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Abstract 

 

This essay claims that the changes in human value displayed in Shakespeare and 

Middleton’s Timon of Athens are cognate with the eponymous protagonist’s 

changing relation to matter. By adopting an ecocritical approach based on material 

ecocriticism and the idea that culture and nature and inherently bound to co-exist in 

a state of ambience, the essay traces Timon’s axiological changes in relation to his 

changing environment and material possessions or lack thereof. The main argument 

is that Timon enters the stage in a solid state as a generous lord possessing land, 

who then crumbles into a liquid state by bleeding out his resources to his fake 

friends. Escaping Athenian society and taking his abode in the wilderness, Timon 

transforms into a new solid state in his bewildered hatred towards both humanity 

and materiality. Finally, he ends his life in yet another liquid state, having become 

one with the ocean. 
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Introduction 

Timocratic societies, according to Aristotle, rest upon the idea that those who own the land are 

entitled to govern it politically. Axiologically (that is, in terms of value theory), this means that 

the expansion of one’s lands must be seen as something beneficial, whereas the shrinking of 

them is detrimental. In Shakespeare and Middleton’s jointly written play Timon of Athens, the 

question of value is put in trembling motion as the eponymous protagonist loses his property 

and, thus, his political power. This loss triggers a necessary change in his existential conviction 

due to his shattered ontological security. In essence, Timon’s trajectory from a noble lord of 

Athens to a misanthropic beast living in the wilderness relates strongly to the environmental 

aspects surrounding him, and, conversely, the environmental aspects surrounding Timon 

likewise undergo a transmutation during the events of the play. Earthly matter (inter alia: 

diamonds, stones, dirt, trees, gold, gravestones, and walls) are used literally or metaphorically 

to denote social status in the play. In other words, nature relates to culture in the identity 

construction of Lord Timon, and consequently, his relation to nature (or the wilderness) changes 

as his relation to culture (or Athenian society) changes because of his loss of property which 

leads to his inevitable expulsion from timocracy.  

In this essay, I engage with and entangle my arguments in ecocritical ideas, 

stressing the importance of studying the relationship between a living entity and the 

environment surrounding it. Ecocriticism, thus, can be labelled a form of ego-critique, in the 

sense that the often human-centred perspective is foregone in favour of a view in which human 

beings are seen as enmeshed in the environments which shape them. Specifically, my analytical 

perspective is tinted by material ecocriticism, wherein a special interest is directed towards the 

onto-formative agency of non-human entities and objects in shaping the lives and trajectories 

of human characters. According to Timothy Morton’s view, outlined in Ecology without Nature, 

there is no distinction between the concepts of ‘human’ and ‘nature’. Rather, the two are 

intertwined in a blur which he calls ‘ambience’—and an attempt at describing one’s place in 

any space is always situated in a ‘situatedness’, that is, limited to and constructed by the present. 

In other words, the self is never a fixed entity made up of previous situations; rather, the self is 

constituted in its present context. This epistemological standpoint is fruitful for analysing the 

changing nature and axiology of Timon of Athens, wherein the lack of luxurious material means 

is manifested as a regression to rural living in search of the root of existence itself. In effect, 

Timon, in his pursuit of ridding himself from the hereditary treacherousness of humanity, 

effectively becomes perpetually one with the natural world. 
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Indeed, Timon of Athens has been analysed from an ecocritical perspective 

previously. For instance, in “Teaching Shakespeare in the Ecotone”, Lynne Bruckner discusses 

briefly how Timon of Athens can be read ecocritically in an educational setting. Julia Ng 

discusses material agency in the play in “Each Thing a Thief: Walter Benjamin on the Agency 

of Objects”, whereas Marie Honda, in “‘Meat,’ ‘Root,’ and ‘Man’s Unkindness’ in Timon of 

Athens”, discusses the metaphorical animal–human relationships in the play, concluding that its 

language mirrors the human anxiety of turning into animals. In At the Bottom of Shakespeare’s 

Ocean, Steve Mentz reads Timon’s death by the seashore as “a boundary between the social 

world that has rejected him and the natural world in which he cannot live” (Mentz 85). This 

conclusion can be nuanced, seeing Timon praises the natural world and initially thrives in it, 

until he chooses to die due to the inescapable resentment which he feels towards the social 

world which keeps haunting him even in the wilderness. In his book Ecocriticism and 

Shakespeare, Simon C. Estok discusses the contempt for the natural world found in the 

language of Shakespeare—a concept worth nuancing in Timon of Athens, whose eponymous 

protagonist, I would claim, finds solace in nature. In “Queerly Green: From Meaty to Meatless 

Days and Nights in Timon of Athens”, Estok elaborates on his discussion on Timon as a form 

of green queer transgressing play, but still with ecophobic undertones, by analysing the relation 

between masculinity, sexuality, and the consumption of meat. Todd Borlik reads Timon from a 

likewise ecophobic perspective in “Teaching Timon of Walden”, interpreting Timon’s 

sentiments towards the earth mother as hostile towards the ungrateful people inhabiting her. 

