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75 AD
THE COVPARI SON OF DEMOSTHENES AND Cl CERO
by Pl utarch

transl ated by John Dryden

THESE are the nost menorable circunstances recorded in history of
Denost henes and Ci cero which have cone to our know edge. But
omtting an exact conparison of their respective faculties in
speaki ng, yet thus much seens fit to be said; that Denosthenes, to
make hinself a naster in rhetoric, applied all the faculties he had,
natural or acquired, wholly that way that he far surpassed in force
and strength of eloquence all his contenporaries in political and
judicial speaking, in grandeur and najesty all the panegyrica
orators, and in accuracy and science all the |ogicians and
rhetoricians of his day; that G cero was highly educated, and by his
diligent study becane a nost acconplished general scholar in all these
branches, having | eft behind hi m numer ous phil osophical treatises of
his own on Acadenic principles as, indeed, even in his witten
speeches, both political and judicial, we see himcontinually trying
to show his learning by the way. And one may di scover the different
tenper of each of themin their speeches. For Denbsthenes's oratory
was without all enbellishnment and jesting, wholly conposed for rea
ef fect and seriousness; not snmelling of the |anp, as Pytheas
scoffingly said, but of the tenperance, thoughtful ness, austerity, and
grave earnestness of his tenper. Wereas Cicero' s |ove of nockery
often ran himinto scurrility; and in his |ove of |aughing away
serious argunents in judicial cases by jests and facetious renarks,
with a view to the advantage of his clients, he paid too little regard
to what was decent: saying, for exanple, in his defence of Caelius,
that he had done no absurd thing in such plenty and affluence to
i ndul ge hinmself in pleasures, it being a kind of madness not to
enj oy the things we possess, especially since the nost em nent
phi | osophers have asserted pleasures to be the chiefest good. So
also we are told that when G cero, being consul, undertook the defence
of Miurena agai nst Cato's prosecution, by way of bantering Cato, he
made a | ong series of jokes upon the absurd paradoxes, as they are
called, of the Stoic set; so that a |loud |aughter passing fromthe
crowmd to the judges, Cato, with a quiet snile, said to those that
sat next him "M friends, what an anusing consul we have."

And, indeed, Cicero was by natural tenper very much disposed to
mrth and pl easantry, and al ways appeared with a snmiling and serene
count enance. But Denobsthenes had constant care and thoughtful ness in
his | ook, and a serious anxiety, which he seldom if ever, laid aside;
and therefore, was accounted by his enenies, as he hinself
confessed, norose and ill-nmannered.

Also, it is very evident, out of their several witings, that
Denost henes never touched upon his own praises but decently and
wi t hout of fence when there was need of it and for sone weightier
end; but upon other occasions nodestly and sparingly. But Cicero's
i mreasur abl e boasting of hinself in his orations argues himguilty
of an uncontrollable appetite for distinction, his cry being
evernore that arms shoul d give place to the gown, and the soldier's
laurel to the tongue. And at last we find himextolling not only his
deeds and actions, but his orations also, as well those that were only
spoken, as those that were published; as if he were engaged in a
boyi sh trial of skill, who should speak best, with the rhetoricians,
| socrates and Anaxi nenes, not as one who could claimthe task to guide
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and i nstruct the Roman nation, the-
"Soldier full-arned, terrific to the foe."

It is necessary, indeed, for a political |eader to be an able
speaker; but it is an ignoble thing for any man to admire and relish
the glory of his own eloquence. And, in this matter, Denpsthenes had a
nore than ordinary gravity and nagnifi cence of mind, accounting his
talent in speaking nothing nore than a nere acconplishnment and
matter of practice, the success of which nust depend greatly on the
good-wi I I and candour of his hearers, and regardi ng those who pride
t hemsel ves on such accounts to be nen of a | ow and petty disposition

