


(l) In all doxographic texts the basic diaeresis between the moon as recipient of 
light from elsewhere and source of its own light is very clear. Lucretius shows his 
awareness of this and uses it to organize his discussion. In this respect his treatment 
is superior to that of Epicurus in the Second Letter. Epicurus states the diaeresis in 
paragraph 94, but he does not integrate it with the questions of the moon's transfor­
mations (earlier in Ep. Pyth. 94) and its eclipse (Ep. Pyth. 96) as Lucretius does. The 
Letter is clearly not Lucretius' only source. In comparing him with Epicurus we have 
to take into account our ignorance about other Epicurean discussions of this question 
(whether of Epicurus himself or his followers).42 

(2) Lucretius' distinction between the moon's bastard (nothus) and own (proprius) 
light is intriguing. The equivalent of these terms does not occur in Epicurus. It is also 
not found in the doxographical compendium of Aëtius.43 Exactly the same terms, 
however, are found in the important Philonic text which we mentioned above (Somn. 
1.23) :44 

'ti öÉ; crEÀ.T]Vl] 1tÓ'tEpOV yVT]crlOV tj vóSOV ibtHpÉpE'tal <pÉyyoç i] À. lUKUlÇ èmÀ.ul.I1tóllEVOV àK'tlcrlV 
tj KUS' uu'to IlÉV löiQ. wlnOJv OÖÖÉ'tEpOV, 'to ö' èç àll<POlV chç èiv èç OlKEiou KUl àUo'tpiou 
1tUpOç Kpäl.W; 

Another relevant text is found in Lucian's lcaromenippus (paragraph 20), where in 
an adaptation of doxographical material for satirical purposes, the moon is portrayed 
as complaining th at according to the philosophers she takes her stolen and bastard 
light (ro <proç KÀ01ttI!UtÓV 'tE KUt vó80v) from the sun. It is a plausible hypothesis, 
I would argue, that Lucretius drew his formulation not from Epicurus, but from the 
standard practice of doxographical texts. The fact that Catullus too speaks of the 
moon as having a 'bastard light' (notho lumine) is further evidence in favour of this 
view.45 

(3) Another distinctive feature of Lucretius' treatment of the moon is that he 
refers explicitly to the Babylonian doctrine of the moon as a rotating sphere, half of 
which is enflamed and so can he seen as it tums towards the earth. This of course is 
the well-known theory of Berosus, the author of the BuPUÀroVtUKá, a work in three 
books which informed Hellenistic readers about the history and culture of Babylonia 
or Chaldea.46 It is not certain that Berosus presented his astronomical theories in this 
work, but it may be agreed with Campos Daroca that this is areasonabie view.47 In 
order to date Berosus and his work we have only two clues.48 Firstly, in the preface 
to his work he presents himself as a contemporary of Alexander the Great, i.e. he 

42 No relevant materiaI is fumished in Diogenes of Oenoanda. 
43 At Ps.Plut. Plac. 2.27 the contrast is bet ween ïÖlOV <pffiç and U1tO 'toG ftÀ.iou <pOJ'tiÇEcrSUl. 
44 'What about this: does the moon bring forth her own genuine light, or a bastard light iIlumined by 
the rays of the sun, or neither of these in absolute terms on its own, but rather a mixture of both, as if 
from a fire that is partly its own and partly from a foreign source.' 
45 Carmen 34.14. 
46 Fragments are collected by Jacoby in FGH 680. 
47 See Campos Daroca (1994), esp. 96. Jacoby separated the astronomical fragments and attributed 
them to a Hellenistic Ps. Berosus. This theory, which Campos Daroca rejects, would only strengthen our 
hlpothesis that Lucretius did not gain his information about Berosus via Theophrastus or Epicurus. 
4 Ibid. 97. 
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must have been bom weIl before 323 BC, perhaps about 350 Be. Secondly we know 
that he dedicated his work to Antiochus I Soter, who was co-regent with Seleucus 
from 293 and sole mIer from 280 tot 262. Combining these two pieces of evidence 
we might conclude that the work was composed between about 290 and 270. For 
chonological reasons, therefore, it is most unlikely to have been known to Theo­
phrastus (who died in 287). It is also not so likely that Epicurus would have known 
it and it certainly was not available to him when he was writing the Physics.49 Not 
surprisingly, therefore, Berosus ' theory on the moon is absent from the Letter to 
Pythocles.50 On the other hand it is prominently present in the Placita, as weIl as 
in overtly doxographical passages in Cleomedes and Vitruvius.51 We may conclude, 
therefore, that this view, which Lucretius exceptionally gives a name-label, in all 
likelihood represents a case where Lucretius did draw information from the doxo­
graphical tradition as it developed af ter Theophrastus. If his information came from 
an astronomical handbook, which is not impossible,52 then it must still be said that he 
has integrated it into a structure that is influenced by the doxographical method. 

