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Local Past and Global Present in Plutarch’s Greek, Roman, and
Barbarian Questions

There is no doubt that Plutarch had an antiquarian-like curiosity for the past. This was
certainly not his only way of approaching the past, but as Pascal Payen writes in his piece,
“Plutarch the Antiquarian”, in A Companion to Plutarch,' “it seems evident that antiquarian
knowledge is integral to Plutarch’s way of thinking and writing” and that it pervades his
entire oeuvre. His antiquarian erudition is especially apparent in works such as the Sayings
of Kings and Commanders, the Bravery of Women, the Greek and Roman Questions, and the
nine books of Table Talk, but, as Payen rightly stresses, “Plutarch’s wealth of antiquarian
erudition is not limited to a few treatises in the Moralia (...). [It] is also manifest in the Lives.
(...) One cannot overemphasize the fact that the Parallel Lives contain an abundance of
antiquarian knowledge by virtue of the fact that, in them, Plutarch explores all aspects of the
past, including those areas where legend overlaps with history, such as foundation narratives,
etymological myths, and religious practices”.” It could indeed be shown through a wealth of
examples that ‘Plutarch the Antiquarian’ had a “passionate curiosity for the past”.’ To stay
within the scope of this workshop, however, this paper will focus on Plutarch’s interest in

local traditions.

1 Payen 2014: 235. This article was originally published in French as Payen 2013.
2 Ibid. 238 and 240.
3 Ibid. 235.

Chandra Giroux (editor). Plutarch: Cultural Practice in a Connected World. Teiresias Supplements Online, Volume 3.
2022: 72-96. © Thomas Schmidt 2022. License Agreement: CC-BY-NC (permission to use, distribute, and
reproduce in any medium, provided the original work is properly attributed and not used for commercial purposes).
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The Greek Questions

This interest in local traditions is especially visible in his Greek Questions, a series of 59
questions on various customs, institutions, and religious practices of the Greek world, of
which Plutarch tries to explain the origins. As made clear by the very title of the treatise
(Aitiat EAAriveov),* this is an aetiological work, in the line of the long literary and scientific
tradition of Airiar and TTpoBAruata, known especially (but not only) from the school of
Aristotle and the Peripatetics.’

In this work, Plutarch puts forward questions about various — often rather peculiar —
practices or traditions of the Greek world, such as the following:* “Why is it that among the
Rhodians a herald does not enter the shrine of the hero Ocridion?” (QG 27); “Why is it that
at the Thesmophoria the Eretrian women cook their meat, not by fire, but by the rays of
the sun?” (QG 31); “Why is it that the statue of the Labrandean Zeus in Caria is fashioned
holding an axe, but not a sceptre or a thunderbolt?” (QG 45); or “Why is it the custom for

the women of Chalcedon, whenever they encounter strange men, and especially officials, to
veil one cheek?” (QG 49).

In accordance with the aetiological tradition, most of these questions start with “why?” (31
Ti) or its equivalents (Bi&x Tiva aitiav, Tivos Siavoias, Ti fmoTe, Tis 1) aiTia, &md Tolas
aitias), but the first word can also be “what?” (ti) - e.g., “What is the ‘wooden dog’ among
the Locrians?” (QG 15) — or “who?” (tis, Tives) — e.g., “Who are the Perpetual Sailors among
the Milesians?” (QG 32) — or “whence?” (mé6ev, amd Tivos) — e.g., “Whence arose the
proverbial saying ‘This is valid?” (QG 42).” The questions touch upon a great variety of
aspects, customs and institutions which, following Nouilhan, Pailler, and Payen, can be

classified into three main fields: (1) foundations and colonisation, (2) institutions, (3) religion

4 This is the title found in the Lamprias Catalogue (no. 166), a list of Plutarch’s works probably dating from the 3* or 4" c.
CE (see Ziegler 1949 and Irigoin 1986). The manuscript tradition, however, has either 7poBAruara EAApvid or simply
EAAnvikd, by reference to the Aimia Peouaikd which immediately precedes it in the manuscripts. As Plutarch himself (Cam.
19.12) refers to the latter as AiTia Poouaikd, it seems plausible that the title of the Greek Questions was actually Aimia
EAAnvikd. See Boulogne 2002: 179.

5 See e.g., Boulogne 1992; Harrison 2000; Grandjean 2008. Cf. also Payen 2014: 244.

6 In the following, QG stands for Quaestiones Graecae, QR for Quaest. Romanae and QB for Quaest. Barbaricae. All
translations and Greek quotations of QC and QR are taken from Babbitt 1936, the other quotations from their respective
volumes in the Loeb Classical Library. The standard commentary on the Greek Questions remains Halliday 1928. Recent
commentaries include Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999; Boulogne 2002; Carrano 2007.

7 See the table in Payen 1998: 41 (also reproduced in Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999: 36).
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and sanctuaries, in which the unifying aspects are the Greek language and the general

framework of the Greek polis.*

This neat classification, however, does not account for the great diversity of subjects nor the
feeling of perplexity and confusion one experiences when reading this work. This
complexity is further enhanced by the large number of cities and places in which the various
customs are located, as can be seen on the very convenient map drawn by Payen.” Some
localities appear more often than others, like Samos and Megara (both 5 times), and Delphi,
Boiotia and Euboea are well represented too, but so are other cities, and it appears that the
places mentioned in the Greek Questions actually cover the entire Greek world: putting the
emphasis quite obviously on Central Greece and the Peloponnese, they also include the
[onian Islands, the South of Italy, Northern Greece, the Troad, the Bosporus, the Ionian
Coast, but also Crete, Cyprus and a number of small, remote and less well-known cities.
There does not seem to be a unifying system at work in the Greek Questions (unless this
randomness was part of Plutarch’s plan, as K. Oikonomopoulou has recently argued)' —

they rather illustrate the great diversity of local traditions all over the Greek world.

