BELLARIA LV]

The Chaironeaﬁ, PIutarcH (er-lgra'ving; Lédhard Gaultier, d.1641)

PLUTARCH |

Introduction
Plutarch (c. AD 50-120), who as a Roman citizen was named Lucius Mestrius
Plutarchus, was born and lived in Chaironea (twenty miles east of Delphi). His
works can be divided into the philosophical and historical-biographical. He served
as a priest of Apollo at Delphi and was active in local affairs. Influential in
government circles, he was keen to develop the idea of a productive relationship
between Greece the educator and Rome the centre of power. A catalogue of his
works lists 227 items, many lost. By the 4™ C he had become a ‘classic’ and was
hugely popular from the renaissance onwards, including in America.

His Moralia (‘topics relating to customs and mores’), from which this Bellaria
sequence will be drawn, is an eclectic collection of 78 essays and speeches on
ethical, political, polemical, and literary topics.



PLUTARCH ON TALKATIVENESS

This is a delightful essay but—ironically—does go on rather. The Greek for
‘chatterer’ is adoleskhés, but | have translated it ‘bore’ because in all but the last
passage thatis the most appropriate translation.

Plutarch has set out his theme and describes ado/eskhaias people ‘who go
about like empty vessels, void of sense, but full of noise’. So what can we do to help
them, ifanything?

A bore is difficult to silence, so people run from him

502E If however it is agreed that no attempt should be left untried, let us say to the
bore,

‘Be silent, boy; silence has great advantages’.
Two of the first and foremost merits of this advice are hearing and being heard.
Neither of these is the outcome for bores, for however great their desire for it, they
fail miserably. For in other diseases of the soul—love of money, love of glory, or love
of pleasure—it s at least possible for people to attain what they desire. But this is
extremely difficult for bores, who desire hearers but cannot get them, since
everyone 502F runs headlong from them; and if people are sitting in a public place
or walking about there and see one coming, they quickly pass on the message to
break camp.

502E €0 &' oUv dokel Tteipag undev EAeAeipOal, eiTwpev TTpOg TOV ASOAETYOV

(0 TTai, olwTa. TIOAN" €XEL oLy KaAd
dUo O Ta TIpMTa Kal LEYLOTA, TO akoUaoal Kai akouaBfivat: wv oud ETEpou TUXETV
gyylyvetal 1oig adoA€oyolg, AAA Kai Ttepi authyv v émibupiav amoduoTetodal.
TOIG PEV yap AAAOLG vooripact TG Yuxig, olov @iAapyupia @irodosia giAndovia, 1o
yoUv Tuyxavetv Qv épievtal TepieoTtt. 101G &’ AdoAEayolg Todto oupPaivel
YaAeTiwTatov, EmBupolvieg yap akpoat@®v ou Tuyxavouaolv, 502F aAAa Ttdg peUyel
TIPOTPOTIAONV KAV €V NUIKUKALW Tvi KaBedopevol, KAv TtepLTtatolvieg €v Taut®
Oedowvtal Ttpoo@olt@VTa, Taxéws avaleusly autoig TTapeyyu®dal.
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Bores are the worst of companions, being unstoppable

502F And as, when silence falls in any meeting, they say Hermes hasjoined the
company, so when any bore joins some drinking party or social gathering of friends,
503 all are silent, not wishing to provide him with an opening. But if he begins to
open his mouth, they all,

‘as before a storm at sea, with Boreas blowing a gale around the headland,,
suspecting a rough ride and seasickness, get up and go. As a result, they find neither
willing table-companions nor messmates when they are travelling by land or by
sea, but only such as cannot help themselves; for he is always at you, plucking at
your clothes and your beard, or giving you a dig in the ribs with his elbow.

‘Most valuable are the feet at such ajuncture’,
according to Archilochus, and indeed according to the wise Aristotle himself.

502F kal kaBatep, 6tav €v ouAOyw Twvi olwTer yévntatl, tov Eppiv
gmeloeAnAuBéval Aéyouaty, oUTtwg OTav € GUUTIOTLIOV 1] GUVESPLOV YW PiwV AdA0g
glo€AOn, 503 TIAVTEG ATTOCLWTIAOOL, Ui BouAdpevol Aafnv tapaoyelv. av o’ autog
apéntat diaipetv 10 oTOHA

TIPO XEIUATOG WOT Ava Trovtiav dkpav BopEou TIVEOVTOG
UOopWUEVOL adAov Kai vauTtiav, e§avéatnoav. 00ev avtoic cupPaivel pite tapd
SEITIVOV GUYKALTAV 3 UNTE GUOKAVWY TUYXAVELV TIpoBU WV, OTav 000LTIop@aly i)
TIAEWOLV, A" AvaykaoTt@v: TIpOoKELTAL yap amavtaxol, TV ipatiwv
avtidapBavopevog, tol yeveiou, Tnv TIAeupav BupokoTt@v Th XeLpi

