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Abstract
 The aim of this paper is to analyze Plutarch’s discussion of the different kinds of ancient dance 
and their meaning in the Table Talk. Besides a large section from Book 9 (question 15), all of 
it concerning the parts of dance and their relation to poetry, we focus on those other moments 
where different rhythms of dance are discussed. Looking beyond the Plutarchan material, we 
search for the implications of this subject in terms of philanthropia and moderation, concepts 
extremely important in all nine books of the Table Talk. 

The ancient symposium was a strictly staged social event at which members 
of the male elite drank, talked and enjoyed themselves, in a variety of ways. As 
for this last element, the convivial one, the various semiotic sources that have 
been preserved – mostly literature and painting1 – are clear on the importance 
given to many other elements besides eating and drinking. Music and poetry, 
inseparable arts, were a constant presence in ancient banquets, and the same 
should apply to dance.

As far as literature is concerned, there are many fragments from poems 
composed to be performed at banquets, at least from the middle of the seventh 
century BC onwards2. It is in the Odyssey (8. 72-95) that we find what is probably 
the oldest western description of an aristocratic symposium, given by Alcinoos 
to Odysseus upon the latter’s arrival3. In this passage we are presented with an 
aoidos singing the very beginnings of the Trojan War, which moves Odysseus 
to tears. But it is perhaps Herodotus (6. 129.6-19) who gives us the first proof 
that banqueters not only enjoyed the dancer’s art but also danced themselves, 
inspired by the wine and the artists’ constant encouragement. 

προϊούσης δὲ τῆς πόσιος κατέχων πολλὸν τοὺς ἄλλους ὁ Ἱπποκλείδης 
ἐκέλευσέν οἱ τὸν αὐλητὴν αὐλῆσαι ἐμμελείαν· πειθομένου δὲ τοῦ αὐλητέω 
ὀρχήσατο. καί κως ἑωυτῷ μὲν ἀρεστῶς ὀρχέετο, ὁ Κλεισθένης δὲ ὁρέων 
ὅλον τὸ πρῆγμα ὑπόπτευε. μετὰ δὲ ἐπισχὼν ὁ Ἱπποκλείδης χρόνον ἐκέλευσέ 
τινα τράπεζαν ἐσενεῖκαι, ἐσελθούσης δὲ τῆς τραπέζης πρῶτα μὲν ἐπ’ αὐτῆς 
ὀρχήσατο Λακωνικὰ σχημάτια, μετὰ δὲ ἄλλα Ἀττικά, τὸ τρίτον δὲ τὴν 
κεφαλὴν ἐρείσας ἐπὶ τὴν τράπεζαν τοῖσι σκέλεσιν ἐχειρονόμησε. Κλεισθένης 
δὲ τὰ μὲν πρῶτα καὶ τὰ δεύτερα ὀρχεομένου ἀποστυγέων γαμβρὸν ἄν οἱ ἔτι 

1 W. J. Henderson, 2000, p. 6 defines and analyzes three different groups of testimony 
about the Greek symposium: sympotic poetry, vase-painting and archaeological remains from 
the banquet rooms themselves. 

2 On sympotic lyric, see W. J. Henderson, 1997. E. L. Bowie, 1986, p. 34 views the 
symposium as a privileged space for elegiac recitation, taking it as the beginning of the festive 
event itself.   

3 Nevertheless, the word used for banquet in this text is δαίς, not συμπόσιον.
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γενέσθαι Ἱπποκλείδεα διὰ τήν τε ὄρχησιν καὶ τὴν ἀναιδείην κατεῖχεν ἑωυτόν, 
οὐ βουλόμενος ἐκραγῆναι ἐς αὐτόν·4

As they sat late drinking, Hippoclides, now far outdoing the rest, bade the flute-
player play him music, and when the flute-player so did, he began to dance; and 
he pleased himself marvellous well with this dancing; but Cleisthenes saw the 
whole business with much disfavour. After a while, Hippoclides bade a table be 
brought; when it came he danced on it Laconian first and then Attic figures; 
last of all he rested his head on the table and made gestures with his legs in 
the air. Now Cleisthenes at the first and the second bout of dancing could no 
more bear to think of Hippoclides as his son-in-law, for his dancing and his 
shamelessness; yet he had held himself in check, not willing to vent his wrath 
on Hippoclides5.

