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Introduction: a rediscovered ‘Dialogue’ 

As has been announced elsewhere, a fragment of the opening chapters of a previously 

unknown Latin text has recently been discovered in a monastery in northern Spain, 

where it lay undetected amidst excerpts from the Natural History of the Elder Pliny in a 

manuscript itself previously catalogued as lost. The text purports to record a dialogue 

which took place in Rome during the reign of Domitian involving three persons all 

certainly dead by the early 120s, namely Plutarch, Pliny the Younger, and Plutarch’s main 

Roman patron, Sosius Senecio.1  

Attributed to Minicius Fundanus – consul of 107, proconsul of Asia in 122-3, 

and according to Syme ‘the most distinctive character in the whole [of Pliny’s] 

correspondence, not excepting Cornelius Tacitus’2 – the text is perhaps a forgery. On 

stylistic grounds, it may well not be the work of Minicius Fundanus, since both lexical 

choice and various mannerisms of style are compatible with the prose style of a later era. 

More certainly, the dialogue is at bottom a work of plausible but ultimately imaginative 

fiction, in the mould of (for example) the Dialogus of Tacitus. Both the author and the 

rediscovered work’s main characters were emerging figures on the political or cultural 

stage of Domitianic Rome, and must have known of or about each other. But we have 

no direct evidence that they all four met in person, much less that three of them engaged 

in an extended dialogue which a fourth recorded for posterity many years later. 

It is true that both Plutarch and Pliny were personal friends of Fundanus and 

Senecio; but these parallel relationships appear to have been independent of one another. 

There is no evidence of a personal familiarity between Pliny and Plutarch,3 despite the 

                                                
1 On Senecio, see Jones (1970), (1971), Birley (2000) 90 s.v. 
2 See Syme, RP 7.603-19 for a full investigation and career summary; cf. Bodel (1995). 

3 Greeks are hardly absent as characters from Pliny’s Letters (cf. e.g. the philosopher Euphrates in 1.10, the 

rhetorician Isaeus in 2.3, and Artemidorus, another philosopher, in 3.11), but no letter is addressed to a 



fact that Plutarch’s circle of Roman senatorial friends is dominated by northern Italians 

and noui homines (like Pliny), and that their works reveal up to seven shared friends and 

acquaintances.4 Indeed, the echoing silence that Pliny and Plutarch maintain about one 

another in their extant works is a void that the rediscovered dialogue was perhaps 

invented to fill.5  

The dialogue no doubt owes its preservation amongst excerpts from the Natural 

History in part to the ‘coalesence’ of the two Plinii that was commonplace in later 

antiquity and the middle ages;6 perhaps in part also to the name Minicius Fundanus. As 

governor of Asia in the 120s, Fundanus received a rescript from Hadrian ‘enjoining that 

Christians should not be put on trial save after named charges of misdoing’ (Syme, RP 

7.618). Transmitted by both Justin Martyr and Eusebius,7 the rescript may have served to 

raise the name Minicius Fundanus to enough attention for a Christian copyist to think it 

worth transmitting at least an excerpt.  

 

Historical context for the ‘Dialogue’ 

The work is entitled C. Minici Fundani Dialogus de Graecorum et Romanorum Moribus, which, 

to judge from the surviving contents, must signify “Dialogue on the ethical habits of the 

Greeks and Romans”.8 And by Greeks and Romans is meant, inevitably, members of the 

privileged and leisured elites. It is addressed to none other than Suetonius Tranquillus, 

                                                                                                                                      
Greek; cf. Syme (1985) 355 = RP 5.473 on the notable omission of Eastern senators as correspondents. 

Furthermore, the activities of contemporary Greeks in Rome’s courts are usually treated by Pliny with 

high-handedness; cf. 6.5, 6.13, 6.31. On the other hand, Pliny displays none of the outright hostility of the 

Elder Pliny, whose attitudes particularly to Greek doctors are notorious (Nat. 24.4-6, 26.11, 29.13-28); cf. 

Nutton (1986), more generally Beagon (2005) 50-1, Doody (2011) 124-6. 

4 See Jones (1971) 48-64. 
5 For Plutarch’s silence also about his Greek contemporary Dio of Prusa in the extant works, perhaps 

broken in the works that have not survived, see Jones (1971) 34-5. It is not impossible that Pliny and 

Plutarch mentioned one another in their non-extant works; cf. the postscript to this paper on Pliny’s  

possible connections with Timon, Plutarch’s brother. For another Greek contemporary, Epictetus, about 

whom Plutarch also maintains silence in the published works, see Jones (1971) 35-6, and n. 000 below. For 

the silence of all Plutarch’s contemporary Roman authors about him (including Suetonius and Tacitus 

alongside Pliny), see Jones (1971) 61-2. 
6 Cameron (1965) = Cameron (2015). 
7 Syme, RP 7.617-9 

8 Cf. the description of the Nicomachean Ethics at Cic. Fin. 5.12 Aristotelem et eius filium Nichomachum, cuius 

accurate scripti de moribus libri … 



who, like the historical Minicius Fundanus, also outlived Plutarch, Senecio and Pliny 

(albeit in exile from the imperial court after 122). In essence, the dialogue allows 

discussion of the relative merits of upper-class Greek and Roman modes of life, with a 

strongly ethical colouring. Suetonius is, of course, a suitable addressee. Protégé of Pliny,9 

possibly inspired by Plutarch’s Lives to write his own imperial biographies,10 and the 

author of works on both Greek and Roman games and on Rome and its Customs and 

Manners,11 Suetonius would be bound to take an interest in Fundanus’ work. 