One of the most detailed ecocritical studies of Timon is Joanna Grossman’s “Timon of Ashes”, 

wherein Timon’s trajectory from wealthy and bountiful to desolate and depraved is read as a 

journey “from man to beast to plant to dirt” (Grossman 2). I would like to nuance this reading 

by tracing the trajectory from solid to liquid, as Timon starts off in a solid, jewel state in which 

he grows into debt—and ends in a liquid state, dead by the seaside, having thus, through death, 

achieved liquidity, as it were.  

Although the play has been analysed from various ecocritical standpoints 

previously, it has yet to be analysed from a materialist point of view wherein the transitions 

from hard to soft are taken into explicit consideration. This is where this thesis offers a 

contribution, by explicitly claiming that Timon of Athens presents a distinction between the 

ever-changing culture of the social world, and the steadfast nature of the natural world. As I 

argue in this essay, this distinction is seen in how Timon’s relation to materiality and the natural 

world is cognate with his relation to axiology and the social world. This interchanging 



3. 
 

relationship is furthermore depicted in how Timon changes from that of a stern and steadfast 

position as a man of property, to a freely flowing celebration of utmost public generosity. 

Thence, his axiology changes to that of a once again solid and stoic admiration for the deepest, 

debt-based misanthropic reclusion—until his final demise sees him entering a liquid state by 

drowning, which eventually leads his corpse to become one with the ocean. 

Timon’s Change from Solid to Liquid 

Timon’s change from a solid nature to a liquid one is foreshadowed already in the first scene of 

the first act, wherein a jeweller boasts to a painter, a poet, and a merchant about a jewel intended 

as a gift for Lord Timon. The jewel is described as containing “a water” (Tim. 1.1.20), which 

the editor of the 1905 University of Toronto edition of the play, Kenneth Deighton, explains as 

“lustre, transparency” (4). This might come off as a trivial detail, but it is noteworthy that the 

explicitly liquid word “water” is used in relation to the explicitly solid word “jewel” to denote 

changeability and the shifting worth of owners and other people in the play. This constant flux 

between solid and liquid matter is continued by the poet, who describes his poesy as “a gum, 

which oozes”, his inspiration as a “gentle flame” which “like the current flies / Each bound it 

chafes” (Tim. 1.1.23–27). In other words, motion and never-ending transformation is part and 

parcel of the poet’s poetry, which is, furthermore, a trait projected onto Timon. Upon seeing the 

masses of people visiting Timon’s estate, the poet exclaims: 

 

You see this confluence, this great flood of visitors, 

I have, in this rough work, shaped out a man, 

Whom this beneath world doth embrace and hug 

With amplest entertainment: my free drift 

Halts not particularly, but moves itself 

In a wide sea of wax (Tim. 1.1.45–50). 

 

The many admirers and “glass-faced flatterers” (Tim. 1.1.59) entreating entrance to Lord 

Timon’s heart in pursuit of his favour are thus regarded as liquid visitors—eroding the rough 

solid rock which is Timon’s land and fortune. The poet stresses that his inspiration, his “free 

drift”, is endlessly shapeable in this “wide sea of wax” from whence he has composed his ode 

to Lord Timon, whom “this beneath world doth embrace and hug”, that is, who descends from 

a higher place to meet the low commoners. The poet further explains his verse to the painter, 
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stating that everyone wishes to gain something from Timon’s fortune, and that even the cynical 

philosopher Apemantus, “that few things loves better / Than to abhor himself: even he drops 

down / The knee before him and returns in peace / Most rich in Timon’s nod” (Tim. 1.1.61–64). 

Once again, a liquid language—seen in “drops down” as in water droplets—is used to denote 

motion. Interestingly, the liquid motion is explicitly targeted downwards, which likewise 

foreshadows Timon’s later descent into destitution and the depths of the sea. 

Timon’s fortune is described as “a high and pleasant hill” by the poet (Tim. 

1.1.66), and the painter joins him in his metaphor, connecting “This throne, this Fortune, and 

this hill” (Tim. 1.1.76). Timon’s property of land, thus, is elevated above the common men who 

attempt to climb in his favour, and, consequently, in rank. In other words, Timon’s noble 

standing is described in solid terms, whereas the low standing of the commoners is described 

in liquid terms. 

