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Plato’s Symposium is that rarest of texts: both a literary masterpiece and a penetrating work of 
philosophy. In this course we shall try to appreciate it as both. Most of our work will be with its 
Greek, which we shall read as carefully as our semester allows. First we must understand Plato’s 
vocabulary and grammar thoroughly, in order to ascend to a contemplation of this dialogue’s 
variety of styles and arguments. 
 
We begin by situating Symposium in the context of the Platonic corpus. As we move through the 
Greek text, we shall also consider it in the context of the wider intellectual culture of classical 
Greece. This will involve reading some Xenophon, “Hippocrates,” and Gorgias, as well as—time 
permitting—Plato’s own Phaedrus, which makes a perfect companion piece, since it is also about 
love, rhetoric, and spiritual ascent. 
 



To complement our close reading of Plato and his contemporaries, we shall occasionally read 
some recent scholarship on Symposium and its cultural background. These articles and book 
chapters will help us probe the timely and timeless questions raised by the dialogue, questions of 
sex and gender, love and knowledge. With a little luck, finally, let’s invite one of these scholarly 
authors to a symposium of our own, hoping he doesn’t disrupt us in the manner of Alcibiades!     
 
 
 
 

τί δῆτα, ἔφη, οἰόµεθα, εἴ τῳ γένοιτο αὐτὸ τὸ καλὸν ἰδεῖν 
εἰλικρινές, καθαρόν, ἄµεικτον, ἀλλὰ µὴ ἀνάπλεων σαρκῶν τε 
ἀνθρωπίνων και χρωµάτων καὶ ἄλλης πολλῆς φλυαρίας  
θνητῆς, ἀλλ’ αὐτὸ τὸ θεῖον καλὸν δύναιτο µονοειδὲς κατιδεῖν; 
ἆρ’ οἴει, ἔφη, φαῦλον βίον γίγνεσθαι ἐκεῖσε βλέποντος 
ἀνθρώπου καὶ ἐκεῖνο ᾧ δεῖ θεωµένου καὶ συνόντος αὐτῷ; ἢ 
οὐκ ἐνθυµῇ, ἔφη, ὅτι ἐνταῦθα αὐτῷ µοναχοῦ γενήσεται, 
ὁρῶντι ᾧ ὁρατὸν τὸ καλόν, τίκτειν οὐκ εἴδωλα ἀρετῆς, ἅτε 
οὐκ εἰδώλου ἐφαπτοµένῳ, ἀλλὰ ἀληθῆ, ἅτε τοῦ ἀληθοῦς 
ἐφαπτοµένῳ· τεκόντι δὲ ἀρετὴν ἀληθῆ καὶ θρεψαµένῳ 
ὑπάρχει θεοφιλεῖ γενέσθαι, καὶ εἴπέρ τῷ ἄλλῳ ἀνθρώπων 
ἀθανάτῳ καὶ ἐκείνῳ; 


