmative, Archytas would be
vindicated again, and even twice over. For place indeed would be (as Archytas
put it pithily) “the first of all things.” *® It would be this not only for the formal
reason that every physical thing must occupy some particular place but also
for the substantive reason that the generation of the world itself must take
place in, from, and as place. If so, place is cosmically and even precosmlcally
privileged.

To affirm this privilege is to reinforce the quite basic idea, which emerged
in the first chapter, that the notion of no-place, and in particular the conception
of a sheer void preceding the creation of the world, is highly problematic. The
facility of the rhetorical gesture by which such a void—whether termed “Gap”

T “abyss” or “interval”—is assumed to constitute the aboriginal state of
things should not obscure the fact that on close examination few, if any, ac-
counts of world-creation consistently maintain a strict nowhereness at the ori-
gin of things. Consider these famous lines of Milton’s in Paradise Lost:

The secrets of the hoary deep, a dark

Illimitable ocean, without bound,

Without dimension, where length, breadth, and highth,
And time and place are lost; where eldest Night

And Chaos, ancestors of Nature, hold

Etemal anarchy, amidst the noise

Of endless wars, and by confusion stand.”®

At first glance these lines seem to offer a straightforward ex nihilo version of
the state of the universe before Creation. To be “without bound” and “without
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dimension” is to be without depth—and thus to be, as I have just argued,
without place. And yet Milton’s explicit allusions to Chaos and Night'% as
well as to the “hoary deep” and to “a dark illimitable ocean”—to what the
Romans called immensi tremor oceani—point us unmistakably to primal re-
gions that precede any act of creation. It is also revealing that the poet says
that “time and place are losf”: he does not say that they do not exist in this
precreationist moment. To be lost is still to exist, however amorphously or
covertly. In the Miltonic account, place is still very much around-—as much
as it is in Hebraic or Platonic cosmogonies. In no instance is the comparative
shapelessness:. of place—its. lack of “length, breadth, and highth”—a reason
for doubting its preexisting and persisting being.1’

I single out Milton because the account he presents in the above passage
illustrates the continuing power of anxiety before the void. In the opening
pages of this part I referred to the extreme measures we take to avoid confront-
ing the possibility of there being no place at all in our lives—or even, as we
may now add, in our speculation about the origin of the world. Milton’s ele-
gant poetic-mythic synthesis is itself one such extreme measure, filling up the
looming void with the “confusion” of Chaos and Night. Other extremes in-
clude those accounts of creation that posit places as existing from the begin-
ning. In the latter case, the very intolerability of no-place influences the ac-
count itself, an account that, circuitously or directly, indicates that we never
need fear reaching actual placelessness, not even at the very start of the known
universe. For if creation is itself an ur-scene, it is ineluctably a Place of con-
siderable cosmogonic significance.

Is this not the lesson of the Pelasgian myth that (as we saw in chapter 1)
states, “In the beginning, Eurynome, the Goddess of All Things, rose naked
from Chaos, but found nothing substantial for her feet to rest upon, and there-
fore divided the sea from the sky, dancing lonely upon its waves”? Does not
any such primal creation-and-division of place express an effort to escape, at
all costs, from a situation of being altogether without place? Deeper than what
Friedrich Nietzsche calls a “will to nothingness”—“man would rather will
nothingness than not will”*®2—may be an effort to will place itself in place
of the void. Such a will, I suspect, is the Ariadne’s thread connecting all the
disparate views of creation we have considered: disparate in historical and
geographic location, in conscious intention, and in explicit textuality.

This is not to say, however, that place is simply the opposite of void, as if
it were merely a matter of replacing the void with a plenum. Even the place-
proffering Receptacle, though it is expressly designed as a critique of the void
of the Atomists, is not, strictly speaking, a plenum.! Place includes much
indissociable absence—as depth, as distance, as difference of location, as dis-
location itself. Place neither fills up a void nor merely papers over it. It has
its own mixed, ambiguous being. But one of its essential properties is its
connectivity—its power to link up, from within, diversely situated entities or
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events.'®* The placefulness of the Receptacle, “providing a situation for all
things that come into being” (Timaeus 52b), is at one with its connectiveness,
its choric capacity for furnishing an ongoing ambience for like and unlike
alike. Although the Receptacle must appear to the rational mind of the Demi-
urge as “discordant and unordered,” we have found Plato’s actual account to
allow for massive preordination: for an entire immanent order of things “even
before the Heaven came into being.” This in-dwelling order is the basis for
the Receptacle’s considerable connectiveness.

In the end—or more exactly, in the beginning—the Receptacle offers what
Whitehead calls a “community of locus” for its various inhabitants, a “real
communication between ultimate realities.” 1% The Receptacle thus furnishes
what I have elsewhere called “in-gathering.”!% Thanks to its connection-
making capacity, the precosmic Receptacle gathers heterogeneous constit-
uents into the arc of its Space, giving place to what otherwise might be
depthless or placeless—thus allaying the most acute metaphysical anxiety. Its
action creates implacement for everything, in-gathered within its encom-
passing embrace. In Plato’s own words, “it is always receiving all things”
(50b).

In this way we rejoin the idea of place as matrix with which this chapter
opened. If we have had to reject the notion of place as a material begetter, as
a physical fons et origo—these literalistic meanings of “matrix” being ques-
tioned by the working of the Receptacle, which, unlike Tiamat’s monster-
begetting body, lead us to distinguish between sensible quality, material body,
and place—there has emerged a valid matricial sense of place that consists in
the sheer connectiveness that place in all its guises uniquely affords. From
Plato we learn that receptivity is connectivity. .

But we are by no means restricted to the Receptacle as a paradigm of
implacement, evocative and suggestive as this paradigm remains still today.
Other models are possible if it is indeed true that placing and being placed
are matters of connecting, whether in the context of cosmogony or cosmology,
of phenomenology or metaphysics, or in everyday life. Just as there is no
place without depth, so there is no place that does not connect the disparities
of being and experience, of perception and language, of chaos and cosmos.
And if it is also true that (as Kierkegaard said) “existence separates,” then
we need to heed E. M. Forster’s celebrated counsel: “only connect!” 197 Both
Kierkegaard and Forster were thinking more of people than of places. But it
is in and by places that the most lasting and ramified connections, including
personal connections, are to be made.

If place is “there as a matrix for everything” (Timaeus 50¢), it tempers any
fear that a matrix of places—whether this be conceived as primordial waters,
as night, as chaos, as earth, or as Receptacle—is a devastating void, an abys-
mal atopia. If we can think of the Receptacle as some kind of no-place, this
is only because, as a reservoir of connections yet to come, or at least yet to be
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specified, its place-full and place-filling potentiality is always still to be real-
ized in time-to-come. There is, after all, a right and full time for places to
come into being, and even if we have found places to be pervasively present
at the creation of things, their destiny is also to be ongoing and ever-increasing
in their connectivity.

Place is thus, in Plato’s own word, “ever-lasting.” And, just as this last
locution—aei on, the source of aidnios, means literally “always in being”—
brings together time and place, so the same two forces are conjoined in a

telling Neoplatonic fragment of the sixth century A.n.:
everything you see PLACE or
TIME

which separate in Two
making a double pair

OROMESDES  who is Light
Ahura-Mazda

AREIMANIOS  who is Dark
Ariman

PLACE
(Topos)

Zerauné akerené

TIME
(Chronos) 198



3
Place as Container

_ Aristotle’s Physics

Everything remains naturally in its proper place.
—Arristotle, Physics 212b34-35

No one thinks or speaks—even when the thought or
word is erroneous—without recognizing, from this
very fact, the existence of place.

—Henri Bergson, “L’Idée de Lieu chez Aristote”

That place was a continuing cynosure of ancient Greek thought is abundantly
evident in Aristotle’s treatment of the topic: for Aristotle, where something is
constitutes a basic metaphysical category.! Except for the extraordinary cases
of the Unmoved Mover and the heavens (ouranos) taken as a single whole,
every perishable sublunar substance (including the earth as a whole) is place-
bound, having its own “proper place” as well as existing in the “common
place” provided by the heavens.? Thanks to this stress on the importance of
place for each particular “changeable body”—that is, changeable with respect
to motion or size—the Stagirite situates his most scrupulous examination of
place in the context of physics rather than of cosmology. Cosmology is of
decidedly less interest to Aristotle than to Plato; and of cosmogony only the
barest traces survive in Aristotle’s text, typically in the form of bemused and
skeptical citations from pre-Socratic figures. The at least quasi-mythical aura
of the Timaeus—its ambiguous status as a mixed “third genre” (triton genos)
of discourse (Timaeus 48e, 52a)—gives way to the sturdy, no-nonsense atti-
tude of the Physics, wherein place is conceived in the cautious, finite terms
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of container and limit, boundary and point. Chora yields to Topos, the bounti-
ful to the bounded.

It is precisely because of its indispensable role within the physical world
that, for Aristotle, place “takés precedence of all other things” (Physics
208b35). In particular, it assumes priority over the infinite, void, and time.?
Place is requisite even for grasping change itself (kinésis), with which the
study of physics is always concerned; for “the most general and basic kind
[of] change is change in respect of place, which we call locomotion.”* Loco-
motion, after all, is movement from place to place.* On Aristotle’s view, one
simply cannot study the physical world without taking place into account: “A
student of nature must have knowledge about place” (208a27). For wherever
we tumn in the known universe—outside of which there is “neither place, nor
void, nor time” (De Caelo 279a18)}—we find place awaiting us and shaping
any move we might wish to make. Remember that even a void, were it to
exist, would be a “place bereft of body” (208b26).

Given this perception of the pervasiveness of place, it is not surprising to
find Aristotle offering his own version of Archytas’s archetypal argument for
the primacy of place—an argument whose other advocates include Zeno, Par-
menides, Gorgias, Plato, and, much more recently, Whitehead. Aristotle puts
it this way:

For everyone supposes that things that are are somewhere, because what is not
is nowhere—where for instance is a goat-stag or a sphinx?¢

It is at this very point that Aristotle makes a rare gesture toward muthos by
citing the Theogony as an early testimonial to the inevitability of implacement.
Having just argued for this inevitability from the various phenomena of anti-
peristasis (i.e., the replacement of one body by another: despite the exchange
of bodies, the place remains the same), natural movement (whereby different
kinds of bodies move to “distinct and separate” regions [208b18]), and the
void (in its empty placelikeness), Aristotle observes,

These are the reasons, then, for which one might suppose that place is something
over and above bodies, and that every body perceptible by sense is in place.
Hesiod, too, might seem to be speaking correctly in making Chaos first; he says

Foremost of all things
Chaos came to be
And then broad-breasted Earth

suggesting that it was necessary that there should first be a space (chdra) avail-
able to the things that are, because he thinks as most people do that everything
is somewhere (pou) and in place (en topd). (208b27-33)

Here Aristotle rejoins the analysis of chaos at stake in the last two chapters.
Rather than a species of no-place, of sheer void, chaos is for Aristotle a kind
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of place, however inchoate and formless it may be. Indeed, it is just be-
cause chaos is some sort of place and not a void that Aristotle can exclaim
that “the potency of place must be a marvelous thing, and take precedence
of all other things.” For, adds Aristotle, “that without which nothing else
can exist, while it can exist without the others, must needs be first.”” In
these last words, the Archytian axiom is literally reinscribed in Aristotle’s
text as he prepares to make his own case for the primacy of place in the
physical world.

Before he can make this case, however, he must come to terms with Plato
on the subject of place. He does so by an ambivalent admixture of praise and
critique. The praise is straightforward: “While everyone says that place is
something, {Plato] alone tried to say what it is” (209b16-17). The critique,
however, is less than straightforward. For one thing, it rests on the supposition
that for Plato “matter and space are the same thing” (209b12) and thus that
place is also reducible to matter: inasmuch as “place is thought to be the
extension of the magnitude [of a physical thing occupying that place], it is the
matter” (209b6—7). For another, in the Physics “space” as chdra is no longer
an independent term designating a vast extent such as that found in the
Receptacle. Considered as “magnitude” (megethos), space is brought down
to the scale of “place” qua discrete topos—given that place is coextensive
with the magnitude of a particular thing-in-place.® As W.D. Ross puts it
bluntly, “The doctrine of place in the Physics is not a doctrine of space. Nei-
ther here nor elsewhere does Aristotle say much about space, chdra, and he
cannot be said to have a theory about it.”® Not to have a theory of chara, to
replace it with considerations of megethos and topos, is tantamount to a rejec-
tion of what had been most important, or in any case most challenging, in
Plato’s cosmology.

Beyond this, Aristotle levels at Plato the general charge that “we should
ask Plato why the Forms and numbers are not in place, if place is the ‘partici-
pative’ (to metaléptikon), whether ‘the participative’ is the great and the small
or whether it is matter, as he writes in the Timaeus” (Physics 209b34—36). The
charge is unanswerable; not only does the term “the participative” not occur
in the Timaeus (which limits itself to claiming that the Receptacle “partakes
in some very puzzling way of the intelligible” [Timaeus 51a-b]), but, more
important, the Forms and Space, along with the items of Becoming, are pos-
ited by Plato as ultimate metaphysical givens, necessary postulates of any
adequate cosmology. Elsewhere, notably in On Generation and Corruption,
Aristotle takes Plato to task for failing to “say clearly whether the omnirecip-
ient [i.e., the Receptacle as all-receiving (pandeches)] is separated from the
elements” (Physics 329a14—15; see also 329a23-25) and for “making no use
of it” in that Plato does not show precisely how, apart from Demiurgic inter-
vention, the matrix of Becoming is transubstantiated into the geometrically
configurated primary bodies (Physics 329a15-23).1°
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Place is thought to be some surface and like a
vessel and surrounder.
—Physics 212a28-29

Having laid Plato to rest—albeit in an unquiet grave—Auristotle proceeds to
make his own case for the priority of place. Although he makes this case in
the text entitled Physiké akroasis (Hearkening to Nature), a text considered
by Heidegger to be “the basic book of occidental philosophy,”!! Aristotle
operates as much like a phenomenologist as a physicist, carefully investigat-
ing “in what way [place] is.” } In so doing, he inaugurates an alliance between
physics and phenomenology that extends into the recent past: the very word
“phenomenology” was coined by Lambert in 1764 to designate the study of
physical phenomena as they appear to the senses; Mach and Einstein contin-
ued to draw on this sense of the term.!? What is unique in Aristotle’s enterprise
is its concern for general principles of change and motion—a concern com-
bined with a scrupulous description of concrete phenomena. As Aristotle says
in opening the Physics, “Start from the things which are more knowable and
obvious to us and proceed towards those which are clearer and more knowable
by nature” (184a17-18). To be “more knowable and obvious 7o us” is to be
the potential object of a descriptive, phenomenological investigation, since
such an investigation considers how things present themselves to the human
observer in his or her immediate life-world.

A first instance of Aristotle’s protophenomenological description is found
early in book 4 of the Physics.

