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THE EDUCATION OF THE RULER
IN PLUTARCH’S SYMPOSIUM OF THE SEVEN SAGES

1. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 147a-d
“Οὐ διὰ ταῦτ᾿” ἔφη “μόνον” ὁ Νειλόξενος, “ἀλλ᾿ οὐ φεύγει τὸ φίλος εἶναι καὶ λέγεσθαι βασιλέων
καθάπερ ὑμεῖς· ἐπεὶ σοῦ γε καὶ τἄλλα θαυμάζει, καὶ τῆς πυραμίδος τὴν μέτρησιν ὑπερφυῶς
ἠγάπησεν (…). ἀλλ᾿, ὅπερ ἔφην, διεβλήθης μισοβασιλεὺς εἶναι, καί τινες ὑβριστικαί σου περὶ
τυράννων ἀποφάσεις ἀνεφέροντο πρὸς αὐτόν, ὡς ἐρωτηθεὶς ὑπὸ Μολπαγόρου τοῦ Ἴωνος τί
παραδοξότατον εἴης ἑωρακώς, ἀποκρίναιο ‘τύραννον γέροντα,’ καὶ πάλιν ἔν τινι πότῳ, περὶ τῶν
θηρίων λόγου γενομένου, φαίης κάκιστον εἶναι τῶν μὲν ἀγρίων θηρίων τὸν τύραννον, τῶν δ᾿
ἡμέρων τὸν κόλακα· τοιαῦτα γάρ, εἰ καὶ πάνυ προσποιοῦνται διαφέρειν οἱ βασιλεῖς τῶν
τυράννων, οὐκ εὐμενῶς ἀκούουσιν.”
“Ἀλλὰ τοῦτο μέν,” εἶπεν ὁ Θαλῆς, “Πιττακοῦ ἐστιν, εἰρημένον ἐν παιδιᾷ ποτε πρὸς Μυρσίλον· ἐγὼ
δὲ θαυμάσιμ᾿ ἄν,” ἔφην, “οὐ τύραννον ἀλλὰ κυβερνήτην γέροντα θεασάμενος. πρὸς δὲ τὴν
μετάθεσιν τὸ τοῦ νεανίσκου πέπονθα τοῦ βαλόντος μὲν ἐπὶ τὴν κύνα πατάξαντος δὲ τὴν μητρυιὰν
καὶ εἰπόντος ‘οὐδ᾿ οὕτω κακῶς.’ διὸ καὶ Σόλωνα σοφώτατον ἡγησάμην οὐ δεξάμενον τυραννεῖν. καὶ
Πιττακὸς οὗτος εἰ μοναρχίᾳ μὴ προσῆλθεν, οὐκ ἂν εἶπεν ὡς ‘χαλεπὸν ἐσθλὸν ἔμμεναι.’ Περίανδρος
δ᾿ ἔοικεν ὥσπερ ἐν νοσήματι πατρῴῳ τῇ τυραννίδι κατειλημμένος οὐ φαύλως ἐξαναφέρειν,
χρώμενος ὁμιλίαις ὑγιειναῖς ἄχρι γε νῦν καὶ συνουσίας ἀνδρῶν νοῦν ἐχόντων ἐπαγόμενος, ἃς
δὲ Θρασύβουλος αὐτῷ κολούσεις τῶν ἄκρων οὑμὸς πολίτης ὑφηγεῖται μὴ προσιέμενος.
γεωργοῦ γὰρ ἀκρίδας καὶ ὄρνιθας ἀντὶ πυρῶν καὶ κριθῶν συγκομίζειν ἐθέλοντος οὐδὲν διαφέρει
τύραννος ἀνδραπόδων μᾶλλον ἄρχειν ἢ ἀνδρῶν βουλόμενος· ἓν γὰρ ἀντὶ πολλῶν κακῶν ἀγαθὸν αἱ
δυναστεῖαι τὴν τιμὴν ἔχουσι καὶ τὴν δόξαν, ἄνπερ ἀγαθῶν ὡς κρείττονες ἄρχωσι καὶ μεγάλων
μείζονες εἶναι δοκῶσι· τὴν δ᾿ ἀσφάλειαν ἀγαπῶντας ἄνευ τοῦ καλοῦ προβάτων ἔδει πολλῶν καὶ
ἵππων καὶ βοῶν ἄρχειν, μὴ ἀνθρώπων.”
