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The portrayal of Sparta has been a dominant image throughout the post-classical period, though it has fluctuated over time.[footnoteRef:1] Depending on the time and society involved, the image of the Spartans has been portrayed as both negative and positive.[footnoteRef:2] Plutarch—one of our best sources for Sparta’s ancient history—has had a significant impact on these images of Sparta, often known as the ‘Spartan mirage’; The image of Sparta to notable historians is often influenced with Plutarch’s viewpoint.[footnoteRef:3] However, this is an important topic because Plutarch not only had an impact on this mirage, as he was also influenced by it, writing in the 1st century CE, and drawing heavily upon Xenophon and Aristotle.[footnoteRef:4] This means Plutarch will have seen Sparta through the perceptions of these other writers, and therefore it is crucial to understand the complex relationship between Plutarch’s writings and the mirage. The aim of this essay is to evaluate how, and conclude that Sparta’s mirage heavily influenced the writings of Plutarch, and that this, in turn changed and adapted the mirage for modern readers. This essay therefore critically assesses key elements of the Spartan mirage, how Plutarch was affected by the mirage, and how he affected the modern mirage in relation to each element. Before addressing these notions however, it is imperative to first look upon the historiography of Plutarch’s writings. [1:  Morris & Hodkinson 2012: vii-ix]  [2:  Morris & Hodkinson 2012: vii-ix]  [3:  Cartledge 2006: 46; Cartledge 2001: 26, 93, 96, 112-113]  [4:  Cartledge 2001: 26, 112] 

Unfortunately, crucial works by Plutarch that could afford us with valuable information about Sparta are lost in time.[footnoteRef:5] A large body of work preserved, the Parallel lives, uses many sources—other than just Xenophon and Aristotle—and features many important Spartans.[footnoteRef:6] Plutarch’s source Xenophon looked favourably upon the Spartan institutions, and therefore this element of the mirage would have influenced Plutarch’s opinion on specific aspects of Sparta.[footnoteRef:7] Plutarch’s general opinions on both Greece, and Rome were positive, as Plutarch favourably talks about the Roman occupiers of Greece, and the Greeks themselves.[footnoteRef:8] Plutarch visited the city and its archive to inform his research, demonstrating a desire for historical accuracy, and a personal interest in Spartan history.[footnoteRef:9] This would therefore suggest that Plutarch would write impartially concerning the Spartans. However, Plutarch famously as a biographer used his characters to educate the reader on morality.[footnoteRef:10] This causes Plutarch’s narrative to focus on the shared traits of the two figures Plutarch is contrasting in each pair of lives, making both positive and negative traits stand out in the narrative, and possibly affecting the accuracy of the account.[footnoteRef:11] [5:  Cartledge 2006: 46]  [6:  Plut. Ages. 1.1; Plut. Alc. 1.1; Plut. Lyc. 1.1; Rhodes 2007: 65; Cartledge 2001: 112]  [7:  Whitby 1994: 108; Cartledge 2001: 112]  [8:  Stadter 1958: 22]  [9:  Beck 2014: 4]  [10:  Stadter 1958: 5]  [11:  Stadter 1958: 5] 

The first key element examined is the agoge, and the Spartan values of physical prowess. Plutarch’s experience at Sparta is clear in his harsh retelling of the agoge and treatment of the youth in Sparta.[footnoteRef:12] Plutarch describes the brutal treatment of the child population in Sparta, as the children were not permitted to be embraced, as it was seen as a bad sign of affection.[footnoteRef:13] Plutarch’s accounts of the agoge do however, show that it has benefits, such as that it trains the children to be obedient.[footnoteRef:14] Cartledge claims that both Xenophon and Plutarch view the agoge through the mirage.[footnoteRef:15] Cartledge’s statement shows a false equivalency insofar as while it is true that Plutarch would have seen the agoge in the Roman period, Xenophon’s own sons went through the agoge, so it is likely Xenophon had considerable insight from his own family and experience.[footnoteRef:16] While Xenophon may be influenced by the mirage, as an outsider, Plutarch was viewing the ‘restored’ Sparta, operating as a tourism sight for Roman visitors.[footnoteRef:17] This vision of Sparta was used by the people of the polis to regain wealth and celebrate their past, but probably was very dissimilar to the agoge or the traditions of the 4th and 3rd centuries, with Sparta having lost the helots and the perioikoi many years before Plutarch’s visits.[footnoteRef:18] Perhaps even more powerful than any modern literary image of Sparta, Plutarch’s visits must have had a great effect on his ideas of Sparta, which in turn would reflect the mirage of Sparta to any reader of his later works.[footnoteRef:19] Plutarch shows us that the Spartans valued ferocity and the physicality of a warrior.[footnoteRef:20] This emphasis that the Spartan’s had on physical prowess is a typical association that Plutarch draws upon.[footnoteRef:21] The Spartan mirage in modern thought has similar elements, showing that it could be taken from Plutarch’s work, due to his prominence.[footnoteRef:22] [12:  Chrimes 1999: 266; Plut. Inst. 7]  [13:  Plut. Inst. 7]  [14:  Plut. Ages. 1.1]  [15:  Cartledge 2001: 93]  [16:  Xen. Hell. 5.3.9; Beck 2014: 4.]  [17:  Rawson 1969: 108-109]  [18:  Rawson 1969: 108-109]  [19:  Beck 2014: 4]  [20:  Plut. Pyrrh. 28.2-3]  [21:  Plut. Pyrrh. 28.2-3]  [22:  Plut. Pyrrh. 28.2-3; Cartledge 2001: 170] 

