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ABSTRACT

This thesis uses Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory, Tacitus’ Dialogue about  
Orators, and Petronius’ Satyrica to explore the topic of oratorical decline in early 
imperial Rome. Two opposing opinions on the topic recur throughout these texts, a 
traditionalist one that believes that the socio-political conditions of the empire have 
caused oratory to stagnate, and a modernist one that favors the oratory of the empire. This 
thesis attempts to demonstrate that debate between the modernist and traditionalist 
opinions is entrenched in the broader social and cultural context of the early imperial 
period, correlating with issues of education, social class, and more.  
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Chapter I: Introduction

The history of classical oratory begins in Greece with Homer. His poetry provides 

the first instances of oratory being distinguished from everyday speech. He couples 

oratorical skill with martial prowess to create the epic hero. Homeric characters spend the 

majority of their time speaking, and the Iliad, despite being a war poem, features more 

oratory than fighting. Moreover, rather than having his audience infer the eloquence of 

his characters from the words they speak, Homer labors to describe their oratorical 

capacities for his listeners. For instance, in the Iliad, Homer’s first description of Nestor 

is: “Then Nestor stood up, clear, sweet orator from Pylos. /Sweeter than honey the words 

flowed from his tongue” (Iliad 1.248-249). 

Though the Greek oratorical tradition begins around the time of Homer, it was not 

for another three centuries that the Greeks began to theorize about oratory. Traditionally, 

scholars trace the origins of oratory’s intellectual tradition to fifth-century Syracuse, after 

the tyrants ruling the city were overthrown and replaced by a democracy. In order to aid 

the transition into democracy, two Syracusans, Tisias and Corax, wrote handbooks to 

teach the people of Syracuse how to plead in the courts formerly controlled by an 

autocracy (Kennedy, Greece 26). Rhetorical theory spread from Syracuse into democratic 

Athens very soon after. The belief that democracy needed a population skilled in political 

and judicial discourse was central to the ancient understanding of oratory.

In Athens, rhetoric was taught mainly by a group which Plato called the sophists. 

They taught persuasion, which by its nature requires respect for different opinions, and 

Plato argued that this could easily lead to moral relativism. Despite their opponents in the 
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philosophical community, the ideas of the Sophists dominated rhetorical education and 

the practice of oratory during the Athenian democracy. 

Protagoras was the first sophist to begin teaching in Athens. He is most famous 

for positing that every argument has one or more equally reasonable counterarguments, 

thus implying that the task of persuasion rests solely on skill of the speaker than the 

content of the argument itself (Katula and Murphy 28).  This concept was adapted by 

Gorgias, who argued that the multiple sides to every argument would always cause 

divisions between people and that only persuasion could bring people together (Katula 

and Murphy 38). Thus, the orator, the only one who can bring humanity together, 

becomes a central figure in the creation of society, a belief commonly reiterated in 

eulogies of oratory throughout the Greek and Roman world. Another sophist, Antiphon, 

continued from Gorgias by furthering the moral dimension and argued that the orator 

should work against those who would use rhetoric to divide society. Furthermore, the 

orator should be knowledgeable in addition to being persuasive, so that he can decide 

which oratorical ventures will aid humanity and which ones will not (Katula and Murphy 

38-39).

Isocrates was perhaps the most influential of the sophists. Influenced by the 

Gorgias’ and Antiphon’s belief that rhetoric should be used to bring humanity together, 

Isocrates argued that the Greeks should use persuasion to unite the Greek-speaking 

world, which was at war. He further developed Antiphon’s moral aspect and argued that 

students must be versed in the arts, sciences, and philosophy before they should speak in 

public. Rather than a science that always followed the same systems and structures, 

rhetoric was an art for Isocrates, and, as such, it required an artist. Thus, he opposed his 
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contemporaries who would teach only rhetorical tricks because he believed that, as 

Katula and Murphy write, “the rhetorical act is simply the final phase of a total process of 

personal growth and development” (46).

Rhetoric, by nature, focused on subjective matters. If there was a clear method by 

which someone could discern objective truth on any particular issue, then differing 

opinions could not legitimately exist and there would be no need for debate. Thus, it was 

more common for rhetoricians to focus on probability than on objective truth. This 

worldview often put them at odds with Plato, who saw danger in rhetoric’s ability to 

persuade an audience without placing any moral obligation on the orator to tell the truth. 

Much of Plato’s work, including two dialogues, the Gorgias and the Phaedrus, is devoted 

to criticizing rhetoric. His Gorgias is the more scathing of the two; in it, Plato argues that 

rhetoric is a tool used by the ignorant to mislead the ignorant with clever arguments, 

rather than with genuine understanding of a speech’s subject matter. Plato relaxed his 

stance of rhetoric by the time he wrote the Phaedrus. Rhetoric could be a positive tool, 

assuming the person using it was adequately educated in everything he chose to speak on 

and had an understanding of truth. Thus, the best orator would be a supremely erudite 

philosopher. 