More precisely, this is the Greek world as known from the Archaic and Classical period. For
almost all of the traditions, customs and institutions mentioned in the Greek Questions can
be traced back to archaic and pre-classical times and more often than not, to mythical times."'
For example, in QG 27 (“Why is it that among the Rhodians a herald does not enter the
shrine of the hero Ocridion?”), the explanation is set in the mythical past of Rhodes, citing
the story of Ochimus, the eldest of the seven sons of Helios and ruler of the island:

QG 27: 1) 611 "Oxipos tnv BuyaTtépa Kudimmmnu éveyyunoev Okpidicovi; Képkagos
8" adeA@os cov ‘Oxiuou Tijs 8¢ Taidos Epcdv, Eeioe TOV krjpuka (Si&x KnpUkwv yap
€0os v TO peTépxeobal Tas viupas), dtav mapaAdPn thv Kudimmmy, mpos

EQUTOV ayayeiv. TouTou d¢ Tpaxbévtos, 6 pév Képkagos €xwv Tnv kdpnv

8 See Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999: 35. On the importance of language in the Greek Questions, see also Jazdzewska
2018: she argues that language is actually the principal focus of Plutarch in this work, which she places in the line of the
lexicographic tradition, but although she makes some fine observations, I am not convinced that the treatise should be read
exclusively in this way. On the Greek polis as unifying element, see also Oikonomopoulou 2017.

9 Payen 1998: 53.

10 Oikonomopoulou 2017: 108.

11 Cf. Payen 1998: 55.
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Epuyev, UoTepov 8¢ Tol ‘Oxinou ynpdoavtos émavijAfe. Tols 8¢ Podiols €Bos
KaTEOTT Krjpuka un Tpootéval T¢d ToU ‘Okpidicovos npww dix TNy yevouévnv

adikiav.

Is it because Ochimus affianced his daughter Cydippé to Ocridion? But
Cercaphus, who was the brother of Ochimus, was in love with the maiden and
persuaded the herald (for it used to be the custom to use heralds to fetch the
brides), when he should receive Cydippé, to bring her to him. When this had
been accomplished, Cercaphus fled with the maiden; but later, when Ochimus
had grown old, Cercaphus returned to his home again. But the custom became
established among the Rhodians that a herald should not approach the shrine

of Ocridion because of the wrong that had been done.

Other examples of mythical past include QG 43 (Sisyphus), 45 (Herakles), 41 (Trojan War),
31 (the return of Agamemnon), 14 (Odysseus at Ithaca), but many more could be added.
Other questions refer to a distant past, most often in archaic times. For instance, QG 20
(“What is it that is called in Priene ‘the darkness by the Oak’?”) refers to a time “when the
Samians and Prienians were at war with each other” and to the famous “Battle of the Oak”,
which can be dated to around the mid-6™ century (as known through Herodotus 1.170).
Likewise, QG 32 (“Who are the Perpetual Sailors among the Milesians?”) is set in Miletus at
the time “when the despots Thoas and Damasenor had been overthrown”, i.e., at some point
during the 6™ century. Most of the Greek Questions relate to the early history of the Greek
cities,” i.e., to the 6™ or 7" century or even to the 8™, as is the case with the five Questions
concerning Megara, which Hans Beck has analysed in greater detail in his book Megarian

Moments.” Often enough, the time is simply referred to as 76 maAadv or the like, i.e., “the

days of old”."*

To sum up this very brief overview: the traditions or practices mentioned in the Greek
Questions are definitely local, and they belong to a distant past, hence the words “local past”
used in the title of this paper. Is this simply ‘Plutarch the Antiquarian’ at work, taking us on

12 See Payen 1998: 55.
13 Beck 2018: 37-42.
14 For instance in QG 6, 17, 19, 37 and 46.
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a nostalgic tour through past traditions of his beloved Greece, in a way that foreshadows
Pausanias’ Description of Greece? 1 refer to Pausanias advisedly, as Pausanias has been used in
recent years, notably by Tim Whitmarsh and Simon Goldhill,” as a paradigm of “local
thinking”, i.e., of a “vision of Greek culture as fragmented into a myriad, atomised locales”,
as opposed to Aelius Aristides’ vision of a “global uniformity” of the Roman empire.'* Where
does Plutarch stand in that respect? First of all, it is important to stress that, despite Plutarch’s
obvious and antiquarian-like curiosity for the past, almost all of the past traditions mentioned
in the Greek Questions are in some way connected to the present of Plutarch’s own days.
This can be deduced from the fact that for the vast majority of the actual questions Plutarch
uses the present tense (only 6 out of 59 questions are set in a past tense). Obviously, the use
of the present in itself does not necessarily mean that these traditions were still alive in
Plutarch’s own time. Most of the time, however, the formulation of the question itself, or of
the explanation given by Plutarch, leaves no doubt about the fact that the traditions under
discussion were still alive in his time, even when the events which lay at their origin are
(quite obviously) narrated in a past tense. In many cases, this contemporaneity is fairly self-
evident,"” but there are also several passages where an explicit reference to the present is

made by Plutarch," such as the following:

QG 12: Tis 1 mapa Aedgois X&piAAa; Tpeis &youot AeAgoi evvaetnpidas kata
T €15, v TNV piv ZemTrplov kaloUot, Thv 8 Hpwida, trv 8¢ XapiAav. (...)
€K B¢ TAOV Bpopéveov pavepdds ZepéAns &v Tis avaywynv eikaaete. (...) pdAis olv
aveupovTes 8T ToUvoua ToUT T T pamobeion mandi, peperyuévny Tiva

kabapudd Buciav ametéAecav, fiv émreAoUo ETi kai viv 81 évvéa ETAV.

Who was ‘Charilla’ among the Delphians? The Delphians celebrate three
festivals one after the other which occur every eight years, the first of which they

15 See Whitmarsh 2010 and Goldhill 2010.

16 Whitmarsh 2010: 2.

17 See e.g., QG 3 (“Who is ‘She that Kindles the Fire’ among the people of Soli?”) about certain ceremonies that the
priestess of Athena performs at Soli; QG 13 (“What is the ‘beggar’s meat’ among the Aenianians?”) mentioning the
hecatomb the inhabitants regularly offer to Apollo; QG 24 (“What is that which is called an enknisma (a roast) among the
Argives?”) on the custom of sacrificing to Apollo in times of mourning; or QG 44 (“Who were the ‘solitary eaters’ in
Aegina?”) on a sacrifice to Poseidon called thiasoi.

