Archimedes’ Influence on the Concept of the Divine

In 1831, William Paley came up with the Watchmaker argument for the existence of God.  It had already been done.  The Watch was a planetarium, the Watchmaker was Archimedes, and the precursor to Paley was Cicero.  The Watchmaker argument is perennial.  This paper will skip the argumentation and show the Classical impact: namely, an elevated, post-mythological view of the divine. 



During the Second Punic War, Archimedes was the chief engineer of Syracuse.  He had already defined the area of a circle; he had already written the Quadrature of the Parabola, and The Method.  He had already said “give me a place to stand and I will move the world.”  In his Eureka moment, he had already inventing streaking.  He had used his lore, his knowledge, and his skill to make a planetarium, the centerpiece of today’s discussion.


Archimedes worked for Hiero II, tyrant of Syracuse. But the young Hieronymus took over and allied Syracuse with Carthage.  This brought Rome down on Syracuse.


Plutarch and Polybius both tell us of the siege of Syracuse and of Archimedes’ amazing machines that defended the city.  But that is another matter.  Syracuse was taken, and Archimedes was killed, in 212 B.C.  Amidst the rich plunder, Archimedes’ planetarium went to Rome, where Marcellus built a temple to a new god, Valor, and put Archimedes’ planetarium in it as a dedication.  


 Cicero reports:

“Archimedes’ invention was amazing in that he had worked out how a single rotation could reproduce the diverse paths of the various bodies with their different speeds.  When Gallus operated this sphere the result was that the moon was as many revolutions behind the sun on that brass contraption as it was days behind it in the sky.  Hence the very same eclipse of the sun took place in the sky and on the globe and the moon then came round to the cone-shaped shadow of the earth cast by the sun from the opposite side.” [Republic, 1. 22.  Niall Rudd, tr.].   


Arguably, Archimedes’ model brought a great victory to Rome: in 68 BC, before the Battle of Pydna, when Paulus’ Roman troops  panicked from an eclipse, like the Athenian army at Syracuse in 416, Gaius Sulpicius Gallus, Aemilius’ lieutenant,  was able firmly to tell the troops. “This is not a sign!”  The Athenians lost.  Gallus won.  Rome, not Macedon, would control the Mediterranean world.   



Later Archimedes’ planetarium sphere was replicated by Cicero’s mentor Posidonius, and takes its place in religious history.  It is the oldest “watchmaker” argument on record.  It’s in Cicero’s De Natura Deorum:

“ Suppose you took this sphere which lately our guest Posidonius made to Southern Russia, or to Britain, this sphere which by a single turning shows the same things vis-a-vis the sun, moon and the five wandering stars as happen in the sky, day by day, and night by night.  Who … would doubt that the sphere had been made by reason?  Yet these people wonder about the world, from which all things arise and occur, whether it was brought about by chance or some necessity, or by divine mind and reason, and they think Archimedes greater in imitating the orbits of the sphere than Nature was in making them [2.34, my tr.]”


Though Cicero uses “god” in the singular so often that Augustine would later have nightmares accusing him of being, not a Christian but a Ciceronian, it is of interest to note here that the Creator god is Nature.  


The Archimedean World appears in Vergil’s Georgics, where, having spelled out the times for all the roles and tasks he notes;

“It is for this reason that the Golden Sun rules an orb measured out in fixed parts through the 12 stars of the World.  Five rings hold the sky, one always ruddy with the radiant sun…. at right and left extremes are drawn rings hardened with blue ice and dark storms.  Between them, two are granted to sickly mortals by gift of the gods and a path is cut through both, where turns the slanted sequence of the signs [Georgics I, 231-238]”


Even though Cicero regularly mocks the Epicureanism of Lucretius, Cicero and Lucretius came to the same intellectual spot about the divine.  Here is Cicero in the Tusculans:

“Surely anyone who has even the slightest connexion with the Muses… would rather be the mathematician Archimedes than the tyrant Dionysius.  … [Archimedes] fed his brain on scientific research and discovery, with all the satisfaction that comes with intense intellectual exercise -- which is the most wonderful spiritual nourishment in the world” 

Cicero, Republic, (Nial Rudd, Tr) 
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