‘odeg o KeibL TipwTator

Kata tov Apyxidoxov, kai vy Aia Katd Tov 0o@pov ApLOTOTEANV.
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Aristotle’s way of dealing with bores

503B For he, bothered by a bore and worn down by his ridiculous tales and frequent
enquiry ‘Isn’t this fascinating, Aristotle? replied ‘Not at all. What is fascinating is
that anyone with legs stops here to listen to you.” And to another such who said,
afteralong rigmarole, ‘I've bored you, philosopher’, ‘Certainly not,’ he replied. |
wasn’'t paying attention.’

503B kai yap autog, EvoxAoUpevog UTT AS0AETYOU Kal KOTITOEVOG ATOTIOLG TIOL
dinynuaact, TToAAAkig autold Aéyovtog ‘o Baupaotov, AplototeAeg;” ol TolTo noi
‘Baupaotov, AMN €l Tig TTddAG EXwV OE UTIOUEVEL. ETEPQ OE TIVL TOLOUTW, PETA
TIOAAOUG AOYOUG EITIOVTL ‘KATNOOAETXNKA TOU, PINOCO®E, ‘Ua Al” gittev ‘oU yap
TIPOCETXOV'.

A bore’s talk makes the mind wander

503B For even if bores force you to listen, the mind offers the ears to be flooded only
peripherally, while it itself unfolds and pursues alternative thoughts to itself; so
they are not well supplied with listeners either who pay attention to them or
believe them. Of the sex-mad, they say, the seed is barren, and of bores the
discourse pointless and fruitless.
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503B kai yap av Biacwvtat AaAeiv ol adboAeayol, TTapEdwkev auTtoig f Puxn Ta QOTa
TiepLavIAEilv Ewbev, autn & €vtog £TEpAg TIvag AvaTtuooel Kal S1EEELDL TIPOG AUTV
@povtidag: 60ev oUte TPOTEXOVTIWY OUTE TILOTEUOVIWV AKPOATHOV EUTIOPOTTL. TRV
HEV yap TIPOG TAG CUVOUCTAg EUKATAPOPWV AYyoVoV €ival TO oTtEppa Aéyouat, TV &
Ad0AEaXwV 0 AOY0og ATEANG Kal AKapTIOG €TTL.

His presence kills all pleasure in conversation

504B So the drunken man prattles only in his cups; but the bore prattles
everywhere, in the market-place, in the theatre, out walking, by night and by day.
Asyour doctor, he is worse than your disease, as your shipmate, more unpleasant
than sea-sickness, as a flatterer, more offensive than a slanderer. The company of
clever crooks is preferable to that of worthy bores. 504C In Sophocles’ play, Nestor
trying to reason with and calm down a loutish Ajax, tactfully said this:

‘I do not blame you: for your good deeds have led you to speak evil'.
But we cannot feel like this with a bore, whose tactless words corrupt and kill off all
gratitude for his actions.

504B 0 pev oOv peBuwv Anpei tap’ oivov, 0 6’ Ad0Aeoy0g Ttavtaxol Anpel, v ayopd
gv Bedtpw €v TEpLTTATE €V HEON HED’ NUEPaV vUKTwP: £0TL OE BepaTteUwy TG vOooU
Baputepog, CUUTIAEWV TAG vautiag andeatepog, ETtalviv Tol PEYOVTog
emtax0éatepog. NOLOV yE ToL TTovnpoig opAolaolty eTdesiolg f xpnotoig adboAEoxals.
504C 0 pev yap ZogokAéoug NEoTtwp TOV Alavta Tpayuvopevov T¢ Aoyw Tipalivwv
NO1k&G TolT elpnkev

‘oU pEpopal og: Op@v yap €0 KAKWOG AEVELS
TIPOG O€ TOV AdOAEDXNV 0UY 0UTWG EXOLEY, AAAA TTATAV €pyou XAPLV N TV AOywV
akatpia dtagBeipel kal amoAAuat.
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Repetition is the bore’s vice

Lysias wrote a speech for a litigant, and gave it him. He read it several times, then
came to Lysias in some despair and said that when he first went through this
speech, it seemed wonderful, but taking it up a second and third time, it seemed
altogether dull and ineffective. Then Lysias laughed, and said, ‘And so? Are you
going to read it more than once to the jury?