The dialogue is set at a clear political juncture in the 90s. The historical Plutarch 

was in fact in Rome in the period 92-3, during the consulship of the Stoic Arulenus 

Rusticus – whom Plutarch appears to have met, or at least to have attracted as a member 

of the audience for one of his lectures.12 In the year after his consulship of 92, Arulenus 

was executed in a Domitianic purge of the ‘Stoic opposition’ that also swallowed up 

Herennius Senecio and Helvidius Priscus and saw the exile of numerous others.13 At 

some point after 93, in the wake of the executions and expulsions of these persons (who 

often claimed adherence to philosophical ideals), Domitian, for good measure, expelled 

philosophers from Rome and Italy. Plutarch, who knew (among others) the exiled Iunius 

Mauricus – brother of Arulenus Rusticus – well enough to mention him favourably in a 

work perhaps published before 93, could have been under pressure to leave Rome during 

these events.14 

 The Dialogus de Moribus is evidently set at a moment just before the eruption of 

these events, in 92. In the months and years to follow, Plutarch could count on the 

protection of his patron Q. Sosius Senecio – dedicatee of the Parallel Lives, the Table Talk, 

and the treatise on progress in moral virtue (not to mention the addressee of two letters 

of Pliny)15 – who was perhaps of praetorian rank at this stage and in some favour with 

                                                
9 Gibson (2014), with further references.  
10 Jones  (1971) 62. 

11 Wallace-Hadrill (1983) 43-9. 
12 Jones (1971) 22-3, Plut. Mor. 522d-e. 
13 For a clear narrative of events, see Carlon (2009) 27-34. For members of the ‘Stoic opposition’, see also 

Syme RP 7.568-87. 

14 Jones (1971) 24-5; cf. Plut. Galb. 8.8 for the favourable reference to Iunius Mauricus. See also Jones 

(1971) 36-8 on the involvement of Philostratus’ Apollonius of Tyana in these events (another 

contemporary figure unmentioned by Plutarch). 

15 Plin. Epist. 1.13 (on the new crop of poets in Nervan Rome), 4.4 (a recommendation of Varisidius 

Nepos). 



Domitian.16 He would later hold two consulships under Trajan, in 99 and again in 107. 

Senecio appears as Plutarch’s host and interlocutor in the Dialogus. But Plutarch’s main 

interlocutor in the work is the younger Pliny, who in the year 93 would not only be 

involved in the trial that would inadvertently spark Domitian’s attack on ‘Stoic 

opposition’,17 but would almost certainly find himself in the uncomfortable position of 

praetor (and so potentially obliged to carry out Domitian’s will).18  

The dialogue is reported, as mentioned earlier, by a fourth figure, Minicius 

Fundanus. He himself appears elsewhere as the lead character in Plutarch’s dialogue On 

Anger, and is addressed or mentioned in five letters by Pliny.19 Like Pliny, Fundanus was a 

Transpadane, probably from Ticinum, only c. 50 m / 80 km south of Pliny’s hometown 

of Comum. Whether Fundanus had reached the praetorship by 93 is unclear; but he 

would attain his first consulship in the year that Sosius Senecio received his second, i.e. 

107.  

The characterization of both Plutarch and Pliny in the dialogue broadly coheres 

with their own self-portraits. Destined for his praetorship in 93, the Pliny of the year 92 

displays all the self-satisfaction that would later emerge in Book 3 of his own Letters 

during the year of his consulship. As for Plutarch, he lets us see in an anecdote in On 

Brotherly Love (479e) that he did not fear to speak forthrightly to members of the Roman 

elite who took themselves too seriously. There a self-styled philosopher who refused to 

treat his brother with familial consideration found himself on the receiving end of some 

frank criticism more familiar from the school of Epicurus. On the other hand, Plutarch 

also appears himself somewhat long-winded: rather an irony for one who dedicated an 

entire treatise to the subject of talking too much.20 

 

The Text 

Fundanus writes, of course, in Latin; but he omits to tell us whether the ‘original’ 

conversation took place in Greek or in Latin. Presumably, any actual dialogue of this type 

involving Plutarch and his circle in Rome would have been conducted in Greek, since 

Plutarch himself tells us that he had little time to practice his Latin during his travels to 
                                                
16 Jones (1971) 25, Jones (1970).  

17 For the narrative, see above n. 000.  
18 Griffin (1999). 
19 Plin. Epist. 1.9, 4.15, 5.15, 6.6, 7.12; cf. his appearance issuing peremptory commands through letters, at 

Plut. Tranq. 1 = Mor. 464e-f. 
20 de Garrulitate = Mor. 502b-515a; cf. van Hoof (2010) 173-4. 



Rome and Italy.21 (His mastery of the language belongs to a later phase of life.) This 

putative act of a ‘translation’ of Plutarch’s discourse from Greek to Latin is itself of 

significance. 

 The translation of the text which I offer here is, I admit, somewhat literal; but it 

does, I trust, convey something of the relatively elaborate nature of the original. 