18 On this, see also Preston 2001: 109-110; Payen 1998: 56; Payen 2014: 242.
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call Septerion, the second Herois, and the third Charilla. (...) but from the
portions of the rites that are performed in public one might conjecture that it
represents the evocation of Semelé. (...) Accordingly, when they had discovered
with some difficulty that this was the name of the child who had been struck,
they performed a certain sacrificial rite combined with purification, which even

now they continue to perform every eight years.

QG 38: Tives oi Tapa Bowotols Yoldes kai Tives ai OAeiay; (...) paot (...) autas
8¢ ‘OAeias’ ofov dAods. kai uéxpt viv Opxouéviol Tas &Tod ToU yévous oUTw
kaAouUol. kal yiyvetal rap’ éviauTtdv év Tois Aypiwviols puym kai diwis auTdv
UTO ToU iepéwas ToU Alovioou Eipos ExovTos. €€eott 8¢ Ty kaTaAngbeioav

AveAeiv, kai aueiAev @’ UGV Zwilos 6 iepeds.

Who are the ‘Psoloeis” and who the ‘Oleiae’ among the Boeotians? They relate
that (...) the Minyads themselves were called ‘Oleiae, that is to say,
‘Murderesses.” And even to-day the people of Orchomenus give this name to
the women descended from this family; and every year, at the festival of
Agrionia, there takes place a flight and pursuit of them by the priest of Dionysus
with sword in hand. Any one of them that he catches he may kill, and in my

time the priest Zoilus killed one of them.

QG 41: mébev év T BowwoTia mept TOV EAécova moTapds Zkduavdpos
covoudodn; (...) AxiSouoav 8¢ T kprjvnv ad Tis fautoU yuvaikds, ¢ fs Eoxe

Tpels BuyaTépasg, as TIHG O axpl viv ‘Tapbévous’ TpooayopelovTes.

From what cause was a river in Boeotia in the vicinity of Eleon called
Scamander? (...) The spring Acidusa he named after his wife; and from her he
had three daughters whom even to this day they honour under the name of the
‘Maidens’.
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A closer look shows that in 40 of the 59 questions, i.e., 2/3 of the cases, there is a clear
connection with the present, and in some cases at least it is clearly based on autopsy." So in
a sense, there is a Pausanian attitude at work here too: after all, Pausanias too based his
description of Greece mainly on autopsy. The difference, however, is that, contrary to
Pausanias, Plutarch’s interests were not limited to Greece, as is evidenced by the fact that he

also wrote the Roman Questions.

The Roman Questions

The Roman Questions are almost twice as long as the Greek Questions, with 113 questions (as
opposed to 59) and 83 Loeb pages (as opposed to 37), and they are also concerned with past
traditions.”” However, they show lesser diversity than the Greek Questions, as they invariably
start with the question “why?” (81&x t{) — with only two exceptions* — and focus much more
heavily on religious matters, with 70 questions (i.e., almost 2/3) relating to ritual, whereas
26 address questions of parentage, 18 political and military institutions, and 4 matters of
calendar.”® On the other hand, the answers to these questions are usually more diverse, with
up to 6 different hypotheses, whereas the Greek Questions usually offer a more definite

explanation in the form of a narrative or a single hypothesis.”

Despite these differences, it is striking that, just as in the Greek Questions, the customs or
institutions mentioned in the Roman Questions all relate to a remote past, which almost
exclusively coincides with the earliest history of Rome, prior to the 5 century, with only
occasional incursions into the times of the early Republic and notably the Sack of Rome by
the Gauls: all the rest concern (1) the mythical times of Evander and Aeneas; (2) the age of

19 On autopsy in Plutarch (in general), see Buckler 1992. See however Neumann 2019 for a distinction between speaker
and historical author in QG (and QR).

20 The main commentary is still Rose 1924; recent ones include Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999; Boulogne 1994 and
2002.

21 QR 105 and 112. See the tables in Payen 1998: 41 and Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999: 36.

22 See Payen 2014: 245, as well as the table in Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999: 32. For different classifications, see Preston
2001: 97-99 and Brenk 2019: 247-2438.

23 See the table in Nouilhan, Pailler, & Payen 1999: 38. On the meaning of these multiple explanations in the Roman
Questions and the difference with the Greek Questions, see Boulogne 1992; Payen 1998: 45-49; Preston 2001: 95-96; Payen
2014: 245.
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Romulus and the foundation of Rome; (3) the reigns of Numa and Servius Tullius.** Even
more striking is the fact that, geographically, the Roman Questions are strictly limited to the
city of Rome and its immediate surrounding territory.” The vast majority of the customs,
traditions or institutions under discussion are connected to specific locations (places, streets,
monuments, temples, etc.) situated within the city walls. In a remarkable attempt to find a
structural logic behind the diversity of customs mentioned in the Roman Questions, John
Scheid put forward the idea that the Roman Questions actually follow a topographical route
through the city of Rome.?” One may or may not be convinced by his demonstration, but
it is certainly true that, just as with the Greek Questions, some of the customs or traditions
referred to in the Roman Questions are based on autopsy. This can been seen in the numerous

places where Plutarch refers to his own times when dealing with these past traditions.”

Sometimes, this link to the present is visible within the question itself:

QR 69: 8i&x Ti TG kaAoupéve ZeTTopouvTie TTapepUAaTTov dxriuact (eukTols
un  xpfiobai, kai péxpt viv ol TGV TaAalddv PR KATAPPOVOUVTES

TapapuAdTtTouat;

Why on the festival called Septimontium were they careful to refrain from the
use of horse-drawn vehicles; and why even to this day are those who do not

contemn ancient customs still careful about this?

QR 72: 81&x Ti TGOV e 0lcovols iepéwav, ous AUoTrikas TpdTepov AUyoupas 8¢ viv
kaAoUolv, ¢yovTo Selv del Tous AauTTiipas GvewyHEvous elval Kai TO TTAUA W)

¢mikeiobal;

24 Payen 1998: 54-55. Most frequently, the time is simply referred to as T6 Tahaidv or the like, e.g., in QR 4, 5, 11, 19,
20, 25, 30, 32, 33, 40, 41, 42, 43, 46, 61, 63, 66, 70, 72, 76, 85, 86, 87, 91, 92, 98, 101, 107, 111.

