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75 AD
THE COVPARI SON OF FABI US W TH PERI CLES
by Pl utarch

transl ated by John Dryden

WE have here had two lives rich in exanples, both of civil and
mlitary excellence. Let us first conpare the two men in their warlike
capacity. Pericles presided in his commonweal th when it was inits
nost flourishing and opul ent condition, great and growing in power; so
that it may be thought it was rather the common success and fortune
that kept himfromany fall or disaster. But the task of Fabius, who
undert ook the governnent in the worst and nost difficult tines, was
not to preserve and maintain the well-established felicity of a
prosperous state, but to raise and uphold a sinking and rui nous
commonweal th. Besides, the victories of G non, the trophies of
Myroni des and Leocrates, with the nany fanmous exploits of Tol i des,
were enployed by Pericles rather to fill the city with festive
entertai nnents and solemities than to enlarge and secure its
enpi re. Wiereas, Fabius, when he took upon himthe governnment, had the
frightful object before his eyes of Roman arnies destroyed, of their
general s and consul s slain, of |akes and plains and forests strewed
with the dead bodies, and rivers stained with the bl ood of his
fellowcitizens; and yet, with his mature and solid counsels, with the
firmess of his resolution, he, as it were, put his shoulder to the
falling commonweal th, and kept it up from foundering through the
failings and weaknesses of others. Perhaps it nmay be nore easy to
govern a city broken and taned with calanities and adversity, and
conpel | ed by danger and necessity to listen to wisdom than to set a
bridl e on wantonness and tenerity, and rule a peopl e panpered and
restive with long prosperity as were the Atheni ans when Pericles
held the reins of governnent. But then again, not to be daunted nor
di sconposed with the vast heap of calanities under which the people of
Rome at that time groaned and succunbed, argues a courage in Fabius
and a strength of purpose nore than ordinary.

W may set Tarentum retaken agai nst Sanmpbs won by Pericles, and the
conquest of Euboea we may well bal ance with the towns of Canpani a;

t hough Capua itself was reduced by the consuls Fulvius and Appi us.

do not find that Fabius won any set battle but that against the

Li gurians, for which he had his triunph; whereas Pericles erected nine
trophies for as many victories obtained by land and by sea. But no
action of Pericles can be conpared to that nenorable rescue of

M nuci us, when Fabi us redeened both himand his arny fromutter
destruction; a noble act conbining the highest val our, w sdom and
humanity. On the other side, it does not appear that Pericles was ever
so overreached as Fabius was by Hannibal with his flamng oxen. Hs
eneny there had, without his agency, put hinself accidentally into his
power, yet Fabius let himslip in the night, and, when day cane, was
worsted by him was anticipated in the nmoment of success, and nastered
by his prisoner. If it is the part of a good general, not only to
provide for the present, but also to have a clear foresight of

things to come, in this point Pericles is the superior; for he

adnoni shed the Atheni ans, and told them beforehand the ruin the war
woul d bring upon them by their grasping nore than they were able to
manage. But Fabius was not so good a prophet, when he denounced to the
Romans that the undertaking of Scipio would be the destruction of

the conmonweal th. So that Pericles was a good prophet of bad

success, and Fabius was a bad prophet of success that was good. And,



Pluto Kulturkanalen AS


http://www.pluto.no

i ndeed, to | ose an advantage through diffidence is no | ess blanable in
a general than to fall into danger for want of foresight; for both
these faults, though of a contrary nature, spring fromthe sane
root, want of judgnent and experience.

As for their civil policy, it is inputed to Pericles that he
occasi oned the war, since no terns of peace, offered by the

Lacedaenoni ans, would content him It is true, | presune, that Fabius,
al so, was not for yielding any point to the Carthagini ans, but was
ready to hazard all, rather than | essen the enpire of Rome. The

m | dness of Fabius towards his coll eague M nucius does, by way of
conpari son, rebuke and condemn the exertions of Pericles to banish

C non and Thucydi des, noble, aristocratic nen, who by his neans
suffered ostracism The authority of Pericles in Athens was much
greater than that of Fabius in Rome. Hence it was nore easy for himto
prevent miscarriages arising fromthe m stakes and insufficiency of

ot her officers; only Tol nm des broke | oose fromhim and, contrary to
hi s persuasi ons, unadvisedly fought with the Boeotians, and was sl ain.
The greatness of his influence made all others subnmit and conform
thensel ves to his judgnent. Wereas Fabius, sure and unerring hinself,
for want of that general power, had not the nmeans to obviate the

nm scarriages of others; but it had been happy for the Romans if his
authority had been greater, for so, we nmay presune, their disasters
had been fewer.

As to liberality and public spirit, Pericles was em nent in never
taking any gifts, and Fabius, for giving his own noney to ransom his
sol diers, though the sumdid not exceed six talents. Than Pericles,
nmeantime, no man had ever greater opportunities to enrich hinself,
havi ng had presents offered himfromso many kings and princes and
allies, yet no man was ever nore free fromcorruption. And for the
beauty and magnificence of tenples and public edifices with which he
adorned his country, it rmust be confessed, that all the ornaments
and structures of Rome, to the time of the Caesars, had nothing to
conpare, either in greatness of design or of expense, with the
lustre of those which Pericles only erected at Athens.

THE END
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