The second key aspect of the mirage that Plutarch is involved with is the Spartan women. Plutarch’s collection of Spartan women’s sayings is very characteristic of his idea of the mirage of Sparta. For example, Gorgo as a child is depicted as being extremely fierce and knowledgeable of foreign affairs.[footnoteRef:23] This recording however, does reveal that, if true, Spartans must have had anxiety concerning their own leaders susceptible to being bribed, which does not fit the mirage’s image of incorruptible Spartans who do not care for material wealth.[footnoteRef:24] Gorgo is also portrayed to reiterate that the idea that Spartan women believed that because they were Spartan, they were superior to foreign men, which seems to be quite a bold statement for Plutarch to find it worthy of record.[footnoteRef:25] Plutarch does note that women in Sparta have considerable power in the polis, while also asserting Spartan exceptionalism.[footnoteRef:26] Aristotle also records the ‘unusual’ importance of women in Spartan society.[footnoteRef:27] Plutarch contributed to an element of the mirage, noting that it was disordered and the women were murderous.[footnoteRef:28] This is typical of many other writers in ancient Greece discussing this subject, as the mirage is often seen to portray Spartan women as being strong and bold, but their influence and power is a sign of a failure in politics.[footnoteRef:29] The image of Spartan women therefore, comes across in these ways to any readers of Plutarch’s work. Plutarch even sent a copy to emperor Trajan, exposing the emperor to this aspect of the mirage that Plutarch had been influenced by, and surely spreading this idea widely.[footnoteRef:30] Also, Plutarch’s women seem to act unnaturally, being happy that their child has fallen in battle, and being sad to see their son has survived and dishonoured them.[footnoteRef:31] This seems highly unlikely, as it is simply implausible for all mothers to be pleased to find out her son has died, and whether Plutarch believed this due to the mirage, or Plutarch added this element, is unknown, although Xenophon does mention similarly curious reactions in a comparable scenario.[footnoteRef:32] [23:  Plut. Lacae. 3.1]  [24:  Plut. Lacae. 3.1; Figueira 2010: 266]  [25:  Plut. Lacae. 3.4]  [26:  Plut. Lacae. 3.5]  [27:  Figueira 2010: 265]  [28:  Figueira 2010: 267]  [29:  Figueira 2010: 267]  [30:  Beck 1958: 6]  [31:  Plut. Ages. 29.5; Figueira 2010: 278]  [32:  Plut. Ages. 29.5; Figueira 2010: 278] 

Another way in which Plutarch influenced the mirage, albeit unintentionally, comes from a mistranslation of Plutarch, which stated women in religious offices could be buried with grave inscriptions.[footnoteRef:33] This was translated without any reason or evidence to instead refer to women who die in childbirth.[footnoteRef:34] This gave rise to popular ideas that Sparta positively regarded women as important, specifically due to their child-bearing nature and their importance in the home.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Plut. Lyc. 27.3; Dillon 2007: 151]  [34:  Dillon 2007: 165]  [35:  Plut. Lyc. 14; Dillon 2007: 154-5] 

Lysander, an interesting character and the protagonist of Plutarch’s work Lysander, was used by Plutarch to address the notion of Spartan cunning.[footnoteRef:36] The notion of the ‘cunning Spartan’ features frequently in ancient Greek literature, contributing significantly to this aspect of the Spartan mirage.[footnoteRef:37] Plutarch both shows how the Spartan’s had a strong sense of honour, and yet, also characters like Lysander, who openly and proudly used deceit and cunning in strategy.[footnoteRef:38] Plutarch here shows the cunning of Lysander’s character, but shows disapproval of it at the same time, which fits into some modern perspectives of the Spartan mirage.[footnoteRef:39] Some scholars see that Lysander’s desire for power is described by Plutarch as a primary cause of Sparta’s downfall, which seems unlikely as Lysander was only one character, and did not directly cause any great losses.[footnoteRef:40] [36:  Plut Lys. 7]  [37:  Bradford 1994: 59]  [38:  Plut. Lys. 7]  [39:  Plut Lys. 7, 9; Winston 2012: 131]  [40:  Plut. Lys. 22; Roche 2012: 327] 

