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Discuss the relationship between Plutarch’s Works to the Spartan Mirage

The Mirage, a multi-faceted image that is perceived to be the image of Sparta that has been presented to us both by modern and primary scholarship. This image is of a strong polis, purely built on the foundations of a warrior society, all institutions geared for the making of war. However, in recent years that has been challenged. Scholars are digging deeper and have discovered that there is much more to Sparta than the mirage lets on. The mirage in art and preconceived ideas are based on the works of the Greek writer and biographer Plutarch. The question asks that there be an exploration of his work and their relationship to the mirage, their contribution to the creation of a fallacy. The focus of this peace will be on his main autobiographical work, the Lives but also his use of the exploration of morals and how morals shape the perceptions of men who he has written biographies about within the Lives. 
Before the exploration the foundation must be set. Just what exactly is the mirage. Paul Rahe through his scholarship has identified several components that contribute to the formation to the mirage itself[footnoteRef:1]. By virtue, the word Mirage described a false image it is worth noting therefore that the image of Sparta may be indeed be questioned as false[footnoteRef:2]. In part Rahe blames the idealisation of Sparta for the creation as he defines as the Spartan Enigma[footnoteRef:3]. This is due however in part to the distinct lack of clarity of Spartan identity within early and modern scholarship[footnoteRef:4]. Plato in Laws describes Sparta as a mixed constitution of monarchy and democracy yet later Megillus fails to define what the regime is, rather nearly calls it a tyranny[footnoteRef:5]. Modern thinkers later post 1400 failed to define Sparta, including Rousseau and Machiavelli[footnoteRef:6]. Rahe places the issue firmly with the secretive nature of Sparta herself who shrouded herself in a shroud secrecy and as it is difficult to judge what information is true and what is not[footnoteRef:7]. Hume defines the situation rather well, “Were the testimony of history less positive and circumstantial such a government would appear a mere philosophical whim of fiction”[footnoteRef:8]. As we have very little practical evidence, it very difficult to choose what is correct and what is not, what is the mirage and what is not.  [1:  Rahe 2016: 1]  [2:  Rahe 2016: 1]  [3:  Rahe 2016: 1]  [4:  Rahe 2016: 2]  [5:  Plat. Laws 3.693]  [6:  Rahe 2016: 1]  [7:  Rahe 2016: 4]  [8:  Rahe 2016: 3 ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]For Historians Plutarch acts as a foundation that fills some of the gaps we have within our knowledge base as he explores Sparta within the Lives, his biographies. Through the literary construction of how his accounts are written we get a glimpse into ideals and the ordinary lives of the Spartans. In an interview with Peter Mcloughlin for the University of Nottingham, Judith Mossman identifies the cycle that Plutarch uses to explore the lives within his biographies[footnoteRef:9]. Plutarch purposely starts with birth and then discussing their family life and growing up then through to death[footnoteRef:10]. The evidence he uses is anecdotal, so stories that allow us to get to know the person of interest intricately, and the influence and surroundings they encountered from a young age[footnoteRef:11]. Plutarch’s are based on how the life is lead and not on the historical context[footnoteRef:12]. Each life is in a pair and Plutarch at the end compares both lives by how the subjects lived, and not always favourably[footnoteRef:13]. In the Lives of Numa and Lycurgus, both the founder of Roman and Spartan institutions respectively, he credits them with the founding of institutions that stand the test of time[footnoteRef:14]. Yet he admonishes them both for supressing certain aspect of society at the expense of others[footnoteRef:15].    [9:  Mossman 2016. ]  [10:  Mossman 2016.]  [11:  Mossman 2016.]  [12:  Mossman 2016.]  [13:  Mossman 2016.]  [14:  Plut. Comp. Lyc. Num. 2.1]  [15:  Plut. Comp. Lyc. Num. 2.3] 

The exploration of these Lives as mentioned are accomplished from Plutarch’s method of evaluating them by the way they lived rather than historical discourse.  Underpinning this effort Plutarch specifically analyses their morals and character rather than action to define his opinion and comparison[footnoteRef:16]. Christopher Pelling of the University of Oxford defines Plutarch as “a prolific biographer”[footnoteRef:17]. It is his finding that by using Morals to assess those in his biographies, Plutarch can provide us with salient points of their characters, that otherwise would be glossed over or in even lost within history[footnoteRef:18]. It is done through what Mossman described as anecdotal evidence, evidence used to describe character rather than historical consequence[footnoteRef:19]. Pelling also argues that by using Morals we can see more sympathetic factors that contribute to the image of a subject of a biography[footnoteRef:20]. How certain factors of their life may put a different light on certain actions contained within these biographies[footnoteRef:21]. In relation to the Mirage it goes to some way to establish what is true, as we can see the morals that Spartans followed and what influenced their actions, what was part of their identities. From this their can, be attempts to bypass the mirage to construct a more realistic identity not clouded by idealism.  [16:  Pelling 2010. ]  [17:  Pelling 2010.]  [18:  Pelling 2010.]  [19:  Mossman 2016.]  [20:  Pelling 2010.]  [21:  Pelling 2010.] 

