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The Priest’s Laughter

The old priest laughed.

Not loudly. Not cruelly. The laugh of a man who has watched the same mistake recur so many times that surprise has become impossible.

Across from him sat Solon of Athens, traveler, lawgiver, seeker of wisdom. The Greek had crossed the sea to learn of ancient things, and he had spoken proudly of his people, their poets, their heroes, their memories.

The priest listened.

Then he laughed.

“Why do you laugh?” Solon asked.

The old man gestured toward the temple wall. Stone. Covered in signs. Names older than memory.

“We laugh,” he said, “because you Greeks are children.”



The words stung.

Solon was not young. He had advised kings. Written laws. Stood before assemblies. He had watched cities rise and factions collapse. He had seen enough of mankind to know that wisdom was rare and age was precious.

Yet this old man regarded him as one might regard an eager boy describing the world beyond his village.

“We are not children.”

“No?”

The priest leaned forward.

“Tell me, Solon. How old is your history?”

The Greek frowned.

“Our poets tell of many generations.”

“And before that?”

“There are legends.”

“And before that?”

“There is nothing.”

The priest smiled.

“There is your childhood.”



Outside, the Nile flowed.

It had flowed before Solon was born. Before Athens was founded. Before the language of Athens existed. It flowed with the confidence of things that have survived the deaths of nations.

The priest watched it through the doorway.

“You believe history begins where memory begins.”

“How else could it be known?”

The priest raised a finger.

“Does the river begin where you first see it?”



The question lingered.

The temple grew quiet. Dust drifted through shafts of sunlight. For a moment Solon felt an unfamiliar sensation. Not ignorance. Depth. The awareness that what he knew might be only a surface stretched across something immeasurably larger.



The priest rose.

Slowly. His joints protested. His body was old. Yet there was an ancientness behind his eyes that seemed independent of flesh.

He led Solon down a corridor.

Past carvings. Past statues. Past records inscribed by hands long turned to dust.

The walls seemed endless. Each generation had written upon them.

Kings. Scribes. Empires. Names forgotten.

The corridor itself became an argument. A stone demonstration that memory could outlive memory.



At last they reached a chamber.

The priest lit a lamp. The flame revealed shelves. Scrolls. Thousands of them. Perhaps tens of thousands. The air smelled of dust and time.

Solon stared.

“We preserve what we can,” the priest said. “But even this is little.”

“Little? This would contain the history of nations.”

“Several nations. Several among many.”

He selected a scroll, unrolled it. The writing was faded. Its language archaic even to him.

“This speaks of a city.”

“What city?”

“A city that no longer exists.”

“Destroyed?”

“Forgotten.”



The distinction unsettled Solon. Destroyed cities were common. Forgotten cities felt impossible.

The priest seemed to hear the thought.

“You assume memory is natural.”

He handed the scroll to Solon. The Greek traced symbols he could not read.

“They believed they would be remembered forever.”

“Most people do.”

“They built monuments.”

“Most people do.”

“They recorded victories.”

“Most people do.”

The priest took back the scroll.

“And now they exist only as a shelf number.”



Silence.

The lamp flickered. Outside, somewhere beyond the temple, the world continued its business. Merchants traded. Children played. Officials argued. All with the certainty that their age occupied the centre of history.

The priest laughed again. Softer this time.

“Would you like to know the secret?”

“What secret?”

“The fate of every civilization.”

Solon nodded.

The old man pointed downward. At the floor. Stone beneath stone. Foundation beneath foundation. Layer beneath layer.

“The fate of every civilization is to become archaeology.”



The words settled into the room. Simple. Terrible. True.

“You think history is a line.” The priest’s finger remained aimed at the ground. “It is a stack.”

For a moment Solon did not understand. Then he did. And once understood, he could not unsee it.

A city built atop older ruins. Those ruins atop older ruins. Generations standing above forgotten generations. The living literally supported by the dead.



The priest continued.

“Each age believes itself ancient.”

“Yes.”

“Each age believes itself advanced.”

“Often.”

“Each age mistakes the horizon of memory for the horizon of reality.”

The lamp crackled. Somewhere in the darkness a scroll shifted. A tiny sound. Barely audible. Yet suddenly it seemed to Solon that the room was crowded. Not with people. With absences. Entire civilizations compressed into silence.

The priest looked at him carefully.

“You came seeking ancient wisdom.”

“I did.”

“Then hear it.”

His eyes shone. Not with pride. Not with certainty. But with recognition. The expression of one standing before a truth larger than himself.



Mankind forgets.

Nothing more. No grand revelation. No hidden mathematics. No secret doctrine. Only that.

Mankind forgets. It forgets cities. It forgets languages. It forgets kings. It forgets disasters. It forgets discoveries. It forgets that it has forgotten.

The simplicity was devastating.



The priest extinguished the lamp. Darkness swallowed the chamber.

“One day, Solon, your people will be old. They will build wonders. They will argue about truth. They will tell stories of lost civilizations. And beneath their feet will lie civilizations they have already forgotten.”