 

C. MINICI FUNDANI22 

DIALOGUS DE GRAECORUM ET ROMANORUM MORIBUS23 

 

1.1 You have often asked me, Suetonius Tranquillus, about Greek customs and habits, 

and how these compare with Roman customs and habits. I would scarcely dare to reply 

to your query and take up such a weighty investigation – running the risk that we think ill 

of our own practices or those of the Greeks – if I had to offer my own opinion rather 

than that of eloquent and learned men, whom I heard treating this very question some 

years ago.24  

1.2 So, what is needed is not talent but rather my memory and powers of recall. I must 

now repeat, with the same divisions and arguments – keeping to the course of the 

discussion – those eloquent reflections which I heard, powerfully expressed, from men 

of great eminence, each of whom advanced different but plausible argument, thereby 

displaying the idiosyncracies of his individual talent and character.  

 

                                                
21 Plut. Demosth. 2.2. For Plutarch’s knowledge of Latin, see Jones (1971) 76-7, 81-7, van Hoof (2010) 91 

nn. 33-4, with further references. 
22 C. MINICI FUNDANI: perhaps from Ticinum in the Transpadana, Fundanus would become consul 

under Trajan in 107. He is the main speaker in Plutarch’s de Cohibenda Ira and is mentioned at the start of de 

Tranquillitate (Mor. 464e-f). Fundanus is also mentioned or addressed in five letters of Pliny (1.9, 4.15, 5.15, 

6.6, and 7.12). Letter 6.6 deals with support for a young candidate, Iulius Naso, whose father Iulius 

Secundus may also have been known to Plutarch (Otho 9.3); cf. Jones (1971) 22, 50, also Jones (1968). On 

Fundanus – whom Syme calls ‘the most distinctive character in the whole [of Pliny’s] correspondence, not 

excepting Cornelius Tacitus’ – see further Syme RP 7.603-19, Jones (1971) 57-8. 
23 MORIBUS: for the title, cf. the description of the Nicomachean Ethics at Cic. Fin. 5.12 Aristotelem et eius 

filium Nichomachum, cuius accurate scripti de moribus libri … 

24 Saepe ex me requiris … audiui: cf. Tac. Dial. 1.1-2. The closeness of Fundanus’ text to the opening 

chapters of the Dialogus of Tacitus is remarkable. 



2 Our friend Sosius Senecio25 was acting as host at that time to Plutarch, who had come 

to Rome at the invitation of that highly distinguished man to offer lectures and give 

advice to their friends.26 It was the day after Plutarch had delivered a lecture, during 

which Caesar had sent a personal message to Arulenus Rusticus,27 who was consul at that 

time. Since the message was delivered in person by a soldier, a silence fell on the 

audience, and Plutarch paused that Rusticus might read the letter. But that outstanding 

man refused and would not break the seal until Plutarch had finished his lecture and the 

audience had dispersed. On account of this incident everyone admired the dignity of 

Rusticus, but some warned him not to provoke Caesar further.28 

 

3.1 Long desiring to renew my friendship29 with Plutarch, Senecio had invited me to 

converse with them in his house. As it chanced, on that same day, he received a visit 

from Plinius Secundus. Of all three men I was a keen listener and had often conversed 

separately with each on literary matters and the best way for a man to order his own 

affairs. Plinius entered the cubiculum30 of Fundanus – for in those days it was not deemed 

                                                
25 Sosius Senecio: twenty years junior to Plutarch, the pair may have met him in Greece during Senecio’s 

quaestorship in the late 80s. Dedicatee of the Parellel Lives, Table Talk and de Profectibus in Virtute, Senecio 

was twice consul under Trajan (99, 107). He receives two letters from Pliny (1.13, 4.4) - who is acquainted 

both with Senecio’s father-in-law, Iulius Frontinus (4.8.3, 5.1.5, 9.19), and with his son-in-law, Pompeius 

Falco (1.23, 4.27, 7.22, 9.15). On Senecio, see further Jones (1970), (1971) 54-7.  
26 amicis: for the probable purposes of Plutarch’s visits to Rome (including those of ambassador), see 

Jones (1971) 20-1, 63. Visits to Rome to offer advice to friends coheres with the purpose of Plutarch’s late 

ethical works, which are designed ‘not to communicate the eternal truths of philosophy to mankind, but to 

offer help to a particular group of human beings who find themselves in a specific social and historical 

situation’ (van Hoof (2010) 25-6). 
27 ad Arulenum Rusticum: Iunius Arulenus Rusticus would die the next year in Domitian’s ‘purge’ of the 

‘Stoic opposition’. Pliny makes a fuss of his own connections with this figure and his brother, Iunius 

Mauricus, throughout the correspondence: 1.5, 1.14, 2.18, 3.11.3, 4.22.3ff., 5.1.8, 6.14. 
28 commoueret: an anecdote told also by Plutarch in the work de Curiositate (Mor. 522d-e). For the rarity of 

such contemporary illustrations in Plutarch’s ethical works, see van Hoof (2010) 192-3; for the date of the 

incident (late 92), and Plutarch’s connections with Rusticus, see Jones (1971) 23, 51. Domitian himself was 

absent from Rome between May and December 92, on campaign against the Sarmatae and Suebi. 
29 amicitiam: ‘Fundanus may have met Plutarch during a spell of duty in Greece as proconsul or legate, or 

when the philosopher visited Rome and Italy. It is clear that Plutarch knew him well’ (Jones (1971) 58). 

