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75 AD
THE COVPARI SON OF ROMULUS W TH THESEUS
by Pl utarch

transl ated by John Dryden

This is what | have | earned of Romul us and Theseus, worthy of
menory. It seens, first of all, that Theseus, out of his own
free-will, w thout any conpul sion, when he night have reigned in
security at Troezen in the enjoynment of no inglorious enpire, of his
own notion affected great actions, whereas the other, to escape
present servitude and a punishment that threatened him (according to
Plato's phrase), grew valiant purely out of fear, and dreading the
extremest inflictions, attenpted great enterprises out of nere

necessity. Again, his greatest action was only the killing of one King
of Al ba; while, as nere by-adventures and prel udes, the other can nane
Sciron, Sinnis, Procrustes, and Corynetes; by reducing and killing

of whom he rid Greece of terrible oppressors, before any of themthat
were relieved knew who did it; noreover, he mght w thout any
trouble as well have gone to Athens by sea, considering he hinself
never was in the least injured by those robbers; whereas Romul us coul d
not but be in trouble whilst Amulius lived. Add to this, the fact that
Theseus, for no wong done to hinmself, but for the sake of others,
fell upon these villains; but Ronulus and Rerus, as long as they
t hensel ves suffered no ill by the tyrant, pernitted himto oppress al
others. And if it be a great thing to have been wounded in battle by
t he Sabi nes, to have killed King Acron, and to have conquered many
enem es, we nay oppose to these actions the battle with the Centaurs
and the feats done against the Amazons. But what Theseus adventured,
in offering hinself voluntarily with young boys and virgins, as part
of the tribute unto Crete, either to be a prey to a nonster or a
victi mupon the tonmb of Androgeus, or, according to the mildest form
of the story, to live vilely and dishonourably in slavery to insulting
and cruel men; it is not to be expressed what an act of courage,
magnani mity, or justice to the public, or of love for honour and
bravery, that was. So what nethinks the philosophers did not il
define love to be the provision of the gods for the care and
preservation of the young; for the |ove of Ariadne, above all, seens
to have been the proper work and design of sone god in order to
preserve Theseus; and, indeed, we ought not to blame her for |oving
him but rather wonder all nen and wonmen were not alike affected
towards him and if she al one were so, truly |I dare pronounce her
wort hy of the Iove of a god, who was herself so great a |over of
vi rtue and goodness, and the bravest nman

Bot h Theseus and Romul us were by nature meant for governors; yet
neither lived up to the true character of a king, but fell off, and
ran, the one into popularity, the other into tyranny, falling both
into the same fault out of different passions. For a ruler's first aim
is tomaintain his office, which is done no | ess by avoiding what is
unfit than by observing what is suitable. \Woever is either too remss
or too strict is no nore a king or a governor, but either a
demagogue or a despot, and so becones either odious or contenptible to
hi s subjects. Though certainly the one seens to be the fault of
easi ness and good-nature, the other of pride and severity.

If nmen's calanmities, again, are not to be wholly inputed to fortune,
but refer thenselves to differences of character, who will acquit
ei ther Theseus of rash and unreasonabl e anger against his son, or
Romul us agai nst his brother? Looking at notives, we nore easily excuse
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the anger which a stronger cause, |like a severer blow, provoked.
Romul us, having di sagreed with his brother advisedly and
deliberately on public matters, one would think could not on a
sudden have been put into so great a passion; but |ove and jeal ousy
and the conplaints of his wife, which few nen can avoid being noved
by, seduced Theseus to commit that outrage upon his son. And what is
nmore, Romulus, in his anger, conmitted an action of unfortunate
consequence; but that of Theseus ended only in words, sone evi
speaki ng, and an old man's curse; the rest of the youth's disasters
seemto have proceeded fromfortune; so that, so far, a man woul d give
his vote on Theseus's part.

