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Abstract

Chapters One and Two are an analytical history of classical rhetorical theory from the
early Greeks to Quintilian, with a focus on the issues of form and the medium-message
dynamic.

Chapter Three covers Renaissance rhetoric, analysing the ways in which the ideas
traced during the first two chapters informed rhetorical theory and practice, as
exemplified by the sixteenth-century curriculum and the treatises of Erasmus. It is
argued that during the Renaissance there was a wide-ranging, but ultimately unified,
culture of the medium, which incorporated not only rhetoric but also the other arts of
the tnvium, as well as fields such as prosodic theory.

Chapter Four begins by explaining that the formalist paradigm explored during the
preceding chapters could be used as the foundation for any one of a number of medium-
centred literary investigations, but that for the purposes of this study we shall be
examining Cratylist language-use. The reasons for pursuing this line of enquiry are set
out, and the status, and dearth, of this type of study within literary criticism are explored.
Then, after a summary of Cratylist thought in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
rest of Chapter Four and the whole of Chapters Five and Six consist of an investigation
nto Cratylist devices within Renaissance poetry. Around twenty poets are discussed,
with a particular emphasis on Wyatt, Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare.

The co_nclusion argues for a return to rhetoric, and makes use of the ideas covered in
th_e_trfam body qf the dissertation to shed light on the condition of modern-day literary
cnticism, wherein an anachronistic, and sometimes fanatical, romanticism has distorted

There 1s an appendix on Longinus. The reasons for including this, and for keeping it
separate from the rest of the dissertation, are given in Chapter Two.
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There ain't half been some clever bastards.
- Jan Dury.



Chapter 1

The Medium and the Message within Rhetorical

Theory from Empedocles to Demetrius



No sooner has one learnt that the word 'rhetoric’' means 'the art of eloquence', thus aligning

oneself with the classical and Renaissance interpretation of the term, and so avoiding the

modern connotations of 'argument' or 'persuasion’, than one discovers that, for some of the

most eminent of the ancient Greek rhetoricians, it did in fact mean 'the art of persuading

an audience':

Rhetoric, then, may be defined as the faculty of discovering the possible means
of persuasion in reference to any subject whatsoever.

(Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, 1.11.2. The same point had
been made by Plato: Gorgias, 453a, 454b, and 534a-b.)

The Art of Rhetoric is essentially a legal guidebook, and is mostly given over to the
handling of argument. It covers topics such as how to overturn a courtroom opponent's
claims by using counter-syllogisms (II.XXV.1), or by finding inconsistencies in the
reasoning of the other side (I.XXIV.3). (The Gorgias, likewise, tends to limit rhetoric to
a specifically legal function, e.g. 454a-b.) Subjects such as these, being more concerned
with thought and content than with expression, would, later in the history of the liberal arts,
almost certainly have been put under the heading of either logic or dialectic, two of the
compamon disciplines, rather than under that of rhetoric, which came increasingly to be
associated with issues of style. This is not to say, though, that Aristotle entirely neglects
the question of language-use, for even in this, the most content-led of the great works on
rhetoric, discussions about form and style occur with reasonable frequency. This applies
in particular to the last of the three books, which contains, for example, an account of the
periodic or ‘chopped’ style (III.IX.3), and also a section on metre (I11.VIIL.4) which would
not look out of place in the Poetics. As Aristotle himself puts it at the opening of the third
book, 'It is not sufficient to know what one ought to say; one must also know how to say
it' (ML.L.2).

The binary formula of the how and the what, as laid down by Aristotle, is taken up by
Quintilian, one of the greatest and most influential of his Roman successors:



But as two questions arise from this subject, how, and what, we ought
principally to write, I shall consider them both in this order.
(Institutio Oratoria, X.II1.5.)1
The same terms were later used by Pico della Mirandola in a letter of 1485 to Ermolao
Barbaro, in which he states that philosophers are concerned with 'the what of writing',
whilst others are more concerned with 'the how'.2 This dichotomy was to become a

commonplace of English Renaissance culture within both criticism and literature:

. . . ] wil not so much stand upon the manner as the matter of my precepts.
(George Gascoigne.)3

Were the manner so very fine, as the matter is very good ...
(Gabriel Harvey.)4

Caesar: 1 do not much dislike the matter, but
The manner of his speech ...

(Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra, 11.ii.117-18.)

Oscar Wilde, still the most incisive critic of the modern age to have written on classical
rthetoric, uses this binary regularly, and even, on occasion, in its Renaissance formulation,
as seen, for example, in his essay "The Gospel According to Walt Whitman', where the
latter’s book November Boughs i1s described as putting on record Whitman's 'aim and
motive' regarding baoth 'the manner and the matter of his work'.S The division into manner

and matter has continued 1into more recent times:

. « « Verbal style, the how rather than the what. ..
(William K. Wimsatt, Jr..)6

1. These, and all subsequent emphases within quotations, are taken from the source.
2. In Brian Vickers, In Defence of Rhetaric (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), p. 187,

3. Certayne Notes of Instruction Canceming the Making of Verse or Ryme in English, Part 3, 1575. In G. Gregory
Smith, ed., Elizabethan Critical Essays, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1904), I, p. 49.

4. From Of Reformed Versifying, &c., a letter to Spenser, 1579 or 1580. In ibid., p. 103.
5. The Artist as Critic, ed. Richard Ellman (London: W.H. Allen, 1970), p. 121
6. The Verbal Icon (New York: The Noonday Press, 1954), p. xiv.




The function of criticism should be to show how it is what it 1s, even that it 1s
what it is, rather than to show what it means.
(Susan Sontag.)1

'The "What" and the "How": Perspectival Representation and the Phenomenal
World.'
(E.H. Gombrich.)2

In cntical theory . . . we can learn to make our first question 'How does the text
work?' not "What does it mean?'

(Peter Washington.)3
In the present discussion, the division into the how and the what of expression, whether
it be called form/content, manner/matter, or medium/message, will be a key concept.
It is tempting to think of Aristotelian and Roman rhetoric as being all of a piece,
especially when no less a figure than Cicero seems to imply that there is a direct continuity

between the two:

. . « for to say nothing of Greece, which was always desirous to hold the first
place in eloquence, and Athens, that inventress of all literature, in which the
utmost power of oratory was both discovered and brought to perfection. In this
very city of ours, assuredly, no studies were ever pursued with more earnestness
than those tending to the acquisition of eloquence...

Having heard the Greek orators, and gained an acquaintance with Greek

literature, and procured instructors, our countrymen were inflamed with an
incredible passion for eloquence.

(De Oratore, 1.IV.)

This passage makes the crucially important point - perhaps the single most important point
that 1t 18 possible to make about high culture in the West - that rhetoric is nothing less than
the corerstone of the classical literary tradition. If we run the early-Greek and the Roman

forms of rhetoric together too thoroughly, however, we miss an important development.

Beyond the similarities, such as the emphasis, in both Aristotle's Rhetoric and many of the

1. :gégglst Interpretation.’ In David Lodge, ed., 20th Century Literary Criticism (Harlow, Essex: Longman, 1972),

3. Fraud (London: Fontana Press, 1989), p. 176.



Latin works which succeeded it, on forensic oratory, rhetoricians during the Roman penod
accord significantly more weight to the practical mechanics of eloquence. The mtellectual
foundation for this difference in approach is summarised by Quintilian, who, implicitly
invoking and countering Aristotle's definition of rhetoric as being the faculty of
discovering 'possible means of persuasion' (L.I1.2.), tells us that oratory {which is in this
case synonymous with rhetoric) is less the art of 'persuasion’ than ‘the science of speaking
well' (Institutio Oratoria, I1.XV.34), and then explicitly warns against using any definifion
of rhetoric which would tie it down to 1ts results (I1.XV.35). Moreover, so keen 1s he to
establish the definition of oratory or rhetornic as being the science of eloquence, that shortly
afterwards he restates this point twice over, first telling us that 'Areus defines oratory well,
saying that it is to speak according to the excellence of speech' (I1.XV.36), and then that
'if oratory be the art of speaking well, its object and ultimate end must be to speak well’
(I1.XV.38). Brian Vickers uses this description of the nature of rhetoric as the basis for his
own definition. At the start of the first chapter of his Classical Rhetoric in English Poetry,

he describes rhetonc as:

'the art of speaking well', the art of effective communication, in speech or writing,.

It 1s not simply, in the words of one definition, 'the art of persuasion'.
He goes on to quote the great E.R. Curtius: 'Rhetoric signifies “the craft of speech™.1

On the face of it, Quintilian's definition of rhetoric as eloquence, or the 'science of

speaking well', appears to be of only limited significance, for, however it is defined, the
careful use of speech within any kind of legal or political setting involves eloguence as its
means, and persuasion as its end. It is therefore hard to see how rebranding it could make
any practical difference. Nevertheless, by pushing back the definition of rhetoric from its
effect (which in the case of Aristotle's system is persuasion) to the means by which that

effect is produced (i.e. the skilful manipulation of words), and, furthermore, in a move

1. {Carbandale and Edwardsville: Southem Dlinois University Press, 1970, reprinted with annotated bibliograph
1989), both quotations from p. 15. !
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which anticipates art for art's sake, by making eloquence an end in itself - the ‘object and
ultimate end' of 'the art of speaking well' being 'to speak well' - Quintilian gives rhetoric a
place and a purpose of its own, independent of any particular application.

However, Quintilian's redefinition is a result, rather than a cause, of this fundamental
change. It is an affirmation of a shift which had, in fact, already taken place. Quintilian
gives the credit for his definition to the third century B.C. Stoic philosophers Cleanthes of
Assus and Chrysippus (I.XV.35). Just as one has to steer clear of thinking of the

Aristotelian and the Roman schools as constituting a single system, so, equally, one has to
resist attributing the differences between these schools to Roman innovation. Given the
status of Aristotle's Rhetoric, and given the equally venerated position of the main Latin
rhetorical texts, it is easy to attribute the turn towards style, eloquence, or the ‘excellence of
speech' to the Romans, and thus overlook the trail-blazing work of the Greeks who were
Aristotle's immediate successors. Yet it is these unjustly-neglected writers who deserve,
more than anyone else, to be remembered for giving western civilization its tradition of
highly-sophisticated literary formalism and aestheticism, a tradition which was to dominate
written culture for over two thousand years, and which was to include not only the works
of the Romans, but also the works of Shakespeare and of all the other luminaries of
Renaissance literature. The most immediate influence on the rhetorical system of the
English Renaissance was the work of the main Roman rhetoricians, but before examining
the lateclassical texts, which we shall do in the next chapter, we need to consider the
ground-breaking work which was produced after Aristotle and before Cicero. This will

help to illuminate, and account for, the remarkable medium-centred methodologies which

came to prominence during the Roman and Renaissance eras. It will be useful to start with
a brief survey of the origins of rhetoric.

According to H.I. Marrou, rhetoric as a taught discipline - as distinct from the rhetoric
evinced by the use of figures in the earliest Greek literary works, including those of Homer
- had ansen in Sicily during the middle decades of the fifth century B.C., and had been

born out of the need to debate cases of land ownership following the expulsion of the



tyrants of the Theron (c.471 B.C.) and Hieron (c.463 B.C.) dynasties. Corax and Tisias are
said to have been the first teachers of rhetoric, and to have written a handbook on judicial

oratory, which i1s now lost.] Quintilian says that Corax was the first person to write on

rthetoric - Institutio Oratona, I1. XVIL.7 - and Cicero in the De Oratore reports that Socrates
referred to Corax and Tisias as the founders of rhetoric (I.C.XX). Gorgias, who had been

a pupil of Tisias,2 and who arrived in Athens from his native Sicily in 427 B.C., helped to
popularnise the art of rhetoric in Greece. But he also left it open to attack. Along with some
of his fellow Sophists, such as Protagoras, Gorgias had concentrated so hard on eristics
(debating for victory) that the pragmatic art of arguing a case from one side or the other
came to overshadow, says Plato, the single and unified nature of fact and truth. In
Phaedrus, Plato speaks of how rhetoric uncouples reality from the perception of reality:

Socrates: Then the man who follows the rules of the art will make the same jury
think the same action just one moment and unjust the next, as he pleases?

Phaedrus: Of course.
(261)

Later in the Phaedrus, Plato has Socrates focus on the Sicilians:

Then there are Tisias and Gorgias. Shall we leave buried in oblivion men who
saw that probability is to be rated higher than truth, and who would make trivial
matters appear great and great matters trivial simply by the forcefulness of their

speech...?
(267)

Isocrates (436-338 B.C), a contemporary of Plato, likewise urges the teachers of eristics to
'give up the use of this claptrap, which pretends to prove things by verbal quibbles, which
in fact have long since been refuted, and to pursue the truth [aletheian)' (Helen, 4).

According to Diogenes Laertius, in his Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, Protagoras was

the first of the early Greeks to maintain that it is possible to argue in favour of any idea

1. H.I Marrou, A History of Education in Anfiquity, trans. George Lamb (London: Sheed and Ward, 1956), p. 53.
2. Walter Hamilton, in his edition of the Phaedrus (Harmandsworth: Penguin, 1973), p. 84, n. 2.



whatsoever (IX.51).1 In a passage which anticipates and rebuts the subjectivist and
relativist tenets of our own zeitgeist, Plato, in the Gorgias, has Socrates gain the concession
from Gorgias that whilst 'conviction' can be 'either true or false', 'knowledge' is absolute
(454d). (This foreshadows the famous statement of 1926 by C. P. Scott, editor of The
Manchester Guardian, that 'Comment is free, but facts are sacred'.)2 Plato continues his
attack on the relativism of the Sicilians by arguing that this kind of rhetoric takes no
account of morality (455a).

To reverse the definition of Quintilian, then, the school of Gorgias was apparently more
interested in eloquence as a means of persuasion than as a science and as a goal in its own
right. Rhetoric had been bom not out of a desire to promote morality or justice, to gain
and disseminate knowledge, or to speak movingly or entertainingly as an end in itself, but
out of political, economic and legal pragmatism. It was not the luminous art of beautiful
and edifying eloquence, but the dark art of manipulation and spin. Plato's claims regarding
the amoral nature of rhetoric were then, in turn, rebutted by Aristotle, who, echoing
Isocrates (Nicocles, 3-4), argued that anything, with the exception of virtue, could be used
to do harm, and that one should therefore not single out rhetoric as being especially
culpable (Rhetoric, 1355b). This response to Plato can, in retrospect, be summarised by
the Roman maxim abusus non tollit usum, 'misuse does not nullify proper use'.3

On one level, with the last word in these disputes going to Aristotle's pro-rhetoric camp,
the latter put the rhetoricians back in business, and the ensuing wave of rhetorical scholars
would seem to merit the denomination 'Aristotelian'. However, rather than remaining
locked within the terms of Gorgianism, Platonism, or Aristotelianism, the following
generations started out in a new direction. The disputes of the preceding decades seem to

have led to a backlash, with the leaders of rhetoric tuming away from the theoretical,

1. See also Marroy, p. 51, and Vickers, 1970, pp. 18-19.

¢. In Angela Partington, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (London, New York, Sydney and Toronto:
B.C.A., 1992), p. 559.

3. Euzglme Ehrlich, Nil Desperandum: A Dictionary of Latin Tags and Phrases (London: Guild Publishing, 1986),
p. 21.



speculative, and moral issues which had preoccupied their forebears, and instead
concentrating on the purely technical aspects of their art. On another level, this new
approach arguably constitutes an ultimate victory for the Platonists, in the sense that even
though Plato's criticisms of rhetoric had primarily been made on abstract, moral grounds,
his prescriptions for its future had included - alongside his belief that rhetoric should be
used to promote goodness (Gorgias, 504d-¢) - a call for a more formalist approach to the
arts of language.

In the Phaedrus, Plato outlines a method of analysis which, according to Walter Hamilton
in the notes to his translation, is newly-devised, and announced here for the first time -
although Plato himself attributes it in part to Hippocrates.! This system is based upon
division and classification by genus and species, and it helped to form the basis of the
stringently objective approach which is the key feature of the later Greeks, and which was
to dominate rhetorical enquiry for more than two millennia. Its meticulous, anatomising
method could have come straight out of an Enlightenment guide to scientific research.
Plato's Socrates explains this procedure as follows:

What then have Hippocrates and Truth to say on this subject? Surely that
if we are to form a clear notion of the nature of anything at all, we must
first determine whether the subject about which we wish to acquire both

scientific knowledge for ourselves, and the ability to impart that knowledge
to others, is simple or complex. If it is simple, we must examine its natural
function, both active and passive: what does it act upon, and what acts upon
it? If it is complex, we must determine the number of its parts, and in the
case of each of these parts, go through the same process which applies to
the simple whole: how, and on what, does it produce an effect, and how,
and by what, is an effect produced upon it?