30 cubiculum: whereas Cicero’s dialogues are often set out of doors in country estates, this conversation 

evidently takes place in Rome and in a part of the house considered private; cf. the similar setting of the 



wise to converse more openly – and found us there engaged in conversation with 

Plutarch on Greek customs and habits.  

3.2 After listening for some time to their dialogue, Plinius interjected and urged the 

superiority of Roman manners and practices, underlining the traditional ways of our 

ancestors who had little need of philosophers31 to conduct either public office or 

themselves in a just and becoming manner. Senecio called a halt to our Greek enquiries 

and requested that Plinius and Plutarch debate the merits of the manner in which Greeks 

and Romans both conducted themselves in public and ordered their personal affairs. 

 

4.1 Plinius replied that he had had little leisure either to reflect more fully on the matter 

or to treat the subject now as it deserved, encumbered as he was with many duties. ‘But 

surely’, 32  said Plutarch, ‘men talk either for their own sake, or because they need 

something, or to benefit their hearers, or because they seek to ingratiate themselves with 

each other by seasoning with the salt of conversation the pastime or business in which 

they happen to be engaged. Perhaps it is the case that our conversation now might 

                                                                                                                                      
Dialogus of Tacitus, on the day after one of its characters has potentially offered offence to the imperial 

house: igitur ut intrauimus cubiculum Materni … (Tac. Dial. 3.1). 
31 philosophis: in fact, Pliny presents himself as willing to take the advice of a perhaps more socially 

distinguished philosopher, namely the Syrian Euphrates, at Epist. 1.10.9-10 nam distringor officio, ut maximo sic 

molestissimo: sedeo pro tribunali, subnoto libellos, conficio tabulas, scribo plurimas sed illitteratissimas litteras. soleo non 

numquam (nam id ipsum quando contingit) de his occupationibus apud Euphraten queri. ille me consolatur, affirmat etiam 

esse hanc philosophiae et quidem pulcherrimam partem, agere negotium publicum, cognoscere iudicare, promere et exercere 

iustitiam, quaeque ipsi doceant in usu habere (‘For I am torn away by my official duties, which though most 

important are also most troublesome. I take my seat on the Bench, sign petitions, present accounts, write 

countless letters of a most unliterary kind. When the occasion offers, I tend sometimes to recite my 

grumbles about these to Euphrates, who consoles me, and also maintains that it is not merely a part but in 

fact the most noble part of philosophy to conduct public affairs, to investigate and to pass judgements, to 

promote and to wield justice, and to put into practice what the philosophers preach.’) For the greater social 

prestige of Syria, as opposed to the backwaters of old Greece, see Jones (1971) 46, 61; for Pliny’s extensive 

connections with Syria, where he had undertaken a military tribunate c. 82 (and met another philosopher 

alongside Euphrates: the Artemidorus of 3.11), see Birley (2000) 7. The Elder Pliny’s attitudes to 

philosophy are perhaps more thoroughly ambivalent; see Griffin (2007).  
32 at vero … cf. Plut. de Garrulitate 514e-f ajll∆ h] di∆ auJtou;" a{nqrwpoi deovmenoiv tino" lalou'sin h] 

tou;" ajkouvonta" wjfelou'nte" h] cavrin tina; paraskeuavzonte" ajllhvloi" w{sper aJlsi; 

toi'" lovgoi" ejfhduvnousi th;n diatribh;n kai; th;n pra'xin, ejn h/| tugcavnousin o[nte". 



benefit either you or perhaps our audience, above all our mutual friend Fundanus33’. ‘No 

doubt you are correct’, answered Pliny. 

4.2 ‘So then, Secundus’, said Plutarch, ‘it is incumbent upon you to defend your friends 

and to look to your domestic affairs? Certainly, it becomes a man to maintain his 

patrimony and to offer help to those in need of aid’. To this Plinius rejoined, ‘Fresh 

duties are continually superimposed on my longstanding ones before the earlier ones are 

discharged. With all these chains and fetters a great column of activities extends further 

every day.34 For I am greatly tried by my official tasks,35 and at the beck and call of my 

friends.36 Occasionally I study37 – to be able to do which, not occasionally, but exclusively 

and uninterruptedly, would be, I dare say not a more proper, but certainly a happier 

thing. 38  Furthermore, the farms inherited from my mother are treating me badly, 

although they delight me as coming from my mother.39 Their produce has been swept off 

                                                
33 Fundanum: the attributed ‘faults’ of Minicius Fundanus emerge in Plutarch’s ethical works: in de Ira 

Cohibenda he is made to give an account of how he was cured from a tendency towards anger, while at the 

opening of de Tranquillitate he is pictured writing a characteristically peremptory letter to a mutual friend 

(Mor. 464e). 
34 Cf. Plin. Epist. 2.8.3 nam ueteribus negotiis noua accrescunt, nec tamen priora peraguntur: tot nexibus, tot quasi catenis 

maius in dies occupationum agmen extenditur. 
35 distringor officio: something of an exaggeration of Pliny’s precise current status, but perhaps true in a 

general sense. Rusticus was consul in the last four months of 92 (Jones (1971) 23) at a time when Pliny was 

not more than normally busy. Pliny had probably been tribune of the plebs in 91 (Syme, RP 7.563), and his 

campaigning to become praetor in 93 would have come to an end in early January 92 (according to the 

timetable for elections constructed by Talbert (1984) 204-7). For the (controversy over the) date of Pliny’s 

praetorship, see Birley (2000) 10-14. 
36 amicis deseruio: no doubt Pliny was continually busy with legal business. The following year (93) 

would bring two significant cases: the prosecution of Baebius Massa (Epist. 7.33), which would kickstart 

the purge of Rusticus and associates, and the defence – at Rusticus’ request (Epist. 1.5.5) – of the wife of a 

certain Timon, who may in fact be Plutarch’s brother (Jones (1971) 23-4). 
37 studeo interdum: the major outputs of both Pliny (Letters, Panegyricus, assorted verse) and Plutarch 

belong to the period after the assassination of Domitian; see Jones (1966) 61ff. for Plutarch. Nevertheless, 

the first letter proper of Pliny’s collection closes with the assertion that ‘Several reasons prompt my need 

to publish, above all the fact that the works which I have already issued are said to be in men’s hands’ 