“Not for this alone,” said Neiloxenus, “but he does not try to avoid being a friend of kings and being
called such, as you do. In your case, for instance, the king finds much to admire in you, and in particular
he was immensely pleased with your method of measuring the pyramid (…). But, as I said, you were
falsely accused of being a hater of kings, and certain offensive pronouncements of yours regarding
tyrants were reported to him: that, when you were asked by Molpagoras the Ionian what was the most
paradoxical thing you had ever seen, you replied, ‘a tyrant (who lived to be) an old man’, and that on a
certain convivial occasion, when there was a discussion about animals, you state that of the wild animals
the worst is the tyrant, and of the tame the flatterer. For, although they pretend that they are altogether
different from tyrants, kings do not take kindly to such remarks.”
“But this statement,” said Thales, “belongs to Pittacus, and it was once made in jest with reference to
Myrsilus. But, as for myself,” he continued, “I’d be amazed to see not a tyrant but a pilot that lived to be
old. However, so far as concerns transferring this from the one to the other, my feeling is that of the
young man who threw a stone at his dog but hit his stepmother and exclaimed, ‘This is not bad at all’.
This is the reason why I considered Solon most wise when he refused to be a tyrant. As for that Pittacus,
if he had never assumed absolute power, he would not have said that ‘it is hard to be good.’ But
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Periander, in spite of his being afflicted with tyranny as with an inherited disease, seems to be
recovering fairly well by keeping wholesome company—at least up to the present time—and by
bringing about conferences with men of sense, and by turning down the cutting of the topmost, which
my fellow citizen Thrasybulus suggests. Indeed, a tyrant who desires to rule slaves rather than men is
no different from a farmer who is willing to gather in harvest locusts and birds rather than wheat and
barley. For despotic regimes possess one advantage to set against many disadvantages, namely honor
and glory, if rulers rule over good men by virtue of being better, and appear to surpass them in greatness.
But those who love safety without the good (i.e. the honor and the glory) ought to rule over a lot of sheep,
horses, and cattle, not over men.”
2. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 148d (Thales praises Cleoboulina)
ἀλλὰ καὶ φρόνημα θαυμαστὸν καὶ νοῦς ἔνεστι πολιτικὸς καὶ φιλάνθρωπον ἦθος, καὶ τὸν πατέρα
τοῖς πολίταις πραότερον ἄρχοντα καὶ δημοτικώτερον.
But she possesses admirable sense, a statesman's mind, and a humane disposition, and she makes her
father a more mild and agreeable ruler to his citizens.
3. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 151d-e
ὡς δὲ ταῦτ᾿ εἶπεν ὁ Βίας, ὁ μὲν Νειλόξενος ὑφ᾿ ἡδονῆς ὥρμησε περιβαλεῖν τὸν Βίαντα καὶ φιλῆσαι,
τῶν δ᾿ ἄλλων ἐπαινεσάντων καὶ ἀποδεξαμένων γελάσας ὁ Χίλων, “ὦ Ναυκρατῖτα,” ἔφη, “ξένε, πρὶν
ἀπολέσθαι τὴν θάλατταν ἐκποθεῖσαν ἀπάγγελλε πλεύσας Ἀμάσιδι μὴ ζητεῖν ὅπως ἅλμην
ἀναλώσει τοσαύτην, ἀλλὰ μᾶλλον ὅπως πότιμον καὶ γλυκεῖαν τοῖς ὑπηκόοις τὴν βασιλείαν
παρέξει· περὶ ταῦτα γὰρ δεινότατος Βίας καὶ διδάσκαλος τούτων ἄριστος, ἃ μαθὼν Ἄμασις
οὐδὲν ἔτι τοῦ χρυσοῦ δεήσεται ποδανιπτῆρος ἐπὶ τοὺς Αἰγυπτίους, ἀλλὰ θεραπεύσουσι πάντες
αὐτὸν καὶ ἀγαπήσουσι χρηστὸν ὄντα, κἂν μυριάκις ἢ νῦν ἀναφανῇ δυσγενέστερος.” “καὶ
μήν,” ἔφη ὁ Περίανδρος, “ἄξιόν γε τοιαύτας ἀπαρχὰς τῷ βασιλεῖ συνεισενεγκεῖν ἅπαντας
‘ἀνδρακάς’, ὥσπερ ἔφησεν Ὅμηρος· ἐκείνῳ τε γὰρ ἂν γένοιτο πλείονος ἀξία τῆς ἐμπορίας ἡ
παρενθήκη, καὶ ἡμῖν ἀντὶ πάντων ὠφέλιμος.”