While Plato and others theorized about aspects of rhetoric, Aristotle’s Rhetoric 

marks a major step in the analysis and systematization of rhetoric. The Rhetoric was 

greatly influential and became the basis of oratorical curricula in Greece and Rome. It is 

perhaps most famous for its concepts of logos, pathos, and ethos. In response to Plato’s 

concerns, Aristotle argued that people must use rhetoric, a necessary evil, to compensate 

for human emotion, which kept people from being persuaded by logos alone. Thus, an 
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orator could better persuade his listeners if he used rhetoric to influence their emotions. 

Aristotle divided the orator’s use of an audience’s emotions into two categories: pathos, 

the emotions of the audience, and ethos, the audience’s opinion of the orator. 

Roman oratorical history begins around the turn of the third century BCE, when 

Rome had become the most foremost power in the Mediterranean. Scores of Greek 

diplomats sailed to the city to woo the Romans and, in effect, made them, as George 

Kennedy writes, “the object of every subtlety Greek rhetoricians could devise” (Roman 

World 4). Thus, Roman oratory stems from the Greek rhetorical tradition and, while 

many Roman histories portray the Roman kingdom and early republic as a tumultuous 

time filled with brilliant oratory, those histories surviving, most famously that of Livy, 

were written years after Greek rhetoric had embedded itself in Roman culture (Kennedy, 

Roman World 5).

Though there were numerous rhetorical thinkers in Rome, their efforts appear to 

be all but eclipsed by the prolific career of Marcus Tullius Cicero. Before Cicero, it is 

evident that Roman oratory was taught almost exclusively in Greek, both because the 

rhetoricians teaching in Rome were most often Greek and because Greek language had 

become the lingua franca of the republican elite. Rhetorical thought in Rome was highly 

systematic and usually involved the creation of countless terms, figures of speech, 

argument types, and other rules. This is most evident in a text falsely attributed to Cicero 

called Rhetorica ad Herennium, a kind of glossary that exhaustively outlines nearly every 

technical subtlety and variable involved in speechmaking. Roman rhetoric was not based 

solely around rules; a moral aspect was also present. Cato the Elder, a prominent orator 

and statesman from the second century BCE perhaps best known for his fiery opposition 
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to the influence of Greek culture in Rome, argued that an orator’s eloquence came from 

his knowledge. “Grasp the subject, words will follow,” he is commonly quoted as saying 

(Kennedy, Roman World 4). Cato draws heavily from Antiphon and Isocrates, indicating 

that he felt that certain aspects of the Greek rhetorical tradition were more reconcilable 

with Roman culture than others.  

Cicero was the most influential figure in Roman rhetorical culture. He was a 

cultural pillar at the level of George Washington or Shakespeare. As George Kennedy 

writes, “Early Roman speakers and writers seem like prophets preparing the way for him; 

his eloquent contemporaries take on reality chiefly as his foils; his successors can be 

understood best in terms of their reaction to him” (Roman World 149). He believed that, 

though necessary to a certain extent, the rules of rhetoric did more to restrict the art of 

speaking than to enhance it. For Cicero, the real challenge of oratory was not the mastery 

of the rules or even the knowledge of the speech’s subject matter, but the orator himself. 

In his rhetorical magnum opus, On the Orator, Cicero outlines a method of 

speechmaking that focuses less on the individual parts of a speech and more on the 

specific, creative process an orator should use in speechwriting. In this sense, he was 

quite revolutionary; such great emphasis on the creative process was unheard of (May 

and Wisse 10). Because Cicero places the emphasis on the orator, rather than on the 

speech, the construction and identity of the orator was of great importance to him. Like 

his fellow countrymen, Cicero drew from the ideas of Antiphon and Isocrates to argue 

that erudition precedes eloquence. “I maintain that eloquence is founded upon the 

intellectual accomplishments of the most learned,” he writes (On the Orator prologue 5). 

He places an enormous intellectual burden on the orator by arguing that the best orator 

5



should be able to speak more eloquently on any given topic than an expert on that topic, 

which implied that an orator must be universally knowledgeable. Such expectations may 

seem strange to a modern reader, but the ideas of Cicero were profoundly influential in 

Rome and any exploration of rhetoric in the early empire must rely on Ciceronian ideas 

as exemplary of the late republic.

Three types of oratory existed during the Roman Republic: judicial, deliberative, 

and epideictic. Judicial oratory, as its name suggests, was the oratory used in courts. This 

most often took the form of an aristocratic patron pleading for a client of equal or lower 

rank to whom he was assigned. The accused was not obligated to pay for these services—

the Cincian Law, passed in 204 BCE, prohibited orators from charging a fee or accepting 

money for judicial work (Tacitus, Annals 11.5). This meant that judicial oratory was 

largely restricted to a very small portion of the Roman population, those wealthy enough 

to work for no pay without losing the vast wealth that was necessary to maintain their 

senatorial rank. Deliberative oratory was the speech used in political discourse. This was 

also limited to the aristocratic elite who dominated politics (Kennedy Roman World 18-

21). Epideictic, or demonstrative, oratory was the oratory used for non-persuasive 

purposes. Use of epideictic oratory appears to be rare in the republic and one of the only 

examples of its use is the funeral oration, a tradition common among the senatorial elite 

(Kennedy Roman World 22).