(1.2.6 edendum autem ex pluribus causis, maxime quod libelli quos emisimus dicuntur in manibus esse). No doubt Pliny 

had already published some of his forensic oratory. 
38 Cf. Plin. Epist. 7.15.1 distringor officio, amicis deseruio, studeo interdum, quod non interdum sed solum semperque facere, 

non audeo dicere rectius, certe beatius erat. 

39 Cf. Plin. Epist. 2.15.2 me praedia materna parum commode tractant, delectant tamen ut materna, et alioqui longa 

patientia occallui. 



by the hail,40 while in those properties inherited from my uncle there is the pressing 

necessity of letting the farms, a very disagreeable one, so rare is it to find suitable 

tenants’.41  

 

5.1 ‘It seems to me’, said Plutarch, ‘that the man who declared that “he who would be 

tranquil in his mind must not engage in many affairs, either private or public” makes our 

tranquility very expensive if it is bought at the price of inactivity. In idleness, softness and 

the betrayal of friends, family and country there is assuredly no relief for the soul from 

disturbances and distress.42 Yet there are indeed some pursuits which cannot by their 

very nature exist together, but rather are by nature opposed to one another. Training in 

rhetoric and applying oneself to studying, for example, require a quiet life and leisure, 

while political powers and friendships with kings cannot succeed without hard work and 

the full occupation of one’s time.43 Accordingly, if you have failed in canvass for an 

office,44 you will be able to live in the country and look after your own affairs. Or if you 

have been repulsed in wooing the friendship of some great man, your life will be free 

from danger and trouble.’45 

5.2 ‘Our laws’ replied Plinius, ‘allow leisure to the elderly, but demand that we devote our 

early and middle life to our country. This tranquility of mind you recommend belongs 

rather to that part of life we may properly call our own, after we have devoted ourselves 

                                                
40 Cf. Plin. Epist. 4.6.1 Tusci grandine excussi, in regione Transpadana summa abundantia, sed par uilitas nuntiatur. 
41 Cf. Plin. Epist. 7.30.3 accedunt querelae rusticorum, qui auribus meis post longum tempus suo iure abutuntur. instat et 

necessitas agrorum locandorum, perquam molesta: adeo rarum est inuenire idoneos conductores. 

42  Cf. Plut. Mor. 465c, d ÔO me;n ou\n eijpw;n o{ti ‘dei' to;n eujqumei'sqai mevllonta mh; polla; 

prhvssein mhvte ijdivh/ mhvte xunh/',’ prw'ton me;n hJmi'n polutelh' th;n eujqumivan kaqivsthsi, 

ginomevnhn w[nion ajpraxiva": ... oujde;n de; beltivwn yuch'" ijatro;" oJ rJa/qumiva/ kai; malakiva/ kai; 

prodosiva/ fivlwn kai; oijkeivwn kai; patrivdo" ejxairw'n to; taracw'de" aujth'" kai; luphrovn. 
43  Cf. Plut. Mor. 472b-c Tina; ga;r oujde; sunupavrcein ajlla; ma'llon uJpenantiou'sqai pevfuken 

ajllhvloi" tw'n spoudazomevnwn. oi|on a[skhsi" lovgwn kai; maqhmavtwn ajnavlhyi" ajpragmosuvnh" 

dei'tai kai; scolh'", dunavmei" de; politikai; kai; filivai basilevwn oujk a[neu pragmavtwn oujd∆ 

ajscoliw'n perigivgnontai. 
44 honores: in fact, the historical Pliny had (almost certainly) succeeded some months before in gaining a 

praetorship for the following year, i.e. 93; see above on 4.2 distringor officio. Perhaps Plutarch is implying that 

Pliny will not now be able to manage his estates properly.  

45 Cf. Plut. Mor. 467d ajrch;n paraggevllwn dihvmarte"… ejn ajgrw/' diavxei" ejpimelovmeno" tw'n ijdivwn. 

ajlla; filivan mnwvmeno" hJgemovno" ajpwvsqh"… ajkinduvnw" kai; ajpragmovnw" biwvsh/. 



to the service of the state’.46 ‘So then’, said Plutarch, ‘are we not to manage our impulses, 

as sailors do their sails, to correspond to our capacity? Is not self-love to blame, which 

makes men insatiably desirous of engaging in everything and eager to be first and 

victorious in everything?’.47 

 

6.1 ‘Opinions differ’, replied Plinius, ‘but my idea of the truly happy man is of one who 

enjoys the anticipation of a good and lasting reputation. Were my own eyes not fixed on 

the reward of immortality I could be happy in an easy life of complete retirement, for 

everyone, I think, must choose between two considerations: that fame is immortal or 

man is mortal. The former will lead him to a life of toil and effort, the latter will teach 

him to relax quietly and not wear out his short existence with vain endeavours’.48  