These are the parts and kinds of place: above, below, and the rest of the six
dimensions. These are not just relative to us. Relatively to us, they—above,
below, right, left—are not always the same, but come to be in relation to our
position, according as we turn ourselves about, which is why, often, right and
left are the same, and above and below, and ahead and behind. But in nature
each is distinct and separate. ‘Above’ is not anything you like, but where fire,
and what is light, move. Likewise, ‘below’ is not anything you like, but where
heavy and earth-like things move. So they differ not by position alone but in
power too.'¢

Notice the fine balance here struck between matters of physics proper—which
considers place as something “distinct and separate” and as having its own
“power” (dynamis) when considered “in nature” (en de t& phusei}—and mat-
ters of phenomenological description: for example, the relativity of right ver-.
sus left to our own particular position at a given moment. A complete consid-
eration of place will have to take both matters into account: how place is “in
itself” and how it is relative to other things.
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Much the same dual focus is evident in Aristotle’s treatment of two basic
aspects of place: (a) just as in Husserlian phenomenology the method of “free
variation™ helps to discern how many basic kinds of a given phenomenon
there are, so Aristotle does not hesitate to project two variant kinds of place:
the “common place” (topos koinos), “in which all bodies are” (209a33), and
the “special place” (fopos idios) that is “the first in which a body is” (209a34);
(b) since each kind of place involves an “in” as an integral component, Aris-
totle proceeds to specify eight senses of being in something.!* Two of these
can be considered logical or classificatory, two are metaphysical, one is politi-
cal, two delineate part-whole relations, and a final one is expressly descriptive:
“as [a thing is] in a vessel and, generally, in a place” (210a23—24). It is striking
that this last sense of “in,” the most manifestly phenomenological sense, is
also declared to be “the most basic of all” (ibid.).!8 To be in a place is very
much like being in a vessel, and the question becomes just how this is so—
thereby calling for further descriptive refinement.

It is the analogy of the vessel that allows Aristotle to refute the persisting
temptation to regard either form or matter as providing the key to the nature
of place: “Since the vessel is nothing pertaining to that which is in it (the
primary ‘what’ and ‘in which’ are different), place will not be either the matter
or the form, but something else” (210b27-30). Matter and form inhere in the
body that is located in a given place—the matter furnishing the substratum,
the form providing shape. The form belongs primarily to the surface of the
located body, not to the place locating it, even if the two are contiguous and
coextensive.!” As Aristotle states with phenomenological precision,

It is because it surrounds that form is thought to be place, for the extremes of
what surrounds and of what is surrounded are not in the same [spot]. They are
both limits, but not of the same thing: the form is a limit of the object, and the
place of the surrounding body. (211b10-14)

But this leaves unanswered just how place is “thought to be some such thing
as a vessel” (209a27—28). The answer is clearly to be sought in the containing
and, more specifically, the surrounding, capacity of vessels: their power to
hold (things) in. By carefully describing this capacity of holding-in, Aristotle
is able to determine the exact definition, the “what-is-it” (211a8: ti estin) of
place. The definition itself is set forth in two stages. In the first, Aristotle
concentrates on the factor of containment as such by observing that we are
located in the celestial system by virtue of being surrounded by air, which is
in turn surrounded by the heavens. We are placed in this system by being
located “in the air—not the whole air, but it is because of the limit of it that
surrounds us that we say that we are in the air.”'® Place in its “primary”
sense is thus “the first thing surrounding each body.”*® 1t is this immediately
environing thing taken as a limit. But the limit here belongs to the surrounder,
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not to the body surrounded (the limit of the latter is determined by its form,
i.e., its outer shape: see 209b3—6). As a vessel, such as a glass or a jug, sur-
rounds its content—say, air or water—so place surrounds the body or group
of bodies located within it. “Surround” translates periechein, which means “to
circumscribe without including as a component part”; literally, it signifies to
“hold” (echein) “around” (peri-, as in perimeter). As a vessel holds water or
air within it, so a place holds a body or bodies within it in a snug fit.

But Aristotle does not rest content with this first definition of place. For
one thing, the analogy with a vessel is imperfect. While a vessel can be trans-
ported, a place cannot: “Just as the vessel is a place which can be carried
around, so place is a vessel which cannot be moved around” (212a14—-15).
Still more serious, there is the problematic fact’that a river is a place for a
boat and yet the content of the water immediately surrounding a boat continu- -
ally changes. Hence the inner surface of the surrounding water, that which
delimits the boat’s place, is not selfsame from moment to moment. Since a
minimal requirement of place is to be selfsame—to be the same place for
different things located in it—Aristotle must add to the first definition the rider
that a place cannot itself be changing or moving: it must be “unchangeable”
(akineton). This allows him to move to his most definitive formulation: “That
is what place is: the first unchangeable limit (peras) of that which surrounds”
(212a20-21). In the case of the river, it is thus “the whole river” that is the
place: a phrase that Simplicius and others interpret to mean the banks and bed
of the river, its fixed inner surrounding surface.?’ '

Place thus construed is “the inner surface of the innermost unmoved con-
tainer of a body.”?! As such, it contains-and-surrounds the body by furnishing
to it an environment that, if not always stable (the immediate “spot” of a boat
in the river is only a momentary locale, not a lasting locus), is nevertheless a
defining locatory presence. Thanks to this presence, place is actively circum-
ambient rather than merely receptive.?? 1t is just here that Aristotle’s departure
from Plato becomes most manifest. In the Timaeus, space qua chéra—includ-'
ing both regions and particular places—is held to be receptive: indeed, it is
“omnirecipient.” Precisely as such, it can be qualified by sensible qualities
and can serve as the medium in which physical bodies will appear. But these
bodies receive their definition, that is, their limit or shape, from geometric
figures. Hence the limiting factor comes from the active infusion of forms by
the Demiurge.

On Aristotle’s account, the limiting power is already in place; it is of the
essence of place itself to provide-this delimitation by its capacity to contain
and to surround: to contain by surrounding. Where Plato’s interest lay in the
shaping of the outer surface of physical bodies, Aristotle’s concern is with the
fixed contour of the inner surface of environing places. For Aristotle, the limit
is found within place, indeed as part of place itself. Limit is ingredient in
place from the beginning—indeed, as the beginning of an ordered natural
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world—and is not imposed by an external ordering agent. Hence there is no
need to invoke a deific regulator, a divine inseminator possessing a logos
spermatikos. Places have their own independent potency. As Aristotle puts it
in a characteristic understatement, place “has some power” (208b11). But the
result of this modest proposal is quite sweeping: the world is always already
fully implaced; it is never without those determinate topoi whose limits cir-
cumlocate particular things within their immediate environments.

Given the choice between Whitehead’s two models of creation—"“Imma-
nence” versus “Imposition”—Aristotle, in revealing contrast to Plato, opts
unambiguously for a model of immanence. This is to be expected, for the
Aristotelian scheme of things does not contain anything even remotely resem-
bling chaos (the word itself appears in the Physics only as a vestigial term).
Only by a process of conceptual prescinding does Aristotle reach the level of
“prime matter” (prote hule), which is as close as he allows himself to come to
chaos. But prime matter is too indefinite in status to exist by itself. Instead, in
the physical world—and that means effectively everywhere, since “everything
is in [this] world” (212b18)—we encounter only matter that is already in-
formed. In this world, material bodies have their own integrity thanks to their
indissociably hylomorphic character. There is thus no need to explain the infu-
sion of form info matter, much less the generation of an entire well-formed
cosmos. The invocation of the Demiurge may have been essential in a situa-
tion in which sheer sensible qualities had to be transformed into full-fledged
material bodies with stereometric shapes, but any such invocation is now
pointless. Since the physical world takes care of itself by appearing from the
start as fully formed, the only pertinent deity is an utterly stationary Mover
who is (despite the appellation) eternally at rest outside the world and thus in
effect nowhere at all. All places belong to the world, but the world-all itself
has no place of its own.2> We have come a long way from the temptation to
posit a primordial no-place: now the only philosophically legitimate null place
is located neither before creation (as in ex nihilo accounts) nor between bits
of created matter (as in the infinite void of the Atomists) but in the very being
of the Unmoved Mover. If it is indeed true that there is “no place or void
or time outside the heaven” (De Caelo 279a12~13), then the Mover itself is
placeless. .

A crucial paradox emerges from this situation.2* In a text such as the Ti-
maeus, a quasi-diachronic account of creation leads both to the positing of a
preexisting Space (along with its various regions and places) and to the need
for demiurgic intercession in order to give regular shape to formless sensible
qualities. Space is thematized in an account whose narrative nature entails
Time. In the Physics, a nonnarrative account plays down place at the origin:
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placelessness obtains “outside the universe” (212b18). The paradox is thus
double-sided: where a time-bound tale such as that told in the Timaeus re-
quires deity to interpose itself literally in place—to give shape to qualities in
particular places so that “the ordered whole consisting of them [can come] to
be” (Timaeus 53a)—the timeless tale told in the Physics gives to its deity no
place to intervene, given that this deity exists outside the world-whole of
perceptible bodies in a metaphysical Erewhon of its own. In the one case,
time and place conspire to draw deity into the world—at least during the
critical event of creation. In the other, deity remains out of the world in a
timeless and placeless state. The conception of a richly regionalized and still
unordered world, spatially inchoate even if not strictly chaotic, gives way to
the idea of a world at once coherently placed and formally shaped—a world
having an immanent order that is the rigorous counterpart of the independence
of the Unmoved Mover.

One important corollary of this shift in outlook concerns the role of mathe-
matics and of geometry in particular. If the created world of the Timaeus
involves what might be called an “ingrafted geometrism”—that is, the intro-
duction of plane triangular figures as the primary structures of the surfaces of
solids—there is no trace of any such externally infused geometrization of
material things in the Physics. What had been essential to Platonic cosmology
(creation necessarily includes geometrization in the Timaean account) is
viewed with deep skepticism by Aristotle, who might well have applied to
this cosmology Eugeéne Minkowski’s sardonic pathognomonic label “morbid
geometrism.”?* If the world already possesses an inherent ordering that in-
cludes form or shape as well as place, to call for a separate act of geometrizing
is an otiose gesture.26

I dwell thus on the disparity between Plato and Aristotle—especially in
the contrasting terms of imposition versus immanence, geometrism versus
physicalism—in an effort to indicate that two deeply different ways of regard-
ing place are already present in ancient Greek thought. Moreover, in contrast
with the two other most important early Greek paradigms—Hesiodic Chaos
and the Atomistic void—the Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions of place
have a significant posteriority in contemporary nonscientific thinking on the
subject. Geometry provides a model for several early modern notions of space
that are even today, in the twentieth century, pervasively operative at the level
of common sense, if not of scientific thinking. And the Aristotelian alternative .
is the active ancestor of those phenomenological approaches that, in the writ-
ings of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, question the superimposition of geometry
and call for a recognition instead of the world’s immanent shapeful order.

The critical question for Aristotle as a protophenomenologist is how (not
why) the world possesses such deeply inherent placeful order. The answer is:
“Place is together with [every] object,” for “the limits are together with what
is limited” (212a30-31). It is the “together” (hama) that is the clue to the
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“how” of place, to the manner in which place is “the most basic way” in
which one thing can be in another: “Things are ‘together’ in place when their
immediate or primary place is one.” %’ A material thing fits snugly in its proper
place, a place that clings to that thing, since thing and place act together in
determining a given situation. I say “act together” in view of the power of
place to actively surround and to situate what is in it—that is, a physical thing
or body, which is not there as a mere passive occupant: as actually or poten-
tially changing or moving, and as changing or moving precisely in/to its
proper place, it, too, has power.

The double immanence, the reciprocal belongingness, of thing and place is
summed up in an axiomatic formula that quite appropriately incorporates two
uses of “in”: “Just as every body is in a place, so in every place there is a
body” (209a25-26). This is not a merely empty or redundant statement. The
Atomists were not the only ones to posit a place without a body (i.e., qua
void); Plato did so as well: none of the primal regions at play in the Receptacle
contains a full-fledged physical body. (Nor is it to be taken for granted that
there are no bodies without place: what of the circumstance of being between
places?) It remains that, according to Aristotle, to be in motion or at rest is to
be in place, however momentary or transitional that place might be. And this
continual implacement is itself the result of the closely cooperative action of
places and things. Just as things are always (getting) placed, places are them-
selves always (being) filled—and filled precisely with things.

Such cooperation is the main way in which the limit acts together, hama,
with what is limited: the outer limit of the contained body rejoining the inner
limit of the containing place. Not only can one limit not exist without the
other, but each actively influences the other, helping to shape a genuinely
conjoint space, a space of mutual coexistence between container and con-
tained. This co-constituted, coincidental, compresent double limit is what de-
fines place in its primariness.??

v

- A point is that which has no part.
—Euclid, Elements, Book 1, Definition 1

The point is projected in imagination and comes

to be, as it were, in a place and embodied in
intelligible matter.

—Proclus, A Commentary on the First Book

of Euclid’s Elements

It is not necessary ... that there should be a
place of a point.
—Aristotle, Physics 212b24
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Despite its double delimitation, place is something unchanging vis-a-vis the
changing things that are its proper occupants. “For,” as Aristotle warns us,
“not everything that is, is in a place, but [only] changeable body” (212b27-
28). In fact, four things lack place within the Aristotelian system: not only the
heavens and the Unmoved Mover but also numbers and points. The most
exalted physical and metaphysical entities join forces with the minimal units
of arithmetic and geometry in a common circumstance of placelessness. The
specter of no-place that haunts cosmogonic accounts of creation now charac-
terizes not just a God who is impassively (and impassably) beyond changing
and moving things—and even beyond the heavens that encompass these
things—but the very numbers and points by which these same things come to
be grasped arithmetically and geometrically. Contributing to the strangeness
of the situation is the double paradox that (a) God as the-Unmoved Mover
might seem to be the ultimate place since, existing outside the heavens or at
its outer edge, He might be thought to contain or surround (and thus to provide
place for) the physical universe itself; (b) numbers and especially points, as
formal constituents of a material world that is knowable scientifically, might
seem to require a certain intrinsic placelikeness in order to play their proper
roles in any mathematical understanding of this world: roles that rely on order
and position. But if metaphysical and mathematical “places” are thus strongly
suggested within the system of Aristotelian physics, they just as surely are
denied within that same system.

Without trying to resolve this doubly perplexing circumstance—leaving
God and numbers for the delectation of the Neoplatonists and the heavens for
the construal of Copemicus, Kepler, and Galileo—I want to focus in this sec-
tion on Aristotle’s treatment of the point in relation to place. The question of
whether points have places (or, alternatively, are places) is more complex and
intriguing than it first appears. To begin with, there is the basic. question of
bow to distinguish point from place.

Since a body has a place and a space, it is clear that a surface does too, and the
other limits, for the same argument will apply: where previously the surfaces of
the water were, there will be in turn those of the air. Yet we have no distinction
between a point and the place of a point; so that if not even a point’s place is
different [from the point itself], then neither will the place of any of the others
be, nor will place be something other than each of these.?®

The premise in this line of reasoning is that the series of “limits” (perata)
represented by lines, surfaces, and solids is ultimately dependent on the point
as their non plus ultra constituent or progenitor. Where Plato prefers the indi-
visible line as a basic unit in cosmology, Aristotle states that “it is common
ground that a point is indivisible.”3° But if points lack places, how will places
accrue to everything constructed out of points: lines, surfaces, and three-
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dimensional bodies? No one, least of all Aristotle, wishes to deny that solid
bodies lack place.

