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MENANDER IN PLUTARCH:
A CONJECTURE FOR EROS (FR. 791 K.-A.)

Devoted to “Padre Brenk”

It is with great esteem and friendship (not without a touch of wist-
fulness) that I dedicate these pages to Frederick Brenk, as I recall a long
and friendly discussion on the subject of love with him and two
common friends who have left us — professor Adelmo Barigazzi, my
unforgotten teacher, and his beloved wife Giulia — which took place
long ago, during a small conference on Plutarch held at Athens, in June
1987, at the dinner table, in a part of town where Aristotle’s voice could
once be heard.

Plutarch’s fr. 134 Sandbach', preserved by Stobaeus (IV 20.34) as
part of a lost work, ITepi €pmtog (not included in Lamprias’ Catalogue),
contains the unqualified statement that the unifying motif of all of Me-
nander’s plays is love, seen as the one pervading element of each one?.
In fact, Plutarch goes as far as defining this playwright acdtng tod
BeoD kol 0pylaoTg, that is a participant in the thiasos and the mysteries
of Eros, the god of love: so, according to Plutarch, Menander is a com-
panion of Eros who is at one with him, and therefore enabled to speak
in his name. This is why Plutarch expressly states that he will take the
playwright as his guide and helper in his research (cupmoapordfopev
elg (now), also considering that the latter expressed himself in a
rather philosophical way concerning this state of mind (énei kol Aehd-
Anke mepl 10D TaBovg prrocopatepov). This appears to be an important
programmatic statement concerning the whole work, about which,
unfortunately, very little is known.

In the sequel, Plutarch substantiates this statement by referring to a
remarkable instance of Menander’s expertise in the field of love. He is

* This paper was included in the volume by L. Van der Stockt - F. Titchener - H. G.
Ingenkamp - A. Pérez Jiménez (eds.), Gods Daimones Rituals Myths and History of
Religions in Plutarch’s Works. Studies Devoted to Prof. Frederick E. Brenk by the
International Plutarch Society, Malaga - Logan (Utah), .P.S., 2010, 119-124.

T refer to the Loeb edition, Sandbach 1969. He is also the author of the more
conservative Teubner edition (Sandbach 1967).

2 On this theme see supra, Scritto nr. 4 (p. 39 ff.) and also Scritto nr. 6 (p. 61 ff.).
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a specialist and scientific interpreter of Eros: he has attained a fine and
correct (g0 kai 0pOdg are the words which appear, as a conclusion,
seven lines before the end of the fragment) understanding of love’s
physiology, pathology and development. This is made apparent by eight
verses of his, in which the causes of falling in love are carefully in-
vestigated (Menander, fr. 791 K.-A.)*. Plutarch quotes them in full and
discusses them at length.
Tivt 0£doVA®VTAL TTOTE;
dyel; eAOOPOg- TG YOp avTiig TavTeS GV
fipov: kpiowv yap 10 PAErE Tonv Exet.
GAL” M1d0VN TIG TOVG EPAVTOG EMAYETOL
5 GLVOLGIaAC; TG 0LV ETEPOG TAVTV EYMV
0008V TEmovley, GAL’ AmiiAOe katayeAdV,
£tepoc <&'> AnOAmAE; KOpOg 0TV 1) VOGOG
yoyilg: 6 Tnyeig o felom oNT TItpdOoKETAL.
Franco Ferrari’s Italian translation runs as follows:
Che cosa incatena gli innamorati? La bellezza? Sciocchezze! Altrimenti
tutti amerebbero la stessa ragazza, visto che gli occhi sono soliti giudi-
care con lo stesso criterio. Forse li attira il piacere dell’intimita? E allora
com’¢ che dopo un incontro uno non prova niente e se ne va facendosi
beffe di lei e un altro invece si sente morire? Che 1’anima si ammali
d’amore dipende dalle circostanze: resta ferito chiunque venga colpito
al momento opportuno.*

Several points, however, need to be clarified.

First of all, the last verse is corrupt and its healing appears to be very
difficult. We shall return to this later.

In this passage, from an unknown play, an equally unknown char-
acter asks himself why men fall in love: is the cause to be sought in
what meets the eye (6y1c)? No: if it were so, all would fall in love with
the same woman. In sexual pleasure? No, because after making love to
a woman some react with scorn, some fall desperately in love.