25 Payen 1998: 49.

26 See Scheid 2012 (with various maps), based on Scheid 1990-1991 and 1991-1992. See also Scheid 2018.

27 However, see again Neumann 2019 for a distinction between speaker and historical author in QR.
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Why did they think that the priests that take omens from birds, whom they
formerly called Auspices, but now Augures, should always keep their lanterns

open and put no cover on them?

QR 53: 81 Ti Tols KametwAiols Béas &yovTes ET1 viv knpUtToUuo! Zapdiavous
wvious, kal Yyépwv Tis €m xAsvuaou® TpodyeTal TaIdIKOV EVaWdUEVOS
mepidépaiov, & kahouot BoUAAav; (...) émel 8¢ Audol ptv floav oi Tuppnvoi €€
apxris, Audcv 8¢ untpdmoAis ai Z&pdets, oUTw Tous Ounious &mekrjpuTTOoV: Kai

uéxpt vuv év Tadia To 8os SiapuAdTTouot.

Why do they even now, at the celebration of the Capitoline games, proclaim
‘Sardians for sale!’, and why is an old man led forth in derision, wearing around
his neck a child’s amulet which they call a bulla? (...) But since the Etruscans
were originally Lydians, and Sardis was the capital city of the Lydians, they
offered the Veians for sale under this name; and even to this day they preserve

the custom in sport.

In other cases, as the last example has already shown, the reference to the present is found

within the explanations that follow a question:

QR 25: 8ix Ti v peTa kaAdvdas nuépav kai vaovas kal eidovus avéEodov kai
avekdrjunTtov Tibevtal; (...) €mel Toivuv maoa ptv &fia omoudiis amodnuia kal
Tpagis oikovouias Seital kai mapaokeuiis, Powpaiol 8¢ TO maAaidv év Tals
gopTals oUdtv cykovdpouv oud’ éppovTiCov &AN’ Tj Tepi Tous Beous noxoAouvTto
kal ToUT EmpaTTov, comep ETL viv TPoknPUTTOUCIY oi iepels éml Tas Buoias
BadiCovTes (...) 1) kabaTep &T1 viv TpooeuEAUEVOL KAl TIPOOKUVTOAVTES €V TOIS
iepols empévelv kai kabiCew eicobaciv, oUtws ouk eubUs eméPailov Tals iepais
nuépais Tas évepyous, aAN’ émoiouv TI SidAeiupa kai Sidotnua, ToAA& TV

TpayH&Twv Suoxept] kai &BoUAnta gepdvteov;

Why do they reckon the day that follows the Kalends, the Nones, or the Ides as
unsuitable for leaving home or for travel? (...) Since, therefore, all travel and all

business of importance needs provision and preparation, and since in ancient
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days the Romans, at the time of festivals, made no provision or plan for anything,
save only that they were engaged in the service of their gods and busied
themselves with this only, just as even to this day the priests cause such a
proclamation to be made in advance as they proceed on their way to sacrifice.
(...) Or is it even as men now, who have offered their prayers and oblations,
are wont to tarry and sit a while in the temples, and so they would not let busy
days succeed holy days immediately, but made some pause and breathing-space

between, since business brings with it much that is distasteful and undesired?

QR 50: ditx Ti 6 iepevus ToU Aids, amobavouons auTtd Tiis yuvaikds, ameTibeTo
Y Apxnv, s ATrios ioTépnke; (...) 6ev oUd’ amoméuypacbal mpdtepov €M,

oudt viv, cos £olkev, EEeoTiv, AN €’ NIUAIV EméTpeyev évTeuxBeis AopeTiavds.

Why did the priest of Jupiter (Flamen Dialis) resign his office if his wife died, as
Ateius has recorded? (...) Wherefore it was formerly illegal for the flamen to
divorce his wife; and it is still, as it seems, illegal, but in my day Domitian once

permitted it on petition.

QR 86: di&x Ti ToU Matou unvds ovk &yovtal yuvaikas; (...) fj 8T1 TS unvi TouTte
TOV péytoTov TroloUvtal TV Kabapudov, viv pév eidwAa prmrtolvTes &mod Tis
YEQUPQs eis TOV ToTauov maAat & avBpcotous; 816 kai v OAauwikav, iepav
s “Hpas elvar dokoloav, vevéwoTtal okubpcomdlewv, uprite Aovopévnv

TNVIKOUTA UIjTE KOOUOUUEVT|V.

Why do men not marry during the month of May? (...) Or is it because in this
month they hold their most important ceremony of purification, in which they
now throw images from the bridge into the river, but in days of old they used
to throw human beings? Wherefore it is the custom that the Flaminica, reputed
to be consecrate to Juno, shall wear a stern face, and refrain from bathing and

wearing ornaments at this time.
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QR 101: di&x ti koopoUol Tous Taidas Tols epidepaiols, & PoUuAAas kaAovot; (...)
Tl TOTs TTaAalols OIKETAV pev Epav dpav éxSvTwv oUk v &dofov oud’ aioxpodv,

@5 £T1 VUV ai KU dial papTupoUotv.

Why do they adorn their children’s necks with amulets which they call bullae?
(...) Or did the Romans of early times account it not disreputable nor disgraceful

to love male slaves in the flower of youth, as even now their comedies testify.

Finally, in other cases, the Roman tradition under discussion prompts Plutarch to a comment

on similar traditions in Greece:

QR 16: di&x ti BovAais TO Tijs Aeukobéas iepov &PRaTtdv ¢oTy, piav 8¢ pdvnv ai
Yuvaikes eiodyouocal Taiouotv £t kdppns kai patiCouoty; (...) 816 kal ap’ Ui
év Xaipooveig mpd ToU onkoU This Asukobéas 6 vewkdpos AaPcov pdotiya

KNPEUTTEL ‘un SoUAov eiciévat un SoUAav, ur) AitwAdv ur AitwAdv.’

Why is it that it is forbidden to slave-women to set foot in the shrine of Matuta,
and why do the women bring in one slave-woman only and slap her on the head
and beat her? (...) Wherefore also in my native town, Chaeroneia, the
temple-guardian stands before the precinct of Leucothea and, taking a whip in
his hand, makes proclamation: ‘Let no slave enter, nor any Aetolian, man or

woman!’