Inasmuch as “a point is that which has no part,”?' we might think that it
cannot occupy space at all, much less be surrounded by a container, since to
contain or surround normally requires that what is encompassed possesses
at least one part. A passage from Plato’s Parmenides is illuminating in this
connection.

If it [the one] were in another thing, it would presumably be surrounded all
around by that in which it was, and that would be in contact with it, with many
parts, at many places; but it is impossible to be in contact all around in many
ways wit? something that is one and without parts and that does not partake of
a circle.? ) : :

But, isn’t a point something that is always surrounded—indeed, rotally sur-
rounded in the space in which it is placed and thus as fully ensconced in its
own surrounder as any sensible body? Is not the point a paradigm of being in
place, precisely on Aristotle’s own view of place as a matter of strict contain-
ment? What could be more completely contained or surrounded than a point,
whether it occurs in isolation or as part of a line or a surface or a solid?*

In attempting to resolve the issue, it will not help to claim that points are
simply nonphysical, as is suggested by the idea of their indivisibility and by
their status as a “limit.” Such may well be true of Euclid’s notion of point:
“ “Point’, then . . . is the extreme limit of that which we can still think of (not
observe) as a spatial phenomenon, and if we go further than that, not only
does extension cease but even relative place, and in this sense the ‘part’ [of a
point] is nothing.”* This may hold for points as they figure into plane geome-
try proper—Euclid’s primary concern—but it is hardly adequate to their role
in the physical world, where they certainly can be observed: for example, as
the center or at the extremity of a given perceptual phenomenon (to cite in-
stances given by Aristotle himself).3% If it is the case (as Proclus asserts in the
exergue to this section) that a place for points can be projected by our imagi-
nation into “intelligible matter,” places for points surely can be discerned in
physical matter as well.3¢ Indeed, does not Aristotle’s own ingrained imma-
nentism and physicalism—his conviction that “spatial magnitudes cannot ex-
ist apart from things” (Metaphysics 1085b35) and thus his antipathy to any
imposed geometrism—require us to find a valid role for points precisely
within the physical world?

Indeed it does, and Aristotle’s preferred solution to the present predica-
ment—whereby points are at once indispensable (as the minimal units of any
plane or solid figure), observable (in physical nature itself), and yet place-
less—is found in his distinction between place and position. If points do not
possess place stricto sensu, they do exhibit location or “position” (thesis). In
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this respect, they are to be contrasted with the “one” (monas) to which Plato
alluded in the passage cited above from the Parmenides; the one, as the basic
arithmetical unit, is definable as “substance without position,” whereas the
point is “substance with position.”3” This view, whose ultimate roots are to
be found in the Pythagoreans,®® allows Aristotle to accord to points a spatial
determinacy that exists despite their placelessness. Beyond sheer locatedness,
this determinacy consists in an inherent bipolarity of direction, as when points
aid us in distinguishing right from left, above from below, front from back.
The determinacy is also evident in the way that points demarcate the limits of
given spatial intervals as well as the shapes of figures of many kinds (includ-
ing nongeometric figures).

That the determinacy yielded by position is limited in scope, however,
is indicated by (i) the linguistic fact that the word thesis can mean merely
“convention” or “orientation” as well as “position”;3? (ii) the geometric fact
that intervals between points call for lines to connect them, as do also the
bipolar directions mentioned above (if not explicitly drawn, then at least im-
puted); (iii) the phenomenological fact that directions, and even intervals, are
usually relative to the percipient’s own position: “Relatively to us, they—
above, below, right, left—are not always the same, but come to be in relation
fo our position, according as we turn ourselves about” (Physics 208b14-16;
my italics), where “our position,” being the position of a physical body, is a
position with its own proper place.

There are three telling arguments against the implacedness of points that
Aristotle does not set forth but that are worth considering here.

1. The first of these bears on position: if position is a necessary condition
of place, it is not a sufficient condition; thus points, having position
alone, are still not full-fledged places. This is not to deny that points
can characterize places: for example, boundary markers at the edges
of fields (ranging from Mesopotamian kudduru to concrete posts of
more recent times), the points where the walls of a room come to-
gether, or the comers of a basketball court or a football field. In each
of these cases, points establish determinate positions—they “pinpoint”
them—and are invaluable, indeed indispensable, in this very role. (In
fact, it is thought that Pythagorean points or dots were at first represen-
tations of boundary stones.)*® But it would be straining the point to
say that they establish the place itself. For this to happen, something
else must occur or be present within the interior of the field, the build-
ing, or the court, whether this be a specific activity of raising crops
or playing a sport, a generalized action such as dwelling, or a sheer
potentiality (e.g., a forthcoming event scheduled to occur in that very
place). Points, then, as physically determinate—that is, as fixed in
world-space—can serve as crucial demarcators of place even if they
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do not, solus ipse, bring about place as such. Thus we can agree with
Proclus’s encomium that the point “unifies all things that are divided,
it contains and bounds their processions, it brings them all on the stage
and encompasses them about”*!'—so long as we do not go on to claim
that the action of points is sufficient to bring about places themselves.

Points cannot constitute depth, an uneliminable dimension of all
places.*? Points, taken by themselves alone, do not give rise to depth
as an actual dimension of surfaces, much less solids composed of sur-
faces, or fields populated by solids; and by the same token they only
rarely give rise to the perception of depth on such surfaces or solids or
fields. Thus even in perceiving a highly complex composition of city
lights seen from an airplane, I still may not grasp the recession in
depth of the city below me: it remains a sheerly pointillistic scene. The
perception of depth requires the co-perception of several shapes qua
surfaces, for example, the profiles of city buildings in the distance.®
In making this observation, I am only rejoining a familiar passage from
the Timaeus: “All body has depth. Depth, moreover, must be bounded
by surface” (Timaeus 53c). We need not claim (as Aristotle imputes to
Plato) that all physical masses are generated from a dialectic of the
“deep and shallow”** to concede the basic point: that a minimal re-
quirement of depth is surface and that a precondition of surface in turn
is line. And even if we concede that “a moving line generates a surface
and a moving point a line” (De Anima 40924-5), the point remains
only indirectly constitutive of a surface and hence even more indirectly
constitutive of the depth that a surface brings with it.** -

If we grant that points are capable of being wholly contained—strictly
surrounded by their immediate environment and thus themselves fully
in place on Aristotle’s own criterion of implacement—we cannot aver
the converse: namely, that points contain in turn. In fact, points, re-
garded as discrete entities, do not contain anything other than them-
selves; they are, quite literally, self-contained. As such, they cannot
be analogized to “a vessel which cannot be moved around” (Physics
212a15). To fail the test of this analogy is to fail the Aristotelian test
of place, for it is to fail to embody the criterion of containership. A
point can be extended, that is, at once manipulable and visible, and
yet, in its very compactness and density, still be incapable of sur-
rounding in the manner of a vase or jug or river.* For surrounding to
arise, two conditions must be met: there must be both a plurality of
units, and it must be possible to draw lines between them. Either way,
we must move beyond any single point if a circumstance of containing
is to obtain. Though sine qua non for containership (i.e., as constituents
of surfaces), points are not themselves containers.*’
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This discussion leads us to distinguish between boundary and limit. We
can grant that a point is a “limit of localization” **—precisely the lower limit,
beneath which we cannot (and need not) go. For limit, like shape,*® belongs
primarily to what is limited and only secondarily to what does the limiting
(e.g., a container). At least this is so in Aristotelian physics, given its resis-
tance to any externally imposed mathematization. In such a physics, as Pro-
clus suggests, “the limits surrender themselves to the things they limit; they
establish themselves in them, becoming, as it were, parts of them and being
filled with their inferior characters.”>? Indeed, in a properly Aristotelian phys-
ics, the point can even be regarded as a paradigm of the limit because of its
compressed and self-contained state. As Proclus says, “All limits . . . subsist
covertly and indivisibly in a single form under the idea of the point.”5!

To be a boundary, by contrast, is to be exterior to something or, more
exactly, to be around it, enclosing it, acting as its surrounder. As such, a
boundary belongs to the container rather than to the contained—and thus
properly to place conceived as the inner surface of the containing vehicle, that
is, as (in Aquinas’s formulation) “the terminus of the container.”>? Like place
itself, a boundary “shuts in and closes off something from what lies around
it"®—which is precisely what a point cannot do. Even if it is composed of
points, a boundary must be at the very least linear in character if it is to
function in this simultaneously en-closing and closing-off manner: hence its
affinity with the idea of a “borderline.” But, as linear, a boundary is the bound- .
ary of a surface or a solid, nor of a point. A point is surrounded by space as
immersed in it, not as bordered by it; to be itself part of a boundary, a point
must be conjoined with other points so as to constitute a line.

Two possible outcomes are suggested by the distinction I have just made
between boundary and limit. On the one hand, the case for Aristotle’s denial
that a point is itself a place is strengthened: if a point is indeed a limit, it does
not constitute a boundary; and since it is the latter that is essential to place on
Aristotle’s own model, a point cannot be a place or perhaps even an integral
part of place. Self-limited in its splendid isolation and other-limiting only as
part of a continuous line, a point lacks the crucial criterion of containership.
On the other hand, place itself is more like a boundary than like a limit. Not
only is a place two-sided in the manner of a boundary—insofar as it is inclu-
sive and exclusive at once—but it is also like a boundary in the special signi-
fication that Heidegger detects in the ancient Greek conception of horismos,
“horizon,” itself derived from horos (boundary): “that from which something
begins its presencing.”>* For a place is indeed an active source of presencing:
within its close embrace, things get located and begin to happen.

In view of place’s considerable boundarylikeness,”> one move seems
clearly indicated: if Aristotle’s definition of place is to avoid leaking like a
sieve, that is, like a vessel that has been moved one time too many, we ought
to substitute “boundary” (horos) for “limit” ( peras) in its formulation. Then
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the definition might hold water once again, and in so doing it would also put
point itself finally in its proper place. But what is this place?

\'

Now in imagined and perceived objects the very
points that are in the line limit it, but in the re-
gion of immaterial forms the partless idea of the
point has prior existence. . .. Thus it is at once
unlimited and limited—in its own forthgoing
unlimited, but limited by virtue of its participa-
tion in its limitlike cause.
—Proclus, A Commentary on the First Book
of Euclid’s Elements

N A point is a nexus of actual entities with a cer-
tain “form.”

—Alfred North Whitehead, Process

and Reality

Suppose no feeling but that of a single point
ever to be awakened. Could that possibly be the
feeling of any special whereness or thereness?
Certainly not....Each point, so far as it is
placed, [exists] . .. only by virtue of what it is
not, namely, by virtue of another point.
—William James, Principles of Psychology

The comparison of point and place has more of a point than the skeptical
reader might imagine. For one thing, point is at stake in any cosmogenesis of
place that is of recognizably geometric inspiration, whether by way of con-
spicuous presence (as in Pythagorean accounts and in Euclid as read by certain
Neoplatonists) or because of an equally conspicuous omission (as in Plato’s
case). For another thing, points are invoked in concrete descriptions of place
that lack any cosmological or geometrical overtones: as in such descriptive
phrases as “meeting point,” “the point of the peninsula,” “the point of overlap
[between two adjacent areas],” or “the point of no return.” Indeed, Aristotle
himself, ignoring his own precautions, sometimes adverts to point-language
in describing movement between places.

As it is with the point, then, so it is with the moving thing, by which we become
acquainted with change and the before and the after in it. The moving thing is,
in respect of what makes it what it is, the same (as the point is, so is a stone or
something else of that sort); but in definition it is different . .. [i.e.,] different
by being in different places.5¢
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That the point is a unit by which place, and still other regions of space, can
be conceived and even experienced has been of perennial interest. If Plato
regarded the point as a “geometrical fiction” >’ contra the Pythagoreans, Aris-
totle reinstated the abiding importance of the point, considering it to be as
indispensable in geometry as it is problematic in physics. By the time of Pro-
clus (A.D. 410-485), the point had assumed an almost irresistible allure that
has continued to capture the attention of thinkers as diverse as Descartes and
Hegel, Leibniz and Bergson, Whitehead and Derrida—each of whom devotes
himself to the fate of the point in space and time.

In this tradition of continuing attention to the topic, Proclus represents
something of a watershed. For him, the point is both cosmically and geometri-
cally generative. It is this not as something aggressively imposed on an under-
lying matrix by some theurgic power but as itself a procreative principle. As
Proclus says, “Although its being is determined by the Limit, [the point] se-
cretly contains the potentiality of the Unlimited, by virtue of which it gener-
ates all intervals; and the procession of all the intervals ‘still’ does not exhaust
its infinite capacity.”® “Intervals” include lines and distances of all kinds (i.e.,
the very basis of many modern conceptions of place as metrically determi-
nate), and their dependence on the point represents a reversal of the Platonic
view that a point is nothing but the beginning of a line.*® No wonder that
Proclus is able to proclaim, “We have expanded somewhat largely on these
matters in order to show that points, and limits in general, have power in the
cosmos and that they have the premier rank in the All.”°

On this expansive view, points come to replace place itself as “the first of
all things.” Just as Aristotle reacts against Plato by espousing an immanent
physicalism in which place and not space is paramount, so Proclus proposes
a view of the created universe in which the point and not place is the most
effective immanent generative principle. Indeed, we witness in Proclus the
first appearance of a distinctive pointillism of place wherein points, regarded
as cosmically primary, give rise to places as if by natural extension. For Pro-
clus, the question is not whether there are such things as points (as Plato
wondered), or whether points themselves are places or placelike (as Aristotle
ponders), or whether points are superimposed on indifferent space (as Des-
cartes will speculate), but instead Aow points generate lines, surfaces, solids,
and ultimately places themselves by virtue of producing “all intervals.”

Where Aristotle is concerned to put point in (its) place—to confine it to a
status as a limit-concept in a geometry that reflects, rather than informs, the
physical world—Proclus insists on the place-making power of the point, a
power that exceeds what Aristotle calls “the power of place [itself]” (Physics
208b34). That which has (much less is) strictly no place at all in Aristotelian
physics becomes a cosmogenetic force that “unifies all things that are di-
vided,”®! including all places and regions in the known universe. The point
becomes a first principle, an arché, in the process of cosmic procreation.
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Echoes of such a principle still resonate in Hegel’s philosophy of nature,
where the movement of space (conceived as Being-outside-itself), from an
initial situation of sheer undifferentiation into a first moment of determinacy,
is effected precisely by the point.

The difference of space is, however, essentially a determinate, qualitative differ-
ence. As such [the point] is first the negation of space itself [insofar as] this is
immediate, differenceless self-externality.5

Derrida comments tellingly on this passage.

The point is the space that does not take up space, the place that does not take

place; it suppresses and replaces the place, it takes the place of the space that it

negates and conserves. It spatially negates space. It is the first determination of
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space.

For Hegel, the point is determinative from within the spatial world itself and
is not the result of any supervening action on the part of a separate deity. It is
determinative of place in particular by its internal negation of sheer space;
thus it precedes place, which comes after space and time in the Hegelian
dialectic.%* Point “replaces” place by its very position before place in the final
scheme of things; it is thus pre-positional, not by being put over place but by
being posited as the abstract moment that gives rise to place—to begin with.