But Romul us has, first of all, one great plea, that his performances
proceeded fromvery small begi nnings; for both the brothers being
t hought servants and the sons of sw ne-herds, before beconing
freemen thensel ves, gave liberty to alnost all the Latins, obtaining
at once all the nost honourable titles, as destroyers of their
country's enenies, preservers of their friends and kindred, princes of
t he people, founders of cities, not renmovers, |ike Theseus, who raised
and conpil ed only one house out of many, denolishing many cities
bearing the names of ancient kings and heroes. Ronul us, indeed, did
the sane afterwards, forcing his enenmies to deface and ruin their
own dwel lings, and to sojourn with their conquerors; but at first, not
by renoval, or increase of an existing city, but by foundation of a
new one, he obtained hinself |ands, a country, a kingdom w ves,
children, and relations. And, in so doing, he killed or destroyed
nobody, but benefited those that wanted houses and honmes and were
willing to be of a society and becone citizens. Robbers and
mal ef actors he slew not; but he subdued nations, he overthrew
cities, he triunphed over kings and commanders. As to Remus, it is
doubtful by whose hand he fell; it is generally inputed to others. H's
not her he clearly retrieved fromdeath, and placed his grandfather
who was brought under base and di shonourabl e vassal age, on the ancient
throne of Aeneas, to whom he did voluntarily many good offices, but
never did himharmeven inadvertently. But Theseus, in his
forgetful ness and negl ect of the comrand concerning the flag, can
scarcely, methinks, by any excuses, or before the nost indul gent
judges, avoid the inmputation of parricide. And, indeed, one of the
Attic witers, perceiving it to be very hard to make an excuse for
this, feigns that Aegeus, at the approach of the ship, running hastily
to the Acropolis to see what news, slipped and fell down, as if he had
no servants, or none would attend himon his way to the shore.

And, indeed, the faults comitted in the rapes of wonen adnmit of
no pl ausi bl e excuse in Theseus. First, because of the often repetition
of the crine; for he stole Ariadne, Antiope, Anaxo the Troezenian
at last Helen, when he was an old nan, and she not marriageable; she a
child, and he at an age past even |awful wedl ock. Then, on account
of the cause; for the Troezeni an, Lacedaenoni an, and Anmazoni an
virgins, beside that they were not betrothed to him were not worthier
to raise children by then the Athenian wonen, derived from
Er echt heus and Cecrops; but it is to be suspected these things were
done out of wantonness and |ust. Ronulus, when he had taken near eight
hundred wonen, chose not all, but only Hersilia, as they say, for
hi nsel f; the rest he divided anong the chief of the city; and
afterwards, by the respect and tenderness and justice shown towards
them he nmade it clear that this violence and injury was a conmendabl e
and politic exploit to establish a society; by which he interm xed and
uni ted both nations, and nmade it the foundation of after friendship
and public stability. And to the reverence and | ove and constancy he
established in matrinony, tinme can witness, for in two hundred and
thirty years, neither any husband deserted his wife, nor any wfe



her husband; but, as the curious anong the G eeks can name the first
case of parricide or matricide, so the Ronmans all well know that
Spurius Carvilius was the first who put away his w fe, accusing her of
barrenness. The imedi ate results were simlar; for upon those
marriages the two princes shared in the doni nion, and both nations
fell under the sane governnent. But fromthe narriages of Theseus
proceeded nothing of friendship or correspondence for the advantage of
commrerce, but enmities and wars and the slaughter of citizens, and, at
last, the loss of the city Aphidnae, when only out of the conpassion
of the enemy, whomthey entreated and caressed |i ke gods, they escaped
suf fering what Troy did by Paris. Theseus's nother, however, was not
only in danger, but suffered actually what Hecuba did, deserted and
negl ected by her son, unless her captivity be not a fiction, as
could wish both that and other things were. The circunmstances of the
divine intervention, said to have preceded or acconpanied their
births, are also in contrast; for Ronulus was preserved by the special
favour of the gods; but the oracle given to Aegeus conmandi ng himto
abstain, seenms to denonstrate that the birth of Theseus was not
agreeable to the will of the gods.

THE END
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