The power of persuadi ng and governing the people did, indeed,
equal ly belong to both, so that those who had arm es and canps at
conmand stood in need of their assistance; as Charas, Diopithes, and
Leost henes of Denobsthenes's, Ponpey and young Caesar of Cicero's, as
the latter hinself adnmits in his Menoirs addressed to Agrippa and
Maecenas. But what are thought and conmonly said nost to denonstrate
and try the tenpers of nen, nanely, authority and place, by noving
every passion, and discovering every frailty, these are things which
Denpst henes never received; nor was he ever in a position to give such
proof of hinself, having never obtained any emnminent office, nor |ed
any of those armes into the field against Philip which he raised by
hi s el oquence. G cero, on the other hand, was sent quaestor into
Sicily, and proconsul into Cilicia and Cappadocia, at a tine when
avarice was at the height, and the commanders and governors who were
enpl oyed abroad, as though they thought it a mean thing to steal
set thenselves to seize by open force; so that it seened no hei nous
matter to take bribes, but he that did it nost noderately was in
good esteem And yet he, at this tine, gave the nost abundant proofs
ali ke of his contenpt of riches and of his humanity and good- nature.
And at Rone, when he was created consul in nane, but indeed received
sovereign and dictatorial authority against Catiline and his
conspirators, he attested the truth of Plato's prediction, that then
the miseries of states would be at an end when, by a happy fortune,
supreme power, wi sdom and justice should be united in one.

It is said, to the reproach of Denosthenes, that his el oquence was
nmercenary that he privately nade orations for Phorm on and
Apol | odorus, though adversaries in the sanme cause; that he was charged
with noneys received fromthe King of Persia, and condemed for bribes
from Harpal us. And should we grant that all those (and they are not
few) who have nade these statements agai nst hi mhave spoken what is
untrue, yet that Denpbsthenes was not the character to | ook w thout
desire on the presents offered himout of respect and gratitude by
royal persons, and that one who lent noney on maritine usury was
likely to be thus indifferent, is what we cannot assert. But that
Cicero refused, fromthe Sicilians when he was quaestor, from the King
of Cappadoci a when he was proconsul, and fromhis friends at Rome when
he was in exile, many presents, though urged to receive them has been
sai d al ready.

Mor eover, Denosthenes's bani shment was i nfanmous, upon conviction for
bribery; Ci cero' s very honourable, for ridding his country of a set of
villains. Therefore, when Denosthenes fled his country, no man
regarded it; for Cicero' s sake the senate changed their habit, and put
on mourni ng, and woul d not be persuaded to nake any act before
Cicero's return was decreed. G cero, however, passed his exile idly in
Macedoni a. But the very exile of Denosthenes nade up a great part of
the services he did for his country; for he went through the cities of
Greece, and everywhere, as we have said, joined in the conflict on
behal f of the Grecians, driving out the Macedoni an anbassadors, and



approving hinmself a much better citizen than Themn stocl es and
Al cibiades did in the like fortune. And, after his return, he again
devoted hinmself to the sane public service, and continued firmto
his opposition to Antipater and the Macedoni ans. Whereas Laelius
reproached Cicero in the senate for sitting silent when Caesar, a
beardl ess youth, asked |eave to cone forward, contrary to the |aw,
as a candidate for the consul ship; and Brutus, in his epistles,
charges himw th nursing and rearing a greater and nore heavy
tyranny than that they had renoved.

Finally, Cicero' s death excites our pity; for an old man to be
nm serably carried up and down by his servants, flying and hiding
himsel f fromthat death which was, in the course of nature, so near
hand; and yet at last to be nurdered. Denosthenes, though he seened
first alittle to supplicate, yet, by his preparing and keeping the
poi son by him demands our adnmiration; and still nore adnirable was
his using it. Wen the tenple of the god no | onger afforded hima
sanctuary, he took refuge, as it were, at a mightier altar, freeing
hinself fromarns and soldiers, and |aughing to scorn the cruelty of
Anti pat er.

THE END
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