‘We might contrast this Proclean-Hegelian vision of immanent point-power
with the very different vision of Marduk, whose lethal pointed arrows “split
the belly, pierced the gut, and cut the womb” of Tiamat. I have argued that
Tiamat, whose writhing body is “too deep for us to fathom,” is the mythic
progenitor of the Receptacle. As such, she is deeply threatening to the world-
ordering interests of Marduk, who must subdue her from without by martial
maneuvers and by the pointed power of arrows. Only by the application of
such power can the Tiamatian ur-place become a well-ordered place-world
with determinate locales.®® In this protogeometric act of creation—which we
have seen to be remarkably analogous to the actions of the Demiurge in the
Timaeus—we witness the point as an alien power, as something that ravages
space, indeed annihilates it from a position of aggressive exteriority. Instead
of respecting and preserving space—instead of taking “the place of the space
that it negates and conserves [i.e., by an act of Aufhebung]”—it is as if Tiama-
tian space is too dangerous to live with, much less to conserve: thus it must
be eliminated. This is accomplished by a sharp-tipped point that draws away
the vital force of space qua primal Place. The dot destroys the matrix—in
poignant contrast with the composite dot-matrix solutions proposed by Aris-
totle (who promotes place over point) and by Proclus (who makes point pri-
mary within place itself).

It is instructive to learn that Aristotle is the last of the early Greek thinkers
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who consistently used the word stigme for “point.” Stigme connotes a punctur-
ing point,%¢ a point that includes the arrows of Marduk, punctuation points,
and the insistent isolation of separated geometric points. Becalming the ambi-
tion and hostility of the stigmatic point—embedding stigmatism within the
ambience of place—Auristotle inaugurates an astigmatic era in which a more
irenic relation between dot and matrix will become possible.

Vi '

Yet how can there be a motion of void or a place
for void? That into which void moves comes to
be void of void.

—Physics 217a3—5

Aristotle repeatedly assimilates theories of void
to theories of place.

—FEdward Hussey, Aristotle’s Physics,

Books Il and IV

It is a striking structural fact that Aristotle, having disposed of infinity in the
opening chapters of book 4 of the Physics, treats the void in between place
and time in the same book. Void, then, exists between place and time: as if to
say that to get out of place is to get into the void and to get into time is to get
out of the void. Time is therefore one way of avoiding, indeed of devoiding the
void—emptying its emptiness by introducing measured cadences and reliable
rhythms into its abyss. These cadences and rhythms are dependent on motions
and magnitudes that belong in turn to place.®® Thus to go from place to void
to time is in the end to return to place; it is to travel in a topoteleological
trajectory that keeps coming back to place even as it departs from it.

In view of this circular topology it is hardly surprising that Aristotle argues
for the indissociability of place and void.5® He does so at two levels. First, at
the level of endoxa, or common belief, “those who say there is a void suppose
it to be a kind of place” (213a16). They do so because of a seemingly com-
monsensical (but in fact paralogical) line of reasoning: “People think that
what is, is body, and that every body is in a place, and that void is place in
which there is no body; so that, if anywhere there is no body, then there is
nothing there” (213b32-34). Second, at the level of conceptual analysis, Aris-
totle takes over this paralogic of ordinary belief for his own purposes. He
assumes the possible truth of this belief in order to discern its implications for
place: void, were it to exist, would be placelike. As placelike, however, it

" cannot exist as “separated,” that is, in its own right: for a place is always

inseparable from its occupant. And yet an unseparated void—a void depen-
dent on its contents—is no void at all. In short, to the extent that void is
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placelike, it cannot be a true void; conversely, insofar as a place is vacuous, it
cannot be a true place. Referring to his own discussion of place in the immedi-
ately preceding chapters of the Physics, Aristotle concludes that “since an
analysis of place has been made, and void, if it is, must be place deprived of
body, and [as] it has been stated in what sense there is and is not place, it is
manifest that in this sense there is no void” (214a16-18). Even when we
regard void merely as “extension between bodies”—that is, as the interval
(diastéma) posited by the Atomists—we find that it remains placelike, for such
an extension is a place of possible occupancy by bodies.”

Consider the leading argument for the void as set forth by the Atomists:
the void is “responsible for” change in that it provides the setting for all
change (including motion), being “that in which change occurs.””! But, given
that the void is nondifferentially structured, it cannot explain the inherent
directedness or the differential speed of natural motion—indeed, it cannot
explain why anything moves to begin with—and its invocation in physics is
otiose: “For what then will the void be responsible? It is thought to be respon-
sible for change in respect of place, but for this it is not.” 72 Place, on the other
hand, explains any change—including velocity and direction—that involves
locomotion. Thanks to its stationariness, it also explains rest. While the void
renders motion as well as rest incoherent, for Aristotle place qua container
accounts for both of these phenomena economically and effectively.”® Simi-
larly, if we consider condensation or rarefaction, or the displacement of sub-
stances, the void will explain nothing: worse, if it were in fact to exist, it
would render such changes senseless.”

For all of these reasons, the void as a concept (and not merely as a belief)
is regarded as dispensable by Aristotle. Fascinating as its idea may be and
compelling to the Atomists as it doubtless was, it is finally a gratuitous fic-
tion—a ghostly double of that which is not gratuitous at all, namely, place.
Place suffices to account for all that the vaunted void purports to illuminate.
As Edward Hussey comments, “The implication of the argument is that a void
which is not an explanatory factor of anything is pointless and therefore can-
not exist.” 7>

Pointless as well is any effort to associate the point with the void—an
effort stemming from the Pythagorean association between the point and the
Unlimited.” As Aristotle says brusquely, “It is absurd, if a point is to be void;
for [void] must be [place] in which there is an extension [within] tangible
body” (21424—6). Just as we can neither imagine nor think a void that is
unplacelike, so we cannot imagine or think point as void—or, for that matter,
void as point. Therefore, not only does Aristotle deconstruct the point as a
candidate for place, but he ends by eliminating both point and void as compet-
itors with place in the determination of location. In such determination, place
takes first place; and in this privileged position it takes care of itself, needing
neither the point nor the void as explanation or support. If everything is fully
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placed—if nothing, at least nothing sensible, is without a place of its own—
then no void need exist, actually or potentially, and things do not require
points to specify their status.”” Otherwise put: to be a physical body is to
occupy a determinate fopos, a place-pocket as it were, that is filled by this
very body and that (at another time) can be reoccupied by another body of the
same dimensions. To Freud’s dictum that “the finding of an object is in fact a
refinding of it,” we can add Aristotle’s rule that every implacement is in effect
a reimplacement.”® And if everything in the physical world is not only placed
but also displaceable and replaceable, then we have to do with a world in
plenary session—a lococentric world-whole. This is a world in which points
and the void are not so much absent (particular points and discrete vacua may
still occur) as superfluous. As Bergson says, “All is full in Aristotle’s world.””?

Aristotle conceives this place-world not by expanding but by restricting
his field of inquiry. In contrast with the logical and rhetorical excesses of
Zeno, Parmenides, and Gorgias—each of whom extols the ubiquity of place
without ever telling us anything specific about place itself—Aristotle’s nu-
anced descriptions attempt to say just what place is and how it differs from
other constituents of the physical world. And in contrast with Plato, Aristotle
confines his efforts to describing the exact characteristics of just one of the
three sorts of spatial entities distinguished in the Timaeus. The Physics con-
cerns itself only with the most particular such entity, that is, fopos, while
general regions and chdra are made marginal. The amplitude of the Receptacle
gives way to the stringency of the container; and within place-as-container,
concrete issues bearing on boundary and limit, line and surface, point and
void, are addressed in scrupulous detail.

Vil

It is obvious that one has to grant
priority to place.
—Archytas

This is not to claim that Aristotle’s idea of place is without complications and
difficulties. To begin with, there is the fact that he changed his model of place
in a major way in the period between the early composition of the Catego-
ries—where place qua chora is construed as equivalent to empty “interval”
(diastéma)—and the text of the Physics, where this very model is decisively
rejected.? More important, there are at least four serious problems in Aris-
totle’s mature view of place as the immobile inner surface of a container. -
(1) By its emphasis on surface (epiphaneia), this view is confined to a two-
dimensijonal model of place, despite the fact that place itself is manifestly
three-dimensional inasmuch as it surrounds solid objects. (In comparison,
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Aristotle’s fascination with the point can be taken as an incursion into one-
dimensional or even zero-dimensional space and, for all its interest, is fore-
doomed as a fitting model for volumetric containment.) (2) There is an unre-
solved tension between the localism of the container model—which points to
physical things as “place tight” in their immediate environs—and the glob-
alism implicit in certain of the Stagirite’s descriptions of the physical uni-
verse.®! Even if it is true that “everything is in the world” (212b17) and that
there is nothing outside the world—no external void—the world-whole en-
compasses any particular place of any given changeable body and must be a
global Place for that place-cum-body. (That the total world is a Place follows
from the fact that it contains and surrounds all more particular places within
it.) A place is not only a place for a body but a place in the larger world-
Place.’? In addition, only such a cosmic Place can make sense of Aristotle’s
insistence on the irreducibility of the up/down dimension. Construed as cos-
mic, this dimension signifies that the earth is at the center of the universe and
the heavens at its outer limit.3% But to make this latter claim—to say that the
earth is always and only at the center of the universe—is to call for a sense of
space as absolute or global that is not allowed, strictly speaking, by the con-
tainer model in its constrictive, localizing character. (3) The full determination
of the “first unchangeable limit of that which surrounds” remains moot. In the
case of the floating vessel, is this limit the immediately sumrounding water
regarded as an ideal perimeter (yet as flowing water, it is constantly changing,
with the result that the place of a stationary boat will be continually changing),
or is it the river’s bed-and-banks or even the river itself as a whole (in both of
these last cases, two boats equidistant from two banks but heading in opposite
directions will occupy the same place)?8* This seemingly trivial but in fact
momentous question was to engage over two thousand years of debate in
Western philosophy: it is still a live issue for Descartes in the seventeenth
century A.D. (4) Finally, we must inquire as to what it means to contain some-
thing. Is it merely a matter of “holding,” as is implied by the verb periech-
ein—in which case, the emphasis is on the act of delimitation, that is, of
surrounding? Or is it a question of establishing a boundary—which stresses
the surrounder? Where the former interpretation directs us to what is sur-
rounded, the latter points to what is other than, and beyond, the surrounded
object (and perhaps even beyond the surrounder itself). How are we to choose
between these two interpretations—one of which stresses the container as
limit, the other the container as boundary? And if we cannot choose effec-
tively, are we not confronted with an essentially undecidable phenomenon?
Despite these perplexities and still others,® we need to retain what is most
original—and most lasting—in Aristotle’s mature vision of place. This is the
acknowledgment of place as a unique and nonreducible feature of the physical
world, 'something with its own inherent powers, a pre-metric phenomenon
(thus both historically and conceptually pre-Euclidean in its specification),
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and above all something that reflects the situation of being in, and moving
between, places. It is just this accommodating and yet polyvalent model of
place that became lost in Euclidean and post-Euclidean theories of strictly
measurable space. Aristotle was able to resist this mensurational view even
as he was drawn to it early in his career: he came to realize that, regarded
as extension or interval, place becomes merely an ifem of exact quantitative
determination. For what matters most is not the measurement of objects in
empty space but the presence of sensible things in their appropriate and fitting
places.

In effecting this tour de force—whereby a focused, forceful description
yields what may well be the most astute assessment of place to be found in
Western philosophy-—Aristotle proceeds with a phenomenologist’s deft sensi-
bilities.?” This is most evident in his resolute refusal to restrict the phenome-
non of place to atomistic or formal properties. Just as he rejects Plato’s attempt
to regularize sensible bodies by the imposition of elementary geometric fig-
ures (he takes such bodies to be straightforwardly “what is extended in three
dimensions”),% so he approaches place on its own terms. His preoccupation
with the propriety of place is evident in his telling remark that “each thing
moves to its own place” (Physics 212b29), that is to say, to its proper natural
place. That each such place is encompassed by the common place of the fir-
mament—and that this latter is conceived as having constant circular curva-
ture—does not mean that Aristotle has “spatialized” place in the manner of
the spatialization of time decried by Bergson and Heidegger alike.5° Problem-
atic as we have just seen it to be, the very nesting of special topoi within an
overarching Topos has the virtue of conceiving the cosmos not as an empty
and endless Space but as an embracing Place, filled to the brim with snugly
fitting proper places. The firmament that encircles the world-whole is at once
a paradigm for all lesser places and filled with these very same places. Every-
thing, or almost everything, is in place. To be an existing sensible thing is
never not to be in some place. Place prevails. Archytas stands vindicated.

Aristotle surpasses Archytas, however, in his eagerness to show just how
“it is obvious that one has to grant priority to place” and just why “it is the
first of all things.”*® He does so by demonstrating that place, beyond provid-
ing mere position, gives bountiful aegis—active protective support—to what
it locates. Defined as a bounding container, place in Aristotle’s sure hands
takes on a quite dynamic role in the determination of the physical universe.
Place indeed “has some power.” It has the power to make things be somewhere
and to hold and guard them once they are there. Without place, things would
not only fail to be located; they would not even be things: they would have
no place to be the things they are. The loss would be ontological and not only
cosmological: it would be a loss in a kind of being and not merely in the
number of beings that exists.



Part Two

From Place to Space




Interlude

In Part I we witnessed a development—or, more in keeping with Aristotle’s
thinking, an “envelopment”—of remarkable scope. The scope is impressive
not just in terms of time (a period of approximately two thousand years) but
also in terms of theme: all the way from muthos to logos. Yet Plato’s Timaeus
combines both of these latter extremes in a single text: hence its position in
the middle of Part I, flanked on one side by imaginative mythicoreligious
accounts of creation and on the other side by Aristotle’s sober descriptions.
Nevertheless, this progression in time and theme is no simple matter of prog-
ress. Anticipations and retroactions abound: Aristotle’s closely containing fo-
pos is foreshadowed in the final stage of Plato’s tale, while the Stagirite’s
concern with the importance of the point rejoins the stress in the Enuma Elish
on the deadly edges of weapons of war. Nor can it be said that Plato “improves
upon” myth, given that the language of his dialogue is so deeply indebted to
earlier mythical traditions. Indeed, Aristotle himself, “the Master of Those
Who Know,” is by no means free from mythical borrowings and infusions.
We have seen that Hesiod is an important source in his opening, “exoteric”
discussion of place in the Physics (Hesiod is reinvoked in the first book of the
Metaphysics).! More crucially, Aristotle illuminates the role of place in the
concreta of everyday life—a life that, despite historical and social vicissitudes,
is recognizably similar across the centuries that separate Aristotle from the .
anonymous authors of the Sumerian epic. Instead of progression, in his case
we are better advised to speak of a regression into the immanent structures
of daily life: the same structures that characterized the experience of earlier
generations of people in the Mediterranean world.