As soon as Bias had said these words, Neiloxenus hastened to embrace and kiss him out of joy, but, when
the others had praised and approved (the answer), Chilon said with a chuckle, “Guest from Naucratis,
before the sea is drunk up and disappears, sail back and tell Amasis that he should not be seeking how to
consume so much brine, but rather how to make his kingship potable and sweet to his subjects. For, in
these matters Bias is most competent and an excellent teacher of the things which, if imparted to
Amasis, he will have no further need of his golden foot-tub to impress the Egyptians, but they will all
honor and love him for being good, even if he turns out to be countless times more low-born than at
present.” “Indeed,” said Periander, “it is well worth to contribute to the king an offering of this sort,
everyone ‘one by one’, as Homer has put it [=Od.13.14]. For to him this addition would be more
valuable than the merchandise, and for us as profitable as anything could be.”
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4. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 152b-d
ῥηθέντων δὲ τούτων ἠξιοῦμεν ἡμεῖς καὶ αὐτὸν εἰπεῖν τι τὸν Περίανδρον. ὁ δ᾿ οὐ μάλα φαιδρὸς ἀλλὰ
συστήσας τὸ πρόσωπον “ἐγὼ τοίνυν,” ἔφη, “προσαποφαίνομαι τὰς εἰρημένας γνώμας ἁπάσας
σχεδὸν ἀφιστάναι τοῦ ἄρχειν τὸν νοῦν ἔχοντα.” καὶ ὁ Αἴσωπος οἷον ἐλεγκτικῶς “ἔδει τοίνυν,”
ἔφη, “τοῦτο καθ᾿ ἑαυτοὺς περαίνειν καὶ μή συμβούλους φάσκοντας εἶναι καὶ φίλους
κατηγόρους γίγνεσθαι τῶν ἀρχόντων.” ἁψάμενος οὖν αὐτοῦ τῆς κεφαλῆς ὁ Σόλων καὶ
διαμειδιάσας εἶπεν, “οὐκ ἂν δοκεῖ σοι μετριώτερον ἄρχοντα ποιεῖν καὶ τύραννον ἐπιεικέστερον ὁ
πείθων ὡς ἄμεινον εἴη τὸ μὴ ἄρχειν ἢ τὸ ἄρχειν;”
When these utterances had been expressed, we insisted that Periander himself say something too. And
he, not very cheerful but with a hard-set face, said, “Well, I add my view that the opinions expressed,
taken as a whole, all but prevent any man who has good sense from being a ruler.” Whereupon Aesop,
as though taking us to task, said, “You ought, then, to have carried out this discussion by yourselves
and to not have become accusers of rulers, while professing to be their counselors and friends.” Solon
then, laying his hand on his head and smiling, said, “Don’t you think that one makes a ruler more
moderate and a tyrant more reasonable if he persuades them that it is better not to rule than to rule?”
Select Bibliography:
Aalders, G.J.D. 1977. “Political Thought in Plutarch’s Convivium Septem Sapientium.” Mnemosyne 30:28-40.
Babbit, F.C. 1928. Plutarch. Moralia. Vol. 2. Cambridge, MA.