In this passage, we read about the wedding-banquet offered by Cleisthenes 
to those who want to marry his daughter. One of them, Hippoclides, asks a 
flute-player girl to join him in a tragic dance (ἐμμέλεια) and, as a table is 
brought into the room, he dances on it some warrior-style Laconic steps and 
poses followed by (more comic) Attic ones. What is more, the sort of dance 
preferred at banquets is already the pantomimic one, as it will be in Plutarch’s 
Table Talk. Also, in Herodotus’ view, moderation is a priceless value to be taken 
into consideration at banquets. At the very last, Cleisthenes therefore refuses 
Hippoclides as a candidate for his daughter’s hand, for he had been excessive 
in his performance. Relating to an earlier form of social arrangement – an 
aristocratic one – both examples may be no more than ancestors of the kind 
of symposium we find in Plutarch’s Table Talk, still being an example of spaces 
of convivium in witch poetry, music and dance also played an important role. 
In other words, they are not supposed to be wise-men reunions, since the 
beginning thought to be a space of scientific and philosophical discussion, 
even if they actually enrich the elite banqueters with the gift of wisdom.  

Before looking at sympotic poetry in more detail, let us point to yet another 
literary banquet, namely the one described in Xenophon’s Symposium (2. 15-
23). At some point, a boy begins to dance (ἐκ τούτου ὁ παῖς ὠρχήσατο) and 
the banqueters, including Socrates, try to imitate him in a humorous scene. In 
this text – which Plutarch should have known very well – dance is only taken 
as an exercise (καλῶς γυμνάζει καὶ τὰ ἐμὰ ὀρχήματα) rather than as the object 
of deeper philosophical discussion, if only because Socrates admits that he is 
not a skilful dancer himself. 

Beyond this, several poems from the Anacreontea, an anthology put 
together from the second century BC to the seventh AD, express perfectly the 
space given to dance in the post-meal program of the banquet. For instance, 
poem 43 is a fine illustration of the joyful environment that should be usual 
at banquets:   

4 H. B. Rosén, Herodoti Historiae, vol. II. Leipzig, 1997.
5 All translations are those of the Loeb Classical Library. 
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Στεφάνους μὲν κροτάφοισι 
ῥοδίνους συναρμόσαντες 
μεθύωμεν ἁβρὰ γελῶντες. 
ὑπὸ βαρβίτωι δὲ κούρα 
κατακίσσοισι βρέμοντας 
πλοκάμοις φέρουσα θύρσους 
χλιδανόσφυρος χορεύει·
ἁβροχαίτας δ’ ἅμα κοῦρος 
στομάτων ἁδὺ πνεόντων 
κατὰ πηκτίδων ἀθύρει 
προχέων λίγειαν ὀμφάν. 
ὁ δ’ Ἔρως ὁ χρυσοχαίτας 
μετὰ τοῦ καλοῦ Λυαίου 
καὶ τῆς καλῆς Κυθήρης 
τὸν ἐπήρατον γεραιοῖς 
κῶμον μέτεισι χαίρων6. 

Let us fasten garlands of roses on our brows and get drunk, laughing gently. 
Let a gorgeous-ankled girl dance to the lyre carrying the thyrsus with its rich 
ivy tresses. With her let a boy, soft-haired and with sweet-smelling mouth, play 
the lyre, pouring forth a clear song. And golden-haired Love with beautiful 
Lyaeus and beautiful Cythere will join happily in the revel that old men find 
delightful. 

No concern is shown here for moderation or good behavior. In fact, this 
idea is absent from the entire Anacreontic collection. Nevertheless, thanks to 
his own art and that of his imitators, Anacreon has become a real symbol of 
sympotic poetry; for the banquet is the special context of most of these poems, 
a space where Eros, wine, music and dance among drinking men with garlands 
around their heads are very important elements.

Equally rich testimony is given by Greek vase-painting. Besides 
their frequent use at the banquet, they usually show sympotic scenes, both 
mythological ones and episodes from daily life7. Moreover, the physical rooms 
where the event took place were often decorated with sympotic motifs. The 
most widely known one is probably the so-called Swimmer Tomb Room in 
Paestum, which was indeed a dining room. On its four walls we see the guests, 
servants and even a komos with a flute-player girl and other artists that could 
in fact perform some dance steps8. 

The relevance of this evidence on the Greek symposium to Plutarch is 
that all the sympotic descriptions that he created (or recreated, we cannot be 

6 To quote the Anacreontea, we use the text of M. L. West, Carmina Anacreontea, Leipzig, 
1984. Numbers 2, 15, 38, 40, 42, 47 and 59 of the collection also mention dance in a sympotic 
environment. 