(270)
Although Plato then moves from this methodological outline straight into a discussion
concerning rhetoric, announcing that he will describe how 'to teach the art of speaking on
scientific lines' (270), he does not, unfortunately, go on to examine eloquence. His

primary focus is on the soul and how it may be affected by words (271), rather than on

1. Plato, 1973, pp. 79-80. Regarding Hippocratic and Platonic epistemology, see Jouanna Jacques, Hippocrates,
trans. M.B. DeBevoise (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), pp. 256-58.



language-use as such. When he does mention the specifics of verbal form, he does soin a
summarising kind of way, which is both sweeping and elliptical, and alludes to knowledge
which the reader is clearly expected to have gained already, rather than imparting such
information anew (this is, after all, a work of philosophy rather than of rhetoric). His

Socrates states:

. . . When, I say, he has grasped all this, and knows besides when to speak and
when to refrain, and can distinguish when to employ and when to eschew the
various rhetorical devices of conciseness, and pathos, and exaggeration, and so
on, that he has learnt, then, and not until then, can he be said to have perfectly
mastered his art. 272)

Even though Plato does not go into the arts of language in any detail, the analytical
principles set out in the Phaedrus are possibly the biggest factor behind the major change
of direction from the generally broad approach to rhetoric which is characteristic of
Aristotle, to the more wholeheartedly scientific method which was soon to replace it, and
which arguably began with Theophrastus. Another possibility, as mentioned above, is that

this move towards grounded objectivity was not a development from, but rather a reaction

against, the abstract debates which had dominated the preceding decades. A further
possibility is that this is not a new direction at all. Aristotle criticises the technical bent of
Licymmius, a pupil of Gorgias (Rhetoric, 3.13),1 and if we bring together the fact that the
earliest rhetoricians, whose work is now lost, may have been as technical as the post-
Aristotelians, and the fact that the Platonic, and even the (notably more technical)

Aristotelian, works on rhetoric were never intended to be formalist studies of language-use,
then it may be the case that the genre of the rhetorical manual ran substantially unchanged

from Licymnius, and the other early rhetoricians who are mentioned in the later texts as
being technically-minded, such as Theodorus (Rhetoric, III. XIII) and Polus (Phaedrus,

267), through to Theophrastus, Demetrius, and beyond.2 Then again, given the pragmatic

1. See also Hamilton in Plato, 1973, p. 84.

2. The possible indebtedness of the post-Aristotelian materialists to the pre-Socratic materialists is discussed by
Josiah B. Gould in his The Philosophy of Chrysippus (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1970), pp. 22-24.




and legal origins of rhetoric, and given the powerful influence of the Gorgian school, it
seems likely that, however technical the early works might have been, these analytical
energies were directed towards persuasion and argumentative method, rather than towards
eloquence as an area of knowledge in its own right. A good illustration of this is the
anonymous, pseudo-Aristotelian handbook of the fourth century B.C., the Rhetorica ad
Alexandrum. Cited by modem cnitics! as an example of hard-line formalism, its technical
rigour 18 in fact applied, as in most of the Rhetoric, to argumentative method, with no
reference at all being made to use of language. Yet another possibility is that the new
approach arose less out of a turning away from the Gorgian/anti-Gorgian polarities than
out of a creative tension between the two, with the true origin of formalist rhetoric being
the confluence of the murky waters of eristics and pragmatic wrangling, and the purer,
truth-based waters of Socratic philosophy. Whichever of these is correct, it is certainly the
case that there is no conclusive surviving evidence for a truly formalist conception of
rthetoric prior to Plato, and that it was around the time of Plato, Aristotle and Theophrastus
that a truly medium-based approach to the arts of language - that is, one which treated the
art of language-use as an autonomous area of investigation, rather than as an adjunct to
eristics - was born.

Whatever its ultimate origins, then, the recorded history of strictly formalist rhetorical
study only begins in earnest with Aristotle's immediate successors. Moreover, even if we
work from this reasonably safe starting-point, we still have to contend with the fact that any
examination of the rhetorical work of Theophrastus has to be based more on inference than
on actual texts. Living from ¢.370 to ¢.280 B.C., 'I'hwphrasﬁs was bom only about
fourteen years after Aristotle (384-22 B.C.); yet it seems that his work on rhetoric, which
13 now mostly lost, was closer to the stylistic and analytical methods of the Romans and the
late Greeks than to Aristotle's more theoretical approach, and so it may well mark the key

move away from the content- or argument-led type of rhetoric towards that which is based

1. E.g. GM.A. Grube, The Greek and Roman Critics (London: Methuen, 1965), pp. 99-100.
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primarily on verbal form as a field of knowledge in its own right. George A. Kennedy,
who 1s basing his conclusions mainly on inferences drawn from the back-references made
by the later rhetoricians such as Demetrius, whose quotations from the original text now
form the only extant sources, highlights the importance of Theophrastus's theory of the
'virtues of style'. These virtues include, for example, clarity, and the skilled use of
rhetorical figures.l According to Vickers, meanwhile, his chief significance is that he may
have been the first writer to have given the rhetorical figures a section all to themselves.
Vickers calls this a 'small but important step',2 although given that this move seems to have
inaugurated the entire tradition of figural lists right down to Puttenham and Peacham, via
Susenbrotus, this is something of an understatement.

Despite the absence of the original texts, it is possible to go beyond the simple possibility
that Theophrastus might have given the figures a separate chapter, and make some
conjectures as regards his actual methodology within that putative section. Insofar as
Aristotle had included some formalist elements in his Rhetoric and Poetics, and bearing in
mind the fact that Theophrastus was slightly the younger of the two, it may be said that
Theophrastus took up where Aristotle left off. This seems especially likely when one
considers their close personal and academic ties.3 Not only was Theophrastus Aristotle's
nephew, but he also travelled with him and worked alongside him (in 347-44 B.C.), and
they resided together at Assos and at Stagira. Moreover, when Aristotle passed on, in
322 B.C., Theophrastus, his successor as head of the Peripatetic school, took over his
teaching and research, and inherited his library. Even so, Theophrastus appears to have

1. InThw:Eas 0. Slpane:ed. The Eacyclopedia of Rhetaric (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 101 and
112, This rhetorical lineage is also discussed by Stephen Usher in his edition of Dionysiug, Dionysius of
Mcm?h&ﬁcd&ay&Zvd&(Cm&ng,MmMHmudUﬁvm&y&mlm
William Heinemann, 1974), 1, pp. xii-xii.

2. Vickers, 1970, p. 22,
3.

: garding Theophrastus are from Jeffrey Rusten in Theophrastus: ‘Characters: Herodss:
Tlﬁmes?CauﬁsanddwChaﬁmnﬁcPwm.dandeeﬁmyRmmLcomnhghmmclA.D.m
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993), p. 4; Grube, 1965, p. 103: William W.
Fortenbaugh et al,, eds., Theophrastus of Eresus: Sources for his Life, Writings, Thought and Influence (Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1992), pp. 1 and 91; Benedict Einarson and Gearge K.K. Link in their edition of Theophrastus, De
aumﬂm@_ntvds.ﬂunhrWﬂﬂmHehemm:&MﬁgaMmamm:Hmudlhivas&y&m
1976), 1, p. vii; and Kennedy in Sloane, ed., p. 98.
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taken the pursuit of knowledge in a new - and, historically, highly significant - direction,
replacing Aristotle's 'cautious empiricism' with a harder-edged approach.l Basing their
analyses on the fragments preserved within the works of the later rhetoricians, Grube notes
that Theophrastus appears to have outdone Aristotle as regards the thoroughness of their

respective works on metrical theory (p. 105), and Doreen C. Innes points out other areas

of difference, such as Theophrastus's greater tolerance of stylistic ornament.2 On the other

hand, Grube and Innes also note marked areas of continuity between the two, whilst
acknowledging that there is insufficient surviving evidence for one to come to any strong
conclusions either way.3 Given the extreme brevity and scarcity of the fragments, it may
instead be better to look at the issue from a new angle. By locating the lost writings
amongst some of the surviving non-rhetorical works, it may be possible for us to get closer
to finding the origin of the truly formalist, post-Gorgian, medium-centred school of rhetoric
which was ultimately to become such a dominant force within Renaissance Europe.
Despite his strong links with Aristotle, and despite the latter's imposing intellectual
presence, a number of commentators, who between them cover a huge range of
Theophrastus texts, have noted many points of divergence,4 including numerous instances
where Theophrastus has gone beyond Aristotelian precedents in terms of logical or
technical rigour. Keimpe Algra, for instance, who examines works which deal with the
philosophical problem of the nature of 'place' and 'space’, concludes, in a2 way which
chimes exactly with the Grube discussion about metrical theory, that Theophrastus's

solution 'appears to be far superior from a systematic point of view" to that proposed by

1. Gould, p. 24.

2. 'Theophrastus and the Theary of Style' in WilliamW. Fortenbaugh, ed., Theophrastus of Eresus: On His Life
and Work (New Bnunswick and Oxford: Transaction Books, 1985), pp. 251-67. Omament mentioned p. 255.

3. Grube, 1965, e.g. pp. 103-104: and Innes in Fartenbaugh, ed., e.g. pp. 251-52
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Aristotle.l The Theophrastus writings on animals include another illuminating point of
departure from the work of his uncle. Aristotle had reacted against the humane stance of
Empedocles (c.493-33 B.C.) and Pythagoras (fl. ¢.530 B.C.), by speaking in terms of a
dichotomy between human beings and the other species.2 Theophrastus then reasserts the
humane position. As with his scientific studies, he goes back to first principles, observing
that both human and non-human animals have skin and flesh, and then working
relentlessly outwards, via the appetites, impulses, and so on, until he has incontrovertibly
established the fact that there is kinship between all sentient beings. Another argument
which he uses to prove the same point is to start from our love for, and literal kinship with,

our immediate relatives, and then move on to our more distant relatives, followed by all of
our fellow citizens, and so on, until the circle of compassion embraces all the beings who

share the planet with us.3 These arguments do not represent any great advance, in that
Empedocles had already drawn parallels between the species, and had spoken of 'all things'
having intelligence.4 Nor are the Theophrastus passages immediately striking on a
polemical level. Empedocles had illustrated the principle of a single, divine soul
fragmented into the awareness which is within all living beings, with the horrifying account
of a man who unwittingly murders his son, whose consciousness, being part of that one

conscilousness, is, of necessity, within a sacrificial animals:

. « « the father, deaf to his cries, slays him in his house and prepares an evil
feast. In the same way son seizes father, and children their mother, and having
bereaved them of life devour the flesh of those they love.S

1. In Fortenbaugh and Gutas, eds., pp. 162-65. See also Fortenbaugh et al., eds., p. 1; George Malcolm Stratton,

Theophrastus and the Greek Physiological Psychology Before Aristotle (Amsterdam: E.J. Bonset, 1917), pp.
57-58; and Gould's investigation into Theophrastus's critique of Aristotle's doctrine of motion (p. 24).

2. Nicomachean Ethics, 1161a-b, See also Cole in Fortenbaugh and Gutas, eds., pp. 45-51, 55, and 61.
3. Fragments derived from Porphyry's De Abstinentis, 3.25. See also Cole in ibid., pp. 54-55.

4, WWWMm&MRWﬁSNWemeMMIMYﬂeWHm1981):
see Wright's discussion on pp. 61 and 63, plus fragments 71, 72, and 100,

3. Empedocles Fragment 124,
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Plutarch (c.46-c.120 A.D.), in his Moralia, likewise describes the eating of creatures as
'savage, self-indulgent and wicked', and a 'monstrously dreadful act’,l and Leonardo

wonders why the earth does not open up and devour those who 'use their stomach as a
sepulchre’, and thus 'no longer display in the sight of heaven so cruel and horrible a
monster'.2 Yet Theophrastus's cold, logical challenge to Aristotle - Eve Browning Cole
states that this particular point of divergence may be 'deeply consequential'3 - may suggest,
alongside the other evidence (see above), that he was willing and able to outdo Aristotle
when 1t came to scrutinising the arts of language-use. A brief look at two of the extant
works for which Theophrastus is now best known, the Historia Plantarum and the De
Causis Plantarum, and then at some potential counter-evidence, will complete the picture.
The scientific principles set out in the Phaedrus underpin the Theophrastean botanical

texts in terms of not only their overall anatomising spirit:

In considering the distinctive characters of plants and their nature generally one

must take into account their parts, their qualities, the ways in which their life

originates, and the course which it follows in each case.
(Historia Plantarum, A1.1-5.)

but also their specific analytical formulae. Benedict Einarson and George K. K. Link, in

their commentary on the De Causis Plantarum, make this point, along with the further,
crucial point that the method set out in the Phaedrus is a blueprint for all fields of enquiry:

The threefold distinction of the nature of the tree, the nature of the country,

and the operation of man, is based on the program laid down in the Phaedrus
. - . for a true art of rhetoric (and indeed for any art: cf. 271B8-C1).

(p.xv)

Given that Plato makes it clear that his methodology has a universal applicability; given
that Theophrastus studied directly under Plato,4 and in some ways was as much a Platonist

1. Phlutarch Fragment 193.

2. Notebook extracts, nos. 844 and 1296.

3. In Fortenbaugh and Gutas, eds., p. 52.

4. Fortenbaugh in Fortenbaugh et al., eds., p. 1.
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as he was an Aristotelian;! and given that Theophrastus uses the analytical principles of the
Phaedrus in his botanical works (despite the fact that this particular application is not
mentioned by Plato), one can probably assume that in his lost book on rhetoric, and n
particular within that section of the work which is said to have been given over exclusively
to a treatment of the figures, Theophrastus made use of the method outlined in the
Phaedrus. This is especially likely given that Plato himself makes the study of rhetoric his

number one priority for the application of his scheme. It therefore seems probable that the
missing text had the same kind of objective, painstaking, matter-of-fact usefulness which
marks the botanical works:

. . . the general causes: early fruiting are all that are (1) neither very fluid (2) nor

with cold sap, and that further have fruit that is (3) naked or (4) wrapped in their

membranes or that have (5) juice which on ripening is watery and not thick.
(De Causis Plantarum, 1.17.4.)

However, in his Historia Animalium, Arstotle had employed a methodology which is in
some respects similar to that which is used in the Theophrastus botanical works.2 Indeed,
Arstotle was so committed to this type of enquiry that he spent twelve years doing

scientific research, and the Historia Animalium was in fact the first book ever undertaken
on zoology.3 Furthermore, like Plato in the Gorgias and the Phaedrus, he criticises the
rhetorical and dialectical work of Gorgias as being insufficiently systematic and analytical
(Sophistical Refutations, 183b 36-39). Yet despite his scientific work, and apparent wish
to apply such rigour to rhetoric, the Rhetoric is, on the whole, further removed from the

technicalities of word-use than one might expect. So, on the face of it, the same may be

true of Theophrastus, hence apparently undermining the chances that the latter will have
approached verbal forms in the same analytical spirit which we see in his approach to plant

1. This ig discussed by Ross and Fobes in Theophrastus, 1929, pp. xis-xiii.

2. The relationship between the two is discussed in more detail in William W. Fartenbaugh and Robert W.
Sharples, eds., Theophrastean Studies (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1988) by, respectively, Georg
Wahrle (p. 4), John Vallance (p. 32), and Allan Gotthelf (Chapter Seven).

3. Kemnedy i Sloane, ed., p. 98; and J.C. Stobart, The Glary That Was Greece (London: Sidgwick and Jackson;
New York: St. Martin's Press, 1961), p. 232. :
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forms. Doreen C. Innes, meanwhile, in the aforementioned article which compares the
few, short, extant fragments of Theophrastus's rhetorical work with Aristotle's Rhetoric,
points out some of the differences between the two, but also mentions the similarities,1
and even challenges the traditional consensus amongst classical scholars regarding the
significance of Theophrastus, saying that he may not be as original as has sometimes been
claimed.2 Whether either of these counter-arguments ultimately holds up is uncertam. J.
Donald Hughes makes a strong case for the Theophrastus enquiries into nature having
greater rigour, and a more objective underlying scientific philosophy, than those of
Aristotle,3 thus skewing the ostensibly clear-cut parallelism between the Historia
Animalium and the botanical works of his pupil. Again, the analyses made by Innes are
based on textual fragments which are too few in number, too ambiguous, and possibly too
unrepresentative, to clinch the argument against Theophrastus's rhetorical originality.
Equally, though, despite the strong and varied contextual hints which we have found to
support the traditional view about his contribution to the new rhetoric, and despite the
'virtues of style', and other specific rhetorical issues which will be mentioned shortly, there
is too little surviving direct evidence to determine the full extent of his status as an
innovator and his influence on later writers. (It is worth bearing in mind that the
bibliographical situation is such that even when it comes to Aristotle, one of the lucky
ones in terms of textual preservation, we have lost an entire work on rhetoric - the early
Gryllus.)4 As regards the apportioning of credit amongst particular individuals, the whole
question of the rise of the medium must, then, remain open.

Yet the broader causes for the evolution of rhetoric into an objective science are clearly

visible. The reason why the medium of style came to be granted so much respect and
analytical attention during the years following Socrates and Plato is that the Greeks were

1. These conflicting signals are discussed throughout Chapter Six of Grube, 1965.
2. In Fortenbaugh, ed.. See, especizlly, pp. 252-53.

3. "Theophrastus as Ecologist’ in Fortenbaugh and Sharples, eds., p. 68.

4. Kennedy in Sloane, ed., p. 98.
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taking exactly that approach with regard to every possible field of knowledge. Aristotle's

remarkable and unique position as a founder of entire new academic disciplines is

discussed by Kennedy:

Unlike previous teachers, he offered separate lecture courses on subjects

specified as dealing with physics, metaphysics, politics, ethics, dialectic,

poetic, rthetoric, and other subjects, and these lectures originated modem

conceptions of the disciplines.1
Theophrastus, in turn, wrote an astonishing two hundred and twenty-five works, and these
include, in addition to those already mentioned, ground-breaking investigations into stones
and fire - which were later known as the De lapidibus and the De igne2 - and thirteen

monographs on medicine,3 not to mention texts on cooking, earthquakes, and logic.4
Theophrastus might well have been directly responsible for the change in rhetoric, but

even if he was not, the approach to leaming which he and Aristotle helped to inaugurate
certainly was. The reason, then, why eloquence came to be treated as a subject worthy of
explication in its own right, as opposed to being simply an auxiliary of eristics, is that the
Greeks, like Sir Francis Bacon, took all knowledge to be their province.5 Their objective,
logical approach had universal applicability, and their spirit of enquiry knew no limits,
speeding outwards in every possible direction. The study of eloquence, at the heart of

which is the study of the stylistic medium, was borne up on a massive wave of intellectual

advancement.

Between the fourth and first centuries B.C., thetoric grew as a force within the Greek-
speaking world, and rhetorical training constituted a major part of the education of young

men, following on from instruction at grammar schools. It is known, mainly via accounts

1. InSloane, ed., p. 98.

2. icussleg&by\fallancethbwghmdShmples,eds,p.Bﬁ:andbyHamDaibethmbaughmd(hm
P

3. As discussed by Jaap Mansfield in Fartenbaugh and Gutas, eds., p. 66.
4. A fulllist of the works is given in Fortenbaugh et al., eds., pp. 27-41.