Timon’s first remark about himself is that he is “not of that feather to shake off / 

My friend when he must need me” (Tim. 1.1.103–104). The metaphor employed implies that 

Timon distances himself from the image of a bird shaking off water from its feathers. Rather 

than being wishy-washy in terms of character and judgement, Timon thus stresses that he is 

solid in his devotion to his friends—as he remains steadfast in his loyalty to them, regardless 

of their changing socioeconomic states. The social world surrounding Timon, on the other hand, 

perceives his being as liquid. This is seen in how the lords entering Timon’s banquet stress that 

Timon “outgoes / The very heart of kindness” and that “He pours it out; Plutus, the god of gold, 

/ Is but his steward” (Tim. 1.1.275–278). Timon’s kindness, thus, is perceived as flowing freely 

from him. This is the first instance where Timon is denoted in liquid terms—and the language 

of “flow” continues at the banquet, when Timon starts toasting in wine. A lord exclaims that the 

wine should “flow this way”, to which Apemantus remarks that Timon “keeps his tides well” 

and that his constant toasts will make him and his state “look ill” (Tim. 1.2.54–58). Timon, 

embarking on a speech praising the concept of friendship, states: “My eyes cannot hold out 

water, methinks: to forget their faults, I drink to you”, to which Apemantus murmurs: “Thou 

weepest to make them drink, Timon.” (Tim. 1.2.110–112). Here, Timon, who has hitherto been 

denoted as solid in his fortunes and his generosity, is seen to break out in tears, and thus, to 

become muddy—which is put in relation to illness. Apemantus furthermore complains that 

 

We make ourselves fools to disport ourselves; 

And spend our flatteries to drink those men 
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Upon whose age we void it up again, 

With poisonous spite and envy (Tim. 1.2.148–141). 

 

Timon, thus, has turned into a liquid state wherein his flatterers “drink” him out of his better 

judgement and, thus, out of his fortune. As Joanna Grossman notes, Timon functions as a 

“bottomless well of resources” (4) and his flatterers stand eager to devour him—until, much 

like overused soil will eventually be depleted of nutrients, he can no longer satisfy their hunger. 

While in his newly entered liquid—and leaking—state, Timon hurriedly asks his steward to 

bring him a casket of jewels, which Timon wishes to gift to the lords attending his feast (Tim. 

1.2.160–174). The steward states that Timon’s land is “put to their books”, and that “I bleed 

inwardly for my lord” (Tim. 1.2.207–212). The oblivious Timon, on the other hand, declares 

that his generosity knows no bounds: “Methinks I could deal kingdoms to my friends, / And 

ne’er be weary” (Tim. 1.2.228–229). The solid state of Timon has, thus, already started to flow, 

although he himself is solidly convinced of his position. 

In the second act of the play, a senator exclaims that Timon’s debts have reached 

an uncontrolled level, and that he is “Still in motion / Of raging waste! It cannot hold; it will 

not” (Tim. 2.1.3–4). The leaking imagery of raging waste still hints that Timon has access to 

property, although the solidity of Timon’s assets is dissolving. Timon’s steward echoes the 

image of liquid breaching through its container, stating: 

 

No care, no stop! so senseless of expense, 

That he will neither know how to maintain it, 

Nor cease his flow of riot (Tim. 2.2.1–3). 

 

The steward later confronts Timon with the truth of his destitute situation: 

 

I did endure 

Not seldom, nor no slight checks, when I have 

Prompted you in the ebb of your estate 

And your great flow of debts (Tim. 2.2.143–147). 
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Here, the liquid language employed has turned completely from the image of the steadfast hill 

to that of an ebbing sea, which mirrors the idea that wealth is an unstable state which must be 

carefully controlled. Timon, still solid in his conviction that he is wealthy, exclaims that all his 

land be sold to pay his debts, but learns that it is “all engaged, some forfeited and gone” (Tim. 

2.2.150–151). The steward once again employs water-images in his phrasing, stating that 

Timon’s fortune has diminished “With riotous feeders, when our vaults have wept / With 

drunken spilth of wine” (Tim. 2.2.164–165). The once solid wealth of the vaults, thus, has wept 

itself away while the wine has been spilt. Timon, on the other hand, does not share his steward’s 

concerns for the freely flowing state of his wealth. Instead, he states that the old senators 

demanding their money back 

 

Have their ingratitude in them hereditary;  

Their blood is cak’d, ’tis cold, it seldom flows; 

’Tis lack of kindly warmth they are not kind; 

And nature, as it grows again toward earth, 

Is fashion’d for the journey, dull and heavy (Tim. 2.2.218–223). 