7 For three examples, clearly related to banquets, see L. B. Lawler, 1964, pp. 119-20.
8 In the Roman period, too, the walls of banquet rooms were painted with sympotic motifs, 

as in the case of the Triclinium House in Pompeii. See K. M. D. Dunbabin, 2003, pp. 52-60 
and plates I-III.
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sure) in the nine books of his Table Talk are consciously Greek. Inspired by the 
banquets of wise men portrayed by Plato, Xenophon and others that have not 
come down to us – yet very different from those archaic symposia we find in the 
Homeric poems –, the Plutarchan convivium is designed to imitate Greek ways 
of drinking, eating and enjoying entertainment. In a joyful party environment, 
where philosophy is mixed with more trivial issues, singing and dancing would 
have been part of the post-meal program. Nevertheless, nowhere in the book 
do we find any detailed description of a dance performance, except maybe 
the allusion to a dance contest in Book 9 (question 15), to which we shall 
soon return. Just like the rest of the speakers, Plutarch is more interested in 
discussing which dance styles are more appropriate to the wise men’s banquets, 
recurring all the time to the opinion of those Greek authors who dealt with 
the subject, most notably Plato and Xenophon. 

The subject of dance appears first in Book 1 of the Table Talk (614D-E), at 
a moment when the discussion focuses on the philosophic argumentation most 
suitable to a banquet. The dance is then used in the following metaphor: 

ὥσπερ γὰρ τὰ σώματα πινόντων δι’ ὀρχήσεως καὶ χορείας νενόμισται 
σαλεύειν, ἂν δ’ ὁπλομαχεῖν ἀναστάντας ἢ δισκεύειν ἀναγκάζωμεν αὐτούς, οὐ 
μόνον ἀτερπὲς ἀλλὰ καὶ βλαβερὸν ἔσται τὸ συμπόσιον, οὕτω τὰς ψυχὰς αἱ μὲν 
ἐλαφραὶ ζητήσεις ἐμμελῶς καὶ ὠφελίμως κινοῦσιν [...]9.

For just as the bodies of men who are drinking are accustomed to sway in 
time with pantomimic and choral dancing, but if we compel them to get up 
and exercise in heavy armour or throw the discus, they will find the party not 
only unpleasant but even harmful, just so their spirits are harmoniously and 
profitably stirred by subjects of inquiry that are easy to handle...

The metaphor serves to prove how frequently dance was a part of banquets, 
because it is only this frequency that allows it to be used as an example of 
something common. Going one step further, we may see how moderation, 
in relation to dance, is Plutarch’s major concern. It must not be allowed to 
confuse or even distract the company from the path of reason, thus preventing 
the event from becoming “not only unpleasant but even harmful” (οὐ μόνον 
ἀτερπὲς ἀλλὰ καὶ βλαβερὸν), just like philosophy, which is not supposed to 
compromise the good mood, by being too serious or too deep.

Further on in Book 7 (705A), in a discussion of good and bad music, 
dance is again a subject of conversation. It is cited as a parallel when Calistratus 
distinguishes between pleasures of the body and those of the soul:  

οὐδὲν οὖν ὁρῶ τὰς τοιαύτας ἡδονὰς ἴδιον ἐχούσας, <ἢ> ὅτι μόναι τῆς ψυχῆς 
εἰσιν, αἱ δ’ ἄλλαι τοῦ σώματος καὶ περὶ τὸ σῶμα καταλήγουσιν· μέλος δὲ καὶ 
ῥυθμὸς καὶ ὄρχησις καὶ ᾠδὴ παραμειψάμεναι τὴν αἴσθησιν ἐν τῷ χαίροντι 
τῆς ψυχῆς ἀπερείδονται τὸ ἐπιτερπὲς καὶ γαργαλίζον. ὅθεν οὐδεμία τῶν 

9 For the Greek text of the Table Talk, we use C. Hubert, Plutarchus. Moralia, IV, Leipzig, 
1971.
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τοιούτων ἡδονῶν ἀπόκρυφός ἐστιν οὐδὲ σκότους δεομένη καὶ τῶν τοίχων 
‘περιθεόντων’, ὡς οἱ Κυρηναϊκοὶ λέγουσιν, ἀλλὰ καὶ στάδια ταύταις καὶ 
θέατρα ποιεῖται, καὶ τὸ μετὰ πολλῶν θεάσασθαί τι καὶ ἀκοῦσαι ἐπιτερπέστερόν 
ἐστι καὶ σεμνότερον, οὐκ ἀκρασίας δήπου καὶ ἡδυπαθείας ἀλλ’ ἐλευθερίου 
διατριβῆς καὶ ἀστείας μάρτυρας ἡμῶν ὅτι πλείστους λαμβανόντων.

I do not see that pleasures of this sort have anything special about them, except 
that they alone have to do with the mind, whereas the rest are pleasures of the 
body and reach and end in the body. Melody, however, and rhythm and dance and 
song go on past sense-perception and find a basis for their pleasing and enticing 
quality in the mind’s faculty of enjoyment. Thus none of the pleasures of this kind 
is secret or requires darkness or walls ‘running round’ (as the Cyrenaics say), but 
stadia are even built for them, and theatres; and to witness a spectacle of sight 
or sound in a large company is considered more enjoyable and more impressive 
because we are associating as many persons as possible with ourselves, surely not 
in incontinence and sensuality, but in a liberal and civilized pastime.

