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PLUTARCH’S PRISM

Throughout the early modern period, political theorists in France and
England drew on the works of Plutarch to offer advice to kings and
princes. Elizabeth I herself translated Plutarch in her later years, while
Jacques Amyot’s famous translations of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives led to
the wide distribution of his work and served as a key resource for
Shakespeare in the writing of his Roman plays, through Sir Thomas
North’s English translations. Rebecca Kingston’s new study explores
how Plutarch was translated into French and English during the
Renaissance and how his works were invoked in political argument
from the early modern period into the eighteenth century, contribut-
ing to a tradition she calls ‘public humanism.” This book traces the
shifting uses of Plutarch in the Enlightenment, leading to the decline
of this tradition of ‘public humanism.” Throughout, the importance
of Plutarch’s work is highlighted as a key cultural reference and for its
insight into important aspects of public service.
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IDEAS IN CONTEXT

Edited by DAVID ARMITAGE, RICHARD BOURKE and JENNIFER PITTS

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of
related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and vocabularies that were generated
will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the contemporary
frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of
such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it is hoped that
a new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts. By
this means, artificial distinctions between the history of philosophy, of the various
sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at: www.cambridge.org/IdeasContext
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Preface

This book, like perhaps most books, has many points of origin. One
account begins with a photograph.

A young gitl, just five years of age, holds a bouquet of hand-picked
flowers (poppies perhaps) sitting in the sun. Her sister will remind her that
the staging of the photograph was a consolation prize. Her family had
travelled to Rome from Oxford for the school holiday. Her two brothers
were enrolled in the Christ Church Choir school where they were
immersed in the ABCs of British public culture, jackdaws, knights in
shining armour and the ‘heroes’ of the ancient world. Arriving in Rome
was a moment not only to test that knowledge but to imbue it with
something of a material and embodied reality. The statue of Julius
Caesar was a special draw for school-age boys only beginning to grapple
with the iconic status of the man. The parents of the young girl who made
a fuss at not being photographed with her brothers in front of a Julius
Caesar statue tried to appease her. They took a picture of her at another
site, the Curia of Pompey. It was close to the spot where Julius Caesar,
seated and speaking to Roman Senators, famously met his death, stabbed
by his close associates. The young girl, most interested in the wildflowers
and stray cats, was not aware of the events which had taken place there
2,000 years before. She didn’t know that the public history that gave Julius
Caesar renown included a ruthlessness and violence highlighted in pre-
cisely that location. Of course, it was also that place and the circumstances
surrounding that event, that have shaped and inspired countless volumes of
literature, history, and political reflection. The seeming allure, and threat,
of Caesarism still loom large on public consciousness today.

Still, the gap between the resounding historical importance of that site
and the ignorance of the person in the photograph can be thought of as
symbolic of an ongoing and perennial gap between the ethos of our
contemporary era and the world of the ancients. At some level, the disre-
gard is both an insult and an affirmation that glory seeking and all that was

ix
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X Preface

associated with it was rightly overtaken by a concern for individual comfort
and personal happiness. A cursory measure of that historical gap could also
be found through a simple mathematical calculation of the number of lives
mentioned by Plutarch, not as the focus of his narrative, but as the victims
of the countless battles and slaughters peppered throughout each page.
What were the stories of those lives of captives, willing soldiers, ambitious
aristocrats and poor peasants just trying to live or to survive from the
booties of war and whose lives were ended prematurely and in horrible
violence? What does Plutarch’s consistent invocation of the praiseworthy
quality of humanité mean in the face of such carnage? The girl in the
photograph may not have even survived in that ancient world, given the
life-threatening conditions of childbirth for both mothers and children at
the time. Yet the photograph is taken #here, and the site continues to be
photographed by travellers partly due to the textual tradition that has
issued from reflection on its significance, texts that continue to form
a core of ongoing cultural and political narratives in the west. The histor-
ical gap persists but it is also mediated and partly bridged by traditions of
writing and reflection that continue to engage with related themes. Still,
the picture itself, I think, raises the question of the pertinence of the site to
the life and cultural meanings of the society in which that child grows up
and through which she seeks to define herself.

Of course, that child is me. I am still far removed from a full under-
standing of that world represented by the ruin. The purpose of this book is
not to bring that world to life, but rather to try to shed light on a thread
through which an interpretation of that ancient world, especially as it
pertains to public life, helped to shape our understandings of politics in
the early modern period in Europe. It is but one thread in a much broader
story about how the gap between the world of the ancient past and our
contemporary outlooks was shaped, in part through ongoing engagement
with the stories and artefacts of that same past.
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