 

Timon thus connects the humour of the senators to the element of earth, and accuses the senators 

of being solid in their greed and frugality. Their lack of warmth—that is, the lack of heat and 

thus the lack of motion—renders the senators stiff and unmovable by the needs of other people. 

Timon himself, on the other hand, remains solid in his conviction that his social position is not 

threatened, despite his loss of land. “I am wealthy in my friends”, he exclaims (Tim. 2.2.189) 

and reaches out to his friends to borrow money. 

In the third act, Timon’s servant is sent to Timon’s friend Lucullus to retrieve 

money for Timon, but learning that Lucullus will not lend him any, the servant exclaims: 

 

Let molten coin be thy damnation, 

Thou disease of a friend, and not himself! 

Has friendship such a faint and milky heart 

It turns in less than two nights? (Tim. 3.1.56–59). 
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The imagery evoked—molten coin and a milky heart that turns in less than two nights—directs 

the attention towards two transforming states. The coin, of obvious value, is described as melted 

and thus liquid, whereas the milky heart has gone sour, that is, filled with lumps and thus 

solidified. Lucullus, thus, is damned by Timon’s servant to suffer the same flowing fate of 

money melting away, whereas his shapable self is stiffened and his heart turned rancid. The 

same transformation is described in Timon’s friend Sempronius. Timon’s servant Servilius is 

sent to Sempronius to retrieve money, stating that Timon’s other friends “have all been touch’d 

and found base metal, for / They have all denied him” (Tim. 3.3.6–7). In other words, all of 

Timon’s friends have become solid and stern in their tight-fistedness, and their assumed hearts 

of gold have alchemically turned into a material considered less precious. The solidification is 

further stressed by the servants of Timon’s creditors, who, gossiping amongst each other, state 

that it is “deepest winter in Lord Timon’s purse; / That is, one may reach deep enough, and yet 

/ Find little”, whereas his creditor “wears jewels now of Timon’s gift” (Tim. 3.4.13–19). The 

tides, thus, have turned, and Timon himself, in a rage, exclaims: 

 

Have I been ever free, and must my house 

Be my retentive enemy, my gaol? 

The place which I have feasted, does it now, 

Like all mankind, show me an iron heart? (Tim. 3.4.79–82). 

 

Here, likewise, the metaphor of Timon’s house having turned from that of a liquid health which 

flows freely from its master (the toasting in wine) to that of an iron gaol which encapsulates the 

same man (surrounded by loan sharks), portrays Timon as a liquid entity held captive by his 

solid yet fake fair-weather friends. This image is also seen in how Timon explicitly directs the 

attention of the creditors to his own liquid life fluid. “Tell out my blood”, Timon shouts on 

hearing of his debts from his creditors’ servants, “Five thousand drops pay that” (Tim. 3.4.93–

95). Timon, being destitute and betrayed by his friends, thus regards himself as a material means 

to pay off his debts. The liquid idea of the flatterers visiting him—employed by the poet in the 

first scene of the first act—is once again echoed. This time, it is articulated by Timon to his 

steward: “I charge thee, invite them all; let in the tide / Of knaves once more; my cook and I’ll 

provide” (Tim. 3.4.1–3). The lords invited to feast at Timon’s estate are furthermore compared 

to liquid matter: 
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You know of mouth-friends! smoke and lukewarm water 

Is your perfection. This is Timon’s last; 

Who, stuck and spangled with your flattery, 

Washes it off, and sprinkles in your faces 

[Throwing the water in their faces] 

Your reeking villany (Tim. 3.6.94–98). 

 

Here, the lukewarm water (and smoke, its vapourised form) signifies Timon’s new view of his 

friends, namely, as ever-changing and, thus, unpredictable and unloyal. At the same time, Timon 

describes himself as “stuck and spangled” with their flattery, that is, unmovable and thus 

solidified by their treacherous ways—only to use liquid means to break free from their 

solidifying flattery and have them run away from his sight. As the lords attempt to escape, 

Timon exclaims: 

 

Soft! take thy physic first,—thou too,—and thou:— 

Stay, I will lend thee money, borrow none. 

What! all in motion? (Tim. 3.4.105–107). 

 

The metaphorical physic—that is, a laxative—mirrors Timon’s attempt at liquifying his solid 

and tight-fisted friends into letting their money flow freely back to Timon. The softening of the 

stool—the turn from constipation to diarrhoea—signifies Timon’s expectation that his lordly 

friends would let their gold flow as freely as he himself did, and that money should be put in 

motion rather than remain within the same entity. As Timon runs away from his own house, he 

foreshadows his own demise by drowning as he exclaims: “Burn house! sink Athens!” (Tim. 