While the so-called bodily pleasures are given by the sensory organs of 
perception, the pleasures of the soul are given by sight and hearing, being 
far beyond the sensual stage of knowledge, as well as free from excess. This 
is why dance and music are included in this last group. Lamprias does not 
agree, thinking that the pleasures of the soul have a truly charming power 
that undermines both reason and good judgment, leading a man to excess 
(ἀκρασία) and loss of reason (ἄγνοια).

Having proved the need for a moderate enjoyment of pleasures, in banquets 
as in all human life, in the eight question of Book 7 (711E-F), Plutarch goes 
on to discuss precisely what kind of amusement is welcome at a banquet. With 
this issue, we enter the straight field of συμποτικά (discussion about the banquet 
itself ), which is different from συμποσιακά (discussion about several subjects, only 
in the context of a banquet), an expression that gives the title to the entire work.

πρώτην <τὴν> τραγῳδίαν, ὡς οὐ πάνυ τι συμποτικὸν ἀλλὰ σεμνότερον 
βοῶσαν καὶ σκευωρουμένην πραγμάτων ὑποκρίσεις πάθος ἐχόντων καὶ 
οἶκτον. ἀποπέμπω δὲ τῆς ὀρχήσεως τὴν Πυλάδειον, ὀγκώδη καὶ παθητικὴν 
καὶ πολυπρόσωπον οὖσαν· αἰδοῖ δὲ τῶν ἐγκωμίων ἐκείνων, ἃ Σωκράτης περὶ 
ὀρχήσεως διῆλθε, δέχομαι τὴν Βαθύλλειον αὐτόθεν πέζαν τοῦ κόρδακος 
ἁπτομένην, Ἠχοῦς ἤ τινος Πανὸς ἢ Σατύρου σὺν Ἔρωτι κωμάζοντος 
ὑπόρχημά τι διατιθεμένην.

First of all, tragedy: it is not at all appropriate to a party, with its majestic elocution 
and its elaborated representation of events that are moving and sorrowful. As 
for dances, I should disqualify the Pylladic, as pretentious and emotional and 
requiring a large cast; but out of respect for Socrates’ well-known praise of the 
dance, I will accept the Bathyllic. It is a straightforward unaccompanied dance, 
verging on the kordax, and presents a danced interpretation of Echo or some 
Pan or Satyr reveling with Eros. 
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Diogenianus intends to exclude tragic performances from the banquet for 
not being suitable to it (οὐ πάνυ τι συμποτικὸν), which is to say, for not being 
convenient to the good mood of the event – the same point that had been 
made about philosophy before. This is a strongly Platonic way of thinking10, 
which is also present elsewhere in Plutarch’s works11. Talking about dance, 
he then excludes the so-called Pylladic dance, yet accepts the Bathyllic one, 
a local rhythm which he describes as being very similar to the Greek kordax. 
As for Pylades (1st century BC), we know that he was from Cilicia and that he 
introduced important changes to tragic pantomime, making it more exuberant 
and emotional by means of a sophisticated choreography and a larger number 
of characters12. Suetonius (Aug. 45. 4) actually says that Pylades, along with 
Bathyllus, gave a new shape to Roman pantomime, with both men becoming 
the founders of the so-called “Italic dance”13. Athenaeus (20d-e), the richest 
and most comprehensive source we have about both artists’ style, talks about 
Pylladic dance in a strikingly similar way. Thus, we may conclude that he and 
Plutarch followed the same sources, perhaps Seleucus and Aristonicus, who 
are the ones identified by Athenaeus himself. As for Bathyllic dance, it is 
described as being very similar to the Greek kordax, as it is in Plutarch, but 
mixed with satirical elements: 

τῆς δὲ κατὰ τοῦτον ὀρχήσεως τῆς τραγικῆς καλουμένης πρῶτος εἰσηγητὴς 
γέγονε Βάθυλλος ὁ Ἀλεξανδρεύς, ὅν φησι παντομίμους ὀρχήσασθαι Σέλευκος. 
τοῦτον τὸν Βάθυλλόν φησιν Ἀριστόνικος καὶ Πυλάδην, οὗ ἐστι καὶ σύγγραμμα 
περὶ ὀρχήσεως, τὴν Ἰταλικὴν ὄρχησιν συστήσασθαι ἐκ τῆς κωμικῆς, ἣ ἐκαλεῖτο 
κόρδαξ, καὶ τῆς τραγικῆς, ἣ ἐκαλεῖτο ἐμμέλεια, καὶ τῆς σατυρικῆς, ἣ ἐλέγετο 
σίκιννις (διὸ καὶ οἱ σάτυροι σικιννισταί), ἧς εὑρετὴς Σίκιννός τις βάρβαρος. οἳ 
δέ φασιν ὅτι Κρὴς ἦν ὁ Σίκιννος. ἦν δὲ ἡ Πυλάδου ὄρχησις ὀγκώδης παθητική 
τε καὶ πολυπρόσωπος, ἡ δὲ Βαθύλλειος ἱλαρωτέρα· καὶ γὰρ ὑπόρχημά τι 
τοῦτον διατίθεσθαι.14

