Metabiographical Slave Names in Plutarch’s Roman Lives


Although the deaths in Plutarch’s Lives have been explored as part of an analysis of an individual life or with a view to eschatological and closural issues (e.g. Pelling 2002, Brenk 2004, Billault 2005/6), the special role of certain slaves as moral mirrors of their masters has not been analyzed.  This paper takes the suicide of the slave Eros in Plutarch’s Life of Antony as a starting point to survey the role of named slaves in the Roman Lives.  Slaves such as Eros, Philocrates (Life of C. Gracchus), and the freedman Philologus (Life of Cicero) act in connection with the deaths of their masters while their names offer a commentary on the life lived, allowing the author a metabiographical aside. 


To take one instance, as Gaius Gracchus is running from the pursuers who would take his life, he is accompanied by only one man, a household slave (oiketes) named Philokrates.  Plutarch tells us that Gracchus fled to the grove of the Furies and there was dispatched by the hand of his slave, or was killed while embraced by Philokrates who was vainly attempting to shield his master (C. Gracchus 17.2).  Here the moralizing force of the Greek name provides a summation of the hero’s failing: despite the lesson of his brother’s death, Gaius Gracchus was unable to escape the love of power and ultimately died due to his popular appeal.


The most bold uses of this technique cluster near the end of the Republic. It is likely that the sources from that period were marked by its political discourse of slave versus free (e.g. Hock 1988).  Further, the proliferation of such dramatic deaths would have been a natural offshoot of the rise of rhetorical training (Roller 1997).  Nevertheless, the materials that Plutarch used were subject to his selection and so clearly these summarizing slaves appealed to him.  

The middle section of the paper draws upon the nexus of influences that may have promoted his use of this technique including etymological wordplay (O’Hara 1996), declamation (Bonner 1949, Too 2001), and philosophy (Cuffel 1996).  Plutarch expands upon the use of slaves as commentators on a free man’s self control.  Such a trope appears often in Stoicism (Fitzgerald 2000) and is brilliantly exploited in Plutarch’s Life of Cato (Zadarojnyi 2007). Plutarch also employs elements of kledonomancy (Peradotto 1969, Pease 1963) in which a presage is encountered in a name or a word – such as the story of the dead puppy Persa told in Cicero’s De Divinatione (1.46.103).  In Plutarch, however, the name of the slave is not prospective, but represents instead the biographical subject’s main fault.


I will close by suggesting that certain slaves may represent a subversive response to Plutarch’s material.  These slaves neatly double the author’s role as he writes a Greek evaluation of Roman lives.  Their names, given to them and bound to their servitude, function as anti-eulogy and as such, undermine the moral basis of Roman domination and demonstrate the need for Greek paideia.
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