6.2 ‘In any case’, continued Plinius, ‘it is not self-love, but a proper desire for renown 

which incites men to succeed in their endeavours, both in the holding of offices, in their 

literary studies, and in taking up cases likely to bring fame. In my case, family precedent 

is an additional incentive to undertaking all these tasks.49 My uncle, who was also my 

father by adoption, both held offices, advised the emperor, and was the author of many 

and enduring works.50 Instead of imitating sailors, ought we not to model ourselves after 

                                                
46 Cf. Plin. Epist. 4.23.3-4 nam et prima uitae tempora et media patriae, extrema nobis impertire debemus, ut ipsae leges 

monent, quae maiorem annis otio reddunt. quando mihi licebit, quando per aetatem honestum erit imitari istud pulcherrimae 

quietis exemplum? quando secessus mei non desidiae nomen sc tranquillitatis accipient? Nevertheless, Pliny hails his 

own villas as oases of contemporary tranquility for himself; cf. esp. 1.9 (addressed to Minicius Fundanus 

himself), 2.17.20-4, 5.6.45-6, 9.36, also 6.14.  
47 Cf. Plut. Mor. 471d Oujc h{kista toivnun eujqumivan kolouvei to; mh; summevtroi" crh'sqai pro;" 

th;n uJpokeimevnhn duvnamin oJrmai'" w{sper iJstivoi", ajlla; meizovnwn ejfiemevnou" tai'" ejlpivsin 

ei\t∆ ajpotugcavnonta" aijtia'sqai daivmona kai; tuvchn ajlla; mh; th;n auJtw'n ajbelterivan. ... 

ai[tion d∆ hJ filautiva mavlista, filoprwvtou" poiou'sa kai; filonivkou" ejn pa'si kai; pavntwn 

ejpidrattomevnou" ajplhvstw". 
48 Cf. Plin. Epist. 9.3.1-2 Alius aliud: ego beatissimum existimo, qui bonae mansuraeque famae praesumptione perfruitur, 

certusque posteritatis cum futura gloria uiuit. ac mihi nisi praemium aeternitatis ante oculos, pingue illud altumque otium 

placeat. etenim omnes homines arbitror oportere aut immortalitatem suam aut mortalitatem cogitare, et illos quidem contendere 

eniti, hos quiescere remitti, nec breuem uitam caducis laboribus fatigare. 

49 Cf. Plin. Epist. 5.8.4-5 me uero ad hoc studium impellit domesticum quoque exemplum. auunculus meus idemque per 

adoptionem pater historias et quidem religiosissime scripsit. 
50 Cf. Plin. Epist. 3.5.9 ante lucem ibat ad Vespasianum imperatorem (nam ille quoque noctibus utebatur), inde ad 

delegatum sibi officium. reversus domum quod reliquum temporis studiis reddebat, 6.16.2-3 quamuis ipse plurima opera et 

mansura condiderit, multum tamen perpetuitati eius scriptorum tuorum aeternitas addet. equidem beatos puto, quibus deorum 



those men who seek immortality in their studies by turning their hand now to one now 

to another type of literature? If we cannot ultimately succeed in one pursuit, it may be 

that we will succeed in another.51 At any rate, for me at least, this tranquility of mind of 

which you speak is not to be bought at the price of obscurity.’ 

 

7.1 ‘You aver, Secundus’, said Plutarch, ‘that those cases ought to be taken up which are 

likely to bring fame. But our mutual friend, Avidius Quietus,52 frequently quotes a dictum 

of Thrasea,53 who was in the habit of laying it down that the cases to be undertaken were 

these: those of friends, those which could find no advocate, and those which pertained 

to example. The case of friends needs no explanation. Why such as could find no 

advocate? Because in these the fearlessness as well as the kindliness of him who pleads 

them would be most strongly shown. Why those pertaining to example? Because it 

would make a difference whether a good or a bad one were exhibited’.54 

7.2 ‘To these categories of causes’, replied Plinius ‘though perhaps rather 

presumptuously, I must yet add such as are distinguished and conspicuous. For it is fair 

at times to plead the cause of glory and fame – in other words, one’s own cause’.55 ‘So, 

                                                                                                                                      
munere datum est aut facere scribenda aut scribere legenda, beatissimos uero quibus utrumque. horum in numero auunculus 

meus et suis libris et tuis erit. 

51 Cf. Plin. Epist. 9.29.1 ut satius unum aliquid insigniter facere quam plura mediocriter, ita plurima mediocriter, si non 

possis unum aliquid insigniter. quod intuens ego uariis me studiorum generibus nulli satis confisus experior. 
52 Avidius Quietus: north Italian, consul in 93, and later supporter of Pliny’s failed attempted in 96 to 

prosecute a ‘collaborator’ in the death of Helvidius the Younger (Epist. 9.13.15), Quietus was the addressee 

of Plutarch’s de Sera Numinis Vindicta and – with his brother Avidius Nigrinus (cited by Pliny at Epist. 