QR 29: di1&x Ti TNV yapoupévnv oUk Eo1v auTnv UtepPiival TOv oudov Tiis oikias,
AAN’ UTrepaipoucv oi mpoTtéumovTes; (...) fj oUpBoAdv éoTi ToU und’ é€iévan i’
auTtiis undt kataAimeiv TNy oikiav, & un Piacbein, kabdamep kai eiofAbe
Biaobeioa; kal yap map’ fiuiv év Bowwtig kaiouot mpd Tiis BUpas Tov &Eova Tijs

,

AUAENS, EUPaivovTes BETV TNV VUUPT|V EUHEVELY CO5 AVUT)PTHEVOU TOU ATTAEOVTOS.

Why do they not allow the bride to cross the threshold of her home herself, but
those who are escorting her lift her over? (...) Or is it a token that the woman
may not go forth of her own accord and abandon her home if she be not

constrained, just as it was under constraint that she entered it? So likewise
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among us in Boeotia they burn the axle of the bridal carriage before the door,
signifying that the bride must remain, since her means of departure has been

destroyed.

QR 40: 8i1&x Ti TS iepel ToU A1ds oUk EEeoTiv év UTtaibpep dAeipecBal; (...) fj T& piv
OV TG iepel, T 8¢ TACIY UTTO ToU vOUoU TTPOoTETAKTAL & ToU iepéwds; d1od
kal Trap’ Muiv T UtV oTepavneopeiv Kai kopdv kai i o1dnpopopeiv undt Tois

Dookéwv Spois euPaivev Bia AerToupyrpata Tol &pxovTds EOTL...

Why is it not allowed the priest of Jupiter (Flamen Dialis) to anoint himself in
the open air? (...) Or are some regulations prescribed for the priest alone, while
others are prescribed for all by the law through the priest? Wherefore also, in
my country, to wear a garland, to wear the hair long, not to have any iron on
one’s person, and not to set foot within the boundaries of Phocis, are the special

functions of an archon...

QR _67: dx Ti "AikTcopets' Tous paPdouxous dvoudlouot; (...) 1) viv piv
TapEykelTal TO K, TPSTEPov B¢ ‘AITpels’ ekalolvto, AetToupyol Tives SvTes
mept 1O dnudoiov; 8T yap Aftov &xpt viv 1O dnudoiov év moAAois T&V

‘EANveov vouwy yéypamtal, oudéva cos Emos eitreiv AéAnOe.

Why do they call the rod-bearers ‘lictors? (...) Or is the ¢ but a recent insertion,
and were they formerly called [itores, that is, a class of public servants? The fact
that even to this day the word ‘public’ is expressed by leiros in many of the
Greek laws has escaped the attention of hardly anyone.

QR 68: Bia Ti kYva Buouotv oi AoUTepkot; (...) TE & kuvi TTAVTES Cos ETTOS EITIETY
"EAAnves Expdovto kal xpovrtai ye upéxpt viv €viol opayic Tpds Tous

kaBapuous.

Why do the Luperci sacrifice a dog? (...) Nearly all the Greeks used a dog as the
sacrificial victim for ceremonies of purification; and some, at least, make use of

it even to this day.
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All these examples show that in the Roman Questions, just as in the Greek Questions, these
past traditions have a clear connection to the present, something which, once again, is
confirmed by the fact that the vast majority of these questions are formulated in the present

tense.

The Barbarian Questions

A connection to the present would probably also have been noticeable in Plutarch’s Barbarian
Questions, a work now unfortunately lost. This treatise is listed as number 139 in the
Lamprias Catalogue under the title Airiar BapBapikaiand it is likely that it was meant to be
the equivalent of the Greek and the Roman Questions with regard to barbarian matters. Thus,
from a general comparison with those two extant works, one can reasonably postulate that
the Barbarian Questions were constituted of a series of independent questions, on various
subjects largely related to the customs of barbarian peoples, especially their religious
practices, their institutions and their general way of life, and that these questions were given
one or several answers, in more or less detail and in the form of successive hypotheses
formulated as questions or narrations. Furthermore, as [ have tried to show elsewhere,”
thanks to Plutarch’s tendency to repeat himself in his works (or, rather, to reuse material he
had collected in the form of UmouvAuaTa),” it may even be possible to reconstruct parts of
its content. Thus when I looked for possible traces of the Barbarian Questions in Plutarch’s
extant corpus, using various criteria adapted from Jean-Marie Pailler’s search for traces of
the Roman Questions in Plutarch’s Lives, I came up with a total of 51 ‘questions’, categorized

as follows:*!

18 cases of a ‘potential Question’
(= a subject-matter without an explanation)

* on barbarian evils such as smearing oneself with mud, wallowing in filth, immersions,
casting oneself down with one’s face to the ground (De superst. 166a)
* the Syrians do not eat sprats nor anchovies (De superst. 170d)

28 Cf. Schmidt 2008.

29 For a short summary on this vast question, see Van der Stockt 2014: 329-330.

30 Pailler 1998.

31 The criteria and categories are explained in more detail in Schmidt 2008: 172-173.

84



Thomas Schmidt — Local Past and Global Present

* on human sacrifice practised by the Gauls, Scythians, Carthaginians, Persians (De superst.
171b-d)

* the Tyrians put chains upon their images (Quaest. Rom. 279a)

* in memory of Horus, the people throw down a rope and chop it up (De Is. er Os. 358¢c-
d)

* the Scythians blind the slaves who produce their cream (An virt. 440a)

* the Scythians do not bury their dead (An vit. ad infel. suff- 499d)

+ the Persians scourge the cloaks of culprits instead of the culprits themselves (De sera 565a)

* Mithridates nicknamed “Dionysus” for being the greatest drinker of his time (Quaest.
conv. 624a)

* the barbarians use the hides of their domestic animals for clothing rather than their wool
(Quaest. conv. 646e)

* the well-to-do Babylonians fill wineskins full of water and sleep on them to keep cool
(Quaest. conv. 649e)

* the women of the Gauls used to take a bowl of porridge into the bath-chamber and eat
it while they bathed (Quaest. conv. 734b)

* Egyptian women sleep beside a crocodile (De soll. an. 976b-c)

* among a tribe of Ethiopians a dog reigns and is addressed as king (Comm. not. 1064b)