3. Letter to Lord Burleigh, 1592, Francis Bacon, The Major Waorks, ed. Brian Vickers (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002), p. 20.
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given of it during the next couple of centuries, as being a time when the study of stylistics,

and in particular of the rhetorical figures, came to prominence. As part of this, and as
mentioned earlier in relation to Quintilian, the Stoic philosophers Cleanthes of Assus

(fl. 262, d. 232 B.C.) and Chrysippus (290 - 207 B.C.) defined rhetoric as being the art of
speaking well, rather than the art of persuasion. All of this is in line with what one would
expect from the rhetorical work which followed in the wake of the Phaedrus, Aristotle and
Theophrastus. Sadly, however, virtually no trace of the rhetorical texts which were written
between Theophrastus and the Romans has survived.l It will therefore be necessary to
skip forwards in time to Demetrius, and his outstanding rhetorical treatise, On Style. Quite
how big a skip that is has been a vexed question for many years, and has still not been

convincingly resolved. At one stage, scholars identified Demetrius with Demetrius of
Phalerum, who was only slightly younger than Theophrastus, and who was hence working

in the third and fourth centuries B.C..2 Wimsatt and Brooks, Gombrich, and Schenkeveld
place him, by contrast, in the first century A.D..3 Grube, meanwhile, although ruling out
Demetrius of Phalerum as the author, gives a seemingly strong case for a composition date
of around 270 B.C..4 Brian Vickers, normally one of the most helpful historians of
rhetoric, has done little to clear up the confusion by going for an each-way bet, calling him
‘Demetrius of Phalerum' in his index, then dating him to the first or second century B.C.

in the main book (p. 51), but later on putting him back again into the third century B.C.

(p. 305) - all without any explanatory comment.5 George A. Kennedy, writing more
recently, comes to what appears to be a sensible compromise, putting Demetrius in the
second quarter of the first century B.C., on the grounds that 'the author is familiar with

1. For these points, see William K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks, Literary Criticism (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1957), pp. 77-78; Vickers, 1970, p. 22; and Kennedy in Sloane, ed., pp. 100-101 and 103.

2. See Fortenbaugh in Demetrius of Phalerum, Demetrius of Phalerum, ed. William W. Fortenbaugh (New
Brunswick: Transaction, 2000), p. 5.

4. A Greck Critic, Demetrius On Style (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1961), pp. 39-56, and appendices.
5. Vickers, 1988. The 270 B.C. date mentioned by Vickers (p. 305) is presumably taken from Grube.
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Aristotle's On Rhetoric, not well-known before then, and yet not concerned with the
Atticism debate, which arose later in the century'.l But if On Rhetoric was known to
anyone before the first quarter of that century, then it is likely to have been known to a
leading Greek rhetorician such as Demetrius, and so Kennedy's chronological back-stop

is not necessarily secure. Given that whichever set of years one chooses for Demetrius

may well be incorrect, the current discussion will avoid settling on a particular date. We
shall look at Demetrius before we turn to Cicero (106-43 B.C.), not because he is
definitely earlier, but because even if he in fact came after Cicero, he nevertheless has, as
even Schenkeveld concedes (p. 146), a pre-Ciceronian take on rhetoric. Plus, of course,r
he was a Greek. For these reasons, his work forms a natural bridge between the two eras.

Demetrius starts by discussing clauses, and this concern with verbal structure 1s

maintained throughout the work. As we go along, we are given many accounts of
rhetorical figures, such as anaphora, the repetition of a word or words at the beginnings

of successive clauses, and epiphora, the repetition of a word or words at the ends of

successive clauses (both at 1.25). The following account of epanalepsis is typical of his
method of exposition. By offering us, first of all, an explanation in the abstract, and then
an illustration of the figure at work, and, finally, a further explanation in the form of a
comment on the example, Demetrius renders the meaning and function of the verbal
figure as clear and as concrete as the Theophrastus accounts of plants and trees (and
presumably of rhetorical schemes):

'Epanalepsis’ is the repetition of the same particle in the course of a lengthy

sentence; as, 'all Philip's acts indeed - how he subjected Thrace, and seized the

Chersonese, and besieged Byzantium, and neglected to restore Amphipolis -

these things, indeed, I shall pass over’. It may be said that the repetition of the

particle 'indeed’ reminds us of the prelude and sets us again at the beginning
of the sentence.

(IV.196)

With this practical, objective treatment of the figures acting as a solid foundation,

1. In Sloane, ed., p. 104.

19



Demetrius is able to use several different sub-methods of analysis and explication. The

most obvious of these is simply to point out the occurrence of, and the semantic and
aesthetic effects of, formal features in the works of various major writers. So, for example,
he talks about the graceful use of anaphora in some lines by Sappho (I11.141-2), the sense
of 'verbal dignity' which derives from the careful handling of syllables in Thucydides
(I1.40), and the cumulative force which results from the combined use of epanaphora,
asyndeton and homoeoteleuton in a passage from Aeschines (V.268). Demetrius also
offers insights into rhetoric, and the issues surrounding it, which show a level of self-
awareness which could only have arisen out of the advanced science of eloquence which

had been developed over the previous centuries. For example, he describes how the poet

Epicharmus plays with rhetorical convention to humorous effect:

'‘One time in their midst was I, another time beside them I.' The same thing
i1s said, and there is no real opposition. But the turn of style, counterfeiting
an antithesis, suggests a desire to mislead. Probably the comic poet employed

the antithesis to raise a laugh, and also in mockery of the rhetoricians.
(1.24)

Thus particular passage is an example of literary criticism rising to match the sophistication
of literary practice. As T.S. Eliot says in his 1923 essay, 'The Function of Criticism": 'The
critical activity finds its highest, its true fulfilment in a kind of union with creation in the
labour of the artist'.! Writers are usually ahead of the game when it comes to appreciating
the importance of language-use. Critics are free to disengage from the text in question,
and move into areas of abstract speculation regarding issues such as symbolism, possible
biographical content, and the socio-political discussions which tend to arise when
commentators work centrifugally, spiralling out away from literature. By contrast, those

who write literary works of art can never move too far away from the linguistic nuts and

bolts of word-choice and word-configuration. Adrian Mitchell speaks of reading out one

of his new poems to an audience, and then taking it in for repair:

1. Selected Prose, ed. Frank Kermode (London and Boston: Faber and Faber, 1975), p. 74.
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. . . nothing happens, apart from two people shuffling their knees in stanza

three. Afterwards, I crawl under the poem and inspect its axles. There you

are - a jagged hole in the third stanza, meaning pouring out down the gutter.

I fix the hole, try the poem out on the next audience. Maybe this time it

moves. Maybe it still won't start, and I'll leave it in the garage until I find

time to work on it again.1

Given the highly-advanced state of literary culture in ancient Greece, it seems likely that

practice had always been ahead of theory, and that, as seen with the Demetrius comment
on Epicharmus, above, the rhetoricians were, by paying rigorous attention to formal
features and their literary application, bringing the world of criticism up to par with that of
composition. (It may even be the case that the art of rhetoric itself originally derives from
reverse engineering - that is, the noting and codifying of the speech patterns of the best

speakers and writers.)2 It is a sign of the flexible and inclusive nature of rhetoric that it
can so easily incorporate counter-currents such as this knowing and ironic use of formal

convention. Another kind of apparent anti-rhetoricism which Demetrius builds into his
map of rhetoric is the artless style, which is in fact one of the most artful styles of all. He
praises the deployment of rhetorical figures in an impromptu (1.27-8) or disguised (1.
182) way. This type of language-use, which had been briefly mentioned and praised in
Aristotle's Rhetoric (1404b), and which will be discussed fully in due course, was to
become a core principle under the Romans and through into the Renaissance as the 'ars est
celare artem’, or sprezzatura, ideal. Demetrius is not simply defining verbal figures; he
has looked at the medium of style from every possible angle. His fellow Greeks had been
enquiring into fields such as natural history in a remarkably thoroughgoing manner,
looking, for example, not only at the anatomy of a plant at a given moment, but also at its
yearly cycle, life-cycle, conditions for growth, population density, geographical location,
and so on. In the same way, Demetrius examines the subject of eloquence in the round,

granting it a level of scrutiny which is probably far greater than that which had been

1. Adrian Mitchell, Greatest Hits (Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1991), p. 12.
2. Quintilian puts this forward as a possibility: Institutio Oratoria, IILIL3.
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granted to it by any of the pre-Phaedrus generations of rhetorician. If not new at the time

of writing - too little is known about those who came between the Aristototle-Theophrastus
generation and Demetrius to be able to say, with any certainty, how much Demetrius is
being innovative, and how much he is simply bringing together the work of others - this

is still, so far as we can date it accurately, the earliest of the extant texts to show a fully-
developed system of rhetoric in action.

One analytical method which Demetrius uses with particular frequency is the rewriting
of a given quotation in such a way as to contrast the first version, with its effective, well-
judged use of a particular rhetorical scheme or a particular thythm, with a new version
which has essentially the same content, but which has been put into a form which lacks the
stylistic strengths, and hence the effectiveness, of the original. This kind of procedure,
which was to take on crucial significance within sixteenth-century rhetorical pedagogy, is

the literary equivalent of demonstrating the crucial importance of movie soundtracks by
playing a car-chase scene from a serious action film, complete with its original background
of evocatively edgy music, and then replaying it, this time accompanied by the kind of
jaunty soundtrack which is used during the chases in Tom and Jerry cartoons. It ain't what
you say, 1it's the way that you say it.

Anadiplosis is the ordering of words so that they form the pattemn AB, BC, CD, and so

on. The following account of 'climax’, a sub-type of anadiplosis whereby the meanings of

the interlocking phrases have a rising level of emotional intensity, is typical of the
Demetrius paraphrase-based analyses. By using the subject-matter as a constant, and the

style as a variable, he demonstrates the crucial importance of phrasing as a determinant of

the meaning and effect of any given passage:

The figure called 'climax' may also be employed. It is exemplified in the
following sentence of Demosthenes: 'I did not speak thus, and then fail to
move a resolution; I did not move a resolution, and then fail to act as an
envoy; I did not act as an envoy, and then fail to convince the Thebans'.
This sentence seems to climb ever higher and higher. If it were rewritten

thus, 'having expressed my views and moved a resolution, I acted as an

22



envoy and convinced the Thebans,' it would be a mere recital of events,

with nothing forcible about it.
(V.270. Similar analyses can be found

at 11.46, 111.184, I11.185, and V.255.)

On Style is entirely given over to instructing the reader about how best to achieve
maximum impact. This 'forcible’ approach has, in more recent times, been almost
completely replaced by the 'recital of events' principle, with educationalists and linguistic
philosophers, from Hobbes and Locke onwards, arguing for the centrality of content to the
exclusion of formal considerations. (We shall be looking at the division between the
classical school and the Enlightenment and Romanticist schools later on.) In anticipation
of the kind of objections which, if they arose now, could be labelled Enlightenment-

minded, Demetrius, near the end of a quotation from Ctesias, confronts the anti-formalist,

utilitarian approach to language-use:
'. . « But first he wrote a letter upbraiding the woman thus: "I saved you,
aye, you were saved through me; and now I have perished through you".'
Here a cntic who prided himself on his brevity might say that there is a
useless repetition in I saved you' and 'you were saved through me', the two

statements conveying the same idea. But if you take away one of the two,
you will also take away the vividness and the emotional effect of vividness.

(IV.213-14)

The potential critic who ‘pride[s] himself on his brevity', and who would describe the
phrase from Ctesias as containing a 'useless' repetition, would, like the modem utilitarians,
be working on the principle that it is valid to concentrate on subject-matter to the exclusion
of the verbal form. (Which here consists of tautologia or synonymiz - from which we get
the two modern-day words.) By using the gist of the passages as the sole means of
comparing the Ctesias version with an abbreviation, such critics would inevitabl y privilege
the condensed version over the original on the grounds that it is more economical.
Conversely, and paradoxically, by taking the opposite tack, and refusing to make the
content the be-all and end-all of composition, the writer is able to achieve far more in the
way of complexity, nuance, psychological and aesthetic charge, and the 'emotional effect

of vividness' - all of which serve, and help to constitute, the subject-matter, Anti-formalism
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is thus self-defeating in that in its efforts to focus on the meaning, and so avoid 'useless’
verbiage, it ends up, to adapt Tagore's phrase about bigotry and truth, trying to keep
content safe in its hand with a grip that kills it.! As Pater states in his essay 'The School

of Giorgione', 'the mere matter of a poem' is 'nothing without the form, the spint of the
handling',2 or as Flaubert puts it, ‘the idea only exists by virtue of the form'.3 It is hence
only through a mastery of the medium that the message is able to shine. Only then can
'clear expression flood with light the hearer's mind' (On Style, 1.17).

Demetrius's criticism always rests upon the binary division of form and content, a binary
which he sometimes invokes explicitly: 'The effect may reside in the thought . . . It may
also be found in the words' (I11.188).4 The matching of thought and words (which the
Latin rhetoricians called 'decorum’) is usually preferable, but in those cases where a

passage has the kind of subject-matter which could potentially cause it to come across as
flat and pedestrian, a disproportionately elevated style can, on occasion, confer a level of
charm, as seen in an excerpt from the Republic which Demetrius analyses at I11.184, or of
grandeur, as discussed in the following passage, which goes a long way beyond that which

could be achieved by a less eloquent expression of the same content:

It often happens that connectives which follow one another in close succession
make even small things great, as in Homer the names of the Boeotian towns,
though ordinary and msignificant, possess a certain pomp and circumstance
owing to the accumulated connectives, for example in the line:

'And in Schoenus and Scolus, and midst Eteonus' hill-clefts deep.'

(I1.54. The Homer excerpt is
taken from the Iliad 11.497.)

At the opposite end of the scale, when the medium and the message are brought into such

exact unity that the words enact the content, this can confer a resonance which is more

1. In Partington, ed., p. 678.

2. Essays on Literature and Art, ed. Jennifer Uglow (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1973), p. 51.
3. In Pater’s essay 'Style'. Ibid., p. 84.
4. See alsoI11.184 and V .267.
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intense than that which would be possible in a non-mimetic paraphrase of the same

subject-matter:

Cacophony (harshness of sound) is often vivid, as i the lines:

'And together laid hold on twain, and dashed them against the ground
Like whelps: down gushed the brain, and bespattered the rock-floor round.’

Or:

'And upward and downward and thwartward and slantward they tramped
evermore.’

Homer intends the cacophony to suggest the broken ground, all imitation
having an element of vividness.

Onomatopoeic words produce a vivid effect, because their formation 1s
imitative. The participle 'lapping' is an instance in point.
(IV.219-20. Ilustrations taken from the
Odyssey, ix.289 and the Iliad, xxiii.116.)1
The onomatopoeic style, as seen in the examples above, or as seen in Plato’s use of an
unusually long, unbroken clause in the Republic to imitate the sound of the pipe which he
is discussing (as examined in On Style, I11.185), is the epitome of what Pater calls the
'correspondence of the term to its import'.2 We shall retumn to the issue of mimetic devices
in the later chapters.

A key 1dea within Pater's discussions regarding a unity in literature between form and
content is that ‘all art’, in his famous phrase, 'constantly aspires towards the condition of
music' on account of the fact that in music there 1s 'no matter of sentiment or thought'
which is 'separable from the special form in which it is conveyed to us'.3 It 1s its purely
formal quality which makes music, for Demetrius no less than for Pater, a model for

verbal structure and its aesthetic function. In the following passage, Demetrius traces the

patterning of vowels to Egypt, and thence to music:

1. H?r_e.:Ls elsewhere, I am obviously relying on the skill of the translator to capture some of the effect of the
origin

2. From ‘Style', in Pater, p. 88.
3. From "The School of Giorgione', in ibid., pp. 51 and 49.
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In Egypt the priests, when singing hymns in praise of the gods, employ the
seven vowels, which they utter in due succession; and the sound of these
letters is so euphonious that men listen to it in place of flute and lyre.

(11.71)

In the words of Michael Taylor, "It is the concept of the aesthetic that is behind all formalist
criticism'.!l Here, Demetrius makes use of paraphrase, and also employs the 1dea of a
parallel between beautiful verbal form and beautiful musical form:
Plato employs a delightful cadence . . . when saying with regard to musical
instruments ‘the lyre for you is left, then, in the town'. Invert the order and

say 'in the town is left for you the lyre', and you will be doing what is
tantamount to changing the melody.
(11.185)

At one stage, this same set of literary-critical nodal points leads Demetrius to the strikingly

aestheticist conclusion that ‘the resolution and the concurrence' of sounds within some

poetical forms 'have the effect of actually making the words sing themselves' (I1.70).
These ideas are also discussed by Quintilian (I.X.9-29).

In contrast to Aristotle, then, Demetrius shows a consistent and passionate commitment
to the principle of form. This approach is in starker contrast still to that which prevails
within our own educational system, where, as will be seen in Chapter Three, progressively
less emphasis is being placed on language-use, and where the employment of a well-
organised stylistic or grammatical medium is often thought to be superfluous as long as
the overall gist somehow manages to struggle out from beneath the wreckage of bad form.
As Russ McDonald puts it, "We have been worrying obsessively about the message while

doing our best to ignore the messenger'.2 Modern criticism has, he says, been

devoting itself especially to social or cultural meaning and thus endorsing
what has been described [by Burckhardt] as ‘our all too ready flight from

[words] to the things they point to'. That phrase was written in the 1960s,

1. Shakespeare Criticism in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 116.
2. Shakespeare and the Arts of Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001A), p. 9.
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and since then the velocity of the flight has greatly acce!erated, so much so
that the materiality of the medium is often neglected entirely.l

Towards the end of the book, Demetrius sums up his concept of form with a striking
simile which, as we shall see, was to be taken up by the later rhetoricians. Although he
goes on to illustrate his 1dea within the broad terms of genre-change, rather than, as in the

case of the paraphrase examples given above, as part of a discussion concerning precise,
mechanical variations of phraseology, the simile itself brings to bear on linguistic form
the same sense of objective, grounded physicality which one finds in the Theophrastus
treatises on botanical form. As an aid to the understanding of the ‘materiality of the

medium’ it is hard to think of a more apposite image:

In fine, it 1s with language as with a lump of wax, out of which one man
will mould a dog, another a horse. One will deal with his subject by way of

exposition and asseveration, saying (for example) that 'men leave property
to their children, but they do not therewith leave the knowledge which will
wisely use the legacy'. ... Another will (as Xenophon commonly does)
express the same thought in the way of precept, as 'men ought to leave not
only money to their children, but also the knowledge which will use the
money rightly.’