10.65.3, 66.2; cf. Nigrinus’ son at Epist. 5.13.6, 5.20.6, 7.6) – de Fraterno Amore. On the connections of the 

Avidii with Plutarch, see further Jones (1971) 51-4. 
53 Thraseae: P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus: consul in 56, leader of ‘Stoic opposition’ under Nero. For 

Plutarch’s connections with the supporters of Paetus, see Jones (1971) 24, 51-3 
54 Cf. Plin. Epist. 6.29.1-2 Auidius Quietus, qui me unice dilexit et (quo non minus gaudeo) probauit, ut multa alia 

Thraseae (fuit enim familiaris) ita hoc saepe referebat, praecipere solitum suscipiendas esse causas aut amicorum aut destitutas 

aut ad exemplum pertinentes. cur amicorum, non eget interpretatione. cur destitutas? quod in illis maxime et constantia 

agentis et humanitas cerneretur. cur pertinentes ad exemplum? quia plurimum referret, bonum an malum induceretur. 

55 Cf. Plin. Epist. 6.29.3 ad haec ego genera causarum ambitiose fortasse, addam tamen claras et illustres. aequum est enim 

agere non numquam gloriae et famae, id est suam causam. 



then’, said Plutarch, ‘we must suppose that glory and honour are the chief end of 

virtue?’56 

 

At this point, the Dialogus de Moribus breaks off. What else Plutarch and Pliny went on to 

discuss must remain a matter of speculation, although the extant works of both suggest 

that there was much for them to disagree about, ranging from relatively trivial matters 

(such as proper conduct in a lecture hall: how to praise a speaker properly),57 through 

issues that mattered greatly to Pliny and hardly at all to Plutarch (i.e. contemporary 

literature, esp. poetry),58 and on to more philosophically revealing subjects (such as how 

to praise oneself without giving offence).59 But of one thing we can be sure: no matter 

how little Pliny might have warmed to Plutarch’s explicit commitment to a particular 

philosophical school (in this case, Platonism), both could have agreed on one thing: their 

likely aversion to a grumpy and challenging philosophical contemporary, the Stoic 

Epictetus, who either had been or soon would be removed from Rome by Domitian, to 

take up residence in Nicopolis in Epirus.60 

 

Postscript 
In Richard Ellmann’s classic biography of James Joyce, some highly intriguing pieces of 

information take up no more than four sentences in a work of almost 900 densely 

packed pages. Writing of Joyce’s time in Zurich during the first World War, Ellmann 

declares:61 

 

The atmosphere of literary experimentation braced Joyce for Ulysses. In 1915 at the 

Café Voltaire in the old city, the surrealist movement was fomented by Tristan Tzara, 

Hans Arp, and others, and this group, with which Joyce was sometimes mistakenly 

identified, was to move on like him to Paris after the war. There was political 
                                                
56 For Plutarch’s distinctive views on philotimia in his ethical treatises, see van Hoof (2010) 55-7, esp. 56, 

‘Whilst preserving (a philosophically reinterpreted form of) honour, Plutarch … condemns too strong a 

desire for it in its traditional form’. 
57 See Gibson’s introduction (forthcoming) to Plin. Epist. 6.17. 
58 For Plutarch’s lack of interest, see van Hoof (2010) 22 n.16. 

59 See Gibson (2003). 
60  For the signal differences between Epictetus’ radical criticisms of society’s ‘normal’ values, and 

Plutarch’s tendency to accept the ambitions and social values of his readers (but desire to give them a 

philosophical inflection), see van Hoof (2010), esp. 20-1, 28-9, 55-6, 94-5, 167,  
61 Ellmann (1982) 409. 



excitement, too. In the Café Odeon, where Joyce frequently went, Lenin was a 

constant customer, and on one occasion, it is said, they met. 

 

In a footnote reference,62 Ellmann gives his source for this arresting nugget of alleged 

intelligence about Joyce and Lenin: ‘Interview with Signora Vela Bliznakoff Pulitzer, 

1954, by Lucy von Hibler’. The Bliznakoff sisters were daughters of a Bulgarian consul, 

and pupils of Joyce during his time in Zurich. Ellmann tells us that they were ‘handsome 

young women’, and relates a story about Nora Barnacle’s manipulation of Joyce: ‘Nora 

asked [Vela Bliznakoff] to speak to him about [the matter], thinking her pretty face might 

have an influence’.63 (The outcome was a success, from Nora’s point of view.) Perhaps 

Joyce also tried to impress the Bliznakoff sisters with stories about carousing with Lenin 

after the latter’s departure from Zurich – little remarked at the time - during March 1917, 

in the notorious ‘sealed car’ bound for Moscow.  

Whether Joyce and Lenin actually did meet, we shall never know. What is clear is 

that the playwright Tom Stoppard is a close reader of these same four sentences from 

Ellmann’s work – which, in fact, he calls a ‘superb biography, whose companionship was 

not the least pleasure in the writing of Travesties’.64 Stoppard refers here to his play, 

Travesties, first performed in 1974, in which an historical associate of James Joyce, one 

Henry Carr, reminisces in old age about life in Zurich during the war. These 

reminiscences – resting ultimately on the foundation of Ellmann’s four sentences - bring 

together on-stage Joyce, Lenin, and Tristan Tzara the Dadaist (whom Joyce may also 

have met or not met).65 The results are highly Stoppardian (similar results occur in the 

meeting between A.E. Housman and Oscar Wilde in The Invention of Love). Particularly 

effective – and hilarious - is Stoppard’s integration of Lenin’s own written words into the 

dialogue and monologues given to the character of Lenin in the play,66 alongside the 

surrealist contributions of Tzara, and the naturally extravagant word play and wit of 

Joyce’s speeches.  