* some barbarians have three months in their year (Num. 18.6)

* on the royal initiation of the Persian kings (Arr. 3.2)

* on the torture of the boats among the Persians (Art. 16.3-7)

* on the custom among the Persians that the one appointed to the royal succession should

ask a boon, and that the one who appointed him should give whatever was asked for
(Art. 26.4-5)

12 cases of an ‘outset of Question’
(= a subject-matter with a short explanation)

* the flatteresses in Cyprus acquired the nickname of “ladderesses” (Quomodo adul. 50d)

* as a sign of mourning, some barbarians go down into pits and remain there for several
days, and some even cut off parts of their bodies (Consol. ad Ap. 113a-b)

* the Persian kings send their wives away when they wish to be merry and get drunk
(Praec. conj. 140b)

* the women of Egypt, by inherited custom, were not allowed to wear shoes, so that they
should stay at home all day (Praec. conj. 142c)

* the Egyptians call the Persian king Ochus “the Sword” (De Is. et Os. 355¢)

* the Indian wives strive for the honour of being consumed together with their dead
husband (An vit. ad infel. suff. 499c)

* the Scythians, Hyrcanians and Bactrians let dogs and birds devour the bodies of their
dead, as this is considered a sign of happiness (An vit. ad infel. suff. 499d)

* the Thracians tattoo their wives to this day in revenge for Orpheus (De sera 557d)
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* the Persian kings have the dinner of their slaves and dogs served to their friends and
officers (Quaest. conv. 703e)

* the Ethiopians get old rapidly and the Britons live up to 120 years (De plac. phil. 911b)

* the Medes and the Assyrians give honours to fire, because from fear, by way of
propitiation, they worship the maleficent forces rather than the reverend (De facie 935b)

* the Egyptians extract the viscera of the dead and cut them open in view of the sun (De
esu carnium 996e)

1 case of an ‘outline of Question’
(= a subject-matter with a short explanation and an introductory or concluding
formula)

* the Egyptians think that little children possess the power of prophecy (De Is. et Os. 356¢)

3 cases of an ‘atmosphere of Question’
(= a subject-matter with a long explanation)

* in Leptis, it is an inherited custom for the bride, on the day after her marriage, to send
to the mother of the bridegroom and ask for a pot (Praec. conj. 143a)

* the barbarians on the Po wear black in mourning for Phaethon (De sera 557d)

* among the Persians, a suppliant stands in a river with fire in his hands (De primo 950f)

5 cases of a ‘quasi-Question’
(= a subject-matter with several explanations)

* why the Egyptians abstain from sea-fish (De Is. er Os. 353c-d)

* why once a year the Egyptians sacrifice and eat a pig whereas they usually abstain from
it as being impure (De Is. et Os. 353f-354a)

* why the cult of the Sun can be assimilated to the cult of Osiris (De Is. et Os. 372¢c-d)

* what is the meaning of the daily offerings of incense among the Egyptians (De Is. et Os.
383b-d)

* why the Persians hold anyone who killed a large number of water mice to be fortunate
(De invidia 537a-b + Quaest. conv. 670d + De Is. et Os. 369e-1)

12 cases of a ‘genuine Question’
(= a subject-matter with a long explanation or several explanations and an
introductory or concluding formula)

* why the deceased votaries of Isis are decked with their sacred garb (De Is. er Os. 352b)
* why the priests of Isis remove their hair by shaving and wear linen garments (De Is. et
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Os. 352¢-d)

* why the Egyptian priests abstain from salt (De Is. er Os. 352f-353a)

* on the origin of the name “Sarapis” (De Is. et Os. 362a-e)

* why the Egyptians regard the ass as an unclean animal and sacrifice cattle of red colour
(De Is. et Os. 362e-363d)

* why the Egyptian priests call salt “the spume of Typhon” and abstain from it (De Is. et
Os. 363e-f)

* why the Egyptians give Nephthys the name of “Finality” (De Is. et Os. 366b-c)

* whether the Jews abstain from pork because of reverence or aversion for the pig
(Quaest. conv. 669e-671c)

* who is the god of the Jews? (Quaest. conv. 671¢-672c)

* why do the Egyptian priests abstain completely from salt? (Quaest. conv. 684t-685a)

* that deliberating on public affairs over wine was no less a Greek than a Persian custom
(Quaest. conv. 714a-d)

* why the Egyptian priests abstain from fish (Quaest. conv. 729a-c)*

From the examples listed above, it appears that the barbarian people mentioned in this
attempted reconstruction of the Barbarian Questions are very diverse and geographically
spread over a large area:” Egyptians (18 mentions), Persians (12), Scythians (3), Jews (3),
Gauls (2), Ethiopians (2), Syrians (2) and, with one mention each, Indians, Hyrcanians,
Medes, Assyrians, Libyans, Thracians, Britons and the inhabitants of Northern Italy.
Occasionally, the customs under discussion are very precisely located,” but most of the time

the references to barbarian people are generic and geographically only vaguely situated.

It is more difficult to assess whether or not the customs described in the Barbarian Questions
belong to a distant past, as was the case with the Greek and the Roman Questions, because
most of the time we lack evidence about these practices elsewhere. However, as there are
cases where these practices are attested, for instance, in Herodotus, Ctesias, and other authors
of the Classical period,” or are explicitly put in relation with figures such as Cyrus the Great
and other Persian kings of olden times, one may reasonably assume that at least parts of the

Barbarian Questions referred to ancient practices antedating the Classical period. Yet, again,

32 On the connections between these various questions about salt and fish, see Schmidt 2008: 177-180.

33 See the map at the end of this paper.

34 E.g., in Leptis (Pracc. conj. 143a), Lycopolis and Oxyrhynchus (De Is. ef Os. 380b), or Antaeopolis (De soll. an. 976b-c).
35 Herodotus: Praec. conj. 142¢, An virt. 440a, An vit. ad infel. suff. 499d, Quaest. conv. 729a. Ctesias: Art. 16.3-7. Other
authors include e.g., Aristagoras, Megasthenes and Agatharchides of Cnidus, cf. Schmidt 2008: 182.
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just as with the Greek and the Roman Questions, there are several cases where these practices
are directly connected to the present of Plutarch’s own days. For instance, in the 6 question
of book IV of Table Talk (one of the ‘genuine Questions’ listed above), Plutarch refers several

times to his own time:

