Discuss the relationship of Plutarch’s works to the Spartan Mirage? 

When discussing the state of Sparta and its history it is nearly impossible to do so without mentioning the works of Plutarch.  Through his series known as the lives and his Moralia and other works he provides us with some of the very few written accounts that survive about ancient Sparta. However, the main issue that exists within Plutarch’s work is in it’s relationship to the Spartan Mirage: an idea that suggests that our understanding of Sparta is based upon a distorted image which is caused by the surviving evidence. This essay will examine the relationship between the mirage and Plutarch’s work and how it contributes towards the mirage. In doing so it will argue that Plutarch’s work both contributes to the mirage by showing how the works may distort our views about Sparta and by examining he historical contexts of his works. On the other hand, this paper will also attempt to separate the reality from the mirage to show that whilst Plutarch’s woks may be flawed they might be accurate sources in areas. This essay will carry out the above by examining primary sources such as Xenophon’s, Constitution of the Lacedaimonians, Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus, Sayings of Spartan Women, and other examples of primary evidence when appropriate. Secondary material will also be examined including Paul Cartledge’s Spartan Wives: Liberation or Licence? And Magdalena Myszkowska-Kaszuba’s The only women that are mothers of men: Plutarch’s creation of the Spartan mother. 

One of the best examples of the problematic relationship between Plutarch’s work and the Spartan mirage lies in his descriptions of Spartan women both in the Life of Lycurgus and the Sayings of Spartan Women. In both works Plutarch creates the idea that Spartan women played a large role in the upbringing of their sons and that she played a key role in Spartan society, although this is more apparent in the latter work than the former. In the Life of Lycurgus Plutarch mentions that to strengthen a young infant a Spartan woman would bath her son in wine as it gave them “a firm habit of body.[footnoteRef:1] He then goes onto say that Spartan women also taught their sons not to be afraid of the dark and that they exposed their limbs to let them develop.[footnoteRef:2] The evidence for the involvement of Spartan women in the raising of their sons and in the organisation of the state can also be found in Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women. This work provides sayings that reputedly were said by Spartan women with many characterising the relationship between mothers and sons. Magdalena Myszkowska-Kaszuba in her article The only Women that are Mothers of Men: Plutarch’s creation of the Spartan mother argues that the Sayings of Spartan Women shows that a Spartan woman played an important role in both the organisation of the city sate and the raising of her sons. [footnoteRef:3] She uses several of the sayings to argue her point including: [1:  Plut. Lyc. 16.2 ]  [2:  Plut. Lyc. 16.3 ]  [3:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 84] 

 “Will you not stop your noise? He has shown from what blood he was sprung.’ And she said that people who were good for anything should not scream but should try to find some remedy”.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Plut. Lacae. 4.1; Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 82 ] 

Myszkowska-Kaszuba uses this saying to argue that the role of the Spartan mother was too reminding to teach her sons valour and to make use of experience so that they can become future warriors.[footnoteRef:5] She then goes onto say that it was also the duty of a mother to remind her son of his duty to die for state by using another of the sayings.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014:82 ]  [6:  Plut. Lacae. 6.16; Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 82 ] 


The evidence above is used by Myszkowska-Kaszuba to show that Plutarch creates the image of a Spartan woman who puts the city state before her family and as someone who plays a significant role in the organisation of the city state. Though she does this she ultimately argues that the image of a Spartan woman is a ‘figment of literary imagination’.[footnoteRef:7] This paper agrees with this conclusion and takes that the view that the image of Spartan women put forward by Plutarch an is a piece of the mirage rather than historical reality. In the first instance it is extremely unlikely that women will have had any impact on the upbringing of their sons. From a very young age the education and upbringing of male children was taken over by the state.[footnoteRef:8] They then stayed under the guardianship of the state until they graduated from the Agoge and joined the Army and public messes.[footnoteRef:9] This time would last around twenty years as they joined the Agoge at the age of seven and they would have graduated at the age of twenty. [footnoteRef:10] It is unlikely therefore that women would have played a large role in the upbringing of their sons since they only spent the first seven years of a boy’s life rearing.[footnoteRef:11] Since the boy’s spent more time being raised in the Agoge by the state than their mothers is unlikely that mothers would have had a large impact on the upbringing of their sons. This shows that Plutarch’s writings on women only feed the mirage and that in this instance they are figments of “literary imagination”.[footnoteRef:12] [7:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 77 ]  [8:  Plut. Lyc. 16.4 ]  [9:  Kennell 1995: 2643 ]  [10:  Kennell 1995: 666 ]  [11:  Kennell 1995: 666 ]  [12:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 77 ] 