Now the first to introduce this “tragic dancing”, as it was called, was Bathyllus 
of Alexandria, who, as Seleucus says, danced in pantomime. Aristonicus says 
that this Bathyllus, together with Pylades, who wrote a treatise on dancing, 
developed the Italian style of dance out of the comic fling called the cordax, 
the tragic measures called emmeleia, and the satyr rout called sicinis (whence 
the satyrs are also called sicinnistae), the inventor of which was a barbarian 
named Sicinnus. But others say Sicinnus was a Cretan. Now Pylades’ dancing 
was solemn, expressing passion and variety of character, whereas Bathyllus’ was 
more jolly; in fact he composed a kind of hyporcheme.

10 See Pl., Cra. 408c; Grg. 502b; Smp. 194b; Lg. 659 a-c, 700d – 701b, 876f.
11 Quaest. conv. 724D; De facie 926C; De aud. 41f.
12 Two epigrams from the Greek Anthology are very encomiastic about Pylades’ art: 9. 248 

and 16. 290.
13 On this issue, see E. J. Jory, 1981.
14 The Athenaeus’ text is quoted from C. B. Gulick, Athenaeus. The Deipnosophists, 7 vols., 

Cambridge, Mass., 1927-1941.
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Athenaeus makes a clear distinction between both artists’ style, especially 
in relation to their tone –the first more pathetic, the second more joyful –, and 
that is also the reason why Plutarch seems to distinguish them, rejecting one 
and accepting the other. The explanation for this is perhaps to be found in 
Athenaeus’ text when he says that Bathyllus’ dance is ἱλαρωτέρα (“more jolly”) 
– a quality that must be taken into consideration, according to Plutarch’s 
morality, along with at least two others, decency and moderation. In fact, we 
know that Pylades became famous for the mimic adaptation of mythical-tragic 
histories15, and it should not be forgotten that Diogenianus himself, earlier 
in the text, had already excluded tragedy from banquets (771E). Moreover, 
the very same Diogenianus is clear about the fact that he only accepts the 
Bathyllic dance “out of respect for Socrates’ well-known praise of the dance”. 
This seems to be an obvious reference to Xenophon’s text (Smp. 2. 16-19), 
where, nevertheless, only the good effects of the dance on the body, as a 
physical exercise, are at issue, whereas no reference at all is made to the moral 
implications that are Plutarch’s almost exclusive concern.

It seems certain at any rate that, when we talk about dance in the Table 
Talk, we are actually talking about pantomime, that dramatic way of expression 
without words, where only body movements, poses and the characters’ outlook, 
along with music and maybe some non-verbal sounds, are the means to 
perform mythological or daily-life episodes16. Significantly, it is the same art 
that is deeply analyzed in Book 9, in the very last question of the work, which 
is all dedicated to the parts of the dance and its relation to poetry. The context 
that provokes the discussion is simple: a dance performance of the Pyrrhic 
offered to the guests after dinner, in which Lamprias, Plutarch’s brother, was 
appointed, along with the trainer, to be the judge, on the strength of his past 
record of excellence as a dancer17. It is important to observe that this style 
also fits into the pantomimic group of dances, which has been discussed at 
length. In fact, it was originally the mimic dance representation of a fight, 
performed by armed dancers, which was in itself a good form of entertainment 
and exercise for the soldiers18. A fragment from Aristoxenus of Tarentum (4th 
century BC), a Peripatetic philosopher who wrote about music and rhythm, 
defines how the Pyrrhic must have been in its origins (fr. 103 Wehrli = cit. 
Athen. 630c): 

15 Take, for example, his performance of Hercules Furens, as reported by Macrobius (Sat. 2. 7. 
12-19). On the subjects of pantomimic representation see E. J. Jory 2008, pp. 157-168.

16 From the wealth of recent scholarly work on pantomime, see I. Lada-Richards, 2007, 
R. Webb, 2008 and E. Hall & R. Wyles, 2008. 

17 The text is clear about the fact that it was a competition for boys (τοῖς παισὶ νικητήριον 
ὀρχήσεως). According to some scholars, this forces us to conclude that Lamprias, too, at the 
aforementioned banquet, must have been a boy (perhaps even a young boy). For this reason, 
S.-T. Teodorsson, 1989, 3, p. 375, thinks that this sympotic reunion must have taken place in 
AD 66/67. Nevertheless, we still think it is a forced conclusion to assume that, being appointed 
as judge, Lamprias should be a παῖς or a μειράκιον at the time of the banquet.