3.4.109). The liquid direction downwards is thus accentuated, and Timon, once again, wishes 

for a change of state: the solid house should be lost in flame and smoke, whereas the city of 

Athens should be drowned and collapse into pieces in the sea. The lords, in shock, also stress 

the sudden change in material stability. The third lord states that Timon gave him “a jewel th’ 

other day, and now he has beat it out of my hat”, whereas the fourth lord concludes that “One 

day he gives us diamonds, next day stones” (Tim. 3.4.115–125). That which once was rigid has 

thus turned less so. 
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Timon’s Change from Liquid to Solid 

Timon’s transition from a solid state to a liquid one abruptly reverts to a new solid state as he 

makes his way into the wilderness. In the fourth act, while running out of the city, Timon pauses 

to look at the walls of Athens, wishing that they would “dive in the earth” instead of protecting 

the city from the wolves of the nearby woods. Moreover, he hopes that “Matrons, turn 

incontinent! / Obedience fail in children!” whereas he wishes that “Bankrupts, hold fast”, and 

that the “Son of sixteen” would “Pluck the lined crutch from thy old limping sire, / With it beat 

out his brains!” (Tim. 4.1.2–15). In other words, Timon wishes that those who exhibit a steadfast 

character or bear material means should lose these attributes (refrain from being sexually 

inhibited, being obedient in the sense of containing oneself, and losing one’s brains in the literal 

sense) whereas the ones who have naught should cling to their destitution. Here, thus, the 

impoverished and effectively ostracised Timon has once again changed from a liquid state to a 

new solid state: he no longer values that which freely flows; rather, he detests it—as he has lost 

his own liquidity in not being able to pay his debts. He exclaims: 

 

Lust and liberty 

Creep in the minds and marrows of our youth, 

That ’gainst the stream of virtue they may strive,  

And drown themselves in riot! (Tim. 4.1.25–28). 

 

Here, Timon wishes that the young and yet formative Athenians would go against the socially 

accepted forms of sexual restraint and instead immerse themselves in pleasures until they drown 

in them. That which is liquid, thus, has become inferior to Timon. As he finds a dwelling in a 

cave in the woods, he greets the sun in a way which once again depicts the liquid state in an 

inferior fashion: “O blessed breeding sun! draw from the earth / Rotten humidity” (Tim. 4.3.1–

2). That which is humid—that is, liquid rather than solid—is rotten and must be dried away by 

the sun. 

In his hunger, Timon starts to dig for roots, exclaiming: “Earth, yield me roots!” 

(Tim. 4.3.23). The function of the root of a tree is to suck up water to nourish the tree. Timon’s 

decision to eat roots rather than meat from the nearby animals in the woods coincides with his 

will to regain his state of being solid once again: having been in a liquid state, he needs to dry 

himself up by means of consuming the fluid-draining roots. To Timon, the roots thus have a 
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stable material value, unlike jewels, whose value changes depending on their present owner. As 

he is digging, Timon stumbles upon gold, which he initially regards as a cruel joke of the gods. 

He curses the earth: “Come, damned earth, / Thou common whore of mankind” (Tim. 4.3.41–

42). Given that the earth is still humid with the morning’s dew, Timon really curses the liquid 

state of the earth, which, when found to harbour gold, serves as a grim reminder of the 

changeability of matter, possession, and social status. This is cognate with Joanna Grossman’s 

interpretation that Timon’s obsession with digging for roots is related to his recognition of his 

own function in Athenian society: “the medium that yields resources to humans” (Grossman 9). 

By digging in the earth, Timon thus sees himself in the mirror, as it were; being one with the 

plant world, he, too, has given away his nutrients when he lived in a liquid state—hence his 

resentment. As Julia Ng notes in her reading, Timon cannot do anything other than “to attack 

the nature in himself and to conclude that any use, including and especially that use which is 

essential to life, is usurious” (Ng 385). Despite associating gold with the worst traits of 

humanity—namely greed and ingratitude—Timon still takes some of the hard and solid gold 

with him (Tim. 4.3.47). 

Upon meeting the soldier Alcibiades—seeking vengeance upon Athens—Timon 

urges him to slay many an Athenian: “With man’s blood paint the ground, gules, gules” (Tim. 

4.3.58). The most liquid part of a human being, thus, should dye the earth—and keep it moist. 

Alcibiades, remembering Timon’s previously exhibited drunken hospitality, asks him how he 

could have come to this change in nature. Timon replies: 

 

As the moon does, by wanting light to give: 

But then renew I could not like the moon; 

There were no suns to borrow of (Tim. 4.3.66–68). 

