
Plutarch's "On Sparta": A Literary Masterpiece
Unraveling the Secrets of a Legendary City

In the annals of ancient literature, Plutarch's "On Sparta" stands as a
testament to the enduring fascination with one of the most enigmatic and
influential civilizations of antiquity. Plutarch, a celebrated Greek biographer
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and philosopher, dedicated this work to exploring the enigmatic culture,
laws, and customs that shaped the legendary city-state. "On Sparta" offers
a captivating glimpse into the world of the Spartans, a society renowned for
its military prowess, unwavering discipline, and distinctive value system.

Sparta's Legendary Military: A Symphony of Discipline

Central to Plutarch's narrative is the unparalleled military prowess of
Sparta. He meticulously details the rigorous training regimen that
transformed Spartan boys into formidable warriors. From the tender age of
seven, young Spartans endured a physically and mentally grueling
upbringing designed to cultivate obedience, endurance, and a fierce sense
of duty. This indoctrination into a life of sacrifice and unwavering loyalty
created an army that instilled terror in the hearts of their enemies.
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"On Sparta" reveals the intricate military tactics and strategies that made
the Spartan army invincible on the battlefield. Plutarch vividly describes the
renowned phalanx formation, where hoplites (heavily armed infantrymen)
locked shields and spears to create an impenetrable wall of steel. The
Spartans' mastery of close-quarters combat, combined with their strict code
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of honor and unyielding determination, made them a formidable force on
the ancient world stage.

Lycurgus' Laws: The Blueprint of Spartan Society

The enigmatic figure of Lycurgus, the legendary lawgiver and statesman,
casts a long shadow over Plutarch's account. Traditionally credited with
establishing Sparta's unique constitution, Lycurgus' laws formed the
bedrock of Spartan society. Plutarch delves into the complexities of these
laws, exploring their far-reaching impact on every aspect of Spartan life.

Lycurgus' legal code aimed to foster a society of equals, where wealth and
social status played a diminished role. Land was redistributed, luxury was
discouraged, and citizens were expected to share meals in communal
dining halls. This emphasis on social cohesion and unity was essential to
the Spartans' military success, as it bred a sense of camaraderie and
unwavering loyalty among the warriors.

Spartan Education: Forging the Mind and Body

Plutarch dedicates a significant portion of "On Sparta" to the Spartan
educational system, which was as rigorous as its military training. Spartan
boys were subjected to a highly disciplined curriculum that emphasized
physical fitness, obedience, and a deep reverence for tradition. Poetry,
music, and dance formed an integral part of their education, as they
believed these disciplines fostered courage, harmony, and a sense of civic
duty.

Spartan girls, while receiving a different education than boys, were also
expected to uphold the same values of discipline and physical prowess.
They engaged in athletic competitions and were taught the importance of



motherhood and raising future Spartan warriors. Plutarch's exploration of
the Spartan educational system provides valuable insights into how the
city-state cultivated a generation of citizens who embodied the virtues of
their society.

Spartan Women: The Hidden Strength Behind the Warriors

In contrast to the renowned military prowess of Spartan men, Plutarch
sheds light on the often-overlooked role of Spartan women. While they did
not engage in battle, they played a vital role in maintaining the Spartan way
of life. Spartan women were expected to be strong, resilient, and fiercely
devoted to their city-state. They enjoyed a higher degree of freedom and
respect compared to women in other ancient Greek societies, and their
primary duty was to produce and raise strong and healthy children who
would become the next generation of Spartan warriors.

Sparta's Legacy: A Complex and Enduring Influence

"On Sparta" concludes with a thoughtful examination of the enduring legacy
of this enigmatic city-state. Plutarch acknowledges Sparta's military
prowess and its remarkable social and political system, but he also
highlights its limitations and eventual decline. The Spartans' unwavering
adherence to tradition and their relentless pursuit of military dominance
ultimately proved to be their unng, as they failed to adapt to the changing
world around them.

Nevertheless, Sparta's influence on Western civilization is undeniable. Its
military prowess and rigorous discipline have inspired generations of
soldiers and military strategists. Its emphasis on social cohesion and civic
duty has left a lasting mark on political thought and governance. Plutarch's
"On Sparta" serves as a timeless reminder of the complexities of this



legendary city-state and its enduring impact on the course of human
history.

In Plutarch's "On Sparta," we encounter a literary masterpiece that unveils
the secrets of one of the most enigmatic and influential civilizations of
antiquity. Through vivid descriptions, meticulous research, and insightful
analysis, Plutarch transports us back to the world of the Spartans, inviting
us to witness their extraordinary military prowess, unwavering discipline,
and distinctive social customs.

"On Sparta" provides a comprehensive exploration of Spartan society,
offering valuable insights into its laws, educational system, and the role of
women. By shedding light on Sparta's enduring legacy, Plutarch challenges
us to contemplate the nature of power, the importance of social cohesion,
and the delicate balance between tradition and adaptability.

For anyone fascinated by ancient history, military strategy, or the human
condition, Plutarch's "On Sparta" is an indispensable work. Its timeless
wisdom and captivating narrative continue to resonate with readers today,
offering a profound understanding of a civilization that has shaped the
course of human history and left an enduring mark on our collective
imagination.
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