Another continuity that binds together an otherwise disparate and far-flung
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picture is that of the relation between cosmogenesis and topogenesis. We have
seen that this relation is two-way in its directionality. Cosmogenesis, that is,
the generation of the (or a) world, entails topogenesis, the production of par-
‘ticular places with which the world—in becoming a place-world—is to be
populated. Places punctuate a world and serve to specify it. On the other hand,
the proliferation of places requires a world, a coherent and capacious cdsmos,
in which and in order to occur. But cosmos and topos hardly exhaust the
question of place. Neither term does justice to the middle realm of chora,
which is not well ordered enough to be a world yet is too extensive to be a
single place or set of places. No wonder that Aristotle, threatened by the pros-
pect of such an incommodious middle term, could not admit it into his Phys-
ics: if not absurd (he takes it too seriously for this to be the case), it is surd
(i.e., it does not fit into his scheme of things). Consequently, he restricts the
range of chora severely, attempting to identify it with his own notion of mat-
ter. Yet, as we have seen, he cannot do without the idea of the universe at
large, “all that is” (to pan), and in this way one basic property of choric space
(i-e., its indefinite expansiveness) is reimported into his physical theory. Be-
coming (genesis), another attribute of such space, reappears in Aristotle’s em-
phasis on change (kinésis), with which his. Physics is concerned throughout.
As a result, the interplay between Aristotle and Plato, their embattlement, is
as complex and revealing as the interaction between cosmos and topos when
mediated by chora as a third term.

The primary issues that emerge in ancient treatments of place have to do
with genesis and purpose on one side and with form and embodiment on the
other. It is striking that the first two issues bear on questions of causation and
teleology, whereas the latter two concern such things as location and contain-
ment: thus, not where place comes from or where it is tending, but how it
operates in the present. In terms of the analytical categories employed else-
where in the Physics and in the Metaphysics, we have to do with efficient and
final causes (aitia, also “explanations™) in the first case and with formal and
material explanations in the second. Efficlent causes concern origins, and final
causes constitute ends: both are aspects of becoming as it affects and charac-
terizes place. In contrast, location, especially location accomplished by secure
containment, raises questions of the formal and material structuring of the
phenomenal world: such structuring is inherently stabilizing, a matter of stabi-
litas loci. The ancient world, including many. of Aristotle’s own predecessors
(indeed, including Aristotle himself),?> considered place in all four ways,
thereby leaving a rich and lasting legacy for future explorations in post-
Aristotelian philosophy.

In Parts II and III we shall explore this legacy as it is assimilated and
transformed in the more than two millennia that extend from 400 B.C. to A.D.
1800. In this enormous epoch, Aristotle’s Archytian emphasis on the primacy
of place is deepened and broadened—especially in the Hellenistic and Neopla-
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tonic periods—and yet finally curtailed and limited, as occurs most dramati-
cally in medieval and early modern times. In this complex transition a preoc-
cupation with place gradually gives way to a stress on space—where “space”
connotes something undelimited and open-ended: a conception first posited
by Aristotle’s antagonists, the ancient Atomists. While place solicits questions
of limit and boundary, and of location and surrounding, space sets these ques-
tions aside in favor of a concern with the absolute and the infinite, the im-
mense and the indefinitely extended. If place bears on what lies in—in a con-
tainer, dwelling, or vessel—space characteristically moves out, so far out as
to explode the closely confining perimeters within which Aristotle attempted
to ensconce material things. In this unequal battle, spacing-out triumphs over
placing-in. : :

What we shall observe in the two chapters constituting Part II is part and
parcel of the overall transformation from a mostly secular and naturalistic
worldview—in which the vernacularity of place, its habitability and idiosyn-
crasy, is predictably prominent—to a theological Weltanschauung in which
the infinity of space becomes a primary preoccupation. If God is limitless in
power, then His presence in the universe at large must also be unlimited.
Divine ubiquity thus entails spatial infinity. It further follows that the physical
universe itself must be unlimited if it is to be the setting for God’s ubiquity as
well as the result of His creation. Not surprisingly, the increasing hegemony
of Christianity supported both forms of infinity: that of God as the ultimate
monotheistic being and that of His universe as the ultimate monothetic entity.

Nor is it surprising that this theological background set the stage for a
comparable concern with the spatial infinity of the physical universe on the
part of the natural scientists and philosophers who began to mathematize na-
ture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This resecularization of the
world via quantification, which will be the subject of Part III, would not have
been possible without the theological reflections of the preceding several cen-
turies. Theology and physics are closely allied in their common effort to con-
ceive of space in utterly maximal terms: a marriage epitomized in the intimate
intertwining of Isaac Newton’s physical and theological writings. If theology,
especially Christian theology, is universalist in its aims, why should not the
new physics—standing on the shoulders of this ambitious theology—proclaim
truths that hold for every material object in the universe? The colonizing ten-
dency of Christianity is echoed in the attempts of Galilean, Cartesian, and
Newtonian physics to appropriate whole realms formerly consigned to al-
chemy and “natural philosophy,” not to mention local custom and history. In
both instances, the power of place, uncontested in the ancient world (and still
potently present in medieval times), was put into abeyance—indeed, often
literally abolished, and with as much relentless force as that with which native
peoples were subjected to Christian indoctrination. By the end of the eigh-
teenth century, the idea of universal space came to be regarded as obtaining
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not just for the external world and for God but also for the mind of the know-
ing subject. Immanuel Kant, with whose rigorous philosophy of space Part III
shall close, internalized the very spatial infinity that had been located either
in God or in the natural world in the twelve hundred years that preceded his
work. Yet this act of incorporation (or, rather, inpsychicalization) is no less
insistent on the infinity—and the absoluteness—of the space thereby located
within the pure intuition of the knowing subject.

The saga about to unfold is a tale of the gradual ascendancy of the universe
over the cosmos. “Uni-verse,” universum in its original Latin form, means
turning around one totalized whole. The universe is the passionate single aim
of Roman conquest, Christian conversion, early modern physics, and Kantian
epistemology. In contrast, “cosmos” implies the particularity of place; taken
as a collective term, it signifies the ingrediency of places in discrete place-
worlds. (The Greek language has no word for “universe”; instead, it speaks of
to pan, “all that is,” “the All.”) In its aesthetic being—“cosmetic” and “cos-
mos” are second cousins linguistically via the sharing of aisthésis, that is,
bodily sensing—cosmos brings with it an essential reference to the experienc-
ing body that is in close touch with it, takes it in, and comes to know it. The
limit of a place is specified by what a body can do in that place, that is, by its
sensory activity, its legwork, its history there. The universe is mapped in phys-
ics and projected in theology: it is the transcendent geography of infinite
space. The cosmos is sensed in concrete landscapes as lived, remembered, or
painted: it is the immanent scene of finite place as felt by an equally finite
body.

Where the universe calls for objective knowledge in the manner of i uni-
fied physics or theology, the cosmos calls for the experience of the individu-
ated subject in its midst—with all of the limitations and foreclosures this expe-
rience brings with it. To have substituted the spatial infinity of the universe
for the placial finitude of the cosmos is to have effected the fateful transition
from ancient to modern thinking in the West. To this transition we must now
turn.3

4

The Emergence of Space in Hellenistic
and Neoplatonic Thought

All that is is place.
—Lucretius, De rerum natura
All there is is place.
—Richard Sorabji, Matter, Space, and Motion

The nature of the universe is bodies and void
[to pan esti somata kai kenon).
—Epicurus, Peri phuseds (On Nature)

One’s thought of the void does not give out
anywhere. ‘
—attributed to Cleomedes

Part of the perennial appeal of Aristotle’s conception of place as something
confining and confined is doubtless the philosophical support it offers to hu-
man beings’ longing for cozy quarters—not merely for adequate shelter but
for boundaries that embrace, whether these boundaries belong to decorated
rooms in the home or to indecorous glades in the forest primeval. But human
beings (and doubtless other animals) also long for wide open spaces and thus
for lack of containment, perhaps even for limitlessness. The cozy can be foo
confining, and just to peer out beyond thick walls or through dense treetops
into the sky is to discover the inviting and intriguing presence of empty spaces
and unoccupied places. ' i

One way to sanction this different longing is to posit a cosmological model
radically divergent from that of Aristotle—or, indeed, from those of Plato and

79



80 From Place to Space

Anaximander, the thinker of the Boundless, to apeiron.l The ancient Greek
world knew such a model: put in crude but compelling terms, the Atomists
held that there is nothing but “atoms and the void.” Atoms are incredibly
condensed and indivisible bits of matter (a-tomos means “uncuttable”), and
the void is the open space, the free leeway, required for their random motions.
Consider the cosmogony of Leucippus, the earliest Atomist and the presumed
mentor of Democritus (both lived in the fifth century B.C., approximately two
generations before Plato).

The coming to be of the worlds (cosmoi) is thus: (1) In severance from the
infinite, many bodies, of all varieties of shape, move into a great void. (2) These,
being assembled, create a single vortex, in which they collide, gyrate in every
way, and are sorted like to like. (3) When because of the number they are no
longer able to move round in equilibrium, then the fine ones move into the void
outside, as if sifted, while the remainder stay together, become intertwined, join
courses with each other, and bring about a first system, in the shape of a sphere.2

This cosmogony is said to proceed by “necessity” (ananke). Unlike Plato’s
account in the Timaeus, however, this likely story includes no formative
Demiurge, since “all varieties of shape” are present from the start. Also pres-
ent are “the infinite” (again to apeiron, but now construed not just as bound-
less but as a positive being), “the great void,” and “many bodies.” These three
crucial constituents of the universe—that is, of to pan—are uncreated and
pregiven. From them, everything else ensues: regions of “like” things as well
as the earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, and all other celestial bodies. The
great void is the gathering area for those bodies that will form “a first system,”
that system being our own cosmos.? Other cosmoi will form in what Leucip-
pus calls “the void outside.” Taken together, the great void and the void out-
side constitute the infinite void, and this all-encompassing void is differen-
tially populated throughout by those compact indivisible material bodies
called “atoms.”

The Atomist model entails a double infinity: the infinity of space and the
infinity of the atoms that populate this space. Just as there can be no end to
space in the universe, so there is no end to the number of atoms (and thus, as
a corollary, to the number of worlds to which atomic combinations in turn
give rise). As Epicurus (341—270 B.C.) put it, “The totality is infinite both in
the quantity of atomic bodies and in spatial magnitude.”* Instead of there
being a fixed number of elements that make up material bodies—as Emped-
ocles, Plato, and Aristotle all believed—the elements and bodies themselves
are constituted from an unlimited number of atoms in diverse configurations.
In fact, the two Atomist infinities here in question are closely related. On the
one hand, an infinite number of atoms requires an infinite space in which to
move; anything less would curtail their motions. (Also required is that this
infinite space be essentially empty [kenon] or at least “porous” [manon).y® On
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the other hand, an infinite space calls for an infinite number of bodies within
it; otherwise, it would be merely the region for a few, or even many, bodies—
but not for all possible bodies.® ]

The Atomists would agree with their archrival Parmenides that what is real
is a plenum, adding only that what is real is plural and not singular. Since the
void per se is empty of any material body, this means that the void in any of
its three basic guises is necessarily “unreal” or “not real” (me on). Yet the void
exists (einai); indeed, as we have just seen, it must exist—exist as providing
space—if the motion of the atoms is to be possible.” As Aristotle is reported
to have said concerning this double ontology: “The real exists not a whit more
than the not real, empty space no less than body.”® Atoms and the void, the
ultimate constituents of the physical universe, both exist, although only one is
real in any strict sense. Even if one has “being” (o on) and the other does not,
they rejoin each other in the co-necessity of their common existence.

The ingrained wholism of Aristotle and Plato—their passionate desire for
perfection, especially of a teleologically ordered sort—ends in a cosmo-
graphic picture of a closed and finite world with no further universe around
it. In contrast, the Atomists seek, beyond minuscule atoms, that which is infi-
nitely large—a universe of empty space. In the first case, an overriding con-
cern with formal, rational order (an order that, if not found initially, has to be
added to the precosmic matrix) eventuates in a world of discrete places,
whereas in the second case a commitment to “saving the appearances” (and
especially the appearances of particular perceptual objects) calls for a vision
of an infinite spatial universe, populated by sporadic and endlessly varying
combinations of atomic units—both universe and atoms sharing in a like im-
perceptibility.’ This difference of vision suggests that a radical departure from
the primacy of place (first evident in Hesiod) occurred in the thought of the
inaugural Atomists. For does not classical Atomism—a thousand years before
Philoponus and two thousand years before Newton—plunge us into an unac-
commodating, placeless space? Is there any place for place within the Atomis-
tic void?

Democritus and Leucippus will not help us directly with these questions.
Not only is the surviving evidence of their full-scale systems—called intrigu-
ingly the Great World System and the Little World System—extremely scanty,
but these founding figures were not alive to answer Aristotle’s scathing cri-
tique of the void. Epicurus, who visited Athens at the time of Aristotle’s death
in 322 B.C., was in a better position to answer this critique. This latter-day
Atomist conceded to Aristotle that void is indeed placelike in certain basic
respects. The concession was so striking that modern editors of Epicurus have
been tempted to alter the standard Atomistic phrase “bodies and space” (so-
mata kai chora)” or “bodies and void” (sdmata kai kenon) to “bodies and
place” (sdmata kai topos). However controversial this emendation has proven
to be,'? the temptation is based on a substantive point. For the more Epicurus
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pondered Aristotle’s objections to the void as superfluous—superfluous pre-
cisely insofar as it duplicates what is already accomplished by place qua fo-
pos—the more he came to conceive of the void as locatory in nature. Void is
that “in which” (hopou) atoms are located and that “through which” (di” hou)
they move." Precisely as such, it is what immediately situates any given
atom. Does this mean that void surrounds the atoms it situates? One recent
commentator draws our attention to

the striking similarity of Epicurean void, [regarded] as place, to Aristotle’s fluid,
immediate place for moving objects. . . . [This void] is not a sort of extension
that could be filled or not filled. It was simply an anaphés phusis (“intangible
substance”) surrounding the distinct, constantly moving atoms. . . . Void is ac-
cepted as the absence of body, but not, on that account, as the unoccupied part
of an extended space. . . . For Epicurus, an atom did not strictly speaking occupy
space; it was simply surrounded by the absence of body."?

If this characterization of Epicurus is right, then the mere existence of atoms
does not, after all, entail the existence of open and empty, much less infinite,
space. No such amplitude, no such vacuity, is required. To each atom there
corresponds only a quite particular place in which it is located at any given
moment. The fact that atoms are always moving means only that their places
are continually changing. On this view atomic motion does not demand an
abiding space that is “a continuous entity subsisting everywhere in the same
degree and manner, both where bodies are and where they are not.” 13 In short,
we can retain the basic Atomist cosmologic that says “if there were no void,
there would be no motion; but there is motion; therefore, there is void” H__
without having to interpret such a void as continuous or empty, not to say
infinite. The void is finite; it is the very place of each and every atom.
Epicurus rejoins Democritus and Leucippus by maintaining that a distinc-
tion is to be made between genuinely empty space or “void proper” (as we
can call the original sense of void in the phrase “atoms and the void”) and
what ought to be termed “vacuum,” that is, an empty part or portion of a
compound entity constructed of atoms, for example, an empty stomach in a
hungry human being. A vacuum is a form of nonbeing, even a nothing, but it
exists within the compound—which in turn exists within the void proper. This
is why we can speak intelligibly and not merely oxymoronically of a vacuum
as a nonbeing that exists: here the ancient paradox is seen to apply to a more
discrete entity. The vacuum exists precisely as a “space-filler” in the apt term
of David Sedley, who remarks that a vacuum “occupies some parts of space
just as effectively as body occupies others.” !> The Archytian axiom is undis-
turbed by this claim: for a vacuum exists just to the extent that it has a place
in which to exist.'"® Void proper—redescribed as “intangible substance” by
Epicurus—is what provides such a place, its source as it were. Yet neither
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void nor vacuum is place in Aristotle’s strict sense of an always already occu-
pied locus for fully formed material objects.’” .

