
the parallel lives by plutarch

the parallel lives by plutarch stands as one of the most significant works of classical literature,

blending history, biography, and moral philosophy. This collection of biographies pairs notable Greek

and Roman figures to draw comparisons between their lives, characters, and achievements. Plutarch,

a Greek historian and biographer, composed these parallel narratives to provide insights into

leadership, virtue, and human nature. The work has influenced countless writers, historians, and

thinkers throughout history, shaping the understanding of ancient history and ethics. This article

explores the origins, structure, and impact of The Parallel Lives by Plutarch, while examining its key

themes and notable biographies. To navigate this comprehensive overview, the following sections will

be covered.

Origins and Background of The Parallel Lives

Structure and Content of the Lives

Major Themes and Philosophical Insights

Notable Biographies in The Parallel Lives

Historical Impact and Legacy

Origins and Background of The Parallel Lives

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch was composed during the early second century AD, a period marked by

a flourishing of intellectual and cultural activity within the Roman Empire. Plutarch, born in Chaeronea

in Boeotia, Greece, was a philosopher, historian, and priest who sought to educate and entertain



through his writings. His objective was to present moral lessons by juxtaposing the lives of famous

Greeks and Romans, illustrating how personal virtues and vices influenced the course of history.

The origins of The Parallel Lives are deeply rooted in the tradition of biography and historiography,

blending historical facts with ethical reflections. Plutarch’s work was inspired by earlier historians and

biographers such as Xenophon and Cornelius Nepos but distinguished itself by its unique comparative

approach. This method allowed readers to assess the characters of historical figures from different

cultures, encouraging reflection on leadership and morality.

Structure and Content of the Lives

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch is organized into pairs of biographies, each pairing a Greek figure with a

Roman counterpart. This structural choice reflects Plutarch’s intent to provide balanced perspectives

on similar virtues or failings, facilitating direct comparison between the two civilizations. Each pair

typically includes a detailed narrative of the individual’s life, followed by a comparison section

analyzing their similarities and differences.

Biographical Pairs

Plutarch’s biographies cover a wide range of personalities, from military generals and politicians to

philosophers and statesmen. The pairs are carefully chosen to highlight parallel themes, such as

courage, justice, or ambition. For example, the life of Alexander the Great is paired with that of Julius

Caesar, emphasizing their military genius and imperial ambitions.

Writing Style and Approach

Plutarch’s style combines historical narrative with moral commentary. He often includes anecdotes,

speeches, and personal reflections that reveal the character of his subjects. This approach offers

readers a multidimensional view of historical figures, blending factual recounting with ethical

evaluation. The narrative is accessible yet scholarly, making it valuable for both academic study and

general readership.



List of Key Features

Parallel biographies pairing Greek and Roman figures

Use of anecdotes and moral evaluations

Focus on character traits and virtues

Inclusion of speeches and personal details

Combination of history and philosophy

Major Themes and Philosophical Insights

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch goes beyond mere biography by embedding significant philosophical

and ethical themes throughout the narratives. Central to the work is the exploration of virtue and vice,

particularly how these qualities influence leadership and legacy. Plutarch believed that understanding

the moral character of great men was essential to comprehending their historical impact.

Virtue and Moral Character

Plutarch consistently emphasizes the importance of virtues such as courage, justice, wisdom, and

moderation. His biographies serve as case studies illustrating how these traits can lead to greatness or

downfall. By comparing Greek and Roman figures, Plutarch highlights cultural differences in the

understanding and practice of virtue.

Fate, Fortune, and Human Agency

The concepts of fate and fortune are recurrent themes in The Parallel Lives. Plutarch discusses how

external circumstances and personal decisions interplay in shaping a person’s destiny. While



acknowledging the role of luck, he argues for the primacy of individual character in determining

success or failure.

Leadership and Governance

Another important theme is the nature of leadership and the qualities necessary for effective

governance. Plutarch’s biographies frequently analyze the political strategies, military tactics, and

ethical dilemmas faced by rulers. These insights remain relevant for understanding leadership

dynamics across history.

Notable Biographies in The Parallel Lives

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch contains numerous biographies of historically significant individuals

whose lives continue to captivate scholars and readers. Some of the most renowned pairs include

figures whose influence shaped the ancient world and beyond.

Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar

These two military leaders are among the most famous subjects in Plutarch’s collection. Alexander’s

conquests and Caesar’s political reforms are contrasted to illustrate their differing approaches to power

and legacy. Plutarch provides detailed accounts of their campaigns, personal qualities, and ultimate

fates.

Theseus and Romulus

The legendary founders of Athens and Rome are paired to explore themes of city-building, leadership,

and myth-making. Plutarch delves into the blend of history and legend surrounding these figures,

offering insights into the cultural identities of Greece and Rome.

Demosthenes and Cicero

Famed orators and statesmen, Demosthenes and Cicero represent the power of rhetoric in shaping



public life. Their biographies examine their political careers, speeches, and struggles against tyranny,

highlighting the role of eloquence in governance.

