
the parallel lives by plutarch
the parallel lives by plutarch stands as one of the most influential works in classical literature,
offering a comprehensive collection of biographies of notable Greek and Roman figures. Written by
the ancient historian and essayist Plutarch, this series of paired biographies compares the lives of
prominent individuals from Greece and Rome, highlighting their virtues, vices, achievements, and
moral character. The parallel lives not only provide historical insights but also serve as moral lessons,
blending biography, philosophy, and history. This article explores the background of the parallel lives
by Plutarch, analyzes its structure and thematic elements, examines its historical significance, and
reviews its lasting impact on literature and historical writing. The discussion will also outline key
figures featured in the work and the unique style employed by Plutarch that continues to captivate
readers and scholars alike.
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Background and Author
The parallel lives by Plutarch was written during the early second century AD by Plutarch, a Greek
historian, biographer, and moralist. Born in Chaeronea, Boeotia, around 46 AD, Plutarch was highly
educated and deeply influenced by both Greek and Roman cultures. His aim was to provide readers
with moral examples through the lives of great men, comparing Greek and Roman figures to draw
ethical and philosophical lessons. The work was originally titled "Parallel Lives" or "Lives of the Noble
Greeks and Romans," and it was intended not only as a historical record but also as a guide for ethical
conduct. Plutarch's dual cultural perspective enriched the text, offering a unique synthesis of classical
heritage.

Structure and Content of the Parallel Lives
The parallel lives by Plutarch is organized as a series of paired biographies, each pairing consisting of
one Greek and one Roman figure. This comparative format allows Plutarch to explore similarities and
differences in character, leadership, and achievements between notable individuals from two great
civilizations. Each pair is followed by a detailed comparison, or "synkrisis," which evaluates the lives
and moral qualities of the subjects.



Paired Biographies
Plutarch’s work includes 23 pairs of biographies and several individual lives. Each pair is carefully
chosen to highlight common traits or contrasting attributes, such as:

Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar

Demosthenes and Cicero

Theseus and Romulus

Pericles and Fabius Maximus

This pairing method provides a balanced view of Greek and Roman virtues and flaws, illuminating the
cultural ideals of both societies.

Biographical Style and Narrative
Plutarch’s biographies are more than mere chronicles of events; they delve into character analysis,
anecdotal stories, and personal virtues. His narrative style blends historical facts with moral
commentary, making the parallel lives by Plutarch an engaging and instructive read. The biographies
emphasize the ethical dimensions of leadership and personal conduct, making them valuable for
philosophical reflection as well as historical study.

Thematic Elements and Moral Lessons
The parallel lives by Plutarch is renowned for its exploration of ethical themes and moral philosophy.
Plutarch sought to reveal the character and virtue behind the public deeds, encouraging readers to
learn from the successes and failures of great men. The work encompasses a variety of themes,
including leadership, courage, justice, ambition, and temperance.

Virtue and Vice
One of the central themes in the parallel lives is the contrast between virtue and vice. Plutarch
highlights how personal qualities affected the destinies of his subjects, often suggesting that moral
integrity is as important as strategic skill or political power. Through detailed anecdotes, Plutarch
illustrates how virtues like wisdom, courage, and moderation contributed to greatness, while vices
such as greed, cruelty, or arrogance led to downfall.

Leadership and Power
Leadership is another dominant theme, with Plutarch examining how different leaders exercised
power and the ethical implications of their decisions. The paired lives enable a nuanced comparison of
leadership styles between Greek and Roman heroes, offering insights into governance, military
command, and statesmanship.



Historical Significance and Influence
The parallel lives by Plutarch holds a significant place in the history of literature and historiography. It
was one of the earliest attempts to write comparative biography and has influenced countless
historians, writers, and philosophers throughout history. The work provides a valuable primary source
for understanding classical antiquity and has shaped Western ideas about morality, leadership, and
biography.

Influence on Renaissance and Modern Thought
During the Renaissance, Plutarch’s parallel lives experienced a revival, inspiring prominent figures
such as Shakespeare, Montaigne, and Rousseau. Shakespeare’s plays, including "Julius Caesar" and
"Antony and Cleopatra," drew heavily on Plutarch’s biographies for character development and plot.
The work’s moral and philosophical insights also influenced Enlightenment thinkers and modern
historians, establishing the parallel lives as a timeless reference.

Contribution to Biographical Literature
Plutarch’s approach to biography set a precedent for future biographical writing by focusing not only
on events but also on character and ethics. His blending of history, anecdote, and moral analysis
created a genre that combines literary artistry with historical rigor. The parallel lives remains a model
for writers seeking to understand historical figures from a multidimensional perspective.

Notable Biographies in the Parallel Lives
The parallel lives by Plutarch covers a wide range of historical figures from both Greece and Rome,
many of whom remain central to classical studies today. Some of the most famous biographies
include those of:

Alexander the Great – The Macedonian conqueror known for his military genius and empire-1.
building.

Julius Caesar – The Roman general and dictator whose life and death changed the course of2.
Roman history.

Pericles – The influential Athenian statesman during the city's Golden Age.3.