Plutarch wholly agrees with Menander’s way of arguing, as shown
in the sequel of the fragment, where he confirms that love is inspired
neither by beauty (8y1g) nor by sex (cvvovcia): these are merely the
initial circumstances giving rise to love (its apyai), but the real strength
and root of passion resides elsewhere (1] d¢ ioyVg ki piwoig Tod

3 PCG V1.2, (ed. R. Kassel - C. Austin, Berlin 1998), 378 {.
4 Ferrari 2001, 639.
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ndbovg &v €1éporg). Plutarch, however, considers the poet’s treatment
of the problem to be superficial and hardly correct (] & d&mode1&ig
ghappa kai 008 aAnONg)’: it is not true that if what meets the eye —i.e.
beauty — were all-important, everybody would fall in love with the same
woman. Some people are able to perceive beauty better than others,
painters in particular, just as perfumes are better appreciated by those
who are trained in the field, i.e. the makers of perfumes; the same ap-
plies to musicians as far as harmony and singing are concerned, or to
cooks, when it comes to food; and it seems to be the case that some men
are obsessed with sex (or specialized in it).

But aside from this clarifying interlude on Menander’s method of
argument (apparently following a Socratic-Platonic mold), which Plu-
tarch cuts short in the following paragraph (dAAa Todta pév €dcwopey),
it is clearly reaffirmed that Menander was right in everything else. He
spoke well and correctly (&0 xoi 0pOdC): falling in love, which amounts
to a disease of the soul, is nothing but a xopdg, that is the mere chance
of a moment. This is fully explained by Plutarch in the sequel. Menan-
der’s text still adds that whoever is smitten by love is wounded “right
inside” (or this seems to be implied by the transmitted text, elcw oM — a
reading, however, which is certainly corrupt, as also shown by the
meter®); but Plutarch does not dwell on this.

While analyzing these two lines it is necessary to proceed slowly and
carefully, since the text is brimming with problems. The last sentence
is corrupt; and the preceding one has been misunderstood (see, e.g.,
Sandbach’s translation: “This disease comes when the heart is ready”).
I believe that no doubt should be entertained as far as the meaning is
concerned: the disease of love is the matter of a moment, of chance, of
the right time (xa1p6g); Plutarch’s comments, in fact, are a crucial help
for the understanding of Menander’s meaning. He so argues at the end
of the passage: “it is necessary that the party affected by love and the
party causing it meet at the same time and place in a certain disposition

5 This is one of the few instances in which Plutarch takes the liberty to correct a
statement by Menander; but a mere detail is concerned. Two more instances are found
at De aud. poet. 33EF = Praec. ger. reip. 801C, and at De tranq. an. 474B. Every time
these are only small ‘philosophical’ corrections in no way marring Plutarch’s great
esteem of the playwright, who remains, in his eyes, a supreme authority on the subject
of love.

® Cf. the edition by K.-A. The reading is undoubtedly banal and entails a broken
spondee in the fourth place.
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of mind, for the arousing factor is powerless (dkvpov) if a passive
disposition is lacking. In other words, it is the matter of seizing (evcto-
xlog €oti) an oppurtunity (kaipod) which puts together at their top level
(év axun) what by nature is able to inspire love and someone ready to
be affected by it”.

Taking the cue from this explanation of Plutarch’s, which punctually
illustrates Menander’s first statement (namely, that “love is a kapdg),
Sandbach tried to heal the last sentence of the playwright’s fragment by
inserting the words &ig axunv. This, however, only proves that Sand-
bach did not understand this passage — as confirmed by his translation
mentioned above. The previous attempts at correction may confidently
be dismissed’. In my opinion, the last sentence has not been explained
by Plutarch. His comments end with the discussion of love as kapdc,
or product of chance.

These lines by Menander are deemed so important for the definition
of love that Plutarch quotes them again at Amat. 763B, where he pro-
fusely comments upon the power of Eros, the god — the real responsible
for falling in love, since love is BgoAnyia, i.e. “divine possession” or
“divine intervention”. In support of this statement Plutarch once more
resorts to Menander, and quotes the last two lines of the same fragment.
This text was believed for a long time to contradict the points made in
Plutarch’s fragment 134 S.%: Francesco Becchi’ is to be credited with
offering a reliable — and in my opinion definitive — explanation, accord-
ing to which the text from the Amatorius includes a series of rhetorical
questions whose meaning must be taken as unambiguously positive,
and does not mean “we understand Menander”, but rather “we learn
from Menander”. This is unequivocally confirmed by LSJ: “u. i ttvog
learn from...”10.

For clarity, I will quote the whole passage with the new punctuation;
I will actually use two question marks, to make my point stand out more
clearly.

