Anaximander, Imbalance, And Opposites

two in Latin, have been much debated over the centuries with all three suggesting an ancient weltanschauung which
resonated with later weltanschauungen such as hermeticism and alchemy, which is possibly why the two Latin
quotations were included in a 1572 CE compendium on alchemy in the section titled Turba Philosophorum itself a Latin
translation of an earlier Arabic text by Muhammad ibn Umayl al-Tamimi (c.900-960 CE).
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My methodology in interpreting these quotations derives from my understanding that certain Latin and Greek words as
originally used by their authors represent philosophical, or hermetic or alchemical, principles or substances or what we
now term 'archetypes', and that it is therefore erroneous to translate them by English words which over centuries may
and often have acquired ordinary meanings, such as air', ‘water', 'fire'.

The question of such principles is, as Aristotle wrote in his Metaphysics, (3.996a) an interesting and complex question
answered by many in certain ways with others proposing as first principles Fire, Water, and Air - &AAog 6€ Tic ndp 6 6¢
06wp A &épa - which leads him to the question of whether or not such principles are universal or individual.

The Latin Texts

The Latin of the first quotation in Turba Philosophorum is:

ignis ergo et aqua sunt inimici, inter quos nulla est consanguinitas, eo quod ignis est calidus et siccus, aqua
vero frigida et humida

ratur,& tunc ipfum i gncm'ﬁ;pcrat, lgnig,'cr,
go &aquafunt inimici,inter quos nulla cft
confanguinitas : €6 quod ignis eft calidus &
ficcus-&aquaelt frigida & humida. Aer quo
que cum fit calidus & humidas,concordiam
habetcum aquz humidirate & ignis calidi-
tate,atque obid firamicitiagenerans. Infpi-

Auriferae artis, guam chemiam vocant, antiquissimi authores, sive turba philosophorum
Basileae, 1572



My interpretation of meaning:

Ignis 1 and Acua 2 are not friendly for there are no ties of kindred among them: Ignis is fiery and resolute
while Acua is cool and moistening. 3

1. Retaining the Latin rather than simply translating here as 'fire' because Ignis (vpog) is a philosophical, hermetic and
alchemical, principle (or substance or archetype) as in the Corpus Hermeticum. For example:

oL €l 6 B¢, 6 0O¢ BvBpwtoc TadTa Bod dla MLPVC, 6L” &€poc, dLd YAC, dLd BBATOC, HLd MVEDUATOC, HLd TMV
KTIOMATWY O0L

You are theos. Your mortal loudly calls out: through Ignis [Fire, mupdéc], through Air, through Earth, through
Water, through Pneuma, through your created beings.

Logos A. The Esoteric Song, Tractate XIlI, 20. Myatt, Corpus Hermeticum, 2017. ISBN
9781976452369

Compare also a fragment attributed to Heraclitus:

€K LPOC TA MdvTa cuveaTtdval €i¢ TodTo AvaAbeoBal mdvta 6¢ yiveobal kab™ elpappévny Kol dld TAC
gvavTtiodpouiag npuéchatl Ta dvta Kal mavTa PYuxWv eivat kal datpévwyv nAfpn [Diogenes Laertius, 11:7]

The foundation/base/essence of all beings [ 'things' ] is pyros to which they return, with all [of them] by
genesis appropriately apportioned [separated into portions] to be bound together again by enantiodromia,
and all filed/suffused/vivified with/by yuxrj and Daemons.

2. Acua. | have opted for a somewhat obscure regional (Sardinian) variant of aqua rather than simply retaining the
Latin or translating as 'water' because aqua is now a somewhat commercialized word with the Greek 06wp, like Pyros,
a hermetic and alchemical principle, qv. Corpus Hermeticum, Tractate IV, 1:

T00TO YAp €0TL TO oWHA €Kelvov, oLY amTdv, 006 OpaTdY, 00OE peETPNTOV, 0VOE dlaoTATOV, 0VOE GAAWL TLVL
oWMaTL Opolov: o0te yap ndp €otv olte DdWpP olte &nNp olte Mvedua, GAAQ mdvta &mn' avTod. dyadog yap Qv,
HOVWL EauT®L ToDTO Avabeival NBEANCE Kal THv YAV KoouRoat,

That Being has no body that can be touched or seen or measured or which is separable or which is similar to
any other body: not of Fire [pyros] or Water [06wp] or of Pneuma even though all such things are from that
Being. (Myatt, op.cit.)

3. (i) gv. "moistness and consistency" in the second quotation, below. (ii) cf. William Caxton: "one somer is softe and
moyste, and another is drye and wyndy." Myrrour of the Worlde, 1481 CE.

[eNeXe]

The Latin of the second quotation in Turba Philosophorum is:

doceo autem vos stellas esse igneas et aera ipsas continere et quod si aeris humiditas et spissitudo non
esset, quae solis flammam separaret a creaturis, omnia subsistentia sol combureret.

The Arabic of Muhammad ibn Umayl al-Tamimi (c.900-960 CE) from Kitab al-ma 'al-waraqi containing the quotation is:

e Olgas SUlg slalB [ . .] ke, Jwoarsams] JL
o, 3,b slallg anwl 8355 W1 ol asuily @l s lagio
w17 g0 aisslo i lagin Lo lols cilbo, s slsgll Lo
caula) o aelS zlg Ul Ll slall Gu xbao slggdl jLas
ousls a5l )l go aigzull caraiz| 5] all 05 slsgll L,
U ba sl L swan calad lagins o T3 0l 0 2 Lag)
o puasidl 6>

My interpretation of meaning:

| inform you that stars are Igneous, that Aeros ! bounds them, and it is the moistness and consistency 2 of
Aeros which keeps the flames of the Sun separate from created beings for otherwise the Sun would consume
them.