(V.296)

It was his decision to treat eloquence with as much objectivity as any other branch of
science which enabled Demetrius to bequeath a brilliant model of formalist rhetorical
enquiry to future generations. This visionary commitment to the medium, as distinct

from simply the message, made it possible for the Ancient Greeks to hand down to us

. . . the most flawless system of criticism that the world has ever seen. . ..
[Tlhey elaborated the criticism of language, considered in the light of the
. . . material of that art, to a point which we, with our. .. system of reasonable
or emotional emphasis, can barely if at all attain; studying, for instance, the
metrical movements of a prose as scientifically as a modem musician studies
harmony and counterpoint, and, I need hardly say, with much keener aesthetic
instinct. In this they were right, as they were right in all things.

(Oscar Wilde, 'The Critic as Artist’.)2

1. Ibid, p. 3.

2. The Complete Works (London and Glasgow: Collins, 1966), p. 1016.
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Chapter 2

The Medium and the Message within

Late-Classical Rhetorical Theory



Whom then do men regard with awe? What speaker do they behold with
astonishment? At whom do they utter exclamations? Whom do they
consider as a deity, if I may use the expression, amongst mortals? He who
speaks distinctly, explicitly, copiously, and lummnously ...

(Cicero, De Oratore, IL.XIV.)

Encouraged by the formalist elements in Aristotle, such as his expositions of metre (for
example, Rhetoric IIL.VIIL4 or Poetics 1447b) or of grammatical and morphological types
(for instance, Poetics 1456b-57b and 1457a-58a), and, above all, bolstered by the formalist
approach of the post-Aristotelian Greeks - including those whose works are lost, but whose
influence has survived via other writers - the rhetoricians of the Roman age set about

analysing and explicating the whole vast field of verbal expression. It will now be useful

to look in more detail at how they did this; and thereby to assess the nature and the status,
during the first centuries B.C. and A.D., of the medium as distinct from the message, the
how as distinct from the what, of verbal communication.

When the Latin rhetoricians stand back and assess the nature of their art, they always
speak in terms of a middle way between art and nature; and, more specifically, of steering
a safe course between the Scylla of an exclusively content-based approach, which would
focus so exclusively on the what of expression that it would entirely ignore 1ssues of form,
and the Charybdis of an extreme formalismm which would concentrate so much on the how
that 1t would disregard content. In terms of the Romans, the art of eloquence involves
three stages (in oratory, these are accompanied by two further stages, memoria and
pronuntiatio). The first is inventio, or the finding of material. This subject-matter is then
given an overall shape and sequence in the second stage, dispositio. The last stage,
elocutio, 1s concemned with the finding and sequencing of the actual words on the page.
As well as denoting three stages in a process, inventio, dispositio, and elocutio also
represent a spectrum, with the content or what at the inventio end and the form or how at

the elocutio end. The potential charge that eloquence was, or could become, meaningless

verbiage, was such a serious one, then as now, that the rhetoricians are always careful to
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mention the crucial importance of content and inventio - in the De Inventione, Cicero even
calls this stage of composition 'the first and most important part of rhetoric' (II.LIX.178) -
and to point out that formal rules should be handled with a sense of expediency and
adaptability (e.g., Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, I1. XIII). As Cicero points out, this time

in the De Oratore, 'A knowledge of a vast number of things is necessary, without which
volubility of words is ridiculous' (I.V) (see also Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.II1.100);
and again, later on in Book I, he remarks:

What savours so much of madness as the empty sound of words, even the
choicest and most elegant, when there is no sense or knowledge contained

in them?
(1.XII)

Yet however keen they may be not to let art and form obliterate considerations of nature

and content, the Latin rhetoricians are careful not to fall off the horse on the other side by
following nature at the expense of art. Indeed, those who are thought to have made this
mistake are subjected to the most unsparing ridicule, as is seen in the following passage
from the Ars Poetica:

Democritus believes that native talent is a greater boon than wretched art, and

shuts out from Helicon poets in their sober senses. A goodly number take no

pains to pare their nails or to shave their beards: they haunt lonely places and
shun the bath.1

(1. 295-98)

The rhetoricians disavow both extremes with equal determination. Furthermore, unlike art

critics of recent times, who are often predisposed to finding schisms, conflicts, anxieties,

thought, seeking to find or create, not only a balance between extremes, as seen most

famously in Aristotle's doctrine of the Middle Way, but also an actual harmony between
what are ostensibly contradictory and oppositional elements. Thus, Horace tells us that:

1. ‘Shun the bath' implies both scruffiness (following on from the ‘pare the nails' comment) and also, tying in with
the frequenting of "lonely places', alacktfsomalikty The baths were important meeting-places.
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For my part, I do not see of what avail is either study, when not enriched by

Nature's vein, or native wit, if untrained; so truly does each claim the other's

aid, and make with it a friendly league.

(11. 409-11)

Cicero makes essentially the same point, here conceptualising the symbiosis of art and
nature by using the metaphor of form as the illumination of content:

Neither can embellishments of language be found without arrangement and

expression of thoughts, nor can thoughts be made to shine without the light

of language.

(De Oratore, I11.VIL.)
He goes on to say that language 'ought to throw a light upon things' (III.X1II), and in
Brutus he describes the rhetorical figures as giving 'a lustre to our sentiments’ (XXXVTI).
Such comments imply a kind of complementary equivalence between the two aspects of

rhetoric. Yet however 'friendly’ the 'league’ between art and nature, and however much
thought and the expression of thought are always, and necessarily, symbiotic, it becomes
clear, as one reads Cicero and the other Romans, that, behind the theoretical claims which
imply a parity of status between the two sides, form 1s, in practice, shightly ahead of
content. Even though Cicero is, on the whole, far more given to the abstract discussion of
rhetorical matters than to the practical explication of rhetorical figures, a fact which he
himself acknowledges (De Oratore III.XXXVI and III.LV), the following list gives an idea

of the categorising thoroughness which distinguishes late-classical rhetoric from that of
Aristotle:

. « - antithesis, asyndeton, declination, reprehension, exclamation, dimmution;
the use of the same word in different cases . . . division; continuation; interruption;
imagery; answering your own questions; immutation; disjunction; order; relation,
digression and circumscription.
(De Oratore, HI.LIV.)
As we have seen, Demetrius had helped to initiate the critical device whereby a literary
passage is compared with a paraphrase of the same content in order to demonstrate the
supreme importance of precise and well-judged phraseology. In the Orator, Cicero -

assuming, of course, that he came later - takes the lead from Demetrius, several times
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rewriting quotations in order to show how content and effect inhere in form:

. . « patris dictum sapiens temeritas fili comprobavit; it was marvellous what
a shout arose from the crowd at this ditrochee. Was 1t not, I ask, the rhythm
which produced this? Change the order of the words and wrte it this way:

comprobavit fili temenitas. The effect is now gone. ..
(1x11i.214)

Quintilian, n turn, cites one of the rewrite passages from Orator (Institutio Oratoria, IX.IV.

14), and elsewhere states:

Let the reader take to pieces any sentence that he has thought forcibly,

agreeably, or gracefully expressed, and alter the arrangement of the words,
and all the force, agreeableness, and grace, will at once disappear.

(Institutio Oratoria, I1X.I1.54.
See also IX.I1.78.)

Cicero even follows Demetrius (On Style, V. 270) in using this analytical method to

examine the work of Demosthenes:

Those famous thunderbolts of his would not have sped with such vibrant
power if they had not been whirled onward by rhythm.
(1xx.234)
At one stage, Cicero applies this rule purely to syntax. This is an especially strong point to
make regarding a phrase in Latin, a language which, being so heavily inflected, is far more
syntactically flexible than modern English, with its fixed Subject-Verb-Object pattern.
Having given contrasting syntactical permutations of the same material. he concludes:

Do you see that if the order of the words is slightly changed, then, though the

words are the same and the thought is the same, the symmetry is destroyed,
and so the whole sentence collapses?

(Ixx.233)

This lineage from Demetrius and Cicero to Quintilian is paralleled and underpinned by the
continued use of the Demetrius wax image. Both the De Orarore (II. XLV) and the
Institutio Oratoria (X.V) use this exact same analogy to describe the verbal reformulation -
or remoulding - principle. In the Orator, Cicero again talks in terms of the materialist,
plastic nature of verbal form, speaking of language as being 'soft, pliant, and so flexible
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that 1t can be reshaped in any way at all' (xvi.52). The Demetrian uses of paraphrase also
prepare the way for the great treatments of, and insights into, style, and the how-what
dynamic, in the works of Dionysius of Halicamassus, Longinus, and, ultimately, of
Erasmus. In classical rhetoric, from the Greeks to the Renaissance, paraphrase is used to
demonstrate the very impossibility of paraphrase. That is, by concentrating on content
rather than form, and by consequently assuming that any kind of how is acceptable
provided that the what is somehow conveyed, one misses out on the whole purpose,

beauty, and wonder, of literature. In the next chapter, we shall find Erasmus making
exactly this point. Moreover, the same set of ideas continues right through into the
twentieth century and beyond (although this increasingly involves going against the grain
of the prevailing orthodoxies within literary criticism). In his essay 'Criticism Inc.', first

published in 1937, John Crowe Ransom warns against dealing with "some abstract or prose

content taken out of the work' rather than with the work itself,! and in an essay which first
appeared in 1964, 'Against Interpretation', Susan Sontag, echoing not only Ransom but
also the famous 'heresy of paraphrase' warning offered by Cleanth Brooks,? likewise
advises against ‘reducing the work of art to its content and then interpreting that'.3 Writing

in 1997, Helen Vendler makes the same point: 'A set of remarks on a poem which would

be equally true of a prose paraphrase of that poem is not, by my standards, interpretation
at all'.4
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expression into tropes, that is, patterns of thought and content, which include features such
as metaphor or hyperbole, and figures of speech, which are sometimes called simply

'figures' or 'schemes’, and include features such as Aypozeuxis, where each clause within
a sentence has both a verb and a subject.l (The division into schemes of thought and
schemes of language is seen in, for example, Quintilian (IX.1.1-18 and 28-36) and
Longinus (8.1).) In Chapter XXXIX of the Orator, then, Cicero first of all gives a list of

stylistic figures, or figures 'of speech':

. . « Words are redoubled and repeated, or repeated with a slight change, or
several successive phrases begin with the same words or end with the same,

or have both figures, or the same word is repeated at the beginning of a clause
orattheend...

(135)

and so on. Immediately afterwards, at 136, he introduces the section on the handling of
subject-matter by saying that figures of thought are of greater importance ('maiora sunt')
than those of speech, thus echoing his sentiment in the earlier De Inventione that inventio
1S 'maxima parte rhetoricae' (ILLIX.178). But whilst one might expect the Orator then to
head, by way of contrast, into an entirely content-led discussion (Cicero has, after all.
divided his account into two separate halves), there follows, instead, a list of 'figures of
thought’ which is so much centred upon ideas of structure and sequence that it is almost as
formalist as his section on stylistic figures. The reference to syllogism is indicative of how
far this formalist handling of subject-matter overlaps with logic:

He will announce what he is about to discuss and sum up when concluding a

topic; he will bring himself back to the subject; he will repeat what he has said:
he will use a syllogism . ..

(XXXIX.136)

Moreover, such is the dominance of form that Cicero even qualifies the above passage with

an injunction that the above schemes should not be employed without due attention being

1. Richard A. Lanham, A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of
California Press, 1991), p. 88.
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paid to matters of style.

This, in turn, opens up the whole issue of inventio. Given that in our own neo-Romantic
era creativity is a virtual synonym for 'spontaneity’, and is more a function of madness than
of method, it is important to bear in mind that, for classical and Renaissance writers,
invention does not imply generation ex nihilo.1 It in fact means the exact opposite: that is,
one searches through pre-existent material in the world of objects and of thought in order
to find out what one wants to say. Despite framing his description within the limiting
Aristotelian terms of 'persuasion’, the critic Donald Lemen Clark goes right to the heart of
inventio when he calls it 'finding', or ‘the art of exploring the material to discover all the
arguments which may be brought to bear'.2 This idea has huge implications for the entire
issue of the how and the what, of the medium and the message. If even the content-based,

inventio end of the inventio-elocutio spectrum involves a process of selecting and
ordering, then there is nowhere within the rhetorical scheme of things which is dominated
by the principle of content to the exclusion of the principle of form, for content is itself
already being shaped and sequenced even as it comes into being. In other words, far from
being a purely generative force, spontaneously overflowing with powerful feelings, or
with storylines, or with any other kind of content, inventio is instead a structuring, or even
restraining, principle. Invention, inspiration, and creativity, are thus a function not of
Dionysus, but of Apollo. Inventio is, then, the first stage in a process of steadily-increasing
structural refinement. It acts as a filtering and shaping principle, reducing chaos to order
as subject-matter passes from the relatively unstructured and limitless world of thought and
experience into the world of oratorical or literary content. This is, in miniature, analogous

to the classical model of Creation, from which it may well ultimately denive:

1. Vickers, 1970, p. 62.
2. Rhetoric and Poetry in the Renaissance (New York: Russell & Russell, 1922), p. 27.



And of a shapeless and confused mass,

By his through-piercing and digesting power,

The turning vault of heaven formed was.

(Sir John Davies, Orchestra, 11. 128-30.)

Dispositio next orders this matenal further, before, at the elocutio stage, the content 1s
transmuted into the final verbal incamation, with all of the minute stylistic detail which that
involves. Form, in its widest sense, thus dominates not just the final stages, but every part,
of the compositional process.

The importance accorded to the medium of expression is yet more apparent when we
tum from Cicero to the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium, who was Cicero's
contemporary (both were writing during the first half of the first century B.C., and the
Rhetorica ad Herennium has, in the past, actually been attributed to Cicero),! and to

Quintilian, whose Institutio Oratoria, although written about a hundred and fifty years later,
in the second half of the first century A.D., is nevertheless notably similar in approach to
the works of Cicero and to the Ad Herennium. The Ad Herennium and the Institutio range
right across the whole terrain of eloquence, and include accounts of figures such as, to take
one at random, aposiopesis (Institutio Oratoria, IX.I1.54) - that is, the breaking off from a
speech or a section of writing in mid-flow, usually for emotive effect - in a way which is,
especially in the Ad Herennium, astonishingly thorough, both in terms of the number of
schemes covered, and in terms of the depth and clarity of analysis given to each one.
Typically, there is a technical definition of the figure, plus illustrations showing how it
works in practice, including comments on its semantic and aesthetic effects. Even though
the figures themselves are Greek (and hence bear Greek names), they are here classified
and systematised more thoroughly than in any of the surviving works which predate them,

and possibly more thoroughly than ever before.2 The Roman Empire extended into

virtually every comer of the known world, not simply reaching across a vast area, but also

l. Please see the entry in the bibliography for the Caplan edition of the Ad Herermium.
2. This is discussed in Vickers, 1970, pp. 24-25.
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ordering all of the individual temtories within it, on every level from government and
religion through to transport and plumbing. The authors of the Institutio Oratona and the
Ad Herennium, aided by their Greek forebears and pathfinders, set about mastering the
world of eloquence with the same spirit of ambition and practical derring-do which drove
their countrymen when they were mastering the world itself. The amount of information

covered, and the meticulous and exhaustive attention paid to the medium of expression,

are breathtaking. The following passage gives an idea of the taut, painstaking approach -
itself an object lesson in the rhetorical handling of material - which makes this possible,
and which makes the Rhetorica ad Herennium, in the words of the nineteenth-century

rhetoricist critic Spengel, 'a book more precious than gold':1

Synonymy or Interpretation is the figure which does not duplicate the same

word by repeating it, but replaces the word that has been used by another of
the same meaning, as follows: "You have overtumed the republic from its

roots; you have demolished the state from its foundations.! Again: "You have
impiously beaten your father; you have criminally laid hand upon your parent.'
The hearer cannot but be impressed when the force of the first expression is
renewed by the explanatory synonym.

Reciprocal Change occurs when two discrepant thoughts are so expressed by

transposition that the latter follows from the former although contradictory to it,
as follows ...

(IV.XXVIIL38-39)

Quintilian sometimes matches, and even outdoes, this level of objective formalism. Nor
is this approach limited to accounts of the figures. Here, for example, in a discussion of
metrical {eet, he treats the verbal medium with the same practical, concrete, technical

precision seen in the Theophrastus accounts of physical form:

The Dochmius also, consisting of Bacchius and Iambic and Cretic, forms

a stable and austere clausula. And the Spondee, which Demosthenes used

a great deal, should not always be preceded by the same foot. It is best
preceded by a Cretic. . . . Itis of some importance (as I said above) whether
the two feet are contained within a single word or are separate. Criminis
causa is strong; archipiratae is effeminate, as, even more, are words where

a Tnbrach precedes; facilitates, temeritates. This is because there is a time

1. Quoted by Caplan in his edition, p. xxxiv. It has not been possible to find the original source,
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unit concealed in the actual division between the words, as in the Spondee
in the middle of a pentameter, which does not produce a correct verse if it
consists of the final syllable of one word and the initial syllable of the next.