Busine, A. 2002. Les Sept Sages de la Grèce Antique. Transmission et Utilisation d’un Patrimoine Légendaire d’ Hérodote à Plutarque. Paris.
Jazdzewska, K. 2016. “Laughter in Plutarch’s Convivium Septem Sapientium.” CP 111:74-88.
Jedriewicz, S. 1997. Il convitato sullo sgabello. Plutarco, Esopo ed I Sette Savi. Pisa.
Kim, L. 2009. “Historical fiction, brachylogy, and Plutarch’s Banquet of the Seven Sages.” In J.R. Ferreira et al. (eds.) Symposion and
Philanthropia in Plutarch. Coimbra: 481-95.
Klooster, J. 2018. “Solon of Athens as a Precedent for Plutarch’s Authorial Persona.” Mnemosyne 71:247-64.
Leão, D.F. 2009. “The tyrannos as a sophos in the Septem Sapientium Convivium.” In J.R. Ferreira et al. (eds.) Symposion and Philanthropia in
Plutarch. Coimbra: 511-21.
Lo Cascio, F.1997. Plutarco. Il Convito dei Sette Sapienti. Naples.
Luraghi, N. 2013. “Ruling Alone: Monarchy in Greek Politics and Thought.” In N. Luraghi (ed.) The Splendors and Miseries of Ruling Alone.
Stuttgart: 11-24.
Martin, R.P. 1993. “The Seven Sages as Performers of Wisdom.” In C. Dougherty and L. Kurke (eds.) Cultural Poetics in Archaic Greece: Cult,
Performance, Politics. Oxford: 108-28.
Mossman, J. 1997. “Plutarch’s Dinner of the Seven Wise Men and its Place in Symposion Literature.” In J. Mossman (ed.) Plutarch and his
Intellectual World. London and Swansea: 119-40.
Noreña, C.F. 2009. “The Ethics of Autocracy in the Roman World.” In R.K. Balot (ed.) A Companion to Greek and Roman Political Thought.
Chichester: 266-79.
Pelling, C. 2014. “Political Philosophy.” In M. Beck (ed.) A Companion to Plutarch. Oxford: 149-62.
Pérez Jiménez, A. 2002. “Exemplum: the Paradigmatic Education of the Ruler in the Lives of Plutarch.” In P.A. Stadter and L. van der Stockt
(eds.) Sage and Emperor: Plutarch, Greek Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.). Leuven: 105-14.
Roskam, G. 2002. “A παιδεία for the ruler. Plutarch’s dream of collaboration between philosopher and ruler.” In P.A. Stadter and L. van der
Stockt (eds.) Sage and Emperor: Plutarch, Greek Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.) Leuven:
175-89.
Roskam, G. 2009. Plutarch’s ‘Maxime cum principibus philosopho esse disserendum’: An Interpretation with Commentary. Leuven.
Stadter, P.A. 2002. “Plutarch and Trajanic Ideology.” In P.A. Stadter and L. van der Stockt (eds.) Sage and Emperor: Plutarch, Greek
Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.). Leuven: 227-41.
Stamatopoulou, Z. forthcoming “Women, politics, and entertainment in Plutarch's Symposium of the Seven Sages.” ICS.
Teodorsson, S.-T. 2008. “The Education of Rulers in Theory (Mor.) and Practice (Vitae).” In A.G. Nikolaidis (ed.) The Unity of Plutarch’s Work.
Berlin and New York: 339-50.
Trapp, M. 2004. “Statesmanship in a Minor Key?” In de Bois et al. (eds.) The Statesman in Plutarch’s Works. Leiden and Boston. 1:189-200.
Xenophontos, S. 2016. Ethical Education in Plutarch. Moralising Agents and Contexts. Berlin.
Zecchini, G. 2002. “Plutarch as Political Theorist and Trajan: Some Reflections.” In P.A. Stadter and L. van der Stockt (eds.) Sage and Emperor:
Plutarch, Greek Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.). Leuven: 191-200.

3