Auaiag tvi diknv €xoviil Adyov ouyypdyag EdwKev: O O€ TIOAAAKIG Avayvoug fKe
TIpOG TovV Auciav ABup@v kal Aéywv To Pev Ttp@Tov autd dte€lovit Baupaotov
pavival tov Adyov, atBig 6¢ kal tpitov avarapBdavovtt TavieA®@s apPALV kal
ampaktov. 0 6€ Auaiag yeAdoag ‘Ti o0V’ eittev ‘oUy dma§ HEAAELG AEyELY AUTOV ETt
TGV SIKAoTRV;

Homer knew all about creative variety

~ Homerus

Homer from The Nuremberg Chronicle (1493)

And just think of the persuasiveness and grace of Lysias' style! For he, as | can
504D ‘say was greatly favoured by the dark-haired Muses’.
And when it comes to things said about Homer, the truest is that he alone of all
poets has men begging for more, being ever fresh and at the top of his game in the
pleasure stakes, and yet saying and proclaiming this about himself,
‘Itis hateful for me to repeat a tale already plainly told’.
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He avoids and fears that overindulgence that lies in ambush for every narrative, but
guides the ear through a variety of tales, and by his creativity relieves the listener of
saturation. But bores scratch away at our ears with their repetitions, like people
messing about with palimpsests.

Kal okoTel TNV Auciou TtelBw Kal xapiv! Kakeivov yap €yw

504D ‘@api ioAokapwv Molodv g0 Aaxeiv'.
TV O€ Ttepl ToU TToINTOU AsyopéVwY, AANBEaTatov €0Tiv OTL HOVOG ‘Opnpog ThHg TV
avBpwTiwv ayikopiag TeplyEyovey, Al Kavog v Kai Tipog Xaptv AKpadlwv: aAN’
OHWG €TV Kal avagpwvhioag EKelvo Tiept autod, 10

‘€xOpov O poi €ativ

aotig apdnAwg eipnuéva puboAoyeuetv'.
peUyeL Kal poPeital Tov Epedpelovta Ttavti Adyw Kopov, €ig AAa €§ AAAwv
dinynuata tnv akonv dywv Kai tf KavotnTti TV TTANoHovVV aUTig
TapapuBolpevog. ol &’ atmokvaioual STTou Ta MTA TAIG TAUTOAOYIALG WOTIEP
TtaAipynota SlapoAUVoVTEG.

The chatterer due to assassinate Nero gave the game away

Nero: a flattering portrait

505C One man’s loose tongue also prevented Rome from becoming free by the
removal of Nero. It was the one night before the tyrant was due to be assassinated,
with all preparations made, when the man who was to kill him was going to the
theatre. When he saw someone in chains near the palace gates, about to be taken
to Nero and lamenting his bad luck, he went up close to him and whispering said,
Just pray, fellow, 505D that to-day will pass, and tomorrow you will thank me.’

505C tnv 6¢ Pwpaiwv oAy ékwAuoev EAeuBeépav yevéaBatl Népwvog
amaAayeioav, Evog avdpog adoAeoyia. pia yap Av vus, peb’ v €6eLtov TUpavvov
ATIOAWAEVAL, TIAPETKEUATHEVWY ATIAVTIWV. 0 O LEAAWVY AUTOV ATIOKTLVVUVAL,
TIOPEUONEVOG €ig BEaTpov idwV TIva TV dedepévwy ETtL BUpatg peAAovTa
TtpoodayecBalté) Népwvi kai v autol Tuxnv Attodupoevov, yyUg TipoaiABev
aut® kai tpooPtBupioag ‘clyou’ pnoiv ‘® avBpwte, 505D trv onpepov nueEpav
TtapeABeiv povov, aliplov 6€ pol elxaploTioelg.’
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505D Guessing the meaning of the riddle, and thinking, | take it,

‘He is a fool who gives up what is in his hand for what is not’,
The [prisoner] chose the more certain over the more just route to safety. For he
informed Nero of what the man had said. That man was immediately arrested, and
torture, fire and scourging applied to him who now necessarily denied what he had
unnecessarily divulged.

505D apmtdoag olv 10 aivixBev ékeivog kal vonoag, oipat, Ot

‘VATILOG, O TA ETOLHA AITIWV AVETOLHA OLWKEL
v BePatotépav eileTo owtnpiav Ttpo TG dikalotépag. EPNVUTE yap 1@ NEpwvL TV
PWVNV TavBpwTIou. KAKEIVOG eUBUG avpTtacto, Kai facavol kai tip Kal LAoTIyES
ETT aUTOV, ApVOUEVOV TIPOG THY AVAYKNV A XWPLG AVAYKNG EUNVUCE.

It is worth pointing out that this bears no relation whatsoever to Tacitus’ version of
the assassination attempt (4nnals1s.54ff).

Next week: Plutarch on animals