(IX.IV.97-98)

These types of formalist exposition, continued over hundreds of examples, constitute a
remarkable achievement in their own right. Moreover, both the Ad Herennium and the
Institutio Oratoria were also to act as vital resources for the classical and Renaissance
educationalists. In the light of magisterial works such as these, it 1s no wonder that Tacitus
should refer to rhetoric as the 'omnium artium domina' and that Martianus Capella should
descnibe it as being the 'rerum omnium regina'.l As E.H. Gombrich says: 'In classical
writings on rhetoric we have perhaps the most careful analysis of any expressive medium
ever undertaken'.2

In terms of rhetorical theory, however, some of the greatest breakthroughs during this
period are to be found in On Literary Composition, by Dionysius of Halicamassus (c.40-
c.8 B.C.). The 'careful analysis' of the 'expressive medium' takes many forms. Whereas
the great strength of the encyclopaedic sections of the Rhetorica ad Herennium and the
Institutio Oratoria is the tight focus of their analyses, the great strength of On Literary
Composition, one of the most sophisticated and insightful texts in the history of rhetoric,
is that in its account of the medium of expression it combines this same kind of intensity
with an extraordinarily far-reaching blend of literary criticism, phonetics, and linguistic
philosophy. On one level, Dionysius shares a lot of common ground with Demetrius. The
two certainly cover many of the same topics. To take just one of their many points of
contact, Dionysius speaks of the formal equivalence of literature and music in a way which
recalls the Demetrius passages cited in the last chapter:

The science of civil oratory is, after all, a kind of musical science, differing
from vocal and instrumental music in degree, not in kind. In oratory, as in

1. Both quoted in Vickers, 1988, p. 181.
2. Page 317.
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music, the phrases possess melody, rthythm, variety, and appropriateness; so
that here too the ear delights in the melodies, 1s stirred by the rhythéns. )
art

The difference between them is partly one of degree. We saw in the last chapter how
Demetrius demonstrates a fierce commitment to the principle of form. In Dionysius this
spirit is even stronger, both in terms of his theoretical explorations of the nature of
composition, and as regards his analytical applications of those principles. We have seen
how Demetrius makes regular use of paraphrasing; and we have, furthermore, seen how
Cicero in the Orator not only follows this general procedure of rewriting quotations, but
also, at one point, refines this analytical technique in such a way that only the syntactical
sequencing of the words is altered (Ixx. 234). This form of examination represents the
acme of medium-based cnticism. The fact that the variations are based not on an overall
gist, but on identical content, means that this type of comparison is the acid test of the
centrality and power of word-patterning. Cicero had at one point gone beyond Demetrius
by freezing the available word selection, thereby narrowing the paraphrase down to the
level of syntactical permutation; and Dionysius, in turn, with his On Literary Composition,
goes beyond Cicero, placing the same-words-different-permutation method at the very
heart of both his rhetorical theory and his literary-critical practice. This raises the concept
of the medium to unprecedented heights. The Greek term synthesis, from which the
‘composition’ of the translated title has been derived, literally means "putting together',
giving it stronger formalist connotations than the term 'composition' normally implies.l1
Although he tells us, in Part 1, that he is planning to write a book about word-selection in

a year's time (this was either not written, or was written and has subsequently been lost),2
Dionysius is nevertheless absolutely clear about the status of word-order. Whereas

1. [Please see p. 196.] William Litfle, H.W. Fowler, and Jessie Coulson, The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.
Revised and edited by C.T. Onions. Third edition, revised by G.W.S. Friedrichsen. 2 vols.. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1973.) Vol 11, pp. 2222, 2225, and 2283. Also Stephen Usher in Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Vol. II, p. 5.
For all of the points relating to Greck etymology, a key source is the vocabulary guide in F. Kinchin Smith and
T.W. Melluish, Greek (Kent: Hodder and Stoughton Educational, 1968), pp. 293-316.

2. Usher, loc. cit. and p. 19.
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Theophrastus had, it seems, split his work on style into vocabulary-selection and word-
sequencing,! Dionysius not only grants syntax this same kind of autonomy, but actually
elevates it above word-choice. Quintilian was to write that word-order matters 'just as

much' as word-choice (IX.IV.13, and also X.1.8), but Dionysius goes further. In Part 2, he

writes:

Although, in proper order at least, the arrangement of words falls into second
place when the subject of style is under consideration, since the selection of

words takes precedence and is assumed to have been made, yet for the
achievement of pleasing, persuasive and powerful effects in discourse it is
far more potent than the other. ..
He goes on to tell us, later in the same section, that word-arrangement ‘possesses so much

importance and power that it surpasses and outweighs all of the other's achievements": and,
further, he moves straight from this to a comparison of word-craft to physical crafts such

as building, carpentry, and embroidery, stating that in these practical arts, as in the art of
eloquence, 'the potentialities of composition are second in logical order to those of
selection, but are prior in strength',

This brings us to another crucially important aspect of On Literary Composition. In the
modern ‘getting-the-gist'2 school of thought, the hope is to render grammar, syntax, and
so on, invisible and immaterial by concentrating exclusively on the content which lies
beyond. This emasculation of the concept of form is directly antithetical to the approach
of classical rhetoric as a whole, and in particular to that of classical rhetoric at its most
theoretically sophisticated. In the work of Dionysius - and Longinus - the medium of
expression is not only rendered visible, but also tangible. As with the Demetrius wax
image which we discussed towards the end of the previous chapter, Dionysius employs
concrete analogical models in order to bring home to his audience the idea of the objective,

material nature of word-use. In the following passage, for instance, he has been speaking

1. Ibid, p. 19.

2. Anunnamed teacher of G.CS.E. French, quoted in Melanie Phillps, All Must Have Prizes (London; Little,
Brown and Company, 1997), p. 24.
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of composition as a three-stage process, whereby one should assess which word-

combinations are likely to produce the desired effect, and then consider how 'each of the
parts which are to be fitted together should be shaped so as to improve the harmonious

appearance of the whole', and so on. He then amplifies this point by employing a set of

images which are emphatically concrete:

The effect of each of these processes 1 shall explain more clearly by means
of analogies drawn from the productive arts which are familiar to all - house-
building, ship-building, and the like. When a builder has supplied himself
with the materials from which he intends to construct the house - stones,
timber, tiling, and all the rest - he proceeds at once to put together the building
from these, paying close attention to the following three questions: what stone,
timber, and brick, is to be fitted together with what other stone, timber, and
brick; next how each of the materials that are being so joined should be fitted,
and on which of its sides; thirdly, if anything fits badly, how that very piece
can be pared down and trimmed and made to fit well. )
(Part 6

Elsewhere, he speaks of syllables as being 'the raw material from which the fabric of the
words is woven' (Part 13), and uses the metaphor of replaiting to describe the same
stylistic-reconfiguration principle which Demetrius had described by using the image of
remoulded wax (Part 25). (It is interesting to note that the modern word 'text’ comes from
the Latin fexere, meaning 'to weave'.)! Again, Demetrius had spoken of a passage from

Hecataeus as follows:

Here the members seem thrown upon one another in a heap without the
binding or propping, and without the mutual support, which we find in
periods. The members in a periodic style may, in fact, be compared to the
stones which support and hold together a vaulted dome. The members of
the disconnected style resemble stones which are simply thrown about near
one another and not built into a structure.

(L12-13)

Dionysius uses almost the same image. The austere style, he says,

requiresﬂlfﬂle words shall stand firmly on their own feet and occupy
strong positions; and that the parts of the sentence shall be at considerable

1. Litle, Fowler, and Coulson, Vol. IL, p. 2273.



distances from one another, separated by perceptible intervals. It does
not mind admitting harsh and dissonant collocations, like blocks of natural
stone laid together in building, with their sides not cut square or polished
smooth, but remaining unworked and rough-hewn.

(Part 22)

The two core rhetorical principles of Dionysius, that word-sequencing is even more
important than word-choice, and that verbal composition has all of the objectivity of a
physical craft, lead up to, and provide a foundation for, his analyses of the medium-
message dynamic within literary works. Of a passage in the Odyssey (16. 1-16), he
writes:

. . . the whole passage is woven together from the most commonplace,

humble words. . . . Indeed, if the metre is broken up, these very same

lines will appear ordinary and unworthy of admiration: for there are no

noble metaphors in them, nor instances of hypallage or catachresis, nor

any other form of figurative language; nor again many recondite, strange

or newly-comed words. What alternative, therefore, is left but to attribute

the beauty of the style to the composition [sunthesin, or ‘putting-together']?

(Part 3)

He then makes the same set of points regarding Herodotus (Parts 3 and 4) and two extracts
from the Ihiad (Part 4), and later on he does the same kind of analysis using passages from
Thucydides (Part 7) and Demosthenes (Parts 7 and 8). The syntactical examination of
Demosthenes m Part 8 consists of an account of the On the Crown passage which had been
analysed i the same paraphrase-based way by Demetrius, and is a clear borrowing.
Elsewhere, though, his close readings lead into striking and original accounts of form, and
of 1ts ability to shape or destroy content and its effects. In Part 4, having just concluded
numerous analyses of literary works, he expands on the Demetrius wax image, and on his
own replaiting idea, to produce, using a personifying image drawn from mythology, one of

the most penetrating and vivid explanations of the how-what dynamic in the whole of the

practice during the sixteenth century. Homer's Athene, he writes,
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used to make the same Odysseus appear in different forms at different times
- at one time small, wrinkled, and ugly, ‘resembling a pitiful, aged beggar,1
and at another time, by another touch of the same wand, 'she rendered him
taller to see, and broader; and she made his wavy hair to fall over his
shoulders like the hyacinth flower'.2 So also does composition take the same
words, and make the ideas that they convey appear misshapen, beggarly,
and mean, and at other times sublime, rich, and beautiful. And this is, after
all, what makes the difference between one poet or orator and another - the
dexterity with which they arrange their words. Almost all the ancient writers
made a special study of it, with the result that their metres, their lyrics, and
their prose, are works of beauty.

This concept of stylistic malleability was to become, more than fifteen hundred years later,
the lynchpin of the rhetorical theory and training of Erasmus.

Whilst the rewriting of a passage in order to demonstrate the effect of embodying the
same content within a different linguistic form is the quintessential example of the medium-
message principle in literary criticism, the quintessential instance of this same pninciple at
work within literary composition is the employment of words in such a way that the form
reflects or reifies the subject-matter. In the previous chapter, we saw Demetrius bnefly
mentioning some of the passages in Homer and in Plato where the words enact their own
meaning. Not only is this kind of language-use situated (like decorum) right at the

interface of the medium and the message, but it is also a unique case of the medium

actually embodying the message. It functions as an exact verbal sumulacrum of the
qualities which it describes, so that the how materialises the what. The references which
Demetrius makes to stylistic enactment, like the comments on mimetic language which
sometimes arise within modem criticism, tend to be merely asides. That is, such
observations are both self-contained and brief, and do not form an especially important

or integrated part of the main discussions. Dionysius, on the other hand, goes into the

whole question of verbal enactment with extreme thoroughness. Given his vigorously
objective conception of words, it is no surprise that Dionysius should have an interest in

examples from literature where word-use corporealises meaning. However, the degree of

1. Odyssey, 16.273, 17202, and 24.157.
2. Ibid, 6.230-31 and 23.157-58.
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attention which he gives to mimetic devices is remarkable, and represents a first for
rhetorical commentary. Because of the outstanding importance of Dionysius in the history

of enactment criticism, and the centrality of enactment devices to the later stages of the

present study, we need to look at these sections of On Literary Composition in detail.
Demetrius had noted the mimetic language in the description of Sisyphus in the Odyssey

X1.595:

It is the concurrence of long vowels which is most appropriately employed
in the elevated style, as in the words 'that rock he heaved uphillward'. . ..

The line has actually reproduced the mighty heaving of the stone.
(1. 72)
When Dionysius tumns to this same episode, the result is one of the most meticulous and
celebrated passages in classical literary criticism. Just as, in Part 15, he had introduced his
considerations of mimesis via the concept of decorum, so here, at the start of Part 20, he

begins by announcing the general topic of form-content appropriateness, or prepontos, and

then homes in on its mimetikon subset:

The good poet or orator should be ready to imitate the things which he 1s
describing in words, not only in the choice of the words but also in the
composition. This is what Homer, that most inspired poet, usually does,
although he is working with only one metre and a few rhythms. But within
these limits he is always producing novel effects and working in artistic
reflinements, so that we see the events as clearly when they are described to

us as if they were actually happening. I shall quote a few from the many

examples that could be taken as typical.
Next, he quotes the passage where Sisyphus slowly and painfully edges himself and his
boulder up towards the summit, and then gives a penetrating account of how the language
of these lines mirrors the halting, dragging quality of the action which is described - that is,
of how the language conveys information not simply via the conventional semantic link
between words and their referents, but iconically and experientially, via their acoustic
properties as artistically-arranged patterns of sound. Whereas the reference to the same

passage in Demetrius is limited to a brief mention of the use of long vowels, Dionysius

goes into the whole topic exhaustively, uncovering the full set of mechanics which lies
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behind, and produces, the final effect. He considers matters such as the relative frequency

of the long syllables in relation to the short ones, and the vocal retardation caused by the

juxtaposition of vowel sounds. He also includes a marvellous definition of dactylic and
spondaic rhythms, which, being 'the longest possible', take 'the longest stride'. He then

summarises these various aspects of form m terms of their capacity as signifiers:
Now what is the effect of each of these details? The monosyllabic and
disyllabic words, leaving many intervals between each other, portray the loqg
duration of the action; while the long syllables, which have a holding, delaying
quality, portray the resistance, the weight and the difficulty. The drawing-in
of breath between the words, and also the juxtaposition of rough letters,
indicate the pauses in his efforts, the delays, and the size of his labour; and
the rthythms, when considered in respect of their length, portray the straining
of his limbs, his dragging effort as he rolls his burden, and the pushing
upwards of the stone.
Finally, Dionysius analyses the ensuing set of lines from the Sisyphus passage, where
Homer speaks of how the boulder suddenly crashes back down the hill (Demetrius had

only mentioned the ascent). Having quoted the relevant part, he asks, 'Do not the words,
when thus combined, tumble downhill together with the impetus of the rock?' and goes on
to provide a detailed examination of the syllable types and vowel combinations which

make the words 'glide into one another’ in such a way as to form a single, rushing,
unimpeded continuum of sound. He then points out similar patterns in relation to metre,
and ends: "There is nothing to prevent a line fashioned from rhythms such as these from
bemg rapid, rounded, and flowing'. As Stephen Usher says in the introduction to his
edition, "No work of ancient literary criticism provides a more penetrating insight into the
practical mechanics of stylistic analysis than Dionysius' treatise On Literary Composition'
(p. 12). The above analysis of Homer's Sisyphus description is the fullest commentary on
the literary deployment of a mimetic device in the whole of classical antiquity. Butin
order to gain a deeper understanding of the place of mimesis within his criticism, it will be
helpful not only to go back to the point earlier in the book where Dionysius lays the
groundwork for his examination of the Sisyphus passage, but also to look at his Platonic

foundations.



The Cratylus was, and remains, the key text within the philosophical tradition of the
'motivated sign'. That is, the theory that instead of being merely arbitrary tokens of
meaning, words are iconically related, through etymology, onomatopoeic sound
symbolism, or some other type of connection, to their referent. During Plato’s dialogue,
Hermogenes (like Saussure, Althusser, Macherey, and Ducrot)! argues that language 1s
self-contained, there being no resemblance or connection between words and things;

whereas the position of Cratylus is that language is mimetic of reality:

Socrates: Then if primitive or first nouns are meant to be representations of
things, can you think of any better way of framing them than to
assimilate them as closely as possible to those objects which they
are to represent? Or do you prefer the notion of Hermogenes and
of many others, who say that names are conventional, and have a
meaning to those who have agreed about them, and who have
previous knowledge of the things intended by them, and that it is
convention which makes anamenght...?

(4274d)
Shortly afterwards, Cratylus agrees with Socrates that 'representation by likeness' is
infinitely better than 'representation by any chance sign' (434a) and that 'words should
as far as possible resemble things' (435¢). So strong was the connection between word-
formation and mimesis within Ancient Greek culture that onomatopoeia meant both
'onomatopoeia’ and 'new word'.2 The link between etymology and sound symbolism
then continues within the Roman texts (e.g. Rhetorica ad Herennium, VI.XXX1.42, and
Insatutio Oratonia, VIII.V1.31-3). Plato and Aristotle prepared the way for the extension
of this principle of formal mimesis from etymology through into stylistics. Plato speaks
of a division between mimetic and descriptive types of representation (Republic, 392D-
394D), as does Aristotle (Poetics, 1448b), and this gives us the useful analytical binary3

(this pair of terms will be employed during the chapters on sixteenth-century literature)

1. Ross Chambers, Story and Situation (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), p. 4.
2. Schenkeveld, p. 107.

3. gu;molte%(g;&ns,see Gerard Genette, Namrative Discourse, trans. Jane E. Lewin (New York: Comell University
SS, » PP. 162-63; and R.C, Cross and A.D. Woozley, Plato’s Republic': A Philosophical Commentary
(London and Basingstoke: The Macmillan Press, 1964), p. 270.
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of mimesis and diegesis, the latter coming from the Greek for ‘narrative', and also
meaning 'a statement of the case'.l However, both Plato and Aristotle are speaking of
mimesis in the sense of dramatic imitation, as distinct from the enactment of content
through style. So whilst Dionysius follows Plato and others in his investigation of
individual letters and words in Part 14, and whilst his examination, in Part 15, of the
relationship between word-form and semantic charge 1s Cratylic, his continuation of this
set of ideas into stylistics marks a new and significant development.