Far away the Nile continued toward the sea. As it had before Egypt. As it would after Greece.

The river remembered nothing. The river needed to remember nothing. It simply flowed through the ruins of certainty and onward.




Notes to the Telling

Primary sources.


	Plato, Timaeus 21e–25d: Solon’s visit to the priests of Saïs.



Documented.


	In Plato’s account an old Egyptian priest tells Solon, “Solon, Solon, you Greeks are always children; there is no such thing as an old Greek.” He speaks of cities destroyed by fire and flood, of records kept in Egypt that the Greeks have lost, and of the Greeks’ short memory.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	“You Greeks are children”: Plato, Timaeus 22b, rendered freely.



Invented.


	The laughter. The corridor of inscriptions, the chamber of scrolls and the forgotten city on its shelf. The dialogue throughout.

	“The fate of every civilization is to become archaeology” and “You think history is a line. It is a stack.” The author’s.



Not established.


	Whether Solon visited Egypt or met any such priest. The visit is known from Plato, writing some two centuries later, and from later tradition.



Further reading.


	Plato, Timaeus, 17a–27b, in any complete translation; the Greek text on the Perseus Digital Library.





The fate of every civilization is to become archaeology. The work is to remain a conversation.




The Falling Earth




Plato

A young man once came to Socrates

and asked him what the Earth stood upon.

Socrates asked what he thought.

A great turtle, the young man said.

And what does the turtle stand upon?

Another turtle.

And that one?

The young man smiled.

He knew the answer.

Turtles all the way down.

Socrates asked whether he had explained the Earth

or merely moved the question.

The young man had no answer.

I was there, or have remembered being there.

It is difficult, after so many years,

to distinguish the conversation

from what it became.

I have often returned to it.

For if the Earth stands upon something,

what does that thing stand upon?

And what does that stand upon?

The answer cannot continue forever.

Nor can it end merely because

we have grown tired of asking.

Later I set down another account.

The Earth remains in place by equipoise,

at the centre of a heaven uniform on every side.

A body so balanced, so placed,

cannot incline in any direction.

It needs no support beneath it.

But the young man’s answer stayed with me.

Perhaps the question is not

what the Earth stands upon.

Perhaps we should ask

why it must stand upon anything.




Galileo

I have said that the Earth moves.

I have defended that proposition

against men who believe

that what they see must be what is.

But there is a difficulty.

How does one know that one is moving?

Shut yourself up with a friend

in the broadest part of a great ship,

below decks.

The vessel moves smoothly,

without rocking or changing speed.

Flies and butterflies move through the air.

Fish swim in a bowl of water.

Water falls drop by drop from a bottle

into a narrow-necked vessel.

The flies do not fall behind.

The fish do not struggle against the motion.

The water falls where it would fall

if the ship were at rest.

No experiment conducted within the cabin

will reveal the ship’s steady motion.

Look outside,

and the shore passes.

Look within,

and the world is unchanged.

I have said that the Earth moves.

I believe it does.

But the question is no longer

what holds the Earth in place.

Nor is it merely where the Earth goes.

It is how we distinguish

the motion of the world

from the motion we share with it.

If everything around me moves with me,

what can I call still?




Newton

I have been asked about the Moon.

Why does it not fall?

I have considered the question

and found that it does.

The Moon gravitates towards the Earth,

and by the force of gravity

is continually drawn off

from a rectilinear motion,

and retained in its orbit.

It falls, and misses.

It falls, and misses again.

If a body were projected

horizontally from a high mountain,

and given the velocity required

to follow the Earth’s curve,

its falling path would follow

the curvature of the Earth.

It would never reach the ground.

It would circle the Earth

as the Moon circles it.

The apple falls towards the ground.

The Moon falls towards the Earth.

There is no need to suppose

that the heavens obey one rule

and the Earth another.

The same force governs both.

But the question has changed.

The young man asked what held the Earth up.

I have found that the Moon is not held up at all.

It is falling.

And the Earth?

The Earth falls towards the Sun.

It too has motion that carries it onwards.

It too continually misses.

Nor is the Sun at rest.

It is moved a little by the planets,

about the common centre of them all.

That centre I have supposed immovable.

I have written it down as a hypothesis.

I can describe these motions.

I can calculate their paths.

I can show how one body attracts another.

I have supposed the centre immovable.

I have not shown why.

I have not found a final support.

Perhaps there is none.




Einstein

I have been asked what it means

to fall.

Newton described gravity as a force.

His laws gave us the motion of the planets

with extraordinary precision.

But I could not leave the question there.

In 1907 I had a thought—the happiest of my life.

A person falling freely

does not feel his own weight.

A man inside a falling lift

is weightless.

The Earth attracts us,

yet when we stand upon its surface

we feel our weight.

It is the ground that pushes against us.

It prevents us from following

the path we would otherwise take.

I came to understand gravity differently.

Matter and energy shape spacetime.

Bodies in free fall follow its paths.

The Earth moves around the Sun.