                                                
62 Ellmann (1982) 781 n. 10. 
63 Ellmann (1982) 396-7. 

64 Stoppard (1975) 11.  
65 Ellmann (1982) 409 (cited above); cf. op. cit. 563 (their work appears in the same 1924 issue of 

transatlantic review). 

66 Stoppard (1975) 15, ‘Nearly everything spoken by Lenin and [his wife] Nadezhda Krupskaya herein 

comes from his Collected Writings and from her Memories of Lenin’. 



Stoppard shows the way forward for dealing with historical characters who really 

ought to have met, but for whose actual encounter there is only slim or contestable 

evidence. That is, invent a meeting, using the characters’ own separately and individually 

published writings. Getting Plutarch and Pliny the Younger into the same room has been 

a whole lot less fun than bringing together Joyce, Lenin and Tzara – and not just because 

the author of this chapter is not Tom Stoppard. But it has at least allowed us to cast aside 

the millstone that hangs around the neck of all comparative studies of figures who ought 

to have met – namely the brute fact that they may never have done so. And it allows us 

to guess what they could have said to one another, using their own published writings as 

the source of the ‘dialogue’. In this case it allows us to see that Pliny and Plutarch would 

have had quite a lot to disagree about. 

Of course, it was not a play involving Pliny and Plutarch that was offered, but 

rather a genre with sounder classical precedent for depicting fictional encounters: a 

Dialogue. An exchange of letters might equally have been offered, on the model of a very 

early forgery involving two other people who ought to have met, nearly Seneca and St. 

Paul or any number of Greek spurious or fictional letter collections. And, after all, many 

of Plutarch’s ethical treatises are cast in the form of letter.67 But the model of Tacitus 

own fictional Dialogus and Lucian’s Dialogues of the Dead seemed to offer more 

possibilities.  

I close with Pliny and Plutarch’s own “Café Odeon” moment in Flavian Rome. 

That “Café Odeon” moment comes in the 1971 monograph, Plutarch and Rome, where 

C.P. Jones revives a suggestion first made in 1869 by R. Volkmann and later struck from 

the record in 1889 by Wilamowitz (and also ignored by Sherwin-White in his standard 

commentary on Pliny). The larger context is a visit made by Plutarch to Rome apparently 

not long after the summer of 92, during which Arulenus Rusticus –  Stoic senator and 

consul of 92, to be executed the following by Domitian – appears to have attended a 

lecture given by Plutarch.68 Here Jones adds:69 

 

At some time about 93 the younger Pliny, acting on the request of the same Arulenus 

Rusticus, defended the wife of certain Timon: part of the case turned on a decision of 

the exiled praetorian, Mettius Modestus. It happens that Plutarch had a brother also 

                                                
67 See van Hoof (2010) 68-70. 

68 Jones (1971) 22-3, using (among other evidence) Plut. Quaest. Conv. 632a, de Curios. 522d-e. 
69 Jones (1971) 23-4. 



called Timon, who like Plutarch had friends at Rome in the two brothers Avidius 

Nigrinus and Quietus.  Plutarch himself was known to Arulenus Rusticus, and both 

Rusticus and Quietus had been followers of Thrasea Paetus. There is a remote 

chance, therefore, that Plutarch’s relatives were brought for a hearing to Rome about 

the year 93.  

 

Jones’ key piece of evidence here is a letter early in Pliny’s collection. Pliny looks back 

soon after the assassination of Domitian to an incident which took place while that 

emperor was still alive, when Pliny’s arch rival Regulus allegedly tried to catch him out 

(Plin. Epist. 1.5.5): 

 

aderam Arrionillae Timonis uxori, rogatu Aruleni Rustici; Regulus contra. nitebamur 

nos in parte causae sententia Metti Modesti optimi uiri: is tunc in exsilio erat, a 

Domitiano relegatus. 

 

I was appearing on behalf of Arrionilla, the wife of Timon, at the request of Arulenus 

Rusticus, and Regulus was on the opposing side. Part of our plea rested on the view 

of Mettius Modestus, that excellent man who was then in exile, for Domitian had 

banished him. 

 

The connection could be drawn tighter, in fact, if the otherwise unattested name 

Arrionilla is replaced by Aristylla, who appears as the addressee of a series of letters 

written by Plutarch’s wife, Timoxena in the Coniugalia Praecepta.70 Nevertheless, we have 

here the possibility that around the year 93, Pliny defended the wife of Plutarch’s brother 

Timon at a time when Plutarch himself was in Rome. Hard to imagine that, under these 

circumstances, the pair did not meet and form some sort of connection.  

 

In highlighting one of several ostentatious cases where two authors who probably knew 

each other avoided ever saying so, this chapter will intersect not just with other 

contributions that examine gaps in dialogue/on-the-page interaction (e.g. Geue, Uden) 

                                                
70 Coniug. Praec. 48. Arrionilla has been connected with Arria, the wife of Thrasea Paetus, although that 

would require the spelling Arrianilla; see Syme, RP 2.712 = (1968) 146, also Sherwin-White (1966) 97. The 

conjecture of Aristylla for Arionilla was first made by Volkmann (mentioned earlier). 



but also with chapters that consider the relationship between personal, social, textual and 

extra-textual interactions (e.g. Mratschek, König, Roller and Langlands). 
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