 

Here, Timon mirrors himself in the moon—a most solid entity made of rock—whose phases 

dictate the ebb and flow of the sea. Curiously, Timon refrains from explicitly stating the liquid 

aspect of this change, preferring to focus on the solid entities of the moon and the sun. His 

contempt for liquid matter is furthermore targeted against the prostitute Timandra. Timon 

prompts her to 
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Make use of thy salt hours; season the slaves 

For tubs and baths; bring down rose-cheeked youth 

To the tub-fast and the diet (Tim. 4.3.84–86). 

 

The water in bathtubs can be infected with venereal diseases, which Timon gladly wishes 

Timandra to spread among the Athenians. Timandra is revolted by the suggestion, and 

Alcibiades pleads her to sympathise with Timon’s situation, stating: “Pardon him, sweet 

Timandra, for his wits / Are drown’d and lost in his calamities” (Tim. 4.3.87–88). Here, even 

Alcibiades puts liquid matter in a negative light when he depicts Timon’s wits as drowned. 

Timon soon follows, when instructing Alcibiades to conquer his country, asking him to remain 

solid: 

let not the virgin’s cheek 

Make soft thy trenchant sword; for those milk-paps, 

That through the window-bars bore at men’s eyes 

Are not within the leaf of pity writ (Tim. 4.3.113–116). 

 

Even the breasts of women—containing liquid matter in the form of breast milk—are alluring 

and must be avoided, as it softens the mind of a soldier about to slaughter. Liquid matter, thus, 

makes human beings humane—a trait which Timon, now a self-declared misanthrope, utterly 

detests. As Alcibiades leaves, Timon continues to dig for roots, and wishes that the roots shall 

compete with and conquer all the other growing plants in the fertile lands: 

 

O, a root; dear thanks! 

Dry up thy marrows, vines, and plough-torn leas; 

Whereof ungrateful man, with liquorish draughts  

And morsels unctuous, greases his pure mind,  

That from it all consideration slips! (Tim. 4.3.191–195). 

 

Timon thus wishes that no wine and no delicious food should be readily available to the 

Athenians, as these liquid and juicy forms of nourishment only make people gullible and 

considerate—instead of stern and stoic. Fitly, the cynical Apemantus appears, and eventually 

vexes Timon by insinuating that nature will not be kind to him: 
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will the cold brook, 

Candied with ice, caudle thy morning taste 

To cure thy o’er-night’s surfeit? (Tim. 4.3.224–226). 

 

The frozen brook, thus, will not quench Timon’s thirst when he suffers from a hangover. Liquid 

matter is thus once again frowned upon—but here, it is criticised in light of its ability to turn 

solid. Timon thus grows tired of Apemantus, stating: “Away, thou tedious rogue! I am sorry I 

shall lose a stone by thee”, and, consequently, throws a stone at the cynic (Tim. 4.3.372). Joanna 

Grossman reads Timon’s fear of abandoning the stone in relation to his relation to gold: to 

complete his transformation, Timon must refuse his bountiful gifts from the earth, and he “can 

no longer comprehend gold as a resource to be used” (Grossman 12). Having realised that 

everything material which he possesses can be taken from him, Timon thus concludes that he 

must rid himself of his need for solid objects as these ultimately render him liquid, in the sense 

that nothing which is material is ever solid. Rather, everything owned can be lost. Yet, whether 

being ironic or not in his verbal exchange with Apemantus, Timon still values the stone simply 

for its apparently solid and never-changing nature. The same is true for his intended tombstone. 

Timon says: 

 

Then, Timon, presently prepare thy grave; 

Lie where the light foam of the sea may beat 

Thy grave-stone daily; make thine epitaph,  

That death in me at others’ lives may laugh (Tim. 4.3.379–382). 

 

The value in the tombstone, thus, lies in its presumed perpetuality: Timon believes that his 

inscription on the rocky surface will remain steadfast despite its daily exposure to the foam of 

the changing tides. Moreover, when Timon is deceased, his tombstone will still laugh at the 

passers-by for all eternity. Timon, thus, not only praises solidity, but has a longing for the 

constant which is not influenced by external provocation; he longs for a possession which 

cannot be broken by deprivation. As a group of bandits approach him in search of his gold, 

Timon once again portrays liquid matter as dangerous: 
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Here’s gold. Go, suck the subtle blood o’ the grape,  

Till the high fever seethe your blood to froth,  

And so ’scape hanging: trust not the physician;  

His antidotes are poison (Tim. 4.3.430–434). 