Nevertheless, Epicurus, unlike Leucippus and Democritus, explicitly iden-
tifies void proper with what we must begin to call space. The best account of
this momentous step is given by Sextus Empiricus.

Therefore one must grasp that, according to Epicurus, of “intangible substance,”
as he calls it, one kind is named “void” (kenon), another “place” (topos), and
another “room” (chdra), the names varying according to the different ways of
looking at it, since the same substance (phusis) when empty of all body is called
“void,” when occupied by a body is named “place,” and when bodies roam
through it becomes “room.” But generically it is called “intangible substance”
in Epicurus’ school, since it lacks resistant touch,

This remarkable passage supports the contention that Epicurus was “the first
ancient thinker to isolate space in the broadest sense.” 19 If Sextus is right, Epi-
curus does so by positing a generic space—that is, what is coextensive with
intangible substance (anaphés phusisy}—and then recognizing at least three
roles or functions of such space. “Void” (kenon), true to its sense as “empty,”
names the circumstance of unoccupied space; it is tantamount to what I have
just called “vacuum.” “Place” (fopos) names the situation of occupied space; it
refers to the location of a sensible thing in space. The thing thus located in a
topos is so far stationary, and to account for the different sense of localization
possessed by a moving thing Epicurus posits a third avatar of space: “room”
for something to move in. “Room” translates chdra, one of whose affiliated
verbs is chorein, “to go,” especially in the sense of “to roam.”?° From its initial
role as matrix in the Timaeus, chora here becomes a much more delimited
power—yet a critical one, since for all the Atomists the primary bodies are in
constant motion, a motion that requires room in which to move. Such ‘Toom,
affording leeway to solid objects (atoms, even if imperceptible, are “impassi-
ble” magnitudes), is literally voluminous. Aristotle’s confining two-dimen-
sional model of place—two-dimensional insofar as it limits itself to the sur-
faces of things—is surpassed in a three-dimensional roominess.

Thanks to its considerable dynamism, Epicurean space is the Spielraum of
atomic bodies, the very medium of their situatedness and movement, the scene
of their multiple occupation. Such space “provides these bodies with location,
with the gaps between them, and with room to move.”?! Expansive as such
space is—giving place and room for everything—it does not pertain to parts
of atoms (assuming that atoms have parts), nor does it exist as intervals among
atoms of a given body, nor does it even furnish the very positior of a given
atom.?? Epicurus might respond that this triple limitation follows from the
basic premise that atoms “have no share in the void.”% Yet if atoms have
parts and intervals and positions and if they do indeed exist—and if to exist
is to exist in space—then these three aspects of atomic existence will have to
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be spatially specified. One suspects that Epicurus has not thought through the
full implications of his own idea of a sheerly intangible space. If space con-
strued as anaphés phusis is to be taken seriously, its scope will encompass
both the utterly large (the infinite) as well as the utterly small (the infinitesi-
mal), including the most diminutive parts, intervals, and positions.

Lucretius (ca. 99—55 B.C.), Epicurus’s devoted and eloquent disciple, adds
this thought: “Whatever will exist will have to be in itself something with
extension (augmen), whether large or small, so long as it exists.” 24 Here Lu-
cretius is drawing on an entire heritage of thought concerning “extension,” a
notion of critical importance in the Hellenistic period. Diastéma, the Greek
word for “extension,” implies standing/through (dia- signifies “through,” and
stéma derives from the Indo-European root sta-, “stand”) and, more particu-
larly, threading/through (stemon means “thread”). To be in space is to stand
through it, to stretch through it as a thread might stretch over a surface—
except that more than surface is at stake here. The “through” is not only en-
tailed by motion in a void but also is implied in all ways of being spatial.

For Epicurus and Lucretius alike there is an intimate link between the noun
“extension,” the preposition “through,” and the concept “space.”? If placial
being is mainly a matter of the “in”—this much we may grant to Aristotle—
spatial being is a matter of the “through,” that is, a matter of being “ex
tended,” stretched out such that something exists through the interval or gap
that space provides. Instead of being something turned in, en-closed, as in the
case of Aristotelian place, space is something turned out; it is something that
exists throughout whatever interval is at stake—an interval that can be infi-
nitely large or infinitely small. Atoms may well have a different “order of
being,” a different way of existing, than the void proper; the former are essen-
tially plenary, the latter is essentially unoccupied.?® Even so, both atoms and
the void must meet certain requirements of existing spatially. These are the
requirements of diastemic space as first clearly glimpsed in the Atomism of
Epicurus.

Some say that chora is the place of the larger
body.
—Sextus Empiricus, Against the Professors

One ancient thinker—not an Atomist but an Aristotelian—thought long and
hard about the microphysics of space. I refer to Strato of Lampsacus, the third
head of the Peripatetic school, who died ca. 269 B.C. and thus was an exact
contemporary of Epicurus. Ancient tradition credits Strato with being the first
thinker to proclaim space to be extended in three dimensions, also holding
that any part of it always in fact contains a body—even though, in principle,
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it might not.?” Stobaeus attributes to Strato the following definition: “Place
(topos) is the interval in the middle of the container and the contained.”2? At
first glance this appears quite Aristotelian, but on closer inspection it turns out
that Strato takes place to be something that Aristotle explicitly rejects: the
empty pockets found in the interstices of material bodies. These pockets riddle
such bodies: “Strato of Lampsacus tries to show that the void exists inter-
spersed in every body so that it is not continuous.”?’ Places are thus void
spaces: “microvoids,” as we might call them. Even if microvoids are never
actually vacuous—Atomists’ claims notwithstanding—they are instances of-
extension at the most elementary level. Microvoids exist not only between
container and contained (which for Strato are far less snugly fitting than Aris-
totle had imagined) but also wirthin a given material body. Hence they pertain
to two of the three aspects of atomic extension neglected by Epicurus: interi-
ors and parts of primary bodies. In fact, they are coextensive and isometric
with the interiors-and parts of actual bodies that fill them. At the limit, the
totality of microvoids may even be coextensive with the “cosmic body” that
is equivalent to the complete physical universe.3® It is not certain that Strato
espoused this extreme position, but he did maintain that any given microvoid
is an integral part of cosmic extension and not a mere lacuna in this extension.
Hence he managed to put together what Epicurus failed to combine: the exten-
sion of the infinitely large and the extension of the infinitesimally small.

Strato also was known in the classical world for having devised the most
convincing denial of Aristotle’s notion of natural places, that is, places proper
to given elements. According to Strato, every element is heavy and thus falls
downward by its sheer weight. If fire and air escape upward, this movement
is due to a process of ekthlipsis, that is, being “squeezed” up by the compres-
sion of other more forceful elements. By thinking this way, Strato agreed with
Epicurus and the earlier Atomists in rejecting the idea of preexisting places in
the void. There is indeed differential direction in the void, but this is deter-
mined by chance collisions of atoms and not by the power of extant cosmic
places.®! And if there are no places carved out of the cosmos in advance, then
it is all the more likely that the universe lying beyond the world is something
infinitely extended: and this universe is more aptly characterized in spatial
rather than placial terms. Just as for Aristotle there is no space apart from
place, for Strato there is no place apart from space—no place that is not
merely a portion of a much more encompassing whole whose spatiality is both
incredibly large and unimaginably small.

If the unimaginably small is a distinctive concern of the Atomists and
of Strato, the incredibly large is what increasingly preoccupies ancient philos-
ophers in the wake of Aristotle and Epicurus. One exemplary form of this
preoccupation is found in the Stoic proposal that an endless empty void sur-
rounds the finite and place-bound cosmos. The explicit reason for this pro-
posal—which continued to be widely influential in the Middle Ages and the
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Renaissance—is that the excess fire generated in periodic cosmic conflagra-
tions has to go somewhere, since the volume of this fire is greater than the
finite cosmos can contain. This “somewhere to go” is termed “room” (chora),
where “room” connotes spaciousness, that is, unoccupied space to which to
flee.3? The extramundane void is what provides room for world-destructive
conflagratory fires.>® Does this mean that such a room-giving void is a place?
Cleomedes, writing in the first century A.D., claimed that the void must be
“capable of receiving body.”34 This would seem to make it some kind of
place. Yet the Stoics took seriously Aristotle’s admonition that the void is
“that in which there is no body,”* and such a void would be a very tenuous
place indeed. Perhaps we may say that something (e.g., the cosmic fire) can
be received by the extramundane void but cannot occupy it in any strict sense,
that is, cannot be implaced there. It can enter the void yet cannot remain
there—cannot find therein its own place.

It is an axiom of Stoic cosmology that the void is infinite and place finite.?
With no bodies strictly occupying it—in contrast with the ancient Atomist
“void outside”—the Stoic void is neither bounding nor bounded. According
to Chrysippus (280—206 B.c.), “the void beyond the cosmos is infinite, un-
bounded (apeiron) in the literal sense of the word; it has neither beginning nor
middle nor end.”37 In fact, the Stoic void lacks both bodies and boundaries: it
is “an interval empty of body, or an interval unoccupied by body,”3# where to
be an “interval” (diastema) is precisely not to be a place for a body.
Cleomedes characterizes such a void as something “very simple, since it is
incorporeal and without contact, neither has shape nor takes on shape, neither
is acted upon in any respect, nor acts.” In other words, void is an empty
extension that has taken the place of place itself: it has (de)voided place. If
this is beginning to sound like “negative cosmology”—as is already indicated
in the very word “in-finite” (and in a-peiron)—we can at least say, in a more
positive vein, that the Stoic void is infinitely large, infinitely ébsorptive, and
altogether external to the cosmos. It gives room, if not place proper, to an
expanding cosmos. It is a macrovoid outside the cosmos—the very converse
of a microvoid internal to the cosmos and to bodies in that cosmos.

Such an extramundane void is a negatité (to borrow a useful term from
Sartre): even if not (a) nothing, it is also not an entity, neither a thing nor a
place. It stands in stark contrast with the packed and plenary character of the
cosmos, which for the Stoics does not possess void of any kind—neither in
the form of microvoids nor as the tiny interstices between polygons that are
mentioned in the Timaeus. The cosmos has everything the void lacks; it is
full of places and bodies, and full of one in being full of the other—double
plenitude.

Chrysippus declared place to be “what is occupied through and through by
an existent, or what can be occupied by an existent and is through and through
occupied whether by one thing or by several things.” ® Nothing empty, noth-
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ing lacking, nothing tenuous here! Place is a dense fabric in the even denser
place-world it composes. Guaranteeing coherence and connection in this cos-
mic plenum is the pnewmna, the cosmic breath or spirit that circulates through-
out the plenary world. Composed of fire and air, the pnewna is an active’
force that transmutes Plato’s and Aristotle’s geometric continuum of discrete
bodies-in-places into a dynamic network of implaced and interpenetrating
bodies.*! Proceeding by a combination of habit (hexis) and tension (tonos),
connection (sunecheia) and sympathy (sumpatheia), the pneuma constitutes
“the physical field which is the carrier of all specific properties of material
bodies.” 42 This field is a close concinnation of places; it is as place-full as the
void is sheerly space-rich.

“Under Chrysippus’s guidance,” writes David Hahm, “the Aristotelian cos-
mos of elements, each moving by nature to its own concentric sphere, is fi-
nally given a comfortable home in the infinite void.”*® Yet there is a darker
side to Stoic physics: isolation, not comfort, looms. The cosmos, the physical
world as we know it, is “an island embedded in an infinite void.”** To be an
island, however replete with places and bodies, is to be sequestered in an
ocean of indifference. Moreover, if the only void is the void “outside the
world,”** this leaves precious little leeway for maneuver in this world.

The Stoics were not insensitive to the problems inherent in the bifurcation
of the universe into empty and full, void and place, the incorporeal and the
corporeal, with material bodies brought forcibly into place by inescapable .
pneumatic forces. To address this dilemma, some Stoics speculated that a third
entity is required to break the gridlock of their fiercely dichotomous universe.
Thus Chrysippus “distinguishes an unnamed entity, different from void or
place, that is capable of being occupied by being, but is only partly occu-
pied.”#® This third thing is none other than “room.” Room is not just space
for roaming~—as it was for Epicurus—but extension allowing for possible oc-
cupation. Extension and room, diastéma and chdra, come together in a single
complex, or more exactly a duplex, entity: cosmos-cum-void.*’ The duplexity
is evident in Sextus Empiricus’s assertion that for the Stoics the universe is
“the external void together with the world.”*® Or we might say that void and
place merge in space, and they do so in the room space furnishes.

Yet this leaves us wondering if “room” and “space”—both terms being
translations of chdra—are not merely terms of compromise, posited to conceal
the abyss opened up by the diremptive difference between place (topos) and
the void (kenon) that lies at the heart of Stoic cosmology. This is not to say
that the compromise in question represents an admixture of equal parts of
place (or world) and of void. Void is given the major emphasis insofar as its
infinity is presupposed by the very room that promises to heal the cosmologi-
cally troublesome dichotomy of void and world: “The ‘whole’ [i.e., to holon]
is finite, since the world is finite, but the ‘all’ [i.e., fo pan] is infinite (apeiron),
since the void outside the world is such.”* For room or space to combine
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place and void, it must be at least as capacious as void; hence it must be as
infinite as the void it coadunates with place. With the Stoics, therefore, we
take a concerted step toward the view that space, affording room and as mod-
eled on the void, is—properly and primarily—infinite.

Place is animated through the primal soul and
has a divine life.
—Proclus, cited by Simplicius

It is likely that place first enjoyed the divine il-
lumination, especially the place of more com-
plete and perpetual things.

—Simplicius, with reference to Damascius

Neoplatonic notions of place and space take account of Stoic, Epicurean, and
earlier Atomist conceptions—while always addressing themselves explicitly
to Plato and even more especially to Aristotle. In many respects, then, Neopla-
tonists confirm ideas and distinctions that we have already encountered. Jam-
blichus (A.D. ca. 250—ca. 325), for example, distinguishes “limit” and “bound-
ary” in a manner reminiscent of the distinction to which my discussion of
Aristotle progressed in the last chapter.’® Syrianus (active in the fifth century
A.D.) speaks of “room” in a sense that directly recalls Chrysippus: “Extension
goes through the whole cosmos and receives into itself the whole nature of
body ... conferring room (chora) and receptacle and boundary and outline
and all suchlike upon all things that fill up the visible cosmos.”>! The exten-
sion that gives room is designated by the same term (diastéma) as that used
by many previous thinkers, but here its meaning is not restricted to mere
“interval” construed as a span or gap or interstice between or within determi-
nate entities (whether atoms or bodies). For a Neoplatonist such as Syrianus,
diastema refers to the boundless and immobile and (usually) incorporeal
spread-outness that “goes through the whole cosmos,” a cosmos no longer
distinguished from the universe. Such extreme expansiveness is coextensive
with what Syrianus calls intriguingly “a different body, the more universal
one.”>2 This body is in turn identified with “broad, shared place”—place so
broad as to have no effective limits.> The more we push the roomfulness of
extension, however, the closer we come to the quite modern idea of a space
that in its uncompromised infinity is considered “absolute.”