Concerning the notion of Spartan brutality, Plutarch wrote with disapproval of the Krypteia, a selected group of youths who were required to go and kill a helot without detection.[footnoteRef:41] Plutarch criticises this notion as being of Lycurgus’ doing, as it does not promote righteousness.[footnoteRef:42] This shows how Plutarch was affected by the mirage as Plutarch rejects the notion of Lycurgus’ involvement with this practice, even though Aristotle—who was present during the time of the agoge—claims it to be devised by Lycurgus.[footnoteRef:43] Plutarch clearly respects and enjoys the idea of Lycurgus, being incredibly positive about him, and the defence of Lycurgus show his inherent perspective bias that was given to him by the mirage of the potentially mythical Lycurgus.[footnoteRef:44] This in turn, will have affected all those readers who use Plutarch as a source for Spartan history. Modern scholars reading this naturally question whether Lycurgus did indeed create the Krypteia, and like Plutarch, will see Lycurgus as that legendary lawgiver, reinforced by Plutarch.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  Cartledge 2001: 88]  [42:  Plut. Lyc. 28.2]  [43:  Plut. Lyc. 28.2; Cartledge 2001: 88]  [44:  Plut. Lyc. 28.2, 31.2-3; Cartledge 2001: 88]  [45:  Plut. Lyc. 28.2, 31.3] 

Indeed, another element of the mirage that Plutarch propagated was the idea of the Spartan Utopia.[footnoteRef:46] Aristotle, one of Plutarch’s sources for Sparta, praised Sparta’s political system, and declared that many believe it to be the best constitution—a combination of democratic, monarchic, and oligarchic—for a polis to possess.[footnoteRef:47] This constitution was certainly however not in place when Plutarch visited Sparta, and therefore he could see it only through the ancient sources, and their own perceptions of the mirage.[footnoteRef:48] Plutarch’s praise for Lycurgus’ creation was profound.[footnoteRef:49] He praised Lycurgus’ creation of the common messes, excellent promotion of prudent virtue, and rejection of displays of wealth.[footnoteRef:50] A modern historian, Rousseau, found Sparta to be a utopia, inspired undoubtedly by ancient authors such as Plutarch praising Lycurgus in such a way, yet surely ignoring the brutality of it. [footnoteRef:51] This demonstrates the impact ancient authors can have upon modern thinking, as the praise Plutarch gives to Lycurgus and the Spartan system is propagated throughout modern ideas of utopian societies.[footnoteRef:52] [46:  Rawson 1969: 170]  [47:  Aristot. Pol. 2.1265b; Cartledge 2001: 112]  [48:  Rawson 1969: 108-109]  [49:  Rawson 1969: 170]  [50:  Hodkinson 1994: 183]  [51:  Cartledge 2006: 44]  [52:  Plut. Lyc. 31.2-3] 

In conclusion, several aspects within the Spartan mirage, such as the agoge, women, Lysander’s corruption, the brutality, and the supposedly utopian constitution, have all touched Plutarch’s writings, and imparted their influence onto future thought.  Plutarch’s idea of Sparta that came from writings such as Aristotle’s lost work on the Spartan constitution, and his own visits to the Roman-ruled city of Sparta that was then almost exclusively a tourist attraction with less than a thousand Spartiates in residence, was simply part of the ancient Spartan mirage.[footnoteRef:53] The impressive notion of Sparta’s political harmony is soured by the reality we see of the helot revolts and how Sparta was crippled by instability, unable to attack Athens for fear of losing their helots.[footnoteRef:54] Again, Plutarch has affected the mirage for modern scholars through his experiences, which are inconsistent with other sources, and likely rely on his own examinations, in his own time period.[footnoteRef:55] Furthermore, his moralistic values impede the clarity of his work, which causes further issues as modern scholars will interpret the passages differently, creating different facets to aspects of the mirage.[footnoteRef:56] Overall, Plutarch and the Spartan mirage have a complex relationship, with the mirage of Plutarch’s time influencing his work, and his work influencing the modern ideas of the Spartan mirage.  [53:  Cartledge 2001: 26; Rawson 1969: 108-109; Forrest 1968: 134-135]  [54:  Bradford 1994: 71-72; Cartledge 2001: 88-89]  [55:  Cartledge 2001: 96]  [56:  Cartledge 2001: 96] 
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