






revealing the mysteries to the uninitiated was death.) Pericles

then asked if he, Lampon, knew the secret rites. On hearing him

aver that he did, Pericles countered, “Well, how can that be,

since you have never been initiated?” (1419a2–5).

Plutarch, who lived more than five hundred years after Peri-

cles, also quotes from the oration over the dead in the Samian

War (Pericles 8.9). This speech was apparently one of Pericles’

most famous.6 He said that

the dead had become immortal just like the gods. Although we

do not see the gods, we infer their reality by the honors that

they receive and the benefits that they bestow. This likewise ap-

plies to those who have perished on behalf of their city.

Plutarch also quotes Pericles (33.5) as saying when he restrained

the Athenians from going out to fight the Spartans at Acharnae

in the first campaign of the Peloponnesian War that “trees cut

and clipped grow back quickly, but men cut down cannot be re-

covered so easily.” Thucydides attributes a strikingly similar

sentiment to him in his first speech at 1.143.5 where his Pericles

says, “Don’t grieve for your properties and land, save your grief

for the loss of men.”

Plutarch records a number of other anecdotes and what may

be quotes from Pericles, but we have no means of verifying their

authenticity. According to Plutarch (8.7) Pericles said that “he

spied war storming forth from the Peloponnese.” We may note

also his remonstrance (8.8) to the tragedian Sophocles, his fellow

general at Samos, when he admired a handsome young soldier,
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6. Plutarch had not, apparently, seen a copy of the speech, for he cites it

from Stesimbrotus of Thasos, a contemporary of Pericles.
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that “a general not only ought to have clean hands, Sophocles,

but a clean mind.” When the general Tolmides was about to set

off in 447 on the ill-advised expedition into Boeotia that resulted

in his death, Pericles is quoted as saying (18.2) that “if he would

not listen to Pericles, he would not go wrong waiting for that

wisest adviser of all, namely, time.”

Plutarch’s other quotations of Pericles are more suspect. At

35.2 he recounts how Pericles defused his troops’ fear during an

eclipse. Seeing that his helmsman was particularly frightened,

he held his cloak up before his eyes and asked him if he was

afraid. When he replied no, Pericles asked, “How does this dif-

fer from that, except that what has caused the darkness is bigger

than my cloak?” This is clearly a story fostered in the philo-

sophical schools to support a scientific approach to natural phe-

nomena. Plutarch also reports that on his deathbed Pericles

claimed (38.4) as his proudest accomplishment that “no citizen

because of me donned mourning garb.” These are the all but

obligatory last words of a famous man and can scarcely be cred-

ited, unless we assume that Pericles was delirious at the last.

The sum total of actual words that can reliably be attributed

to Pericles is disappointingly small. Still, to have on good evi-

dence the truly beautiful metaphor likening the loss of the young

men of Athens to having the spring taken out of the year is no

small thing. It has a piquancy, a “sting,” to quote Eupolis, that re-

mains with us.
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