Quaest. conv. 671c-672c¢: Tis 6 map’ loudaiols Beds. (...) Ofpal 8¢ kai v TGV

caPBRA&TwWV £0PTNV U TAVTATTACIY &TPoadidvucov elval Z&Pous yap kail viv
ét1 ToAAoi ToUs Bdkxous kalolUow kai Ttavtnv agidot Ty @oovny dtav
opy1alwol TR Bed. (...) WTPNPOPos Te Tpoicov v Tals topTais kai veBpida
XPUCOTTAOCTOV EVNUHEVOS, XITAVA B¢ TTOdT PN PopidV Kai KoBSpvous, Kedodwoves de
ToAAol kaTakpéuavTal Tiis €06fTos, UTTokouTToUvTes v TG PBadilelv, cos kai
Tap HUIv. (...) kai péxpt viv Tév Te PapPdpcov oi un molotvTes ofvov peAiTeiov

Tivouow, UTropapudooovTes THv YAukUTnTa otvcddeot pilais kal avoTnpais.

Who is the god of the Jews? (...) I believe that even the feast of the Sabbath is
not completely unrelated to Dionysus. Many even now call the Bacchants Sabi
and utter that cry when celebrating the god. (...) the High Priest, who leads the
procession at their festival wearing a mitre and clad in a gold-embroidered
fawnskin, a robe reaching to the ankles, and buskins, with many bells attached
to his clothes and ringing below him as he walks. All this corresponds to our
custom. (...) Even up to the present time those of the barbarians who do not
make wine drink mead, counteracting the sweetness somewhat by the use of

winelike bitter roots.

In another ‘genuine Question’ about the religious duties of Egyptian priests, taken from
book VIII of Table Talk, one likewise reads:

Quaest. cony. 729a: oldv £€0TI kKl TO TV KUAUWV' OUTE yap OTEIPElV OUTE

orteiofal kUapov Alyuttious, &AN oU8’ Opdovtas avéxeobai pnow 6 HpdSoTos.

i1xBUcv 8¢l Tous iepels Topuev ET1 VUV aTrexopévous.
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An example is abstention from beans; Herodotus says that the Egyptians neither
plant nor eat beans, and cannot even bear to look at them; and we know that

even now the priests abstain from fish.
Further examples of such references to the present are:

De sera 557d: ot 31 TalTta T elAoyov foxel kai Sikalov; oUdt yap Opdkas
emaivoUpey, 6T oTiCouotv &xpl viv, TinwpoivTes Opeel Tas alTdv yuvaikas:
oudt Tous mepi Hpidavov PapPdpous peAavopopolvtas émi mévber ToU

DatbovTos, chomep Aéyouotv.

Where is the logic or justice of this? Nor yet do we commend the Thracians for
tattooing their own wives even to this day in revenge for Orpheus, nor the
barbarians on the Po for wearing black in mourning for Phaethon, as the story

gOes.

De Is. et Os. 380b: pévol yap #m viv Alyutticov AukomoAital mpdRaTov

¢obiouov, £mei kai AUkos, dv Bedv vouifouowv oi & 'OfupuyxiTal kab’ fjuds, Tév
KuvomoAitéov Tov dEUpuyxov ixbuv éoBidvtwv, kiva ouAhaPBdvrtes kai

BuocavTes cos iepelov KaTépayov.

Even to-day the inhabitants of Lycopolis are the only people among the
Egyptians that eat a sheep; for the wolf, whom they hold to be a god, also eats it.
And in my day the people of Oxyrhynchus caught a dog and sacrificed it and

ate it up as if it had been sacrificial meat.

De Iside et Osiride actually contains several more such references to the present (9 in total),”
and these may well point to autopsy by Plutarch, either from the time when he stayed in
Egypt himself or from his personal contact with the cult of Isis elsewhere, notably in his

native Boiotia, where these cults are well attested in his time.” Or he might have gotten his

36 Cf. De Is. et Os. 355¢ (uéxpt vitv), 356¢ (ET1 kai viv), 357c (kai #T1 viv), 358c-d (kai viiv), 360b (uéxpr viv), 367a (uéxpt
viv), 367b (ET1viv), 375e (uéxpt vivv), 380b (quoted above).
37 Cf. Schmidt 2008: 182 n. 49. For more on Plutarch’s Boiotia, see Giroux, in this volume.
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present-day information in yet another way, as he explicitly says in On the cleverness of

animals:

De soll. an. 976b-c: Evayxos 8¢ ®iAivos & RéATIoTOS fiKeov TeTAavnuévos év
AlyUmtew map’ nudas dinyeito ypalv i8eiv ¢v AvTtaiou méAel kpokodeilcd
ouykaBeUBouoav ¢l okiuodos eU pdAa koouiws TapekTeTapéve. (...) éTel kai
Tepl ZoUpav Tuvbdvoual, kcounv év T Aukia PeAAolU petafl kai Mipcov,
kaBelouévous ¢ ixbuov chomep oiwvols Siapavteveobal Téxvn Twi kail Adyw

€Ai€els kal puyas kai SicdEels aU TV EMOoKOTOUVTAS.

Recently our excellent Philinus came back from a trip to Egypt and told us that
he had seen in Antaeopolis an old woman sleeping on a low bed beside a
crocodile, which was stretched out beside her in a perfectly decorous way. (...)
Indeed, I have heard that near Sura, a village in Lycia between Phellus and Myra,
men sit and watch the gyrations and flights and pursuits of fish and divine from

them by a professional and rational system, as others do with birds.

Global present

As the last example has shown, Plutarch obviously also had his direct sources, and although
I do not claim that all the local practices he refers to (be they Greek, Roman or barbarian)
are based on first-hand information,® I would however wish to call his interest in them
‘global’, not in the sense that these practices would have been widely prevalent and
universally followed in his time, but in the sense that Plutarch had a global view of the world
around him. The very existence of the Greek, the Roman and the Barbarian Questions and, I
hope, my reading of them, show that Plutarch’s interests lay in the local traditions not only
of the Greek world, but also in those of the Romans (admittedly limited to the city of Rome)

and of the barbarians at large.” This global, tripartite view of the world is visible also in

38 Large parts of his Greek and Roman Questions rely of course on literary sources, as the various commentaries have
established (esp. Rose 1924 and Halliday 1928).