Other Significant Figures

Pericles and Fabius Maximus

Alcibiades and Coriolanus

Epaminondas and Scipio Africanus

Brutus and Marius

Historical Impact and Legacy

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch has had a profound and lasting impact on literature, history, and

philosophy. Its influence extends from the Renaissance to modern times, shaping the works of writers

such as Shakespeare, Montaigne, and Emerson. The comparative biographical approach pioneered by

Plutarch remains a foundational method in historical and ethical studies.

Influence on Renaissance and Modern Literature

During the Renaissance, Plutarch’s Lives were translated into various European languages, inspiring

dramatists, historians, and political thinkers. Shakespeare’s Roman plays, including "Julius Caesar"

and "Antony and Cleopatra," draw heavily on Plutarch’s narratives. The work’s emphasis on character

and moral complexity resonated with Renaissance humanism.



Contribution to Historical Methodology

Plutarch’s integration of biography with moral analysis contributed to the development of historical

writing as a discipline. His focus on character and ethical lessons influenced the way history was

interpreted and taught, encouraging a more nuanced understanding of historical figures beyond mere

chronology.

Enduring Relevance

The Parallel Lives by Plutarch continues to be studied for its rich portrayal of human nature and

leadership. Its insights into virtue, power, and human behavior provide timeless lessons applicable to

contemporary discussions on ethics and governance. Scholars and readers alike regard it as a

valuable resource for understanding the complexities of history and morality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Parallel Lives' by Plutarch?

The main theme of 'The Parallel Lives' is the comparison of the virtues and vices of famous Greek and

Roman statesmen and military leaders, highlighting their character and moral lessons.

How does Plutarch structure 'The Parallel Lives' and why?

Plutarch structures 'The Parallel Lives' as paired biographies of one Greek and one Roman figure,

allowing readers to compare their lives, achievements, and moral qualities side by side.

Why is 'The Parallel Lives' considered important in literature and

history?

It is important because it provides valuable insights into the personalities and events of classical

antiquity, influencing Renaissance humanism and modern biographical writing.



Can you name some famous pairs featured in 'The Parallel Lives'?

Famous pairs include Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, Theseus and Romulus, and

Demosthenes and Cicero, among others.

What moral lessons does Plutarch aim to convey through 'The Parallel

Lives'?

Plutarch aims to teach virtues such as courage, justice, and wisdom by illustrating the successes and

failures of historical figures, encouraging readers to emulate their positive traits and avoid their

mistakes.

Additional Resources

1. Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans by Plutarch

This is the original collection of biographies by Plutarch, often referred to as "Parallel Lives." The work

pairs famous Greeks and Romans to highlight their virtues and vices, providing moral lessons through

historical examples. It remains a foundational text for understanding classical antiquity and its

influential figures.

2. The Twelve Caesars by Suetonius

An essential companion to Plutarch’s works, Suetonius provides detailed biographies of the first twelve

Roman emperors. His vivid and often scandalous accounts complement Plutarch’s moralistic style by

offering personal anecdotes and political insights into the lives of Rome’s rulers.

3. On the Character of Men by Plutarch

This shorter work by Plutarch explores the character traits of various historical figures, complementing

the biographical narratives in Parallel Lives. It offers reflections on human nature and ethics,

deepening readers' understanding of the personalities behind historical events.

4. Histories by Herodotus



Known as the "Father of History," Herodotus provides an extensive account of the Greco-Persian Wars

and the cultures involved. His narratives give background context to many figures featured in

Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, enriching the historical landscape of the classical world.

5. Roman Lives by Plutarch, translated by Robin Waterfield

This modern translation of selected biographies from Parallel Lives makes Plutarch’s insights

accessible to contemporary readers. Waterfield’s introduction and notes provide valuable historical

context and analysis, bridging ancient and modern perspectives on leadership and morality.

6. Life of Cicero by Plutarch

One of the most famous individual biographies in Parallel Lives, this book delves into the life of Cicero,

the renowned Roman orator and statesman. It examines his political career, philosophical beliefs, and

the turbulent times in which he lived, highlighting the complexities of power and rhetoric.

7. Ancient Lives: An Introduction to Greek and Roman Biography by Robin Waterfield

This scholarly work offers a comprehensive overview of the genre of biography in antiquity, including

detailed discussions of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. It places Plutarch’s work within the broader tradition

of Greek and Roman biography, exploring its literary and historical significance.

8. The Peloponnesian War by Thucydides

Thucydides’ account of the conflict between Athens and Sparta provides the historical backdrop for

many figures in Plutarch’s lives. His rigorous approach to history and exploration of power dynamics

offer a critical perspective on the events and personalities that shaped classical Greece.

9. Parallel Lives: Volume I by Plutarch, translated by Bernadotte Perrin

This volume contains a selection of Plutarch’s paired biographies with detailed notes and commentary

by Perrin. It is a classic English translation that has influenced generations of readers and historians,

preserving the moral and historical insights of Plutarch’s original work.
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