Cicero – The Roman orator, philosopher, and statesman known for his rhetoric and political4.
thought.

Theseus and Romulus – Founders of Athens and Rome, respectively, whose legends shaped5.
national identities.

Each biography offers insights into personal virtues and historical contexts, making the parallel lives a



rich compendium of classical leadership and character study.

Legacy and Impact on Literature
The parallel lives by Plutarch continues to be a cornerstone in classical studies and literature. Its
influence extends beyond historical scholarship to the arts, philosophy, and education. The work’s
emphasis on moral character and its comparative analysis have inspired generations of readers and
writers.

Enduring Educational Value
Plutarch’s biographies have been used for centuries as teaching tools in moral philosophy and history.
Their combination of storytelling and ethical reflection makes them accessible and relevant to a wide
audience. The parallel lives remains a vital resource in understanding ancient civilizations and the
timeless nature of human character.

Impact on Narrative and Biography Genres
The literary techniques introduced by Plutarch, including character-focused narrative and comparative
biography, have shaped the development of the biography genre. Modern biographers and historians
continue to draw on his methods to create vivid and morally engaged portraits of historical figures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Parallel Lives' by Plutarch about?
'The Parallel Lives' is a series of biographies of famous Greeks and Romans, paired to highlight their
common moral virtues and vices, written by the ancient historian Plutarch.

Why did Plutarch write 'The Parallel Lives'?
Plutarch aimed to provide moral lessons through the lives of great men, illustrating virtues and faults
by comparing Greek and Roman figures to teach ethical conduct.

How are the biographies in 'The Parallel Lives' structured?
Each pair consists of one Greek and one Roman figure whose lives are examined side by side,
followed by a comparison that draws moral and character parallels.

Which pairs of historical figures are famously included in 'The
Parallel Lives'?
Notable pairs include Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, Theseus and Romulus, and Demosthenes



and Cicero among others.

What impact has 'The Parallel Lives' had on literature and
history?
'The Parallel Lives' influenced Renaissance thinkers, historians, and writers by providing a model of
biography that combines moral philosophy with historical narrative.

Are there modern translations or adaptations of 'The Parallel
Lives'?
Yes, there are many modern translations and adaptations, including ones by Dryden and Bernadotte
Perrin, making Plutarch's work accessible to contemporary readers.

Additional Resources
1. Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans by Plutarch
This is the original work by Plutarch, often simply referred to as "Parallel Lives." It consists of
biographies of famous Greeks and Romans, paired to illuminate their moral character and virtues
through comparison. Plutarch’s insightful narrative explores the impact of individual lives on history
and offers timeless lessons on leadership and ethics.

2. The Twelve Caesars by Suetonius
A classic collection of biographies focusing on the lives of the first twelve emperors of Rome, from
Julius Caesar to Domitian. Suetonius offers vivid and sometimes scandalous details about their reigns,
personalities, and intrigues. Like Plutarch, his work blends historical fact with anecdote to reveal the
complexities of power.

3. Roman Lives by Susan Treggiari
This modern collection offers fresh translations and interpretations of Roman biographies, including
excerpts from Plutarch and Suetonius. Treggiari provides context to understand the social and
political environments that shaped these figures. The book is accessible to contemporary readers
interested in Roman history and character studies.

4. Parallel Lives: Five Roman Lives by Plutarch, translated by Ian Scott-Kilvert
A focused selection of Plutarch’s biographies featuring prominent Romans such as Caesar and Cicero.
Scott-Kilvert’s translation is praised for its clarity and engaging style, making Plutarch’s work
approachable for modern readers. The book highlights key moral and political lessons through these
detailed life stories.

5. SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome by Mary Beard
While not a biography collection, Beard’s comprehensive history of Rome frequently references
figures covered in Plutarch’s Lives. The book provides rich background and analysis of Rome’s
political and cultural development. It is an excellent companion for readers wanting to understand the
broader context of these historical personalities.

6. Biographies of Eminent Greeks by Plutarch
Complementing his Roman biographies, Plutarch’s accounts of Greek figures like Alexander the Great



and Pericles offer insight into Greek civilization and leadership. These lives are paired with Roman
counterparts in the Parallel Lives series to draw moral and historical comparisons. Plutarch’s work
remains a key source for understanding ancient Greek culture.

7. Ancient Lives: An Introduction to Greek and Roman Biography by Robin Waterfield
This book explores the tradition of biography in antiquity, including Plutarch’s Parallel Lives.
Waterfield examines how biographies were used to convey moral lessons and political propaganda.
The book is an excellent academic resource for understanding the literary and historical significance
of ancient lives.

8. Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius
Although focused on philosophers rather than political leaders, this work shares Plutarch’s
biographical spirit by offering detailed accounts of influential Greek thinkers. The biographies provide
insights into the development of Greek philosophy and its impact on culture. It is a valuable
companion for readers interested in the intellectual background of the classical world.

9. The Histories by Herodotus
Known as the "Father of History," Herodotus provides narrative histories filled with stories of notable
figures and events from the ancient world. While not strictly biographies, his work offers context and
background to many individuals featured in Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. Herodotus’s engaging
storytelling complements the character studies found in Plutarch’s work.
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