It is to be expected that literary analysts will sometimes make reference to mimetic
language. These devices are pleasing for their display of technical skill, and are often
extremely effective in semantic and aesthetic terms, so they are always bound to attract
some kind of attention from commentators. But Dionysius goes several stages beyond this.
He analyses mimetic language in a minutely scientific way (the spirit of Theophrastus
stands behind every line), and positions his analyses at the end, and culmination point, of
a long discussion about the acoustic effects which are available to the Greek writers,
meaning that everything he says in the literary examinations has been clarified and
comoborated in advance. He then takes this formidably solid, objective form of hnguistic-
literary criticism, and strengthens it yet further by underpinning it with Cratylic language
theory. Demetrius had mentioned onomatopoeia only in passing, and without any
reference either to Cratylism or to stylistics:

Our authorities define ‘onomatopoeic’ words as those which are uttered in
imitation of an emotion or an action, as 'hissed' and 'lapping'.2

(On Style, 11. 94.)3

By contrast, Dionysius creates, through the adaptation and unification of older concepts

and practices regarding the medium, a new analytical system made up of prosodic and

1. Little, Fowler, and Coulson, Vol I, p. 545.
2. Odyssey ix.394; and Iliad xvi.161.

3. There is a discussion concerning Demetrius and etymology in Schenkeveld, pp. 107-115.



phonetic science, affective literary criticism, and Platonic language theory. The following
passage, which gives the clearest account of the mimetic principle to be found either in

the work of Dionysius or anywhere else in the rhetorical canon, is of such importance that
it needs to be quoted in full. The Homeric attributions have, for ease of reference, been
given in brackets rather than as footnotes.

Countless such lines are to be found in Homer, representing length of time,
bodily size, extremity of emotion, immobility of position, or some similar effect,
by nothing more than the artistic arrangement of the syllables; while other lines
are wrought in the opposite way to portray brevity, speed, urgency, and the like.
For example:

Convulsively wailing to her handmaids she cried. [II. 22.476.] and
And scared were the charioteers beholding that tireless flame, [II. 18.225.]

In the first of these the halting of [Andromache’s] breath is indicated, and her
loss of control of her voice; in the second, the mental distraction [of the

charioteers]! and the unexpectedness of their terror. The effect in both cases is
due to the reduction of the number of syllables of the words.

Thus the poets and prose authors, on their own account, look to the subject they

are treating and furnish it with words which suit it and illustrate it, as I said. But
they also borrow many words from earlier writers, in the form in which they

fashioned them - words which imitate things, as is the case in these examples:

With thunderous roar the mighty billow crashed upon the shore. [Od. 5.402.]

And he with yelping cry flew headlong down the wind's strong blast. [II. 12.207.]

[The wave] Resounds upon the mighty strand, the ocean crashes round. [1I. 2.210]
Alert, he watched for hissing arrows and for clattering spears. [I1. 16.361.]

The great source and teacher in these matters is Nature, who prompts us to imitate,
and to coin words which represent things according to certain resemblances which
are based upon reason and appeal to our intelligence. It is she who has taught us
to speak of the bellowing of bulls, the whinnying of horses . . . and a host of other
similar imitations of sound, shape, action, feeling, movement, stillness, and
anything else whatsoever. These matters have been discussed at length by our
predecessors, the most important work being that of the first writer to introduce

the subject of etymology, Plato the Socratic, in his Cratylus especially, but in
many places elsewhere.

(Parts 15-16)

1. Both of these sets of parantheses are from Usher.
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In order to appreciate the full significance of this passage, one must understand the nature
of the relationship between conventional and natural verbal signification, and how the
ostensibly conflicting terms of this theoretical binary are, in practice, complementary rather
than contradictory. At the one extreme there is descriptive Cratylism, which holds that
words have some kind of connection with their referent, above and beyond that of the

conventional semantic link; and at the other extreme is descriptive Hermogenism, which
holds that no such connection exists. But, in practice, between these polarities there lie
two kinds of middle way. The first maintains that although words are, in general, arbitrary,
they are in some cases motivated. The second, which can overlap with the first, is that of
prescriptive, rather than descriptive, Cratylism: the belief that all (or at least most) of the
lexicon is arbitrary, but that we should aim, through our use of language, to bring words as
close as possible to that which they denote. As Plato's Cratylus says, 'words should as far
as possible resemble things' (Cratylus 435c). It is prescriptive Cratylism, expanded from
word-form to stylistics, which informs the enactment discussions in Dionysius. As we shall
see, during the sixteenth century prescriptive Cratylism and rhetorical stylistics interacted
not only with each other, but also with other aspects of the literary and linguistic scene.

Dr. Samuel Johnson argues that parts - but not all - of the Dionysian accounts of Homeric
enactment are unconvincing, and the validity of his anti-mimetic arguments has, in turn,
been queried.! Yet whatever the truth about the Homer citations, and however high or low
we choose to set the bar regarding the acceptability of the evidence, the ultimate

significance of these passages lies less in what they tell us about Homer than in what they
tell us about Dionysian rhetoric. Even if it were indeed the case that Dionysius sometimes
sees more than 1s there, then this would in itself be still further proof of the status of the
medium within late-classical rhetorical theory. It was believed that the how had the power

to signify, and the passages quoted above either prove beyond doubt that this is indeed the

1. For example by Johm Conington. See Johmson's Lives of the English Poets, ed. Gearge Birkbeck Hill, 3 vols.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), Val. HI, pp. 231-32, note no. 4. Objections to Cratylism will be covered in
more detail during Chapter Four.,
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case within some of the most famous passages of Homer, or else, depending on whether

or not Johnson has a sound case, they demonstrate that this belief was strong enough to
encourage Dionysius to exaggerate its presence. Moreover, the interaction between
rhetoric and literature was two-way, meaning that mimetic criticism was, at worst, a self-
fulfilling prophecy: even Johnson acknowledges that accounts of signifying form
encouraged its use amongst the classical writers, and that Virgil makes frequent and
indisputable use of mimetic figures.1

Dionysius takes a more variegated approach to the medium of expression than most of
his contemporaries, and builds up a sophisticated and wide-ranging mode of criticism
which incorporates and extends the materialist approach to form established by his
predecessors. This methodological breadth makes On Literary Composition every bit as
valuable a contribution to rhetorical formalism as the mammoth encyclopaediae of figures

contained within the Rheforica ad Herennium and the Institutio Oratonia. The greatest
rthetorical text of all, though, in terms of the critical application of a medium-based
philosophy of literature, is the astonishing Peri Hupsous, or On the Sublime, a work of
unknown authorship which is traditionally ascribed to 'Longinus’. The author seems, like
Dionysius, to have been a Greek who had moved to Rome,2 but who, again like Dionysius,
had held on to the kind of fiery, pioneering intellectual sophistication which was the
hallmark of the Greek rhetorical tradition. Unfortunately, the text was rediscovered so late
that it is uncertain what influence, if any, it had on sixteenth-century English rhetorical and
hterary culture. However, no enquiry into classical rhetoric, and in particular into the
medium-message dynamic within classical rhetoric, would be complete without it. An
appendix on Longinus has therefore been added.

1. We shall be looking at this again in Chapter Four.

2. Wimsatt and Brooks, p. 98.
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Chapter 3

The Medium, the Message and Education

during the English Renaissance



. « . the number of things that men have drawn from rhetoric, as from a divine
fountain, is almost infinite . . . Nothing nobler, better, or more divine, can be

found in human affairs than aptness of speech.
(George of Trebizond (1395-1472 or
1473), Oratio de Laudibus Eloquentie.)l

On the face of it, the journey of rhetorical formalism from the classical world to the
Renaissance appears to resemble that of a motorbike stunt rider leaping across a canyon.
The study of the medium of expression begins in earnest with Plato, Aristotle, and
Theophrastus, gathers a huge amount of momentum under the Romans and the later
Greeks, as if in anticipation of the jump across time which it has to make, and then bounds
clean over a thousand-year-wide chasm of ignorance, before landing, remarkably intact,
in the fifteenth century. Parts of this interpretation are true. In particular, rhetoric did
indeed arrive virtually unscathed in Renaissance Europe. But how it made its journey there
18 a vexed question, and one which we have space to cover only in outline. We shall
briefly consider how rhetorical culture during the Renaissance compares with that of the
Middle Ages, before looking in detail at the medium-message dynamic within sixteenth-
century rhetorical and educational theory and practice.

Until humanist scholars salvaged them during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, many
of the great classical treatises were simply not available during the years which followed
the fall of Rome. The main body of Quintilian's Institutio Oratoria was not rediscovered
until 1416, when it was unearthed in a monastery, in a cell at the bottom of a tower, 'safe
and unharmed, though covered with mould and filthy with dust', by the great book-finder
Poggio Bracciolini;2 complete versions of Cicero's De Oratore, Brutus, and Orator

resurfaced only in 1421, in the form of a single manuscript which was discovered by

1. In Wayne A, Rebhom, ed. and trans., Renaissance Debates on Rhetoric (Ithaca and London: Comnell University
Press, 2000), pp. 32-33.

2. Vickers, 1988, pp. 254-55. For spellbinding accounts of the work of Bracciolini and the other collectors, see
John Addington Symonds, Renaissance in Italy Vol. 7: The Revival of Learning (London: Smith, Elder, & Co.,
1897), pp. 96-102 and 125-29,
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Gerardo Landriani, Bishop of Lodi;! and it was not until the end of the fifteenth century
that the complete works of Cicero became available in England, in printed editions
imported from the Continent.2 Editions of Dionysius's On Literary Composition did not
appear until the first decade of the sixteenth century,3 and Longinus became available only
in 1554. On the other hand, the Rhetorica ad Herennium, Cicero's De Inventione,
Aristotle's Art of Rhetoric, and Demetrius's On Style? were all known during the Middle
Ages, and so the bibliographical distinction between the mediaeval and Renaissance
periods is more one of degree than of absolute contrast. The issue of the status of rhetoric
as an academic discipline during the course of these few centuries is more ambiguous still.
As we saw in Chapter One, rhetoric had, for Anstotle, overlapped with, and been partly
subsumed under, logic. The Romans of the fourth century A.D. then partially subsumed
it under grammar.5 The Middle Ages reproduced this general pattern, with Aquinas and
subsequent scholars demoting rhetoric in favour of both logic and grammar.6 Then again,
within one or two scholarly and generic contexts, rhetoric in fact seems to have flourished
during the Middle Ages as never before. In particular, the artes dictaminis - guidebooks
on how to write business letters and so on - involved, says Vickers, 'the most elaborate
development of techniques for the manipulation of words in human history'.7 Discussing
Guido Faba, the author of one such manual, the Summa Dictaminis, he writes:

In the artes dictaminis attention is given to form, shape, order, thythm. The
letter-writer, Guido says, has to cultivate 'devices of great elegance', such as

1. Heinrich F. Plett in Sloane, ed., p. 673.

<. Howard Jones, Master Tully: Cicero in Tudor England (Nieuwkoop: De Graaf, 1998), p. 114.
3. Stephen Usher in Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Vol. I, pp. xxviii-xxix.
4

. Sloane in Sloane, ed., p. 673; Vickers, 1988, p. 216; and Richard McKeon in R.S. Crane et al., Critics and

%&m Ancient and Modern, ed. R.S. Crane (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1952),
p.

3. Vickers, 1988, p. 221.

McKeon in Crane et al., pp. 276 and 280; Wimsatt and Brooks, p. 131; Vickers, 1970, pp. 29-30 and 39; and
Vickers, 1988, pp. 185, 220, and 222,

7. 1988, p. 235.
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varying the place of the verb, changing word-order, placing the 'more elegant
words . . . at the beginning and end of the sentence’, and even attending to
'word-stress’'.

(1988, p. 236, citing the critic Fauthaber.)

The art of writing eloquent sermons took off in a similar way.l Moreoever, as Vickers,
E.R. Curtius, and E. Faral all point out, poetry in Europe during the Middle Ages is heavily

indebted to figural rhetoric, as derived from the original texts, and in particular the fourth
book of the Ad Herennium, or else from the mediaeval rhetoricians such as Geoffrey of
Vinsauf, author of the Poetria Nova.2 Much the same can be said of Anglo-Saxon

literature. The first rhetorical handbook produced in Britain was the Liber Schematorum

et Troporum, written by the Venerable Bede in about 701 A.D.,3 and, whether it derives

from this or from other sources, there seems to be a lot of evidence for the use of the
figures within Anglo-Saxon verse.4

The current academic zeitgeist tends to insist upon the removal of chronological dividing
lines, and also tends to treat claims made by the writers of earlier ages, and humanists in
particular, with a high degree of scepticism.> The obvious thing to do, then, according to
this current school of thought, is to merge the Renaissance with the earlier epochs of post-
classical Europe (just as the term 'Renaissance' has, in recent decades, often been replaced
by the term "Early Modern', the use of which implies a continuity between early and late

modernity), and to see the anti-mediaeval bent of scholars such as Ermolao Barbaro - who,

in a letter to Pico della Mirandola written in April 1485, condemns the uneducated, non-

rhetorical nature of the mediaeval scholastics (who are 'dull, rude, uncultured barbarians')6

1. Vickers, 1970, p. 34.
2. Ibid., p. 35.

3. Wilbur Samuel Howell, Logic and Rhetoric in England, 1500-1700 (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1956), p. 116.

4. See Adeline Courtney Bartlett, The Larger Rhetorical Patterns in Anglo-Saxon Poetry (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1935), incl. pp. 10, 17, and 30-48. i

5. Asseen, for instance, in Tony Davies, Humanism (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 100-101; and
%}Sﬁew;g_ gls.'lmaﬂmn Woolfson, ed., Reassessing Tudor Humanism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
» PD-

6. Vickers, 1988, p. 184,

52



- as simply self-fashioning-through-opposition on the part of Renaissance humanism. The
fact that rhetoric is so clearly discemible within literary culture during the Middle Ages and
earlier certainly seems to indicate that we should not take the claims of the humanists
entirely at face value. Yet if, rather than gauging the progress of rhetoric solely in terms of
its clear and verifiable presence, or lack of it, within different time periods - which would
lead us to find what is almost an unbroken continuum running from Rome, via St.
Augustine, Bede, and the rest, right through to Erasmus - we instead measure its progress
in terms of the scale of that presence, then there is, in fact, a clear contrast between the
Renaissance and the thousand years which preceded it.

Although the Middle Ages had had access to some of the ancient rhetorical texts, they
had not always viewed them in rhetorical terms: that is, as guides to the art of eloquence.
In particular, the mediaeval downgrading of rhetoric in relation to the other disciplines
meant that Aristotle's Rhetoric was largely seen as a study of ethics or psychology.l
Similarly, the De Oratore received little attention during those years, despite being arguably
the most important rhetorical work of all time. This could not be further removed from the
wholehearted and industrious rhetoricism of the Renaissance. Barbaro, in the letter cited
above, accuses the mediaeval scholars of having privileged res - things or content - over
verba, or words and eloquence.2 However true (or not) it might have been of the Middle
Ages, this claim could never have been made about the Renaissance. Indeed, so strong
was the attention paid to language and language-use during this period that Sir Francis
Bacon, as part of his scheme for the elevation of objects and material science over words

and abstract thought, was to write, famously, that people had taken the love of language to

excess, choosing 'to hunt more after words than matter'.3 As a condemnation, this is no

less, and possibly more, contentious than Barbaro's verdict on the Middle Ages; but it is

1. Vickers, 1988, pp. 255-56. Also Roberto Weiss, Humanism in England During the Fifteenth Century (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1941), p. 3. (

2. Vickers, op. cit., p. 185.
3. From The Advancement of Learning (1605), in Rebhorn, ed., p. 267.
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nevertheless the case that by the time of Bacon's comment classical rhetoric had attained a
level of importance which was entirely unprecedented within the post-Roman world. In
bibliographical terms alone, the achievements of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are
extraordinary, the original classical works being tracked down, bought (or smuggled out),
patched up, and brought back to life, with so much care and attention, not to mention
enthusiasm, that the literal meaning of the term 'Renaissance’ as the "rebirth' of classical
learning 1s entirely validated. In our own age, when so many wonderful old books are
being transported, as if in tumbirils, straight from public libraries to landfill sites, it is
salutary to note that Bracciolini was so driven in his mission to save manuscripts from
neglect and destruction that he would compare the plight of such books to that of living
friends, lying in hospital or in prison, and desperately looking to him for help.! The spread
of printing was of crucial importance for this new leaming, giving countless thousands of
Europeans access to the great rhetorical works. So, for example, Aldus Manutius
published, in 1508-09, his Rhetores Graeci, which contained the Rhetoric and the Poetics
of Aristotle, Demetrius's On Style, and Dionysius's On Literary Composition.2 Moreover,
a large number of new rhetorical works, including those of Erasmus, which we shall
discuss in due course, appeared during the course of the Renaissance. Johannes Sturm
wrote sixteen books on rhetoric during the middle decades of the sixteenth century; in
1559, Giovanni Baptista Bernardi published his vast figural encyclopedia, the Thesaurus
Rhetoricae, which covers five thousand rhetorical terms; and in 1619 Nicholas Caussin
brought out his Eloquentiae Sacrae et Humanae Parallela Libri XVI, which comes 1o over a
thousand pages.3 As Vickers, making use of statistics provided by James J. Murphy, says,
the number of rhetorical editions, commentaries, and new works at this time is 'truly

staggering', with humanism bestowing upon rhetoric 'a greater status than ever before' 4

1. Galbert Arthur Highet, The Classical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949). p. 15.
2. Vickers, 1988, p. 255.

3. Ihid,, loc. cit. and pp. 268-69.

4. Ibid., p. 256.

o4



During the Renaissance, rhetoric became the ‘queen of the liberal arts'.l1 George of
Trebizond (1395-1472 or 1473), who in 1433 or 1434 completed his vast Rhetoricum Libri
Quinque, the first comprehensive post-classical book on the subject,2 tells us in his Oratio
de Laudibus Eloquentie that there is 'nothing more pleasant to know and hear, nothing so
regal, so liberal, so magnificent' as eloquence.3 Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560), another
leading light of the rhetorical scene, states in his The Praise of Eloquence (1523) that ‘the
sun sees nothing better, nothing grander on earth',4 and in England, Thomas Wilson
(c.1524-81) in The Art of Rhetoric (1553) describes the eloquent man as being 'half a
god'.> Rhetoric was the key to civilization and to wisdom. Erasmus states in his De
Ratione Studii, of 1511:

Since things are learnt only by the sounds we attach to them, a person who is

not skilled in the force of language is, of necessity, short-sighted, deluded, and
unbalanced in his judgement of things as well.