18 X., An. 6.1.5-13 alludes to this function of the Pyrrhic dance.
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(...) τρεῖς δ’ εἰσὶ τῆς σκηνικῆς ποιήσεως ὀρχήσεις, τραγικὴ κωμικὴ 
σατυρική. ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ τῆς λυρικῆς ποιήσεως τρεῖς, πυρρίχη γυμνοπαιδικὴ 
ὑπορχηματική. καί ἐστιν ὁμοία ἡ μὲν πυρρίχη τῇ σατυρικῇ, ἀμφότεραι γὰρ 
διὰ τάχους. πολεμικὴ δὲ δοκεῖ εἶναι ἡ πυρρίχη. ἔνοπλοι γὰρ αὐτὴν παῖδες 
ὀρχοῦνται. τάχους δὲ δεῖ τῷ πολέμῳ εἰς τὸ διώκειν καὶ εἰς τὸ ἡττωμένους 
“φεύγειν μηδὲ μένειν μηδ’ αἰδεῖσθαι κακοὺς εἶναι...

... three are the dances of scenic poetry: tragic, comic and satirical. Also three 
are the lyric ones: pyrrhic, gymnastic and that of hyporchemae. Just like the 
Pyrrhic is the satirical, they are both based on basic steps. In fact, boys dance 
it armed. In war it is necessary to be fast in pursuit but also, for those who are 
defeated, to run and never stop or feel ashamed for being cowards.  

Apparently, the dance gradually lost its warrior meaning. This seems to 
be implicit in the paragraph from the Table Talk we are discussing, where the 
winners are even given a cake as a prize. Nevertheless, it would still be an 
important part of the athletes’ training in fight schools, especially at Sparta. 
As for the rest of the Greek world, however, it should have become mostly 
a Dionysiac dance. This is suggested by Athenaeus 631a-b, perhaps the best 
testimony we have about what dance must have been like in Plutarch’s times:  

ἡ δὲ πυρρίχη παρὰ μὲν τοῖς ἄλλοις Ἕλλησιν οὐκ ἔτι παραμένει· ἐκλιπούσης 
δὲ αὐτῆς συμβέβηκε καὶ τοὺς πολέμους καταλυθῆναι. παρὰ μόνοις δὲ 
Λακεδαιμονίοις διαμένει προγύμνασμα οὖσα τοῦ πολέμου· ἐκμανθάνουσί τε 
πάντες ἐν τῇ Σπάρτῃ ἀπὸ πέντε ἐτῶν πυρριχίζειν. ἡ δὲ καθ’ ἡμᾶς πυρρίχη 
Διονυσιακή τις εἶναι δοκεῖ, ἐπιεικεστέρα οὖσα τῆς ἀρχαίας. ἔχουσι γὰρ οἱ 
ὀρχούμενοι θύρσους ἀντὶ δοράτων, προίενται δὲ ἐπ’ ἀλλήλους καὶ νάρθηκας 
καὶ λαμπάδας φέρουσιν ὀρχοῦνταί τε τὰ περὶ τὸν Διόνυσον καὶ [τὰ περὶ] τοὺς 
Ἰνδοὺς ἔτι τε τὰ περὶ τὸν Πενθέα.

The pyrrichê, however, no longer survives among other Greeks, and coincidently 
with its decline the wars stopped. But among the Spartans alone it still persists 
as a preparatory drill for war; further, all males in Sparta, from five years of 
age on, learn thoroughly how to dance the pyrrichê. The pyrrichê of our times 
is rather Dionysiac in character and is more respectable than the ancient kind. 
For the dancers carry Bacchic wands in place of spears, they hurl also at one 
another stalks of fennel, they carry torches, and dance the story of Dionysus 
and India, or again the story of Pentheus.

Athenaeus’ text proves that the Pyrrhic was still a mimic dance, 
representing at that time not the battles of men, but rather the histories of 
the gods, especially those related to the Dionysiac cult. And it was in this new 
disguise – which is only thematic – that the Romans received it.