39 On these treatises as forming a triptych, see Darbo-Peschanski 1998: 23 and Mossman 2010: 145. Payen (1998: 39 and
49) rather considers the Greek Questions and the Roman Questions as a single unity, without being in contradiction to the
existence of the Barbarian Questions.
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works such as The Sayings of Kings and Commanders, which are mainly a collection of sayings
by famous Greeks and Romans, but do actually start with a section about barbarian kings.
Likewise, the Bravery of women narrates noble deeds of women, mainly Greek and Roman,
but 9 of the 27 stories (exactly 1/3) actually relate to barbarians. And one may add the nine
books of Table Talk, which include several questions concerning barbarians and which,

more generally, contain a lot of ‘barbarian matters’.

Of course, I am well aware that this concept of Plutarch’s global, tripartite world view has
its limits. There is no denying that large parts of Plutarch’s works are based on a parallelism
between Greeks and Romans and on the binary vision of a strictly Greco-Roman world
from which the barbarians generally seem to be absent. The Parallel Lives, to start with this
obvious case, only compare Greeks and Romans, not Greeks with barbarians or Romans
with barbarians. Likewise, the Parallela Graeca et Romana, if they really are by Plutarch, only
contain parallels between Greeks and Romans. Furthermore, among Plutarch’s works, one
finds, for instance, a treatise entitled On the Fortune of the Romans and another one On the
Fame of the Athenians, but nothing similar for barbarians. However, the existence of the Life
of Artaxerxes, to which one can add the treatise On Isis and Osiris and, to a lesser degree, the
Dinner of the Seven Wise Men, shows that an opening towards the barbarian world is certainly
present in Plutarch’s thought.*” And, more generally, one should bear in mind that Plutarch’s
corpus contains an appreciable number of references to barbarians: throughout his oeuvre,
more than 950 passages mention barbarians, sometimes quite extensively, and some
barbarian figures definitely stand out, such as Artaxerxes, Darius, Cyrus, Surena, Spartacus,
and others.” Therefore, it seems difficult to follow Pascal Payen when he writes that
“[Plutarch’s antiquarian] knowledge acquires significance exclusively within the context of
the parallels he draws between Greece and Rome.”” This is denying Plutarch a genuine

interest in barbarian matters as well.*

40 Mossman (2010) rightly points out, however, that the Life of Artaxerxes remains a special case among Plutarch’s works.
See also Almagor 2014: 282.

41 See Schmidt 1999. Compare also Nikolaidis 1986 and Stadter 2015.

42 Payen 2014: 241 (my empbhasis on exclusively).

43 See e.g., Plutarch’s interest in foreign languages (Strobach 1997) and in foreign religions (Hirsch-Luipold 2014: 163:
“His interest extends beyond the Greco-Roman realm to the religions of Egypt, Iran, and India, to Zoroastrianism and
Judaism, to Chaldean astrologers, to the Magi, and to the gymnosophists.”). On Plutarch’s multiculturalism (and its limits),
see also Pelling 2016.
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However, another objection to Plutarch’s tripartite world view could be the fact that his
Roman Questions are mostly explained in Greek terms, as Rebecca Preston has very
convincingly shown.” Clearly there is a Hellenocentric approach at work in the Roman
Questions, and it is very likely that it was the same with the Barbarian Questions, as some
examples have shown, when Plutarch compares or explains barbarian practices with parallels
taken from the Greek world. This means that Plutarch locates himself inside Greek culture
and outside Roman culture.” Thus, Plutarch still speaks of “us (Greeks)” versus “them”
(Romans or barbarians). This is not Aelius Aristides” globalizing (and probably somewhat
idealizing) view in which “we” encompasses all inhabitants of the Roman Empire, be they
Greek, Roman or barbarian. But neither is it Pausanias’ limited view where “we” refers
exclusively to the Greek world. Plutarch, it appears, although his approach was indeed
Hellenocentric, had a broader view. In fact, it may be said that Plutarch was genuinely
interested in the world around him, which he wanted to understand in all its aspects, as is
attested by his numerous works questioning the world in the form of AiTia, MpoBAruara,
Zntrjuata and other types of inquiry.* The Greek, Roman and Barbarian Questions are part
of this global, almost Aristotelian approach to the world,” and Plutarch’s interest in past
traditions is to be seen in this global light too. Plutarch was not an antiquarian for the sake
of being an antiquarian. He was interested in the past as explaining the present, i.e., the
world around him, as he knew it from personal experience, from being a priest at Delphi or
simply from living in Chaironeia (which explains a certain preponderance of Central Greece
in his Greek Questions), but also from his travels (notably to Rome, which could plausibly
explain why the Roman Questions are limited to the city of Rome), and, of course, from the
numerous personal contacts he had — he may have been, for a large part of his life, locally

confined to Chaironeia,” but he was quite obviously globally linked to the world around

44 Preston 2001. See also Boulogne 1987; Boulogne 1992: 4701-4703; Goldhill 2002: 265-271. However, see Brenk 2019
for a nuanced discussion of Preston’s approach.

45 Preston 2001: 114-119. On the contrary, Payen (2014: 241-243) sees the Greck and the Roman Questions as contributing
to a “cultural unity between Greeks and Romans” and creating “an enduring Greco-Roman civilization.” Boulogne (1987
and 1992: 4698-4703) also speaks of a conciliatory strategy adopted by Plutarch in these works. Likewise, Brenk (2019:
252) concludes that the Greek and Roman worlds “had become joined inextricably” in the Early Imperial Period.

46 On Plutarch’s aetiological works, see Harrison 2000; Grandjean 2008; Schmidt 2008: 165-166.

47 According to Darbo-Peschanski 1998 and Boulogne 1998, however, Plutarch’s approach remains fundamentally
Platonic in his search for the universal principles behind the world.

48 By choice, as he reminds us in his Life of Demosthenes (2.2).
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him through his many visitors.*” The local past as described in the Greek, Roman and

Barbarian Questions thus was actually part of the global present of Plutarch’s own world.
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