(Collected Works, Vol. 24, p. 666)
The entire Renaissance educational system, with staunch rhetoricians and grammarians
such as Erasmus at the helm, was imbued with the same philosophy. It will be helpful to
examine this system in the light of the themes which we covered in the first two chapters,
and 1in particular that of the how-what, or medium-message, dynamic.

The single most striking feature of the sixteenth-century curriculum is that it went about
everything with a degree of thoroughness and discipline which would be alien to a present-
day military parade ground, let alone a present-day classroom. T.W. Baldwin quotes from
the statute governing the week's schedule at the Hertford six-form school, a routine which,

he says, is typical of education during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Despite its

importance, the passage is too long to be quoted in full, but it includes the following:

| 1. Rebhom in Rebhor, ed., p. 1.
2. Rebhom in ibid., p. 27.
3. Inibid, p. 34.

4. Inibid., p. 102.
5. Inibid, p. 176.
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Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday; morning: 1. Notes and exercises of the
sermon examyned. 2. Every forme to say theire parts of the gramer (Latine
or Greeke) by some fower of every forme uncertaynely chosen and some

other called out to repeate on the sudden. 3. The last lecture to be repeated
memoriter . . .

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday afternoone; - 1. From half an hour after one
till three, construe and parse their Lectures gyven in the forenoon, and if

any neglect, examyne them; and lett the master use diligence to tell what is
to be observed. 2. Correct the exercise gyven in the forenoon and observe
the differences of the Phrases of Orators from the poets. 3. Give some
vulgares to be presently turned into Latine or Latine into Greeke, or lett
some of the chiefest make fower verses or more of the matter of their lecture.
4, Give every forme a rule either in the Accidence, Gramer or Greeke, to be

repeated next morneinge. 5. Lett there be some questions or disputacions
grammatticall used amongst the schollers.1

And so on. Given the rigorous educational ethos of this time, and given the rapid
increase in the number of grammar schools (by 1575 there were three hundred and sixty
of them), all of which modelled themselves on the pioneering public schools such as St.
Paul's, Eton, Winchester, and Westminster,2 any discipline which was dominant within the
school system would soon be dominant within the cultural life of the nation. If juggling

had been at the centre of the school system instead of the trivium, England would have
produced whole generations of young men able to juggle a dozen objects at once. The

system was custom-built to cultivate a phenomenally high level of expertise. Just as

Soviet-era Russian schools produced, through hot-housing, world-class chess players,
so the Renaissance schools produced grandmasters of eloquence.

In the figural instruction given as part of the school curriculum, and in the works of
commentators such as Henry Peacham, whose detailed accounts of the rhetorical figures
as given in his The Garden of Eloquence (1577) follow in a direct line from the Ad
Herennium and Quintilian down through Susenbrotus, the Renaissance adopted wholesale

the late-classical preoccupation with the precise detail of word-use. (Robert Ralph Bolgar

gives the major credit for this rediscovery to Chrysoloras, who lectured on Greek and

1. InT.W. Baldwin, William Shakspere's Small Latine & Lesse Greeke, 2 vols. (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1944), Vol. 1, p. 373.

2. Vickers, 1970, p. 47; and Joanna Martindale in Joanna Martindale, ed., English Humanism (London, Sydney,
and Dover, New Hampshire: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 23.
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rhetoric at Florence from 1396.)! Hence the uncompromisingly medium-based position
of Rudolph Agricola (1443/44-1485). Echoing the statement of Dionysius in Part 2 of his
On Literary Composition that ‘for the achievement of pleasing, persuasion, and powerful
effects' word-arrangement is ‘far more potent' than word-selection (as covered in Chapter
Two), and adapting this idea, so that it here applies to the inventio-elocutio relationship,
Agricola writes in his De inventione dialectica libri tres of 1479:

It is from the language of the speech itself that people derive what delights

them. . .. Therefore, in a speech the source of pleasure is not so much the

subject itself as the mutations of language by means of which it is expressed.2
In a similar vein, Philip Melanchthon speaks in his Rhetoric (1546) of elocutio as being the
unique and defining component of rhetoric, this serving to distinguish it from dialectic,
which overlaps with inventio and dispositio.3

In the previous chapter we saw how it is in some respects better to look at elocutio

alongside inventio and dispositio, rather than on its own, as this enables us to gain a
rounded idea about the way in which the formal principle operates within rhetoric; and we
then saw, during the Cicero discussion, how the first two parts of rhetoric, which are
ostensibly centred more on subject-matter than on style, are just as driven by concepts of
structure as is the last part. The same holds true duning the Renaissance. Whereas modem,
pupil-led curricula tend to be based upon the romanticist idea of abiogenetic creativity and

self-expression, with the teacher adopting a hands-off approach:

There is no specific structure for conferencing as there needs to be openness

and spontaneity in the sharing session. . .. Teachers should try to get the child
to take the lead . . 4

1. The Classical Heritage and its Beneficiaries (London: Cambridge University Press, 1954), p. 268.
2. In Rebhorn, ed., p. 55.

3. See Baldwin, Vol. II, p. 10. For further discussion regarding the complex issue of the rhetoric-dialectic
boundary, see Richard McKeon in R.S. Crane et al., pp. 293-95.,

4. P.March and L. Ljungdahl in Gordon Winch et al., Literacy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 200.
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the Renaissance rhetorical system, by contrast, was founded upon the idea that freedom of
expression was the end-point, rather than the starting-point, of rhetorical training, and that
until the pupils attained a mastery over the how of writing and speaking, at which stage
they could choose their own themes and treatments, the teacher should provide a sound
structure and a strong degree of guidance. This included giving pupils a grounding in the
topics, or sententiae, as set out in books such as the Adages of Erasmus (c.1533-36).
Whereas the modern system aims to give pupils expressive freedom by not giving them
anything at all - that is, by encouraging them to find their own material, whether ex nihilo
or else in their own life-experiences - the Renaissance school system aimed to give pupils
(eventual) expressive freedom by providing them with a huge mass of topics, maxims, and
so on, through which, with the aid of extensive training in language manipulation, they
could ultimately navigate their own course. The following, from the De Ratione Studii,
gives an idea of the lengths to which education in the Renaissance went in order to
cultivate an oceanic mind in its scholars. The teacher, Erasmus writes, should have

a theme or memorable historical episode to set before the boys. For instance:
the rash self-confidence of Marcellus undermined the Roman state; the prudent

delaying tactics of Fabius [Quintilian] restored it. Although here there is also

an underlying general principle that over-hasty schemes seldom turn out well.
Likewise: it would be difficult to decide who was the sillier, Crates who threw
his gold into the sea, or Midas who held it to be the supreme good. . ..

But it would be no great trouble to collect a number of examples of this type
from the historians, in particular Valerius Maximus. Or he should employ

mythology, for example: Hercules won immortality for himself by vanquishing

monsters; or the Muses take special delight in springs and groves and shun the
smoky cities. Or he should make use of a fable; for example; the lark was

correct to teach that one should not entrust to a friend business which one can
finish by oneself.

(Pp. 676-77.)

The effect of such works on those who passed through the Renaissance school system was

profound. The learning of the sententiae enriched the mind and expanded the imaginative
and intellectual horizons, and was the polar opposite of the modern subjectivist approach,
whereby pupils are encouraged to read and and write only about what is relevant to what

they have already learnt or experienced, and are thus taught ‘'merely to look at their own
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reflection in the mirror'.] The same process greatly enriched literary composition:

From the Sententiae Pueriles . . . from Cato with accompaniments, and from
the collections of sententiae on which to make themes, Shakspere would get
that set toward sententiality and topicality which was to make of his works
the best English garden for gathering flowers.2

Hence, too, Shakespeare's lack of originality in the romanticist sense of the term:

Whatever the sixteenth century was, intentionally onginal it was never. Its
avowed philosophy and conscious practice was through imitation so to analyze
the old that by imitative synthesis the old might be reincarnated in the new. ...

Shakspere never originated anything; literary types, verse forms, plots, etc.,

etc.. And yet he is one of the most original authors who has ever lived . . .3
Just as we saw with regard to the classical age, the principles of selection and ordering are
evident throughout the inventio-dispositio-elocutio process. Rather than involving the
spontaneous or personal generation of ideas and words, literary creation during the
sixteenth century chiefly consisted of the selection and handling of pre-existent material,

and of the cultivation of new seeds planted in old soil.

In the second book of the De Copia (1512), the most important rhetorical work written
during the Renaissance, Erasmus, using the same kind of ambitious, panoptic approach

which we saw in the above De Ratione passage, tells us:

Having made up your mind to cover the whole field of literature in your
reading (and anyone who wishes to be thought educated must do this at least
once in his life), first provide yourself with a full list of subjects. . ..

So prepare yourself a sufficient number of headings, and arrange them as you
please, subdivide them into the appropriate sections, and under each section
add your commonplaces and maxims; and then whatever you come across in
any author, particularly if 1t is rather striking, you will be able to note down
immediately in the proper place, be it an anecdote, or a fable, or an illustrative
example, or a strange incident, or a maxim, or a witty remark, or a remark
notable for some other quality, or a proverb, or a metaphor, or a simile.

1. Phillips, p. 91.
2. Baldwin, Vol. 1, p. 752,
3. Ibid,, Vol. I1, pp. 677-78.
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This has the double advantage of fixing what you have read more firmly in
your mind, and getting you into the habit of using the riches supplied by
your reading. Some people have much material stored up so to speak in
their vaults, but when it comes to speaking or writing they are remarkably
ill-supplied and impoverished. A third result is that whatever the occasion
demands, you will have the materials for a speech ready to hand, as you

have all the pigeonholes duly arranged so that you can extract just what you
want from them.

No discipline is so remote from rhetoric that you cannot use it to enrich your
collection.

(pp. 635 and 638)
Unlike the modern writer, then, for whom the generation of subject-matter is a process
which is without form, and sometimes void, the Renaissance rhetorician goes about
selecting material in as concrete and organised a fashion as a chair-maker selecting cuts of
wood. As Terence Cave says, 'Res do not emerge from the mind as spontaneous "ideas";
they are already there, embodied in language, forming the materials of a writing exercise'.l
Given the high level of structural control which is evident at the inventio stage, it is small

wonder that as the content reaches the more formalist, medium-orientated, stages of the

compositional process, the degree of order and control becomes intense. Indeed, training
in dispositio and elocutio provided a conceptual framework and set of terms for the writer
or speaker which are so sophisticated, thoroughgoing, and useful, that they were adopted
wholesale by scholars of the sister arts of painting, architecture, sculpture, and music.2

Here, Erasmus explains the structure of an ‘elaboration’, that is, an expansion of, and hence

an enrichment of, a maxim:

A complete 'elaboration’ contains seven parts: statement, reason, rephrasing
of statement (to which one can add the reason restated), statement from the
contrary, comparison, illustrative example, conclusion.

(De Copia, p. 630.)

He goes on to give a highly-detailed example and explanation of how this process works in

practice. Not only is this level of formal organisation striking in itself, but it also occurs in

1. Terence Christopher Cave, The Caomnucopian Text: Problems of Writing in the French Renaissance (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 19.

2. See Vickers, 1988, whole of Chapter Seven.
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Book II, which is ostensibly given over to the subject-matter mentioned in the title (De
Duplici Copia Verborum ac Rerum). That is, even though this book is about inventio,
which is, relatively speaking, the most free-wheeling of the three stages of composition, it
is almost entirely concerned with issues of structure. From the very first paragraph of this
book, form is so dominant that Erasmus goes straight into the typically dispositio-based art
 of divisio. So, in addition to the fact that inventio is, as we have just seen, bound up with
principles of structure and systematisation, it is also encroached upon by the yet more
formalist art of dispositio. There is no place within Renaissance rhetoric for the non-
formal. Throughout the De Copia, the inventio, or what, stage is almost entirely crowded
out, or annexed, by the dispositio, or how, stage. Underlying this is the shifting
relationship between the two giant tectonic plates of logic and rhetoric itself. Whilst the
former, which is in essence a thought- or message-centred art, had been very much a
discipline in its own right during the Middle Ages, the humanists now subsumed it under
rhetoric, reducing it 'to [the] function of aiding exposition'.] Rather than being an end in
itself, it now had, in the form of rhetorical dispositio, the more modest task of acting as an
intermediary, formalising content in preparation for the final, crowning processes of
elocutio. All roads - including, as we shall see, that of grammar - led towards the adept
handling of the verbal medium. Logic was, in its own way, just as formalist as rhetoric,
and it was, indeed, this very quality which made it so useful as a ready-made template for
the rules of dispositio, and which had, conversely, allowed logic to overlap with, and even
eclipse, rhetoric within Aristotle's Rhetoric. But during the Middle Ages logic stood apart
from the art of speaking and writing, its formalism being centred upon ideas, rather than
upon eloquence. Then, in the Renaissance, the very same formal categories which were
used to order the what as part of logic took on a central function within the how of rhetoric.
In stark contrast to today's educational climate, where rules and guidelines are reduced

or even eliminated, the Erasmian method is built upon a resounding commitment to form.

1. William Harrison Woodward, Studies in Education During the Age of the Renaissance, 1400-1600 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1906), p. 283.
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It is often possible to detect a sense of the writer's delight behind descriptions of structural
procedures. On one occasion, Erasmus tells us, the teacher should

set a fable, on another a short but meaningful narrative, on another an

aphorism composed of four parts, with a comparison between each of the
two parts or with an accompanying reason attached to each. At one time
the adducing of proofs should be dealt with in its five parts, at another the
dilemma in two. . . .

He should of course set out the principles governing connection and what
form the best transition would take: from the opening section to the main
outline, from the main outline to the division, from the division to the proofs,

from proposition to proposition, from reason to reason, from the proofs to the
epilogue or peroration.

(De Ratione Studii, pp. 678 and 681.)

This dispositio passage outdoes even the rhetoricians of the classical age in its sense of
order and discipline. The real high point of formalist rhetoric during the Renaissance,
however, is its achievement in the field of elocutio, and, more specifically, in the set of
formal translation exercises which lies at its heart. In the opening chapters, we saw how
classical rhetoricians from Demetrius onwards would rewrite a passage in such a way that
its content, or message, remained essentially the same, whilst its stylistic medium was
altered. This change of language affects the aesthetic impact, tonal range, and so on,
thereby demonstrating the importance of incarnating the subject-matter within that
particular stylistic form. This same-message-different-medium procedure was to become
the foundation for the transpositional exercises which were the centrepiece of Renaissance
elocutio training.

The most fundamental way in which pupils during the Renaissance were taught to
transfer the message from one verbal medium to another was through instruction in the
classical languages, which (in addition to composition in Latin and Greek, which bypassed
the vernacular altogether) involved intensive training in how to translate into and out of

Latin and Greek.! With Latin - which Foster Watson describes as 'the treasure-house of all

1. Asdescribed, for example, in the De Ratione Studii, pp. 678-79.
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erudition'l - being the international written and spoken language of scholarship,2 and with
pupils being allowed to speak only Latin and Greek during the school day,3 those who
passed through the educational system became adept linguists from an early age. Not only
would the pupil learn to translate into the classical languages, which is a far harder task
than translating the other way round, but he would also learn how to write in different
styles, such as that of a letter by Cicero or Pliny (De Ratione, p. 679). One can best
understand the remarkable degree of verbal exactitude which prevailed in the teaching of
schoolchildren in the sixteenth century by comparing it with the 'getting-the-gist'4 ethos
which prevails in the language teaching of the modern age, the results of which are here
described by Derek McCulloch, a German tutor at Surrey University:

Now, anything that passes for communication is considered good. There's a
'good enough' philosophy in the schools. My students can't understand German
word order. They don't understand who is doing what to whom in a sentence.

For years I've been giving them a Heinrich Boll short story which starts: 'T was
standing in the harbour looking at the gulls when a policeman noticed my face.'
One after another, these students write in German: "My face noticed the policeman'.
They can't see the . . . difference between 'He has a bad teacher' and 'He is a bad

teacher'. In 1993, 31 out of 36 first-year students couldn't write the latter sentence
in German.3

In another test which he gave his undergraduates McCulloch found that ‘out of more than

40 students with A and B grades at A-level, hardly any could translate correctly the phrase:
"Please close the window". All but two found that translating "The train she came on was
late” was quite beyond them'.6

Alongside a knowledge of vocabulary and accidence, Renaissance training in Latin and

1. InJuan Luis Vives, Tudar School-boy Life: The Dialogues of Juan Luis Vives, trans. Foster Watson (London:

Frank Cass, 1908), p. xxi. (In a similar spirit, Smith and Melluish state that 'Greek is a door that opens straight
to Paradise’, p. xii.)

Watson in Vives, p. xx.
Baldwin, Vol. I, p. 166.
See Phillips, pp. 23-24.
In ibid., pp. 9-10.

Ibid., p. 10.
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Greek instilled a high degree of syntactical skill, a skill which was an especially important
aspect of composition in English (the 'vernacular') at a time when there was far greater
word-sequencing flexibility than there is today. Modermn English has a comparatively fixed
word order,! dominated as it is by the patterning of Subject, Verb, and Object in that
sequence.2 During the sixteenth century, however, there was no such default setting.

Whilst the loss of Old English inflections3 meant that word-order had become more
important for indicating grammatical relationships, and was therefore less flexible than it
had been, and was S.V.0O. most of the time, syntax, especially in verse,4 was still largely in
a state of fluidity, and variations - or ‘permutations’ - on S.V.0. were a common feature. In
effect, the Renaissance poets had, in comparison with writers now, a whole extra tier of
verbal choices. Moreover, the medium of the syntactic permutation had the power to
signify. Victoria Helms, for example, shows how Shakespeare and Jonson use verb-end
structures, which inherently create an elevated tone and a sense of rarefied otherness, as
part of the characterisation of the nobility and of fairies (in A Midsummer Night's Dream,

about a third of such syntactic permutations are spoken by Puck).5

If translation into and out of the classical languages and syntactical sequencing were two
of the most obvious and fundamental ways in which the Renaissance writer leamnt how to
remould content from one type of linguistic embodiment to another, overlapping with these

were many other ways by which the message could be reformulated. One of these was to
vary the grammatical medium. William Kempe, in his The Education of Children (1588),

advises that the teacher of those in the first five forms of grammar school (that is, those

1. Rand_olph Quirk, Sidney Greenbaugh, Geoffrey Leech, and Jan Svartvik, A Comprehensive Grammar of the
English Language, with an index by David Crystal (London and New York: Longman Group, 1985), p. 51.