Ammonius, whose intersemiotic theory of dance occupies the remainder 
of the book, advocates its analysis in three different but still complementary 
stages, which prove once more that the issue under discussion is pantomime. 
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They are φορά, σχῆμα and δεῖξις, tentatively to be translated as “phrase” 
(“movement”, or even “coordination”), “figure” (or “pose”) and “indication” 
(747B-C)19:

 Ἔφη δὲ τρί’ εἶναι, τὴν φορὰν καὶ τὸ σχῆμα καὶ τὴν δεῖξιν. ‘ἡ γὰρ ὄρχησις 
ἔκ τε κινήσεων καὶ σχέσεων συνέστηκεν, ὡς τὸ μέλος τῶν φθόγγων καὶ 
τῶν διαστημάτων· ἐνταῦθα δ’ αἱ μοναὶ πέρατα τῶν κινήσεών εἰσιν. φορὰς 
μὲν οὖν τὰς κινήσεις ὀνομάζουσι, σχήματα δὲ <τὰς> σχέσεις καὶ διαθέσεις, 
εἰς ἃς φερόμεναι τελευτῶσιν αἱ κινήσεις, ὅταν Ἀπόλλωνος ἢ Πανὸς ἤ τινος 
Βάκχης σχῆμα διαθέντες ἐπὶ τοῦ σώματος γραφικῶς τοῖς εἴδεσιν ἐπιμένωσι. 
τὸ δὲ τρίτον, ἡ δεῖξις, οὐ μιμητικόν ἐστιν, ἀλλὰ δηλωτικὸν ἀληθῶς τῶν 
ὑποκειμένων· 

[which] he said were three in number: the phrase, the pose, and pointing. 
“Dancing”, he explained, “consists of movements and positions, as melody of 
its notes and intervals. In the case of dancing the rests are the terminating 
points of the movements. Now they call the movements ‘phrases’, while ‘poses’ 
is the same of the representational positions to which the movements lead 
and in which they end, as when dancers compose their bodies in the attitude 
of Apollo or Pan or a Bacchant, and then retain that aspect like figures in 
a picture. The third element, pointing, is something that does not copy the 
subject-matter, but actually shows it to us.

Just like the poet uses onomatopoeia and metaphors to represent 
reality, the dancer may use movement and pose to mime any situation or even 
narrative. As for δεῖξις, which is said to be a non-mimetic concept of dance 
(οὐ μιμητικόν ἐστιν), some additional considerations are called for. Indeed, 
Plato did not distinguish between movement and pose, always taking dance 
as the art of representing speech visually (Lg. 816), as did Aristotle (Poet. 
1447a 24). As L. B. Lawer (1954, pp. 155-157) pointed out, when studying 
the uses of δεῖξις and other words of the same root, they always have some 
mimetic sense. This leads us to agree with S.-T. Teodorsson (1983, 3, p. 379), 
when he says that “Plutarch’s source may have been a treatise written by a 
musician or a rhetorician of Peripatetic outlook, who tried to describe dancing 
as an expressive for parallel to speech and analysable into basically the same 
elements as speech, as well as those of music”. 

Still, one may ask how we are to read δεῖξις in this very special context. 
It seems that Ammonius views dancing as a way either to imitate things, by 
means of a static pose or movements, or simply to point at them, by indicating 
them to the spectator, the latter corresponding to the aforementioned non-
mimetic concept of dance. Let us give an example: a dancer can imitate the 
pose or the movements of an animal – let us say, a swan – or simply point at a 
statue of the very same creature close to him.

Bearing this in mind, one can now understand that the discussion is 
focused entirely on Pyrrhic dance, only in its non-warrior version, rather 

19 A thorough study of these concepts is made by L. B. Lawer, 1954.
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the later Dionysiac one. Moreover, the initial reference to the Pyrrhic dance 
performed by Lamprias no longer appears to be a simple digression, as some 
scholars have argued20.

Indeed, that triple comparison between dance, poetry and painting 
is what moves Ammonius to quote one of the most famous of Simonides’ 
ancient apophthegmata (6th century BC), according to which that poet would 
have been the first to establish the parallel between poetry and music. In the 
following words Plutarch quotes that detail of the poet’s tradition (De glor. 
Athen. 346F)21:

 πλὴν ὁ Σιμωνίδης τὴν μὲν ζωγραφίαν ποίησιν σιωπῶσαν προσαγορεύει, τὴν 
δὲ ποίησιν ζωγραφίαν λαλοῦσαν. ἃς γὰρ οἱ ζωγράφοι πράξεις ὡς γινομένας 
δεικνύουσι, ταύτας οἱ λόγοι γεγενημένας διηγοῦνται καὶ συγγράφουσιν. 

 
Simonides, however, calls painting inarticulate poetry and poetry articulate 
painting: for the action which painters portray as taking place at the moment 
literature narrates and records after they have taken place.