Thus far we find ourselves on more or less familiar terrain. What do the
Neoplatonists introduce that is novel? At least two basic lines of thought.

(1) The first is that there are more kinds of place, each with more sorts of
power, than Aristotle dreamed of. Plotinus strikes the opening note in his
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Enneads: “The place of the intelligible world is the place of life and the very
principle and source of the soul and the Intellect.”* Both kinds of place here
mentioned—that of the “intelligible world” and that of “life”—are unreduc-
ible to the physical surrounder made paradigmatic by Aristotle in the Physics.
Once Pandora’s box is opened in this fashion, there is no limit to the sorts of
place one can consider as fully valid instances. When Aristotle spoke of the
mind as “the place of forms” in the De Anima, he was speaking metaphori-
cally. But when Iamblichus talks of “formal place,” he is not ascribing place
to forms by means of a trope. He means straightforwardly that forms—in the
Platonic sense—possess their own proper sort of place, to be distinguished
from physical place as well as from the place of life and from what lamblichus
calls “intrinsic place.”>* The claim of variety comes paired with a claim con-
cerning the plurality of the powers of place. As Richard Sorabji remarks, “It
is because the concept of place has so many other applications [than simply
surrounding] that a dynamic conception is required to fit all the cases.”6
When Aristotle said that place “has some power,” he meant the particular
power of encompassing the physical things it contains. Jamblichus does not
deny this power—especially if it is not merely an external delimiting function
but one that bestows boundary (horizein)—yet he insists that place possesses
a set of distinctive strengths beyond that of surrounding (periechein).

One has to conceive place not only as encompassing and establishing in itself
the things existing in place, but as sustaining them by one single power. Re-
garded thus, place will not only encompass bodies from outside, but will fill
them totally with a power which raises them up. And the bodies sustained by
this power, falling down by their proper nature, but being raised up by the
superiority of place, will thus exist in it->

Tamblichus’s own list of the plenipotentiary powers of place includes, then,
supporting, elevating, and filling up. Underwriting this list is the basic twofold
action of

* raising up bodies that would otherwise fall into the degradation of
prime matter, filling them with a power that elevates them;

* drawing together bodies and parts of bodies that are already dissi-
pated from their contact with prime matter, the lowest form of exis-
tence in the Neoplatonic universe: “gathering together the scattered
ones.” 8 '

“Up” and “together” are thus to be added to the “around” and “in” of the
repertoire of placial powers. To be implaced is not just to be cozily contained
by an encircling surface but to be sustained by powers that ensure that what
is in place will be inherently stronger for having been there: If the Aristotelian
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maodel of containment makes possible definition and location, the lamblichean
model of sustaining engrafts the dynamism of implacement onto what exists
in place. This is why Iamblichus says expressly that “place is naturally united
with things in place” *—instead of just surrounding them or offering them
“bare extension” (diastéma psilon), much less (as the Stoics are held to assert)
merely “supervening upon them” (paruphistasthai). To be “united with”
(sumphues) is to be dynamically linked with something—to make a difference
not just in its shape or form but in its very being or reality (ousia). Place is
thus “never separate from [a body’s] first entrance into existing things and
from the principal reality.” ®° Through place, reality is reached. Through real-
ity, place is maintained.

Indeed, place has its own being, on the basis of which it is a “cause” (aitia)
and not something merely inert or passive (argos, adranés)—something
caused by something else in turn. As Simplicius points out in the sixth century
A.D., the essence of something and'its place are difficult to distinguish, driving
him to posit an “essential place” that is “naturally united with substance [i.e.,
the substance of what is in place].”®! For Iamblichus and Simplicius alike, a
place “has reality in itself” and “has an active power as well as an incorporeal
and definitive reality.” %2 In attributing such power and reality to place, these
authors contest Aristotle’s denial of place’s intinsic causal power. Not only
does place have such a power, it is a causal power: it is “a power that acts”
(drastrios dunamis).5?

(2) The second new line of thought is that the less material place is, the
more powerful it becomes. This notion derives from the basic premise that
“everywhere the incorporeal reality ranks as prior to the corporeal one.”%* It
follows that places incorporeal in nature will be superior in effective power
to material places. Another corollary is that incorporeal places will be more
powerful than anything physical they can be said to contain: as Iamblichus
says, “Place, being incorporeal, is superior to the things that exist in it; and as
something more independent it is superior to those things which are in need
of and wanting to be in place.”% The power of incorporeal place is even
exerted over extension itself: instead of being dependent on a pregiven cosmic
or universal extendedness, place generates the very spread-outness of the
things it serves to situate.5® Iamblichus explicitly contrasts this view with that
of the Stoics—who are said to hold that “place subsists upon bodies” $’—and
claims to have rejoined Archytas: “Clearly he assumes place to be of a higher
rank than things that act or are acted upon.”8

In Iamblichus—that exemplary Neoplatonic thinker of place—we see the
“intellective theory” (noéteé thedria) of implacement in its full-blown expres-
sion. The place something is in is not only more real than the implaced thing;
it is itself situated in increasingly intellective and ever more elevated kinds of
place: materjal things are in the world’s body (i.e., the cosmos), which is in
the World Soul, which is in the Intellect, and so on. There is a virtual shell
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game of steadily improving implacement in which each place-level is at once
sustained and surpassed in the next until we reach the ultimate level of the
One that provides (again in Plotinus’s phrase) “the place of the intelligible
world.” This escalating model of implacement can be regarded as an attempt
to reconcile Aristotelian encasement with Platonic ascension to the final forms
of things.5®

The intellective or noetic nature of place was a theme throughout the his-
tory of Neoplatonic thought, for which place was a central theme for four
continuous centuries—from Plotinus (A.D. ca. 205—260) to Simplicius (who
flourished after A.D. 529). The two thinkers who pursued this particular theme
furthest, however, were Damascius and Proclus. For Damascius, who served
in the sixth century as the last head of the Athenian branch of the Neoplatonic
school, place in general exhibits its power and superiority by its ability to
measure what is in place. The positioning of the parts of something as well as
the size of that something are measured by the place it is in. The measure
(metron) is conceived as a mold or outline into which the implaced thing is
set: “Place is as it were a sort of outline (protipographé) of the whole position
(thesis) and of its parts, and so to say a mould (tupos) into which the thing
must fit, if it is to lie properly and not be diffused, or in an unnatural state.” 7
As the idea of mold indicates, far from being a measure that proceeds in terms
of numbers, placial measure is more like a shaping force that acts to hold off
the diffusion inherent in prime matter. Such measuring resembles measuring
through more than measuring out: it is through the configuration of a given
place that the measure of a thing-in-place is taken.”! Rather than giving exact
quantitative assessments—which require a rigid ruler of some sort—place as
metron is more plastic than it is rigid, with the result that, as Sorabji com-
ments, “it can allow for a variety of positionings, as it does in the case of the
moving heavens.”7? Aristotle’s obsessive question as to what kind of place
the heavens occupy is here answered by the view that they occupy a nonrigid,
molded place—not entirely unlike the receptive regions proffered by primor-
dial chdra, which is also characterized by Plato as acting like a mold. Such a
place, precisely by virtue of its measuring power, ranks as superior to all
the particular places it encompasses. Simplicius, commenting on Damascius,
brings out the assumption at stake here: “The nature of the measure is superior
to the nature of the measured and is not in need of the same things as [the
measured] is.” 7> Given this assumption, it is clear why Neoplatonists tend to
give priority to places that are noetic in nature.

But the matter is more complicated than this. Proclus (ca. 411-485), a
quintessential Neoplatonist, considered place to be a body and not just some-
thing around a body (or through which a body moves, or in which it is lo-
cated). Yet, despite its corporeality, place is at the same time immobile, indi-
visible, and above all immaterial. Place an immaterial body? Proclus is driven
to this intriguing idea in an effort to imagine an adequate vehicle for the World
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Soul. Such a vehicle must be immaterial—that is, must lack the dissipative
effects of prime matter—if it is to escort anything as pure as the World Soul.
Indeed, the place of the World Soul “must be the most immaterial of all bod-
ies, of those that move as well as of the immaterial ones among those that
move.”7* The only candidate for such a sheerly immaterial place is light and,
more especially, supracelestial light. This latter, hinted at in Plato’s Myth of
Er, is luminous without being literal illumination. Proclus appropriates this
most diaphanous of media as a model for place of all kinds and in particular
for that place which is “the luminous vehicle of the World Soul.”” This is
not sheer spiritualism, for there is a distinctive geocosmic specificity in Pro-
clus’s model of the universe.

Let us then conceive two spheres, one made of a single light, the other of many
bodies, the two equal to each other in volume. But seat one concentrically with
the other, and on implanting (embibazein) the other in it, you will see the whole
cosmos residing in its place, moving in the immobile light.”®

Instead of thinking of the cosmos as an isolated island in an empty universe,
Proclus contends that the physical world is coextensive with the luminous
supracelestial sphere. As a form of light, this sphere is bodily and elemental;
but as a place, it is immaterial. To be immaterial in this manner, however, is
to be quite dynamic: the sphere of light is “called place (topos) as being a
certain shape (fupos) of the whole cosmic body, causing unextended things to
be extended. . . . [Such a] place is animated through the primal soul and has a
divine life, being stationary, self-moving intrinsically, [even if it is not] exter-
nally active.” 77 The sphere of supracelestial light is a Place of places, for it is
the vehicle of the World Soul as well as the very place of the cosmos—at once
its center and periphery, situating everything in between. Nowhere is there not
such light; wherever there is something, it is there in the light—there some-
where, there in a particular place within the absolute Place of the universe. I
capitalize this Proclean Place to suggest that it is an adumbration of infinite
space. As “supracelestial,” the ultimate sphere of light has a peculiar standing:
as bodily, it has sufficient density to count as a place (thus is able to mold,
measure, etc.), and yet, as immaterial, it is not the positive infinity of the
physical universe that will be the obsession of seventeenth-century specula-
tion. If not yet strictly infinite, however, the supracelestial sphere can be con-
sidered absolute: it “forms a kind of absolute place against which the cosmos
can rotate and other things move.””8

What Proclus teaches us is that in Neoplatonic thinking there is no contra-
diction between the bodily and the noetic character of place. A place like the
supracelestial sphere is composed of light—it is corporeal—and yet it ranks
high in the ascending noetic scale of being. This vision is in many ways the
exact converse of the Atomist view of place. Where place for the Atomists is’
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mechanical and physical, that is, bodily and material (and nothing else), place
for the Neoplatonists is dynamic and intellective—and one thanks to the other.
Moreover, indivisibility now pertains to place, not to atoms: as Proclus puts
it bluntly, “Place is an indivisible body.””® The immateriality of place also
allows Neoplatonists to escape the confines of the Aristotelian container
model, whose resolute physicalism dictates that the encompassing surface of
place has to be material if this surface is to secure sensible bodies in place.
Once it is agreed that place need not be physical, place can effect more than
delimitation and location: it can preserve and order, support and sustain, raise
up and gather. The singular inertia of a material surface is replaced by the
plural dynamics of an immaterial presence. The dynamics can be forceful—
even holding up bodies from a quasi-gravitational downward pull—as well as -
subtle. The subtlety is evident both in the nonnumerical measuring power of
place and 'in such ideas as the situatedness of all things in “the Juminous
vehicle of the World Soul.”

A Neoplatonic approach to place vindicates the common conviction that
place always implies some sort of quantity (i.e., some amount of “room”) -
while also always involving a set of distinctive qualities (as is indicated in
such expressions as a “pleasant place,” a “dangerous place”). Just as it is
advantageous not to have to tie the quantum of place to arithmetical determi-
nation (or else we find ourselves in the midst of land surveys, property lines,
and the like), so it is helpful not to limit the qualitative aspects of place to
literally sensible properties. Thus Proclus’s idea of a preternatural “light above
the Empyrean”®? enables us to draw on the panoply of properties of a natural
phenomenon such as light while not enclosing ourselves in the straitjacket of a
reductive physics. The immateriality of the noetic notion of place also rejoins
Epicurus’s idea of “intangible substance”—without, however, exacting a com-
mitment to a macro- or microvoid. As corporeal, the universe is plenary and
not vacuous; but as immaterial, it enjoys the flexibility required for the em-
powerment and determination of things in place. This conception also artfully
avoids the awkward dichotomy inherent in the Stoic view that the world is
plenary whereas what lies beyond the world is vacuous. Moreover, when place
is recognized as immobile as well as indivisible and immaterial, place can
assume an absolute status: as when Syrianus, Proclus’s master, proclaims that
“an extension goes through the whole world and receives into itself the whole
of corporeal nature,” 8!

v

Place, too, not less than time, pervades every-
thing; for everything that happens is in a place.
—Simplicius, In Aristotelis categorias
commentarium
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Philoponus—bom in A.D. 490, five years after Proclus was.buried with Syri-
anus in a conjoint tomb—sought to refine the idea of extension (diastéma),
whose full significance had become overshadowed by the more speculative
ideas of his immediate Neoplatonic predecessors. For Philoponus, extension
and not body, not even immaterial body, is the very essence of place: place is
“a certain extension in three dimensions, different from the bodies that come to
be in it, bodiless in its own definition—dimensions alone, empty of body.” 2
The tie between extension (diastema) and dimensions (diastaseis) is close, not
just linguistically but conceptually: dimensions are what open out extension,
delineating its outreach, giving bodies room through which to move. This is
why Philoponus can define extension as “room (chora) for body, and [for]
dimensions alone, empty and apart from all substance and matter.” > Exten-
sion is what provides room for things, and the fact that chéra signifies either
“room” or “space” allows Philoponus to make a crucial move, namely, to
distinguish “spatial extension” from “bodily extension.” Bodily extension is
equivalent to the particular place occupied by a given physical body. It is the
room taken up by the matter of that body.3 Spatial extension, in contrast, is
the extension that need not, in principle, be occupied by any given body or
group of bodies: rather than being the room of a body, it gives room for a
body. Thus it is a matter of “dimensions alone” and as such is “empty and
apart from all substance and matter.” This is so even though such extension is
always actually occupied by bodies. Both sorts of extension are alike in being
three-dimensional, but bodily extension is filled both in principle and in fact,
whereas spatial extension is empty in principle but full in fact.3S
Furthermore, bodily extension fits into spatial extension but not vice
versa.® There is always more spatial extension than bodily extension, and
spatial extension can be said to consist precisely in this “more,” in fact so
much more that Philoponus is tempted to regard spatial extension as tanta-
mount to void. Where void can be defined as “spatial extension extended in
three dimensions,” spatial extension is “bodiless and matterless—space with-
out body.”#7 Both void and spatial extension are incorporeal and immaterial.
In making this quasi-equation, Philoponus is concemed to wipe the slate clean
of any such suspicious hybrid entities as immaterial bodies. He replaces Pro-
clus’s idea of such bodies—or, for that matter, the quasi-material plenum of
Stoic pneuma—with something genuinely “empty by its own definition,”38
that is to say, with the conceptual equivalent of the void. To carry out this
radical cleansing operation, Philoponus will even say that “in itself place is
void” and that “void and place are in reality the same in substance.”%’ Never-
theless, in the end, there is no actual void—void does not exist-—and, rather
than being the counterpart of place, void is Philoponus’s “name for space.”°
Philoponus here effects a genuine tour de force. He proposes a theory of
place or space—the ambiguity is inescapable, given the distinction between
bodily and spatial extension—that obviates Aristotle’s most important crite-
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rion for being in place: to be enclosed by the surface of a surrounding sub-
stance. Philoponus argues persuasively that no surface can contain a solid
body: “for the surface is extended in two dimensions and so could not receive
in itself what is extended in three dimensions.”®! It follows that any adequate
theory of place and/or space must include three-dimensional extension as a
minimum requirement. Yet precisely such a requirement is met in the idea of a
spatial extension that situates bodily extension. Furthermore, spatial extension
satisfies all of Aristotle’s other criteria for being in place: it encompasses what
is in place just as much as a boundary (peras), is (at least) equal to the thing
in place, is not part of this thing, and is itself immobile.%?