 

Liquid matter, in the form of wine, induces fever; liquid matter, in the form of antidotes, only 

worsens the ailment. Moreover, liquid matter, in the form of the sea, dissolves the moon, as 

Timon preaches: “The sea’s a thief, whose liquid surge resolves / The moon into salt tears” 

(Tim. 4.3.441–442). By now, Timon states that all natural entities—the sun, the moon, the sea, 

the earth, indeed, “each thing’s a thief” (Tim. 4.3.444). At this point, having embraced a solid 

state, Timon sees the whole world as crude and cruel. 

One final attempt at softening Timon is offered by his former steward, longing for 

his old master. The steward, upon seeing Timon in rags and rugged in his cave, breaks into tears. 

Timon initially embraces his steward: 

 

What! dost thou weep? Come nearer; then I love thee, 

Because thou art a woman, and disclaim’st 

Flinty mankind; whose eyes do never give, 

But thorough lust and laughter. Pity’s sleeping: 

Strange times, that weep with laughing, not with weeping! (Tim. 

4.3.486–490). 

 

Tears—the heart-softening liquid matter par excellence—moistens Timon’s obsidian state, but 

only momentarily. He realises that although his steward has been an honest man to him, he has 

no other use for him than to turn him against the rest of humanity: 

 

Look thee, ’tis so! Thou singly honest man,  

Here, take: the gods out of my misery  

Have sent thee treasure. Go, live rich and happy;  

But thus condition’d: thou shalt build from men;  

Hate all, curse all, show charity to none,  
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But let the famish’d flesh slide from the bone,  

Ere thou relieve the beggar (Tim. 4.3.527–533). 

 

The imagery employed—the famished flesh which slides from the bone of a beggar—once 

again puts liquid matter in an inferior position to solid matter. Flesh needs moisture to function, 

but bone is ever hard. As Marie Honda concludes in her reading of the play, the anxiety of 

becoming an animal is indeed prevalent in the play by now, as Timon’s praising of solid matter 

coincides with his transformation from human to animal—exacerbated by the image of flesh 

and bone (Honda 46). 

In the fifth and final act, Timon is visited by the poet and the painter from the first 

act. Having already given away the last of his gold to his former steward, Timon stands without 

any treasure to hand to his flatterers. Although not specified in the text, it is implied that Timon 

throws stones or dirt at them, yelling 

 

Hence! pack! there’s gold; you came for gold, ye slaves: 

You have work for me, there’s payment: hence! 

You are an alchemist, make gold of that. 

Out, rascal dogs! (Tim. 5.1.114–118). 

 

The idea of alchemy—which has been implicitly present throughout the play—is thus presented 

by Timon in light of the potential for dirt or stone to turn into an ever more solid element, 

namely, gold. This mirrors Timon’s striving to turn his heart and soul even harder than they 

already are. In the subsequent scene, when a group of senators visit Timon in their attempt to 

bid him return to Athens to protect the city from the threatening Alcibiades, Timon replies: 

 

Surprise me to the very brink of tears: 

Lend me a fool’s heart and a woman’s eyes, 

And I’ll beweep these comforts, worthy senators (Tim. 5.1.159–

161). 
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Despite their arduous attempts at convincing Timon, he turns the senators down. Thus, he is 

truly solid once again, and refuses to go soft on the senators, who fail miserably in softening 

the heart of the once betrayed and forever embittered Timon. Despite his wrathful choice of 

words, Timon claims that “yet I love my country” (Tim. 5.1.194). As Joanna Grossman 

interprets his paradoxical declaration, the misanthropic Timon really means that he loves “the 

very land and countryside that has become his true home and refuge” (Grossman 14). In other 

words, Timon declares his love for the unchangeable nature of the solid ground, untouched by 

civilisation and its perpetually protean disposition towards change. Timon’s striving for an 

unchanged state is finally consolidated in his choice of burial ground. He asks the senators to 

convey to the rest of Athens that 

 

Timon hath made his everlasting mansion 

Upon the beached verge of the salt flood; 

Who once a day with his embossed froth 

The turbulent surge shall cover: thither come, 

And let my grave-stone be your oracle (Tim. 5.1.218–222). 

 

Although the tides of the salt water will surge above his corpse, he will remain untouched and 

steadfast in his position—and Timon’s intention is that his tombstone will serve as a testament 

to his final, never-changing opinion. As Joanna Grossman stipulates in her reading, Timon’s 

ultimate ambition is to become one with the earth—not only in his attempt at escaping the 

Athenian socio-political realm from which he has been excommunicated, but also in his attempt 

at positioning his own existence “onto the lowest rung of the entire ladder of being” (Grossman 

3). In other words, Timon seeks to rid himself of his own humanity by sinking below the earth. 