And here is how Ammonius intends to deny it in the Table Talk 
(748A-B):

καὶ ὅλως’ ἔφη ‘μεταθετέον τὸ Σιμωνίδειον ἀπὸ τῆς ζωγραφίας ἐπὶ τὴν ὄρχησιν· 
<ταύτην γὰρ ὀρθῶς ἔστι λέγειν ποίησιν> σιωπῶσαν, καὶ φθεγγομένην ὄρχησιν 
[δὲ] πάλιν τὴν ποίησιν· † ὅθεν εἶπεν οὔτε γραφικὴν εἶναι ποιητικῆς οὔτε 
ποιητικὴν γραφ<ικ>ῆς, οὐδὲ χρῶνται τὸ παράπαν ἀλλήλαις· ὀρχηστικῇ δὲ καὶ 
ποιητικῇ κοινωνία πᾶσα καὶ μέθεξις ἀλλήλων ἐστί, καὶ μάλιστα [μιμούμεναι] 
περὶ <τὸ> τῶν ὑπορχημάτων γένος ἓν ἔργον ἀμφότεραι τὴν διὰ τῶν σχημάτων 
καὶ τῶν ὀνομάτων μίμησιν ἀποτελοῦσι. 

In short, one can transfer Simonides’ saying from painting to dancing, <rightly 
calling dance> silent poetry and poetry articulate dance. There seems to be 
nothing of painting in poetry or of poetry in painting, nor does either art make 
any use whatsoever of the other, whereas dancing and poetry are fully associated 
and the one involves the other. Particularly it is so when they combine in that 
type of composition called hyporchema, in which the two arts taken together 
effect a single work, a representation by means of poses and words.

Poetry and dance are indeed a kind of imitation of reality. The very best 
poetical genre to accomplish this is the hyporchema, a performance based on 
the songs and dances of a chorus that, according to its ancient characterization, 
should have gathered around some god’s altar, at the time when the victims 
were sacrificed22. The dance figures (σχήματα) stand for the words (or names, 

20 According to S.-T. Teodorsson, 1989, 3, p. 374, for example, “at the beginning of the talk 
the pyrrhic dance is mentioned as an introduction, while the subsequent speech delivered by 
Ammonius (...) concerns above all the contemporary pantomime.” 

21 The same apophthegma is mentioned in De aud. 17F and De ad. et am. 58B.
22 On the hyporchema see A. M. Dale, 1950. 
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ὀνόματα) in poetry, similar elements from two different semiotic codes serving 
the same purpose – μίμησις βίου. 

Some conclusions may finally be drawn from this analysis of dance in the 
Table Talk. First of all, it was a regular part in both private and social banquets, 
which Plutarch represents – at least in a literary sense – in the Greek way. 
Then, as it is impossible to trace exactly which were Plutarch’s sources on this 
issue – in which he seems to be far from Plato and Aristotle –, the discussion 
focused mostly on pantomime, the most famous style in those days. It is in 
fact this style that allows us to conduct an intersemiotic study in the Table 
Talk, taking in parallel dance, poetry and painting and looking at what they 
have in common – the fact that they all are μίμησις βίου or, to use Aristotle’s 
words, μίμησις πράξεως. The dance conceived by Plutarch must be understood 
in a dramatic sense, being close to the performance of a play; and that is why 
Aristotle’s theories on tragedy are so important to understand his point of 
view. Above all this, as a guiding idea, stands the supreme ideal of moderation, 
which does not allow excesses or deviations, a pregnant concept in all the 
banquets (re)created by Plutarch. 

One question is still worth asking: why does Plutarch choose to end an 
entire philosophical work like the Table Talk on such a frivolous issue as is 
dance theory23? Maybe because it is not a frivolous issue at all, as it may seem 
at first sight. It appears that dance is an intermediate discipline, a kind of 
study and practice not for actual philosophers or philosophy students, but still 
capable of providing a discussion mostly based on Plato’s theories on body and 
soul, besides being an issue perfectly suitable to the sympotic environment. 
On this, one should remember Plutarch’s own words in Coniugalia Praecepta 
(145C):

αἰσχυνθήσεται γὰρ ὀρχεῖσθαι γυνὴ γεωμετρεῖν μανθάνουσα, καὶ φαρμάκων 
ἐπῳδὰς οὐ προςδέξεται τοῖς Πλάτωνος ἐπᾳδομένη λόγοις καὶ τοῖς 
Ξενοφῶντος.

For a woman studying geometry will be ashamed to be a dancer, and she will 
not swallow any beliefs in magic charms while she is under the charm of Plato’s 
or Xenophon’s words.

If dancing is not a deep philosophical issue, dance theory can certainly be 
one, based as it is mostly on ethics and morality24. Although Plutarch seems to 
refuse to give his Table Talk a very complex end, he chooses to give it one that 
is still capable of launching the discussion of deep philosophical questions that 
are traceable through the entire work. 

23 We would like to thank Professor Philip Stadter, who posed us this very same question 
after the presentation of this paper. 

24 I. Lada-Richards, 2008, pp. 285-313 focuses on the ethical and moral role of pantomime, 
asking – in the very title of her paper – “Was pantomime ‘good to think with’ in the ancient 
world?”.
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