If Plutarch then through the Lives can inform the scholastic community of a glimpse of the identity of Sparta, then it must be trusted that Plutarch’s account is historically accurate and can be considered truthful in terms of provenance. In the lives of Cimon and Lucullus Plutarch uses an analogy of what he is trying to do in his representation, 
“When painters are creating portraits, which are beautiful and delightful, we ask that they neither completely omit some small displeasing feature, nor present it too precisely. Excessive exactitude makes the sight ugly; and omission destroys the resemblance” (Cim. 2.3)[footnoteRef:22]. [22:  Cim. 2.3] 

What Plutarch seeks to do is to write an as accurate image of both Lucullus and Cimon as possible[footnoteRef:23]. However importantly he is willing to make admissions as to the darker side of both subject’s characters[footnoteRef:24]. From this quote, Plutarch seems to want to create a not so perfect portrait of Lucullus or Cimon, he does not want to be exact as it is almost as if there is no such thing as a perfect sight[footnoteRef:25]. Plutarch’s main aim is to be provide an accurate representation of the subject of his biographies but create true images that are not excessive in either success or failure, in other words, balanced[footnoteRef:26].  [23:  Rusch 2011: 203]  [24:  Rusch 2011: 203]  [25:  Stadter 2014. ]  [26:  Stadter 2014. ] 

Rusch when addressing the mirage argues that this is a benefit that Plutarch brings the representation of Spartan leaders to life[footnoteRef:27]. By exploring their morals, we can see what the characteristics that make up the Spartan Identity[footnoteRef:28].  Plutarch deliberately places a historical figure alongside someone who is like them in character, be it Greek and Roman or even Macedonian, it allows the separation of Plutarch’s Image of Sparta to be brought out and be compared to a contemporary[footnoteRef:29]. In short, a perfect opportunity to compare the life and profile of a Spartan to another member of an Ancient Civilisation.  By extension not just providing us information but also comparing of the Spartan way of life and to that of say Rome so we can see the unique culture this mysterious Greek Polis[footnoteRef:30].  For the Mirage it permits us to identify what may be considered fact or fiction. Plutarch writes about various Spartan leaders and at least form a correlative point of view it is possible to form a history, something similar in the Spartan lives that is seen throughout can be considered truth and therefore exists, and starts the process of building on the mirage, and moving into the realm of fact rather than idealism[footnoteRef:31].  [27:  Rusch 2011: 203]  [28:  Rahe 2016: 13 ]  [29:  Rahe 2016: 13]  [30:  Rahe 2016: 13]  [31:  Ober 1996: 125] 

So far it has been established that that Plutarch’s Lives contribute something the disestablishment of the mirage as they give a purview of the character and morality, safe to say that we can establish the values that Sparta upheld, yet it is the moralisation of the Lives that rather strengthens the mirage rather than disestablish it. The Lives are written as biographies, stories of how Spartans led their lives and Plutarch’s observations on their morality[footnoteRef:32]. However, Plutarch’s narrative of History is not conducive to that of a modern historical tradition. Plutarch solely reflects on morality and character, not other historical and external events during his discourses[footnoteRef:33]. Those major players in world events are merely relegated to a foot note to show character[footnoteRef:34]. In the Life of Lycurgus Plutarch makes great efforts to explain the influences that lead to reform but does not really address the wider historical impact other than the influence on Sparta[footnoteRef:35]. He mentions that there was descent and that it was destroyed but does not expand who lead it[footnoteRef:36]. We know it happened but what who involved we do not. As we do not get much historical evidence from the Lives it is hard to build a wider picture than that portrayed within a life.  [32:  Ober 1996: 125 ]  [33:  Stadter 2014. ]  [34:  Stadter 2014. ]  [35:  Plut. Lyc. 3.5]  [36:  Plut. Lyc. 5.4] 

The Lives are written as a means of the readers self-improvement. By measuring themselves according to the Lives Plutarch hoped that his readership would strived for self-improvement and to better themselves and their morals[footnoteRef:37]. This of course relies on idealism rather than evidence. If we return to the start of this piece, it was discussed that part of the problem with the mirage is that it is based on idealism. If Plutarch deliberately wrote the Lives to be thought provoking, then it can be argued that he is hoping to provoke idealism. Yes, Plutarch aimed to create a realistic image of those he portrayed in the Lives but to provoke thought and idealism[footnoteRef:38]. In effect, it promotes one of the very things that Rahe states promotes the Mirage, idealism. With that and the lack of evidence most of what Plutarch suggests happened is mere speculation, evidence suggests It may very well be true, but we cannot be absolutely shore[footnoteRef:39]. This ever-dangling sense of idealism really resonates with what Hume has to say, that if something is based upon philosophy it could very well just be whimsical.    [37:  Powell 1988: 245]  [38:  Stadter 2014. ]  [39:  Rahe 2016: 3] 

In conclusion to this piece the relationship between the works of Plutarch specifically the Lives with the Mirage is outwardly linked particularly at the basis of the mirage. Plutarch is used to fill the gaps in knowledge in terms of fact that is not available die to the mirage and a lack of evidence generally due to the shroud of secrecy that surrounds Sparta. Nor Is there an agreed point of view within Ancient Scholarship but also Modern Scholarship. Plutarch through his analysis of the Spartan subjects of his Lives allows a glimpse into the Spartan way of life and their values. However, it does not provide facts of the wider world other than that are relevant to the life story that is being told. As a result, we do not get the full contextual history of why the actions described occur. Other players in the scenario related to the footnotes of history. The Lives are written as tales of morality, the intention is not to tell the story of history rather it is to force the readers to question themselves and to self-improve which in regard to Sparta resonate the stereotypical values that are associated with the Spartan Mirage.     
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