(4) In his commentary Bailey remarks that, when Lucretius gives multiple expla­
nations for heavenly phenomena, he 'usuaJly pI aces the true explanation first, as 
though he really preferred it. '53 It is true that in the case of the light and phases of the 
moon the theory of reflection, which offers the tme explanation is placed first by 
Lucretius, which is not the case in Aëtius. Nevertheless I find Bailey's remark not 
very helpful. What does he mean by 'as though'? There is not a single indication that 
Lucretius, contrary to the teachings of Epicurus, wishes to introduce a criterion of 
greater or lesser plausibility of causes given. What is important is that there is one 
true cause, even if it may not even be found among those which he presents. In order 
to make this doctrine attractive, it helps if the causes given are at least persuasive, 
and have been suggested by experts in such matters.54 Hence the value of turning to 
accepted opinions as collected in doxography. 

7. By way of conclusion we make the briefest of returns to the passage in book V 
with which this paper began. Of course it is not a doxographical passage. Although 
it uses a very common doxographical diaeresis in order to illustrate the poverty of 

49 Epicurus wrote book Xl of his Physics dealing with the heavenly bodies just before 300 BC; see 
Erler (1994) 94. Reitzenstein 's protestations (1924) 38-39 are totally unconvincing. 
50 At Ep. Pyth. 94 Epicurus states that the waxing and waning of the moon may be explained Ku'tà 
CHpO<pijV 1:OU <JÓlj.lU1:OÇ 1:OlJ'tOU. This of course bears a resemblance to Berosus ' theory but lacks its dis­
tinctive feature, i.e. that the moon is TJj.llTCUpC01:OÇ. Usener 's view «(1887) 384) that Epicurus is thinking 
of Berosus, as shown by Lucretius, is to be rejected for chronological reasons. Lucretius has substituted 
a slightly more modem view for what he found in Epicurus. 
51 Doxai in Aëtius at PS.Plut. Plac. 11.25, 11.28, 11.29 (including extra material from Stobaeus Eclogae 
1.26); Cleomedes 180-182 ZiegIer, cf. Goulet (1980) 156 ff.; Vitr. IX.2.1-2. 
52 I am thinking of a book similar to that of Cleomedes. Strictly speaking, ho wever, this is not an astro­
nomical handbook but a philosophical handbook dealing with a subject belonging to physics, i.e. the 
heavens. 
53 Bailey (1947) 1394, cf. 58. 
54 It is most interesting that the Stoic 'mixed view ', referred to by Philo in the passage cited above at 
n. 44, is not introduced. The reason may be that he finds it confusing to introduce a double explanation : 
the phases of the moon are explained by the reflection of the sun' s rays, while the moon 's own light 
explains why it is still visible during an eclipse and has a face . 
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human thought, its concern is not to set up a framework of answers to philosophical 
questions. Rather it explains how it happens that men get wrong ideas, attributing 
celestial and terrestrial phenomena to divine intervention. Nevertheless this passage 
does in my view shed extra light on why Lucretius found the doxographical tradition 
attractive. Not only did this tradition supply various altematives as suitable explana­
tions for these phenomena. It is no less important to realize that these are exactly the 
right kind of answers that the poet (and the philosopher before him) were looking for. 
Right from its origin in the writings of Aristotle and Theophrastus the doxographical 
tradition was a body of doctrine with pronounced 'secular' features (to use a some­
what anachronistic terrn).55 Of course it contained a few theological chapters, such as 
ones on 'who is God' (as principle) and on providence.56 Such chapters were grist for 
the Lucretian mill, because he could use their diaereses to make the right answers 
quite clear. But in the many chapters on puzzling physical phenomena God or the 
gods do not appear. And that is, in the perception of our poet, exactly how it should 
beo 

55 Theophrastus makes this cIear in an excursus on the causes of thunderbolts which is part of the 
recently discovered fuller text of his Metarsiology (see above n. 31), paragraph 14.14 ff.: 'neither the 
thunderbolt nor anything that has been mentioned has its origin in God. For it is not correct to say that 
God should be the cause of disorder in this world .. .' See further the analysis in Mansfeld (1992b), who 
at 324-326 dweIIs on the relations between Theophrastus, Epicurus and Lucretius. 
56 Aëtius 1.7 ; 11.3. The title of chap. II.6, as given by PS.Plut., <11tO 1t010U 1tpcil'toU O"totxelou i'jpçato 
KOO')lo1toelv Ö geóç is a cIear exception. The theological bias of this title is probably a late interven­
tion under the influence of Middle Platonism. Originally the title may have been something like 1tógev 
apxetat Ö KÓO')lOÇ Kai tK 1tOlrov O'totxelrov (this title is actually recorded as a variant in one ms. of 
Ps.Plut.). 
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