2. Regarding the rise of S.V.0., see Victoria Helms, Farm and Function of Displaced Sentence Elements in
William Shakespeare's 'A Midsummer Night's Dream' [etc.] (TtGbingen: Eberhard-Karls University, 1995),
p. 88; Manfred Garlach, Introduction to Early Modern English (Cambridge, etc.: Cambridge University Press,
1978, trans. into English 1991), p. 107; and Charles Barber, The English Language: A Historical Introduction
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 161.

3. Helms, op. cit., p. 121.
4, Gorlach, pp. 107-108,

5. Helms, op. cit., p. 95. See also McDonald, 2001A, passim.



between the ages of seven and eleven) should set out a sentence in English

which the Schollar shall expresse by like phrase in Latin. And if the Schollar
have learned and rendered this short Lecture, Pater bonus diligit filium probum,
A good father Ioveth an honest sonne, the Maister may propound the like
sentence with diversitie, first of Nombers, then of Genders thirdly Persons,
fourthly of Tenses, fifthly of the forme of the Verbe.

This knowledge of, and skill in, the varying of grammatical constructions became part of
the tool-kit in the quest, amongst all the available stylistic options, for the perfect verbal

realisation of any given thought. In the now little-known Brevis de copia praeceptio, first
published in 1518, Erasmus writes:

First of all, then, as I said, the subject itself must be set forth in choice and
appropriate words. Next, say 1t in different words, if any are found that
convey the same meaning; there are plenty of these. After that, when

individual synonyms fail you must use metaphors, provided the metaphor is
not an extravagant one. When you run out of these you'll have to shift to

passives (if you've been speaking in the active voice). They afford fully as
many expressions as the actives provided. Then we'll change the verbs, if you
like, either into verbal nouns or participles. Last of all, when we've changed
adverbs into nouns, then nouns into various parts of speech, we'll say it in an

opposite way: either change affirmative speech into negative or the reverse,
or put a positive statement into the form of a question.

(Collected Works, Vol. 39, pp. 165-66.)
Then in the De Copia itself, under the heading of "Variety' or 'Enallage', he writes:

We may have an adjective substituted for a noun or vice versa; for example,
iuxta sententiam Homeri ‘according to Homer's view', iuxta sententiam
Homericam 'according to the Homeric view'; vir mire facundus 'a wonderfully
eloquent man', vir mira facundia 'a man of wonderful eloquence'; insignite

unpudens strihngly impudent’, ins1gmta mapudentxa ‘of strniking impudence’.
Or an active verb may be changed into a passive and vice versa: plurimam

habeo gmnam T feel great gratltude plurima tibi a me habetur gratia 'great
gratitude is felt by me towards you'; magna me tenet admiratio 'great wonder
overcomes me', magna teneor admiratione 'I am overcome by great wonder. . .

(Collected Works, Vol. 24. Book I, Section 13, p. 321.)

In terms of the amount of time spent on each, the Renaissance school curriculum was about

equally given over to grammar and rhetoric, but rhetoric had the upper hand in that most

1. In Baldwin, Vol I, p. 444,
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rhetorical instruction came after training in grammar, with the teaching of grammar
dominating the lower school and the teaching of rhetoric dominating the upper.t As
indicated by the above example, where a rhetorical exercise takes up where a grammatical
one leaves off, the placing of rhetoric after grammar in terms of the school years allowed a
natural, organic progression from the one to the other. Grammar was, and is, a crucial step
on the road towards eloquence.

Whilst individual types of variation have occasionally been covered in an ad hoc way by
modem commentators, the grand unifying idea of the how, whereby content is recast in
different ways, a governing concept which brings together all of these different aspects of
formal variation, has never been traced up until now, either in relation to the De Copia or
in relation to the educational system itself; yet it is vital to gain an understanding of the
nature, scale, and centrality, of this principle if we wish to gain an appreciation of how
rhetorical formalism, and the medium-message dynamic, impacted upon Renaissance
literary compositional practice. The fact that the teaching of maxims involved the use of
tightly-ordered categories and lists, and the fact that si;ﬁply leaving everything to the
pupil's imagination was not an option within the classicist mind, meant, as we saw a
moment ago, that matters of content were never divorced from considerations of form.
Another way in which form held sway over content is to be seen in the use of sententiae
as the raw material upon which verbal skills could be practised, the content being imbibed
mainly as a by-product of the rhetorical and grammatical training. In the De Ratione, an
extensive list of topics, covering everything from the Greek myths to natural history, is
prefaced by the following. Once he has taught his pupils some of the grammatical
principles, says Erasmus, the schoolmaster should

let the boys be invited to some author as well fitted as possible for that function
[of illustrating grammar], and for the custom of speaking and writing. Here he
will diligently drill in as they arise precepts already taught and the examples, to

1. Baldwin, Vol I, p. 167.
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which he will also add not a little, as already preparing for greater things.
From hence they ought now to be exercised in themes. ... [L]et them have
some witty or delectable sententia, but which is not repugnant to the boyish
mind, so that while doing something else, at the same time they may leamn
something which will later be of use in graver studies.!

Tumning from Renaissance education, with its intense focus on verbal rules and structures,

to the situation in Britain over the last couple of decades, the contrast is stark. Whereas the
educationalists of the sixteenth century could hardly have been more committed to the
mastering and ordering of the verbal medium, educationalists over the last twenty or thirty
years could hardly have been more committed to the dismantling of the few remaining
vestiges of the formalist curriculum. Summing up the present crisis in literacy, and the
radically anti-formalist ideology which has brought it about, Phillips writes:

This is all about perceptions of power and privilege and the need to impose

the egalitarian nirvana. Literacy divided sheep from goats; such division was

unacceptable; therefore literacy must go. Let them watch videos instead. But

. . « literacy does not divide the population. It enfranchises everyone. ...

Education has passed into the hands of philistines. From failure to teach infants

to read, through to the repudiation of grammar . .. the new illiteracy was blessed

by a cowed and enfeebled establishment that no longer believed it had the right

to engage its critical faculties except to support the notion that anything goes. ...

Britain is now de-educating. The whole of the British education system, from

infant classes to degree courses, has been corrupted by these ideas.2
Elsewhere, Phillips quotes the educational adviser Peter Traves, who claims that 'As
children learn to read, they feel less powerful', and that illiteracy, with its 'potential to
liberate', is therefore preferable (p. 180), and Terry Furlong, the person put in charge of
drawing up the national curriculum for English teaching during the 1990s, who described
proposals to teach the classics of English literature as 'another go at perverting the
collective psyche of the nation' (p. 182). According to the influential teacher-training

manual Read With Me (1985), by Liz Waterland, 'reading cannot be taught in a formal,

1. Asthis passage derives from a later edition than that used by Knott, I am quoting from the translation provided
by Baldwin (Vol. I, pp. 85-86).

2. Pages 96, 120, and 185.
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sequenced way', whilst The Politics of Reading (1993), by Morag Styles and Mary Jane
Drummond, openly recommends an approach to learning which is 'uneven and untidy,
individual and unpredictable'.l This anti-formalist, primitivist approach? to education has
served to bring about the largest peace-time drop in literacy ever recorded,3 and has led to
a situation where foreign-language students at Oxford University often cannot understand
the difference between an adjective and an adverb;4 where someone with three A grades at
A-Level can write 'l would of gone';3 and where, according to a survey carried out by
researchers at Newcastle University, over half of university graduates training to become
primary school teachers do not know that 'and' is a conjunction and that 'in'is a

preposition.6 This same situation led the Department of English Literature at the University
of East Anglia to start issuing freshers with a booklet which explains what paragraphs are,

and which tells them how to use the various punctuation marks, including the full stop.?
A professional writer drafted in to teach writing skills at an unspecified university reported
back:

What 1s worrying . . . is that these young people are students of English literature
at an 'elite’ university. They ought to have attained, by this stage, a reasonably
high level of written proficiency, but . . . they have genuine difficulty in writing
a basic English sentence.8

If we now turn from literacy within the top academic tier of present-day nineteen- and
twenty-year-olds to the education of the average schoolchild during the sixteenth century,

we find William Kempe advising that the pupil be made to

1. Inibid., pp. 92 and 95.

See Brian Cox in ibid., p. 117,

Ibid., p. 75.

As reported by an Oxford tutor, Ibid., p. 9.
Ibid., p. 102.

Ibid., p. 113.

Ihd., p. 2.

® N O AW N

Quoted, without a full attribution, by Hilary Spurling in *The Writing's on the Wall', The Sunday Times, 26th
March, 2006, p. 11.
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reade over the rudiments of the Latin toong, and then learne by hart the parts
of speache with their properties, as the derivation and composition of words:
the forming of Nombers, Cases, and Genders, in every declension of Nounes:
the forming of diminutives in Substantives, of comparisons in Adjectives: so
the forming of Nombers, Persons, Tenses and Moodes, in every Conjugation
of all sorts of Verbes: whereof he shall rehearse afterwards some part ordinanly
every day, illustrating the same with examples of divers Nounes and Verbes.

And so having learned the concordances of speach, made plaine unto him by

the examples there added, and being about eight yeeres old, let him move foorth

into the second fourme. . .1
In Shakespeare's England, no less than in Cicero's Rome, 'no studies were ever pursued
with more earnestness than those tending to the acquisition of eloquence' (De Oratore,
LIV).

As well as learning how to transpose content from one grammatical form to another, as
outlined in the De Copia Book I Section 13 passage (quoted on p. 65), pupils also became
adept at shaping and reshaping material by using the rhetorical figures. Drawing on the
great classical texts, most noticeably the Rhetorica ad Herennium and Quintilian's Institutio
Oratoria, the Renaissance curriculum gave pupils a thorough grounding in the rhetorical
schemes and figures.2 The vast scope of figural rhetoric was mentioned in Chapter Two in
relation to the Romans, but it is worth reiterating in connection with the Renaissance: and

whilst it is impossible to convey here a proper idea of the precision and range of these

devices, the following, which is a sample drawn from Richard Lanham's A Handlist of
Rhetorical Terms (1991) (pp. 182-95), consisting of less than a tenth of those entries
beginning with the letter 'a’, gives a brief glimpse of how this amazing system worked in
sixteenth-century England:

adianoeta: an expression that has an obvious meaning and an unsuspected
secret one beneath.

allorosis: breaking down a subject into alternatives.

anadiplosis: repetition of the last word of one line or clause to begin the next.

1. InBaldwin, Vol. I, pp. 443-44. (My italics.)
2. See ibid., p. 446.
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anantapodoton: omission of a correlative clause from a sentence.
antimetabole; inverting the order of repeated words.

antiptosis: substitution of one case for another.

antistasis: repetition of a word in a different or contrary sense.
aphaeresis: omitting a syllable from the beginning of a word.
apophasis: pretending to deny what is really affirmed.

asteismus; facetious or mocking answer that plays on a word.

auxesis: words or clauses placed in chimactic order.

In addition to being an extraordinanly powerful science in its own right, rhetoric also
performed a linking function between its fellow arts in the trivium. As the above list
shows, the rhetorical terms incorporate aspects of both grammar (antiptosis) and logic or
dialectic (alloiosis). This range means that the scope of rhetoric as a single, but also
remarkably eclectic, art of the how of expression is almost boundless. The intensity of the
school system meant that, as with translation between languages, and as with syntax and

grammar, pupils became adept at using this massive figural and schematic system to craft

the expressive medium into the most effective possible form. The figures, in common with
syntax and the rest, exist independently of subject-matter. Their application will, in line
with the key rhetorical idea of decorum, have been made with due regard to the thematic
context, but they exist as forms in their own right, and were taught and mastered as such,
much as a musician will learn scales and technical skills as an activity which is preparatory
to, but distinct from, that of performance. Even if it had involved nothing but the figures
and schemes, rhetoric would have been an astonishing cultural phenomenon.

Another crucially important facet of the medium-centred formulation and reformulation
system was that of prosody. Just as pupils were drilled in how to transpose content from

one language to another, from one syntactical permutation to another, from one genre to

another, and from one grammatical and/or figural form to another, so they learnt to
remould the material of language in or out of verse, or else from one metrical form to
another. They should, says Erasmus,
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be regularly instructed to turn verse into prose and at different times to put
prose into verse. . . . They should express, again and again, the same
proposition in different words and styles. Sometimes they should vary the
expression of the same proposition in Greek and Latin, in verse and prose.
Sometimes they should recast the same proposition in five or six kinds of
metre which the teacher has prescribed. Sometimes they should recast the
same proposition in as many forms and figures as possible,

(De Ratione Studii, p. 679.)

In the opening chapters, we looked at the close link between rhetoric and literary
composition, especially from Demetrius onwards, and the relationship between the two
continued to be so close during the sixteenth century that the whole of Renaissance
literature could fairly be called a branch of rhetoric. As well as learning about the figures
and other formal matters in isolation, pupils were put to 'leaming and handling good
authors' and taught to 'observe in authors all the use of the Artes',1 and 'then, through
imitation, the boy was to leam to use these devices in his own work'.2 That is, the white
light of a finished literary work was passed through the analytical prism of rhetoric,
splitting apart its constituent elements. These how-based components - syntactical patterns,
grammatical schemes, and so on - were then mastered by the pupil, before eventually being
unified once more in a new literary composition. The curriculum at Canterbury (Marlowe's
school), as recorded in a statute of 1541, summarises much of what we have discussed so
far, and shows how, as the school years progressed, the multifarious strands of training in
the verbal medium coalesced to form a vast, unified rhetoricist system which encompassed
all aspects of the how of expression, and which had at its centre the Demetrian and
Dionysian principle of reshaping the verbal form. The document describes the
grammatical instruction given during years one to three, and then continues:

In the Fourth Form the boys shall be taught to know the Latin syntax readily:

and shall be practised in the stories of poets, and familiar letters of learned men
and the like.

In the Fifth Form they shall commit to memory [in Latin] the Figures of . . .

1. Thomas Kempe in Baldwin, Vol. II, p. 1.
2. Baldwin in ibid., loc. cit..
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Oratory and the rules for making verses; and at the same time shall be practised
in making verses and polishing themes; then they shall be versed in translating
the chastest Poets and the best Historians.

Lastly, in the Sixth Form they shall be instructed in the formulas of '‘Copiousness
of Words and Things' written by Erasmus; and learn to make varyings of speech
in every mood, so that they may acquire the faculty of speaking Latin . ...

The Head Master . . . shall come into school by 7 o'clock to perform his duty of
teaching thoroughly. He too every other day shall make some English sentence
into Latin and teach the flock committed to him to change it into many forms.}

Used as the culmination point of a pupil's training in the transposition of content 'into many
forms', the De Copia has special importance for our inquiry into the nature, and position,

of the medium of language-use within Renaissance literary culture. An appreciation of its
pedagogic methodology is essential if we are to get to grips not only with rhetoric but also
with the model of word-use which underlies it, wherein language is a malleable, quasi-
material entity: a concept which we saw at work in the classical texts, and especially in
those of the Greeks, and which returned in force under Erasmus. We shall now examine
the De Copia in greater detail, before concluding our analyses of classical and Renaissance
rhetoric with a look at those aspects of the formal medium which go beyond the trivium.

As the most illustrious rhetorician and educationalist of the Renaissance, Erasmus was the

key player in the formation of the new school system, both in broad terms, by promoting
the rise of humanism during the first two decades of the sixteenth-century,2 and in highly
specific terms, by helping to devise the new curriculum. His De Duplici Copia Verborum
ac Rerum, commonly known as the De Copia, was first published in 1512, and was
dedicated to St. Paul's school, which had recently been re-founded by his friend Dean John
Colet. Thereafter, it became a crucially important part of the humanist school curriculum

throughout both England and Europe. The De Ratione Studii was produced at about the

same time (1511), and as part of the same educational mission,3 but it is the De Copia

1. In Baldwin, Vol. 1, p. 165.
2. See Woodward, 1906, pp. 106-109.
3. Ibid., p. 109. Also Craig R. Thompson in Erasmus, Vol. 24, p. 280,
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which holds first place, not only amongst the works of Erasmus, but also amongst all the
rhetorical works produced during the Renaissance. It was so instantly popular that from

1512 onwards it was reprinted at least twice each year until the end of the sixteenth
century, often in editions produced by up to three different presses.! Betty 1. Knott sums

up the situation:

On its first publication the work was received with great acclaim, not only in
England but on the Continent. .. . Already in 1516 John Watson writes to
Erasmus reporting his experiences in Italy: 'You are famous everywhere in Italy,
especially among the leading scholars. It is incredible with what enthusiam they
welcome everywhere your Copid'. ...

De Copia was before long adopted as a textbook of rhetoric in schools and
universities throughout northem Europe; so widespread did its use become that
it was worth pirating, summarizing, excerpting, turning into a question-and-
answer manual, and making the subject of commentaries. Editions, both

authorized and unauthorized, of the work 1n its various forms poured from the
presses of Germany, the Netherlands, and Paris.2

The aim of the work is to equip the student with the ability to adopt any style:

The purpose of these instructions is . . . to give you the choice, once you
understand the principles, of emulating the laconic style if you so fancy, or
of imitating the exuberance of Asianism, or of expressing yourself in the
intermediate style of Rhodes.

(Section 6. This passage echoes Cicero,
Orator, xxi.70, and Quintilian X.I1.21-26.)

Erasmus particularly hopes that his training régime will enable us to write in the 'abundant’
style:

The speech of man is a magnificent and impressive thing when it surges along like
a golden river, with though<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>