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A DIALOGUE BETWEEN MOSCHIO AND ZEUXIPPUS 

. . . first we shall discourse of those exercises which are proper for a scholar. And as 
he that said he should prescribe nothing for the teeth to them that dwelt by the sea-
side taught them the benefit of the sea-water, so one would think that there was no 
need of writing to scholars concerning exercise. For it is wonderful what an exercise 
the daily use of speech is, not only as to health but even to strength. I mean not 
fleshly and athletic health, or such as makes one’s external parts firm, like the out-
side of a house, but such as gives a right tone and inward vigor to the vital and noble 
parts. And that the vital spirit increases strength is made plain by them who 
anointed the wrestlers, who commanded them, when their limbs were rubbed, to 
withstand such frictions in some sort, in holding their wind, observing carefully 
those parts of the body which were smeared and rubbed.1 Now the voice, being a mo-
tion of the spirit, not superficially but firmly seated in the bowels, as it were in a 
fountain, increases the heat, thins the blood, purges every vein, opens all the arter-
ies, neither does it permit the coagulation or condensation of any superfluous hu-
mor, which would settle like dregs in those vessels which receive and work our nour-
ishment. Wherefore we ought by much speaking to accustom ourselves to this exer-
cise, and make it familiar to us; and if we suspect that our bodies are weaker or 
more tired than ordinary, by reading or reciting. For what riding in a coach is com-
pared with bodily exercise, that is reading compared with disputing, if you carry your 
voice softly and low, as it were in the chariot of another man’s words. For disputes 
bring with them a vehemence and contention, adding the labor of the mind to that of 
the body. All passionate noise, and such as would force our lungs, ought to be 
avoided; for irregular and violent strains of our voice may break something within us, 
or bring us into convulsions. But when a student has either read or disputed, before 
he walks abroad, he ought to make use of a gentle and tepid friction, to open the 
pores of his body, as much as is possible, even to his very bowels, that so his spirits 
may gently and quietly diffuse themselves to the extreme parts of his body. The 
bounds that this friction ought not to exceed are, that it be done no longer than it is 
pleasant to our sense and without pain. For he that so allays the disturbance which 
is within himself and the agitation of his spirits will not be troubled by that superflu-
ity which remains in him; and if it be unseasonable for to walk, or if his business 
hinder him, it is no great matter; for nature has already received satisfaction. 
Whether one be at sea or in a public inn, it is not necessary that he should be silent, 
though all the company laugh at him. For where it is no shame to eat, it is certainly 
no shame to exercise yourself; but it is worse to stand in awe of and be troubled with 
seamen, carriers, and innkeepers, that laugh at you not because you play at ball or 
fight a shadow, but because in your discourse you exercise yourself by teaching oth-
ers, or by enquiring and learning something yourself, or else by calling to mind 
something. For Socrates said, he that uses the exercise of dancing had need have a 
room big enough to hold seven beds; but he that makes either singing or discourse 
his exercise may do it either standing or lying in any place. But this one thing we 

                                            
1
 The text of this passage is uncertain, and probably corrupt. I have given Holland’s version of the doubtful 

expressions. (G.) 

16 



CONSTITUTION OF MAN SERIES 

PLUTARCH ON EXERCISES PROPER FOR A SCHOLAR 

Plutarch on exercises proper for a scholar - tr. Poole v. 9.11, uploaded to www.philaletheians.co.uk, 30 March 2010 

Page 3 of 3 

must observe, that when we are conscious to ourselves that we are too full, or have 
been concerned with Venus, or labored hard, we do not too much strain our voice, as 
so many rhetoricians and readers in philosophy do, some of whom out of glory and 
ambition, some for reward or private contentions, have forced themselves beyond 
what has been convenient. Our Niger, when he was teaching philosophy in Galatia, 
by chance swallowed the bone of a fish; but a stranger coming to teach in his place, 
Niger, fearing he might run away with his repute, continued to read his lectures, 
though the bone still stuck in his throat; from whence a great and hard inflammation 
arising, he, being unable to undergo the pain, permitted a deep incision to be made, 
by which wound the bone was taken out; but the wound growing worse, and rheum 
falling upon it, it killed him. But this may be mentioned hereafter in its proper place. 

 

 
Flowers still-life with Attic bell crater (c 1840) Fedinand Georg Waldmüller, Nationalgalerie, Berlin 