1. Aeros. Here as in hermeticism and alchemy, &np is a particular philosophical principle, substance, or archetype. As
in Poemandres tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum, for example v.5:



Kal 0 anp EAa@Po¢ Wv AKoAoDBNoE TWL MVeDUATL, dvaBaivovtog adTod péxpL ToD Mupog amno yYAG Kol bdaToc,
WG doKelv KpEpaobal avTOV am' avToD

Since Air [&époc, Aeros] is agile, it followed the pnuema, up and above Earth and Water [Acua] and as far as
Fire [Pyros], to be as if it were hanging from that, there.

2. spissitudo from spissus, qv. odA¢ and cf. mukvdc. Here 'consistency' rather than 'broad' or 'dense'.

The Greek Text

dpxn <...> TOV OvTWVY TO ANeELpov <...>

¢€ wv 6¢ 1 yéveolc ¢oTL Tolc obaot, Kal TAY PBopdv £ic Talta yiveobal Katd TO XPeWv: dLddvaL yap adTd
6{knv kal tlow dAAAAoLC THC adikiag katda TtHV Tob Xpdvou TdELY [Theophrastus/Simplicius]

My interpretation of meaning:

< [the] source ... of beings is the un-definitive 1 ...>

Where beings have their origin there also they cease to exist: offering payment 2 to balance, 3 one to
another, their unbalance for such is the arrangement of what is passing. 4

1. Because the beginning is fragmentary it is difficult to provide a satisfactory explanation of what is meant, although
many explanations have been suggested over many centuries including the speculation that 'apeiron’ is the first
principle, the &pxn, of beings, with &mnelpov almost invariably translated by words such as the boundless, infinity, the
limit-less.

However, anelpov is a privation of nelpap, a lack of completion; a lack of a verdict; or, often overlooked, a lack of a
means, a method, an instrument, to reach a particular conclusion or of a tool do a particular task, qv. Odyssey:
3.431-435, and my translation:

N¢ €pad’, ol 6’ &pa MEvTeC £moimvuov. AAOe p&v &p Bodg
¢k edlov, AABov 62 BofA¢ mapd vnoc élong

TnAepdyov £Tapotl HEYAARTOPOC, AABE 68 YAAKEDC

OmA’ év xepolv Exwv YaAkALa, nelpata téxvng,

dkpova te opdpav T’ éunointdv Te Mupdypnv,

oloiv Te xpuodv eipydEeTo

Such were his words, and all of his sons occupied themselves with those things

So that an ox arrived from the fields; the comrades of the vigourous Telemachus
Arrived from their well-balanced ship; the goldsmith arrived bearing in his arms

Those bronze tools with which he accomplished his art:

A hammer, anvil and well-made fire-tongs

Which he used to work gold.

Hence my suggestion here that what Anaximander might have implied is that the source of beings is 'un-definitive',
incapable of resolution because we do not posses the tools, such as words, to resolve it. Which explains why he goes
on to contrast d{kn with &dwkia, which balance and unbalance | explain below.

2. Payment as in a debt owed or because of some personal need or mistake, as in our relatively recent phrase 'debt of
honour'. The debt may be to a person or persons or as in ancient times to a deity either in expiation or in the hope of
avoiding a misfortune wrought by some deity, for example by the "Trimorphed Moirai with their ever-heedful Furies" of
the gods, Moipat Tpi{popeol pvAuovéc T° EPLVOEC.

The suggestion therefore might be that the offer of payment relates to those who, despite the fact that source of
beings is 'un-definitive’, having tried to define it and in the process constructed a dialectic of opposites, and thus
brought conflict, realize their error. As Heraclitus noted:

eldEval 6¢ xpn TOV MOAEUOV £6vTa EVVOV, Kal BlkNV £pLy, Kal ywoueva MAvTa KAt £pLv Kol XPEWMEVA [XPEWV]

One should be aware that Polemos pervades, with discord 6ikn, and that beings are naturally born by
discord.

3. In respect of 6ikn it here simply implies balance in contrast to the unbalance, the privation of balance, that is &dwla.
The translations 'order' or justice or 'fitting' - like 'disorder' or injustice or 'unfitting' for &dwkia - are too redolent of
some modern or ancient morality designhed to manifest 'order’ or justice or what is considered fitting in contrast to their
assumed dialectical opposites.

4. In respect of xpdvog, it is not here a modern abstract measurable 'time' (in ancient times by a sundial; in later times
by a mechanical clock) but 'the passing' of living or of events as evident in the Agamemnon:



nolov xpdvov 6¢ Kal mendpOnTOL MOALG 278
Then - how long has it been since the citadel was ravaged?
Ti{¢ 6& mMANV Be®@v dmoavt’ ANMAUWY TOV 8L atvog xpdvov 554-5

Who - except for the gods - passes their entire life without any injury at all?

Imbalance And Opposites

What | find in these fragments attributed to Anaximander is germane to our perception of our human physis and of
how we have tried to understand it through words - denotata - and thus by certain named 'principles’, and that
ultimately we have to accept that we cannot, should not, attempt to understand it through words which bring-into-
being a named opposite and thus a conflict between those perceived, believed in, and conflicting dialectical opposites
with their attendant strife, discord, enmity, hatred, and suffering. That such a wordful perception is un-definitive
because the tools we have hitherto manufactured and rely on are useless.

Thus, my own fallible answer to Aristotle's question of whether or not such principles are universal or individual is that
they are ineluctably personal, with all we can presently hope do is use the wordless knowing of our empathy, and of
our own pathei-mathos, as a guide.

David Myatt
215t February 2024
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