7 The following may be listed: &ic & 51 Wyttenbach, €i¢ 681 G. Hermann, gdctoyia
Jacobs, oidev Mt Papabasileios, o0v éx@mv Post (and Helmbold), eiced’ f1 Wilamowitz
(and Hubert); €ic kv appears in Sandbach’s apparatus, attributed to Post. In his 1967
Teubner edition Sandbach printed Teiow 61 in the text, as still rightly done by K.-A.

8 Cf. Frazier 2003, 63-87.

® Becchi 2006, 81-92.

10 Cf. LSJ s.v. (I); examples follow from Pindar, Aeschylus, Sophocles (and “etc.”).
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Amat. 763B: kol puiv to0T0 odpa ToAlol Kol TadTO KAAAOG OpAGLY,
ginmran 8 €1 6 Epotikdg Sii Tiv’ aitiov; ov yap pavOavopusv yé mov
00 Mevdvdpov AEyovtoc; o0dE cuviepey;
KapOg 0TIV 1 vOG0G
yoyis, 0 mAnyeig oe <... ... > TITPAOCKETAL
AL’ 6 Bg0g aitiog, Tod pev Kabayapevog tov & €dooc.
Here is my translation:

In truth many see the same body and the same beauty, but one only, the
amorous person, is subjugated by it (it should be stressed that the theme
is the same as in fr. 134 S.). Why? Don’t we, at least to a certain extent,
learn it from Menander’s words? And don’t we understand them?

«The disease of the soul is the matter of a moment,

but the one who is smitten... (lacuna) is wounded.»
But the god is responsible, who smites one and passes over another.

In my opinion Plutarch clearly avows that the poet has fully grasped
the mechanics of falling in love; not only that: he believes that every-
body can attain the same understanding by reading in his verses that
«the disease of love is the matter of a moment, but the one who is
smitten...»; Plutarch’s addition, however, credits the god with the real
cause, in that he smites one and spares another.

In this text there is a lacuna of six letters before Titpmdoketan, so that
it offers no help for the restoration of the correct reading in Menander’s
verse. The French editor of the Erotikos, R. Flaceliére!!, completes the
verse by inserting the intolerable €icw 61 found in Stobaeus’ manu-
scripts, and offers an impossible translation'?. Becchi does not proceed
beyond an improbable conjecture (éx Beod), in that he connects the
verse with Plutarch’s words that follow. In my opinion, however, we
can find a solution if we remark that by resuming his argument with the
adversative dAAd Plutarch introduces a small correction (or addition) to
the poet’s explanation, and I believe that in this sentence the philo-
sopher finally offers what he considers to be the correct explanation of
a phenomenon which Menander had correctly intimated and described,
but hardly adequately explained. By contrast, Plutarch’s dialogue in-
sists on the point that sex — which falls into the sphere of Aphrodite —

! Flaceliére 1980.

12 He translates: “Cette maladie est une crise de I’ame; / celui qu’elle atteint porte
une blessure interne”. Frazier 2003, 73 follows him. But kop6g cannot be referred to
the soul: see Becchi 2006 on this.
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greatly differs from the sentiment of love, which can only arise when
the god Eros comes to the scene'>.

The problem posed by the lacuna in Menander’s verse, then, is still
a puzzling, but perhaps not a totally insoluble one. It must be avowed
that only a felicitous papyrological finding could provide an incontro-
vertible solution. Yet, after so much reflection upon the text, a possible
solution seems to offer itself. I believe that what must be sought in this
verse is not the god or the akmé, but rather a word related to the psycho-
logical sphere: in other words, I think that it was natural for the poet to
explain that, though being affected by the disease of love is the matter
of a moment, the disease itself is indeed psychological, that is... per-
taining to the soul! Wvyfic is the only word in need of an explanation.
Consequently, I would think of a (very simple) conceptual integration
such as “but whoever is smitten is wounded in the heart”, and suggest
the conjecture €ig 10 «fip. As compared with other proposals I have
considered, this one seems to me to be paleographically close to the
transmitted elow 01|, metrically correct, and linguistically plausible, as
made apparent by the parallel in Xenophon, An. 2.5.33 tetpopévog €ig
v yaotipa. Actually, the more I think about it, the more I find it likely,
as it seems very possible that in Stobaeus’ tradition e.6to may have been
hastily read eicm and then ‘completed’ with the addition of 37 in lieu of
kfp (k/d exchange?), whereas in the Amatorius tradition the difficulty
of reading simply resulted in a lacuna.

In fact, Plutarch adeguately clarifies Menander’s lines. Love is a
disease of the soul and falling in love is the matter of a moment: those that
fall ill, are smitten at the heart, but the only culprit is the God Eros, who
strikes many people’s heart, while ignoring the rest.

13 Cf. Barigazzi 1988, 99.