The Moon moves around the Earth.

Neither requires a support beneath it.

But I must be careful.

I have not found a thing

upon which the universe rests.

Nor have I discovered

some final body towards which everything falls.

The old question assumed

that the world required something outside itself

to hold it up.

We have changed the description.

We have changed what we mean by motion.

We have changed what we mean by falling.

Yet I recognise the question.

It has travelled a long way.




Notes to the Telling


Plato

Primary sources.


	Plato, Phaedo 108e–109a.



Documented.


	In the Phaedo, Socrates gives the account of the Earth held in place at the centre of the heaven by its own equipoise, needing no support. Plato wrote the dialogue; the account is spoken by Socrates.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	The equipoise passage, closely paraphrased from the Greek: if the Earth is round and at the centre of the heaven, it needs neither air nor any other such force to keep it from falling; the sameness of the heaven on every side and the Earth’s own equipoise are enough to hold it, for a thing in equipoise, set at the centre of something uniform, has no cause to incline more one way than another.



Invented.


	The young man and his conversation with Socrates.

	“Turtles all the way down.” The phrase is modern and of uncertain origin. It was made widely known by Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time (1988).

	The closing question, “why it must stand upon anything”. The author’s.



Not established.


	Whether Plato heard any such conversation. The voice says it may be remembered or imagined.



Outside the telling.


	John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), II.xiii.19 and II.xxiii.2: an Indian philosopher who set the world on an elephant and the elephant on a tortoise, and, asked what bore up the tortoise, answered something, he knew not what. Locke is cited as an analogue for the image, not as a source for the Phaedo.





Galileo

Primary sources.


	Galileo, Dialogo sopra i due massimi sistemi del mondo (Florence, 1632), Second Day.



Documented.


	The ship below decks, given by Salviati: the friend, the flies and butterflies, the fish in a bowl, the water falling drop by drop into a narrow-necked vessel, and the ship moving smoothly without rocking.

	Galileo’s defence of the Earth’s motion in the Dialogue, and its condemnation in 1633.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	The ship passage, closely paraphrased from the Italian.

	Salviati’s conclusion, rendered from the Italian: you will not discover the least change in all the effects named.



Invented.


	The voice’s closing questions on the motion we share with the world. The author’s.





Newton

Primary sources.


	Newton, Philosophiæ naturalis principia mathematica (London, 1687); in English as The Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy, trans. Andrew Motte (1729).

	Newton, A Treatise of the System of the World (London, 1728).

	William Stukeley, Memoirs of Sir Isaac Newton’s Life (written 1752).



Documented.


	Book III, Proposition IV: the Moon gravitates towards the Earth and is held in its orbit by gravity.

	The projectile thrown from a high mountain. In the Principia, in the explanation of Definition V (among the Definitions that precede Book I), a leaden ball fired from a mountain top falls farther off as its velocity is increased, until it might go quite round the Earth before it falls, or never fall but go on into the celestial spaces. The definition has no figure. The figure is in the Treatise of the System of the World, where a body given enough velocity circles the Earth and returns to the mountain from which it was projected.

	The same force governing the Moon and bodies falling on the Earth: Book III, Propositions IV–VI.

	Book III, Hypothesis I: that the centre of the system of the world is immovable. Propositions XI–XII: that the common centre of gravity of the Sun and planets is at rest, and that the Sun is moved by a perpetual motion but never far from that centre.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	“The Moon gravitates towards the Earth, and by the force of gravity is continually drawn off from a rectilinear motion, and retained in its orbit”: Book III, Proposition IV, in Motte’s English (1729).

	“It falls, and misses”: the author’s compression of Newton’s reasoning.



Reported.


	The falling apple. Newton told the story in old age; Stukeley recorded it from a conversation in 1726, and John Conduitt also reported it.



Invented.


	The voice’s reflection that no final support has been found. The author’s.





Einstein

Primary sources.


	Einstein, “Über das Relativitätsprinzip und die aus demselben gezogenen Folgerungen”, Jahrbuch der Radioaktivität und Elektronik 4 (1907).

	Einstein, “Grundgedanken und Methoden der Relativitätstheorie, in ihrer Entwicklung dargestellt”, manuscript written about 1920 for Nature and not published in his lifetime.

	Einstein, Über die spezielle und die allgemeine Relativitätstheorie (1917).



Documented.


	The principle of equivalence, first set out in the 1907 paper.

	The general theory of relativity, completed in 1915, in which bodies in free fall follow the paths of spacetime.



Quoted or closely paraphrased.


	“The happiest thought of my life”: from the manuscript of about 1920, where he dates it to 1907 and describes it: a person falling freely does not feel his own weight.



Departures from the record.


	The falling lift. The thought of 1907 was of a person falling freely; the closed chest drawn upwards, or falling, appears in his book of 1917. The telling sets the two side by side.



Invented.


	“Matter and energy shape spacetime.” A later way of putting it, given to the voice looking back. The author’s.

	The closing lines on the travelled question. The author’s.
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