From this point—and from his virtual equation of void with spatial exten-
sion—one might have expected Philoponus to move to a theory of infinite
space. Indeed, the very immobility of spatial extension would seem to entail
an unending spatial expanse.

We conceive the [spatial] extension to be different from all body and empty in
its own definition, but various bodies are always coming to be in it, now this
one, now that, while it remains unmoved both as a whole and in its parts—as a
whole, because the cosmic extension which receives the body of the whole
€OSmOs can never move, and in its parts, because it is impossible for an exten
sion that is bodiless and empty in its own definition to move. '

What is this “cosmical extension” (cosmikon diastéma) but the extension of
the ultimately unbounded, thus of a universe that can no longer be set over
against the world? Nevertheless, just at the point when Philoponus is most
tempted to join his Neoplatonic predecessors in a common step toward the
infinite, he draws back from the abyss. Admitting the allure of thinking that
cosmical extension, “void by its own definition and capable of receiving bod-
ies, must be infinite,” since it does not have any effective boundary or de-
limiting surface of its own, he proceeds to argue that (i) you still might be
able to imagine such a surface; (ii) even if you could not, cosmical extension
“would not necessarily be extended to infinity for this reason,” that is, just
because one could not succeed in this thought experiment.>* A principle of
parsimony is also invoked: only so much of spatial extension need subsist as
is coextensive with the outer boundaries of the bodies that actually occupy
it.%* Philoponus’s ultimate motive for denying the infinity of space is doubtless
theological—as a believing Christian Neoplatonist, he may have wished to
restrict infinity to God—but his argumentation remains unconvincing, espe-
cially for someone whose own idea of-cosmical extension seems to entail
spatial infinity by its very nature.%

Not only is such infinity repudiated, but likewise the powers of place. De-
spite his endorsement of the Damascian position that place is “a measure of
things in place,”” Philoponus is unwilling to admit any other power intrinsic
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to place. Sarcasm surfaces when he says that “it is quite ridiculous to say that
place has any power in its own right.”®® No longer sustaining or upholding,
gathering or supporting, spatial extension is void indeed in its lack of inherent
dynamism. Gone as well is the basic Neoplatonic premise that place is supe-
rior in status to what is in place.’® The disappearance of placial dynamism is
paired with the demise of the noetic nature of place. Although spatial exten-
sion is neither bodily nor material, it is also not intellective. It is something
sheerly spatial, where “spatial” connotes what is true of the physical universe
even if not itself physicalistic in constitution.

We are left with the paradox that despite Philoponus’s outright rejection of
infinite space, he is decidedly protomodern in his notion of a spatial (and
ultimately cosmical) extension that is three-dimensional, empty in principle,
and incorporeal, and that “gives room for body” while remaining independent
of any particular material substance. In their expansive and extending charac-
ter, these aspects of a distinctively diastemic space open up the prospect of a
spatiality that is positively infinite and not just in-finite by negation (e.g.,
bound-less, end-less, empty, etc.). The same aspects will continue to be redis-
covered, often piecemeal, during the next millennium in the West, sometimes
as influenced by Philoponus himself.!? The space they collectively character-
ize is perhaps most properly termed “absolute space,” a term I have already
invoked in discussing Syrianus and Proclus and that will be employed explic-
itly by Newton in his Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy.

Not only was Philoponus on the verge of espousing an infinite space that
he felt impelled to repudiate, but the spatial absolutism entailed by the idea of
a purely dimensional spatial extension was accompanied by a concomitant
relativism of place. This latter is evident in his concern for the proper arrange-
ment of things in space: “It is not through desire for a surface that things move
each to its proper place, but through desire for that station in the order which
they have been given by the Creator.”!%! “Station in the order” translates
taxis—the very word that Theophrastus, the first theorist of the essential rela-
tivity of place, used in departing from Aristotle. I cite from a celebrated state-
ment of Theophrastus.

Perhaps place is not a substance in itself, but is predicated in relation to the
order (raxis) and position (thesis) of bodies, according to their natures and pow-
ers, equally in the case of animals and plants and, generally, of things composed
of different elements, whether animate or inanimate, that have a natural shape.
For the order and position of these parts is relative to the whole being. Therefore
each is said to be in its own space (chora) through having its proper order, since
each of the parts of a body would desire and demand its own space (chora) and
position (thesis).102

Theophrastus, Aristotle’s immediate successor in the Lyceum, opened the Hel-
lenistic period in Greek philosophy; Philoponus is often considered the last
great thinker of the same period. In between, Stoicism, Epicureanism, Skepti-
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cism, and Neoplatonism flourished. Yet Philoponus, the primary advocate of
a purely empty extensiveness, was widely regarded as “a true upholder of
Theophrastus” 1%*—given that both thinkers attribute power to things in place
rather than to place itself, and both believe that the ordering of things in place
is the most important single effect of implacement.

The more closely you look at the critical span stretching from Theophrastus
to Philoponus—already a first millennium!—the more one becomes con-
vinced that the increasing interest in absolute or infinite space is shadowed at
every step by an equal, though often less salient, concern with the importance
of order and position in the process of implacement. Damascius’s conception
of place as metron, for instance, entails an ordering of the “position” of the
“parts” of something: the key words remain Theophrastian. Damascius gives '
the example of the head being situated above and the feet below in a human
body, thereby illustrating that “the order and position of these parts is relative

" to the whole being.” 1®* Damascius also extends the relativist model to nonnat-

ural places: “Even among incorporeal things there will be position according
to their order.” 195 Iamblichus as well, attests Simplicius, is Theophrastian in
inspiration: “The divine Iamblichus bears witness to the same position [ie.,
as adopted by Theophrastus],” % namely, in his view that “place is of like
nature with things in place.”1%7 Such likeness both facilitates and reflects the
ordering of things in place: the more place is like what is being implaced, the
better it can operate as an immanent agency of arrangement, and the more
such an arrangement is realized, the more it exhibits a likeness between the
things so ordered. (Much the same isomorphism is manifest in the shaking
together of like with like that takes place in the primordial regions of the
Timaean Receptacle.) Proclus, too, pays close attention to the power of posi-
tion. )
The cardinal points of the whole universe are fixed in it as a unity. For, if the
oracles say that the cardinal points of the material universe are fixed in the
aether above it, correspondingly we shall say, ascending, that the cardinal points :
of the highest universe are seated in that light.'®

Indeed, not just cardinal points—which are relative to each other and to the
directions they serve to specify—but the entire Neoplatonic universe of as-

cending/descending levels of being betokens a deeply relativist model of

place. In this universe, where you are at in the scale of things—your being

situated at a material or psychic or noetic level—has everything to do with

the kind of being you possess. Position is relative not only to other members

of the same level but to other levels in the ontological scale as well.

So powerful is the effect of this scalar model that Simplicius can claim that
extension, far from being a universal feature of things, is found only at the
lower levels. In the realm of intellective being, there are only unextended
and incorporeal items, including the places of noetic items such as ideas and
numbers. As descent is made into the realm of matter, extension becomes ever
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more crucial—an extension that applies to places as well as to things in places.
This means that place becomes extended with bodies,'® and is not simply
extended on its own and independently of bodies, as is implied on the model
of Philoponean spatial and cosmical extension. Extension is thus an acquired
attribute of place: “As the body that has position became extended through its
decline, so also place that is the measure of position became extended, in the
way that is possible for a measure that has declined from the unextended
measurer.” 1° In this statement of Simplicius, the Damascian idea of place as
measure—intrinsically tied to the relativism of internal positions—is set
within an emanationism of levels that is no less relativistic in implication.
Speaking of place and time alike, Simplicius can comment that “their exten-
sion is not like that of other things, seen as they are as a mean between the
unextended measurer and the extended objects measured.”!™ To be “a mean
between” is to have a position in a hierarchy of at least three levels, and thus
to have a cosmic position that determines the very character of place and
time themselves. Instead of being “God’s infinite sensoria” (Newton) or the
universal forms of pure sensible intuition (Kant), place and time are creatures
of the level of emanation on which they are situated.

Double positioning is at play, then, in the Neoplatonic universe: first, a
structural positioning within the cosmic hierarchy (which determines, in turn,
whether place is extended or not) and, second, the pinpointed positioning that
is the work of extended place proper (about such place Simplicius says that
“everywhere it is the position of bodies and the determination of their posi-
tion”).2 Moreover, the first positioning makes possible the second: only
when place becomes adequately extended at an intermediate level of the ema-
nationist hierarchy can it begin to do its locational work. For only at this level
is there a distinction to be made between the immediate, unique, and shared
implacements that guarantee a complete positioning for any extended body.!*?
As a result, the scalar model in its Neoplatonic format allows Simplicius to
adopt a relativism that is finally more radical than that of Theophrastus. Where
Theophrastus had made “natural shape” (emmorphos phusis) responsible for
the “order and position” of bodies, Simplicius attributes this ordering force to
place: “Place is a certain arrangement and measure or demarcation of posi-
tion.” 114

\'

The signs of the gods are perpetually scattered
in places.

—Simplicius, In Aristotelis physicorum

libros quattuor priores commentaria

Just as the Neoplatonic proclivity for absolutism in spatial matters harbors an
unsuspected underside of place-relativism, so the latter tendency leads, by
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rebound as it were, to a proposal that encompasses both directions of thought.
Only several sentences after the words quoted at the end of the previous para-
graph—words that epitomize the relativistic position—Simplicius speculates
that when particular positions are not just juxtaposed but “well arranged” (eu-
thetismenoi), that is, “well positioned and well placed ” (euthetoi kai eutopoi),
they will contribute to the harmony of the whole of which they are parts.
Ultimately, all bodies, once they are well arranged, will become inherent parts
of the “whole universe,” and this universe itself will have its own place: “so
there is, in truth, the whole place of the whole universe (holos topos tou holou
kosmou), but it has its supreme position through the good arrangement in
respect of its parts and through its whole good arrangement in respect of its
p arts.” 115

This last claim is remarkable. On the one hand, there is a proper place of,
or rather for, the entire cosmos. This place must be unique, since there is no
other cosmos or anything else of comparable magnitude to which it could be
relative. (The idea of multiple worlds, entertained by the Atomists and Epicu-
rus, will not be taken seriously again for another thousand years.) In this
regard, the single cosmic Place can be considered the “transcendent measure”
of all other places, including those parts and places (and places-as-parts) of
which it is composed.!*¢ Conceming such a cosmically distinctive Place, Sim-
plicius can say that “the essential place of the universe has stored up all the
varying places and produces from within itself the proper measure of every
position.” '*” In this monolithic capacity, it is not unlike the Philoponean idea
of “cosmical extension.” On the other hand, this same super-place remains
relative. Even if the place of the cosmos is not dependent on any of its parts
(or on their totality), its “supreme position” does depend on a good arrange-
ment that involves these parts in the following ways.

+ The parts must be well arranged among themselves; this is what Sim-
plicius means by the simple phrase “through the good arrangement
of its parts.”

+ The same parts must be well arranged in relation to the whole they
compose—that is, the whole cosmos or universe (terms significantly
not distinguished by Simplicius).

* Finally, the cosmos itself must be well arranged in relation to its own
parts, both as particular parts and as a whole of parts. This is what
Simplicius implies when he speaks of “its whole good arrangement
in respect of its parts.”

Simplicius sums up this line of thought by observing that “in general, we do
not only say that the parts have a well-arranged position in relation to each
other and to the whole, but also that the whole has it in relation to its parts.” *18

I single out this final position of Simplicius—himself the last great pagan
Neoplatonist—for its special promise as an answer to a question that will
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preoccupy the rest of this chapter and the next three chapters: Is place, as well
as space, essentially relative or absolute? Are they heteronomous in status,
that is, dependent on other entities for their being and character, or autono-
mous, that is, able to stand on their own no matter what their parts (or constit-
uents) and motions are? Simplicius’s response is that place/space is both abso-
lute and relative. Not just both in the sense of an indifferent mixture, but both
in the sense of one through the agency of the other. The place of the universe
would not be absolute unless it were also relative—and relative in the particu-
lar ways just described. And it would not be relative—relative to the parts of
which it is composed—unless these were the parts that, in proper arrangement,
make up the cosmic whole. Put otherwise, the place of the universe is absolute
in certain respects (e.g., in its transcendent all-measuring réle) and relative in
certain others (i.e., the three modes of relativity just singled out).

Simplicius’s model, ingenious and satisfying as it is in many respects,
leaves us with two major unresolved questions. Is there a place of this world,
the cosmos? Is there infinite space beyond the cosmos? Aristotle, of course,
would respond negatively to both of these questions. Given that place on his
view requires an unmoving and immediate inner boundary, the outer heaven
cannot count as a place since it has no such boundary; and it is not set in any
subsequent extracosmic space either, since there is “no place or void or time
outside the [outer] heaven.” 1" It was the audacity of Aristotle’s archrivals,
the Atomists, not only to propose an unbounded void but also to argue that
precisely because there is such a void the cosmos can be located in it. The
void gives room for the world to be found within it—just as the world in turn
gives “space for body” (in Philoponus’s phrase). It is clear that any such void
is infinite in the sense of unbounded. As Hahm comments with reference to
the Stoic void, “If there is any void at all beyond the cosmos, it is necessarily
infinite, for there is nothing that can bound it.” 2° But the void elicits its own
disquieting questions: Is it necessarily empty (as its name, kenon, certainly
implies and as the Stoics explicitly posited in the idea of a strictly external
void)? If so, the cosmos will float in this void as an anchorless entity adrift in
infinite space: “How can the cosmos remain intact though situated in an infi-
nite void?”1?* Or is it empty only in principle, being always filled in fact (as
Philoponus holds)? But then it threatens to become a redundant entity or,
rather, nonentity.

Yet no sooner do we give up on the idea of void—or perhaps just restrict
its domain of application, as in Strato’s idea of the microvoid—than we run
into other questions, at least equally difficult to resolve. Could the universe
be at once infinite and plenary? If it were entirely full of bodies, there would
then be no space for motion, and it would become a frozen Parmenidean One.
Yet if it were not chock-full, we would need more than microvoids internal to
bodies to allow for motion. Perhaps, after all (as the Atomists held), there are
empty “intervals” between bodies. But how can we determine just how big
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