In a similar vein, Steve Mentz points out that Timon “embraces the inhumanity of the ocean” 

by burying himself beneath it (Mentz 86). Consequently, having once lost his human value 

while bleeding out his assets in his figuratively liquid state, Timon intends to return once again 

to a liquid state in the literal sense—in the attempt of freeing himself from humanity itself. This 

marks the beginning of his final transition. 
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Timon’s Change from Solid to Liquid Again 

Timon’s ultimate transition is dependent on his own death—and its aftermath. As Alcibiades 

learns that Timon lies “Entomb’d upon the very hem o’ the sea” (Tim. 5.4.65–66), he offers a 

concluding remark about the misanthrope’s forthcoming legacy. He declares that Timon did 

learn to hate all humankind, “yet rich conceit / Taught thee to make vast Neptune weep for aye 

/ On thy low grave, on faults forgive” (Tim. 5.4.77–79). In other words, Alcibiades believes that 

the memory of Timon will remain unchanged, as Timon, through his stern, stable, and solid 

stoicism, even made the god of the sea weep for him, and thus forgive his hatred for the world. 

Thus, contrary to Grossman’s interpretation of Timon’s intention to free himself of his own 

humanity, Alcibiades does not infer that the once bountiful lord of Athens has sunk to the bottom 

of the existential ladder. Rather, he seems to imply that Timon has been forgiven by the god of 

the sea, and that he has thus regained his human value through his devotion to his misanthropic 

martyrdom. As Steve Mentz notes, Timon dreams to escape both culture and nature, but “his 

embrace of the sea and rejection of the land, cannot last. Any civilization salvages what washes 

up on the beach” (Mentz 95). Despite his intention to dissolve entirely, thus, Timon is still bound 

to materiality in the sense that his immaterial memory will not be forgotten. 

Thus, entombed underwater, Timon becomes an antithesis to the jewel given to 

him by the jeweller in the first act. The jewel, hard on the outside but with water on the inside, 

mirrors Timon’s descent into debt and death: drowned and thus surrounded by water, while his 

corpse turns hard and solid. As noted by Grossman, Timon’s body “will be subjected to constant 

erosion” (Grossman 14), and his corpse will become one with the earth. Having once been in a 

state of economic liquidity, Timon’s impoverished, malnourished, and ever-stiffened body ends 

up resting surrounded by liquid matter—until his corpse eventually becomes one with the water, 

and he thus enters a perpetually liquid state. Contrary to Grossman’s reading, thus, Timon does 

not become “not just a kind of human loam, but the ground itself” (16). Rather, Timon becomes 

the sea itself. He wishes that Athens would sink, but it is Timon of Athens who sinks. True to 

his position as a timocrat—who only possesses power when he has land to govern—Timon 

seeks new domains to rule. Yet, it is only in the subterranean—the ocean—where the deprived 

Timon can rule. As the tides will touch upon his tombstone daily and eventually tear it down, 

however, even his legacy will eventually dissipate. As Steve Mentz concludes, “Bodies-in-

water, drowning or swimming, experience the unstable and changing reality of nature” (Mentz 

87). In alignment with this notion—but in contrast to Alcibiades’ final remarks, the tale of 
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Timon will remain unstable. When the inscription on his tombstone has eroded, his legacy will 

only live on in oral accounts—bound to be as ever-changing as the level of the sea. 

Conclusion 

As I have shown in this essay, Timon’s change in human value or social status is mirrored in 

the ambience surrounding him. He starts out as the bountiful Lord Timon whose rank is likened 

to a solid hill overlooking all the commoners below, only to have his resources bleed out of 

him, which sees him harden in his steadfast misanthropy. His gradual hatred towards humanity 

ultimately leads him to long for a liquid state where no change can befall him—and thus, he 

aims towards the seafloor where he meets his fatal end. Shakespeare and Middleton thus make 

use of the distinction between the changeable and fickle culture of the social world, and the 

permeability of the returning cycles of the natural world to pinpoint the binary between the two 

worlds. The changes of the tides, the changes of the seasons, and the changes from solid to 

liquid matter effectively offer comfort in the cruel but no less reliable nature of the universe. 

As Timon’s lack of material means leaves him in lack of a cause, his sole consolidation rests in 

dissolving completely—as only that which possesses matter in the material sense can matter in 

the societal sense. Timon of Athens thus serves as an example of how enmeshed human beings 

really are within the ambience usually separated into nature and culture, where, in reality, both 

entities are dependent on each other. 
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