Plutarch’s work may also contribute to the mirage because it is possible that his writing about the Spartan state as it existed between 45-120 AD rather than the Spartan state that existed during the Classical and Hellenistic periods.[footnoteRef:13] This might be the case as there appears to be some differences between Plutarch’s writings and those of Xenophon who lived between 430 BC and 350 BC.[footnoteRef:14] The reason that this is important is because these discrepancies suggest that there were changes in both the Spartan state, culture, and society that happened between the Classical period and Plutarch’s lifetime. For example, in his Constitution of the Lacedaemons Xenophon presents the view that the Spartan State wished to create boys who were not only ideal warriors but also ideal citizens who could wield political power.[footnoteRef:15] Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus on the other hand suggest that the state only wished to create boys who were tough and skilled warriors, he makes no mention of the state wanting to make boys ideal citizens.[footnoteRef:16] This would suggest that there were changes in Sparta since both Xenophon and Plutarch both give differing accounts of the same thing. Myszkowska-Kaszuba also believes that these changes are also reflected in Plutarch’s writings when his lives and Sayings of Spartan Women are compared together.[footnoteRef:17] She states that more the heroic characteristics of Spartan women appear to have disappeared between the Classical period.[footnoteRef:18] If this is the case the it possible to assume that something has happened with the Spartan state’s education system. It is possible that in the Classical period the Spartans wished to create men who were both great warriors and citizens whereas in the Hellenistic they only wished to create warriors.[footnoteRef:19] Philip Davies also hits at this when he describes Plutarch’s Sparta as ‘tourist attraction’ that had a tenuous claim to the glory’s that Sparta had in the past.[footnoteRef:20] Again this would suggest that there were significant changes in Sparta between the classical period and Plutarch’s era.  [13:  Davies 2015 ]  [14:  Tuplin 2017 ]  [15:  Xen. Const. Lac. 4.1  ]  [16:  Plut. Lyc. 16.4- 18.02 ]  [17:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 88 ]  [18:  Myszkowska-Kaszuba 2014: 88]  [19:  Xen. Const. Lac. 4.1; Plut. Lyc. 16.4- 18.02]  [20:  Davies 2015] 

The reason that the above causes Plutarch’s writings to feed the mirage is because there have been instances when Plutarch’s early Roman view on Sparta has been used to explain the rest of Sparta’s history. Nigel M. Kennell makes the point that most of the evidence pertaining to Sparta is from the Roman period with very few examples surviving from previous eras.[footnoteRef:21] This opens the possibility that due to the use of Roman era evidence being used to explain the rest of Sparta’s past Classicists and Ancient Historians may have inadvertently caused Plutarch’s works to create the mirage themselves. For example, Kennell uses this example within the context of the Agoge and he uses it to criticise those who used evidence for the Roman-era institution to reconstruct the Classical Agoge.[footnoteRef:22] This act itself though would create a mirage because it likely would create a fictional view of history were the Spartan’s institutions changed very little between the Classical and Roman eras. Whereas as mentioned above it is more likely that there were great changes in Sparta and that the Sparta of Plutarch’s ear was completely different to the Sparta of old.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Kennell 1995: 28 ]  [22:  Kennell 1995: 28]  [23:  Xen. Const. Lac. 4.1; Plut. Lyc. 16.4- 18.2 ] 

Whilst Plutarch’s works do provide a source for the mirage to begin. They are arguably also quite accurate in certain areas especially if earlier sources validate the contents of Plutarch’s writings. In Life of Lycurgus Plutarch writes that role of a Spartan woman was to marry and produce children.[footnoteRef:24] Afterwards he then goes onto say that it was also possible for a husband to share his wife with another man in a variety of ways.[footnoteRef:25] The writings of Xenophon validates the above as he also writes that the role of women was to produce children and at they could have intercourse with other men besides theirs husbands.[footnoteRef:26] Another reference to this phenomenon can also be found in Polybius’ Histories were he also comments on these types of arrangements.[footnoteRef:27] The validity of Plutarch’s work also seems to increase as it appears that he is engaging in some form of critical analysis of his sources. Perhaps the most notable instance of this is were Plutarch seems to be criticising Aristotle for assumptions about Spartan women.[footnoteRef:28] It appears on the matter of Spartan women Aristotle concluded that the reason Lycurgus implemented his laws was because he wanted to curtail the amount of power women held in Sparta.[footnoteRef:29] Plutarch however clearly states that he believed Aristotle was wrong and argues that when Lycurgus passed his laws it was not to curtail power their power.[footnoteRef:30]  The reason this validates Plutarch’s work is because he appears to be basing his arguments on the critical assessment of sources rather than basing his histories on speculation and opinion. [24:  Plut. Lyc. 14.1 ]  [25:  Plut. Lyc. 15.6 ]  [26:  Xen. Const. Lac. 1.4; Xen. Const. Lac. 1.7-10 ]  [27:  Plb. 12.6]  [28:  Plut. Lyc. 14.1 ]  [29:  Plut. Lyc. 14.1]  [30:  Plut. Lyc. 14.1] 

After examining the relationship between Plutarch’s works and the Spartan mirage this essay has come to a mixed conclusion. This paper believes that Plutarch’s work does serve as a cause and a catalyst for the Spartan mirage. However, this paper also believes that this might not be the fault of Plutarch as an author but also those Classicists and Ancient Historians who have interpreted and investigated his work. In similar way to Kennell, this paper takes the view that since until recently classicists have tried to re-create Ancient Sparta by using Plutarch and sources from the same time. They have inadvertently caused the mirage themselves as they have created a false view of Spartan history by misusing Plutarch’s work. Contrary to other opinions this paper finds that if Plutarch’s works had been used within the correct historical context and in proper conjunction with earlier sources and other pieces of evidence. This toxic relationship between Plutarch’s work and the Spartan mirage could have avoided and Plutarch’s works could have avoided the bad reputation that many give them. 
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