The arrival of the emperor brought many changes to Roman oratory. The voice of 

the emperor carried more weight than any other Roman, his opinion dominated political 

discourse, and he could settle any court case he wished; he was the foremost orator in 

Rome (Roman World 435). Since he did not have to go through a process of debate or 
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legislation, the emperor could govern Rome without much political interruption and, 

under the right conditions, without much bloodshed. If an orator did have political voice 

in the empire, it was more likely expressed quietly in the court of the emperor, not 

publicly in the forum. Most emperors did not restrict free speech; there were still political 

debates that occurred in the senate. However, these debates were frequently empty words 

that did little influence policy. 

Judicial oratory was also affected by the emperor. Augustus reformed the judicial 

system to ensure fairer trials. During the republic, the trial was a blank canvas for the 

orator’s creativity. He could speak for hours on end, cracking every joke, making every 

platitude, and spurting every bit of erudition he felt necessary to woo his audience 

(Tacitus, Dialogue 19). However, under the emperor, pleaders could no longer speak for 

hours on end as they had before, judges could now stop an orator anywhere during his 

speech to ask specific questions about the evidence, and trials took place in smaller, more 

private venues, removing much of the orator’s “audience.” The legal benefits of such 

reforms are clear, as the trial could now focus more on the parties at stake and the 

evidence that could condemn or acquit them. Nonetheless, oratory was forced to adapt to 

these new conditions, and many felt that such an adaptation was toxic to the art.

Another factor that affected oratory was the broadened career horizons prevalent 

in the empire. People who would have had less opportunity in the republic could now 

amass wealth, fame, and political influence. For example, the Lex Junia allowed slaves, 

once manumitted, to become full citizens. Whereas in the republic freedmen formed an 

ambiguous category between slave and citizen, under the emperor they enjoyed the 

potential to become quite successful. Most notably, the emperor’s own freedmen served 
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in a number of bureaucratic positions that, despite being less public than the magistracies 

held by senators, often far exceeded them in power (Goodman 179).

Freedmen were not the only ones to benefit from the increased opportunity the 

empire offered. Few old senatorial families remained in the empire and their absence 

created a hierarchical vacuum. Augustus, and his successors, addressed this problem by 

appointing their own senators (Goodman 167). Many of these new senators came from 

less influential origins. Some of them were lesser nobles from the city, like equites, and 

many others came from the provinces like Gaul and Spain (Goodman 169).

Broadened career horizons in oratory began when Emperor Claudius revoked the 

Cincian Law, which had outlawed monetary compensation for the practice of oratory. 

Before the law was overturned, oratory was largely restricted to those wealthy enough to 

afford to spend the time necessary to prepare and deliver speeches. These wealthy orators 

were most often, but not always, senators, and would be compensated in the form of 

political alliances and favors. However, the Cincian Law’s revocation allowed an orator 

to be paid up to 10,000 sesterces (Tacitus, Annals 11.7) and, thus, people who could not 

afford to practice oratory before could now make a fortune doing so. If an orator of low 

birth managed to amass 1,000,000 sesterces in their practice, they would meet the 

monetary requirement for the rank of senator. Thus, with the termination of one law, 

oratory, a nearly-exclusive function of the senatorial elite, became a means by which a 

person could join them.

At this time, rhetorical schools that taught in Latin began to gain popularity in 

Rome as the preferred method of oratorical education. During the republic, the most 
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common method of oratorical education took the form of a wealthy family having their 

son educated by a private tutor, most often a slave, and then sending him off to be 

apprenticed to the most eminent orator they could coax into accepting such a task. There 

were Latin rhetorical schools in Rome during the republic, but they were poorly received 

and sometimes banned (Kennedy, Greece 29). Schools of the early empire had many 

students who would attend large lectures given by rhetoricians and deliver speeches 

called declamations. The teachers tended to focus more on rhetorical rules and the 

physical technique of speaking than they did on the factual content of a speech. This is 

evident in the subject matter chosen for declamations in schools, as teachers would often 

assign the students subjects to declaim on that would entertain them. Thus, it was 

common for students to have assignments on fantastical situations that would use 

techniques similar to those used in real world situations. The emphasis of the exercise 

was on how well the student adhered to proper technique in his composition and how 

well he delivered it, not on an extensive background knowledge of what he said 

(Kennedy, Roman World 333).  This is not to say that the content was not important in 

declamation, as these speeches were most always rooted in some moral issue, just that the 

exercise was imaginary and, thus, principles were more important than facts (Kennedy, 

Roman World 334).

There were some who thought that changes brought by the emperor had brought 

oratory into decline, and others who did not. The arguments made between these two 

camps reveal how the hotly debated issue of oratorical decline was tied to social class, 

government, and education. This thesis will focus on three literary texts from the first 

century CE to explore the topic oratorical decline in the early imperial period. 
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THE AUTHORS

Publius Cornelius Tacitus was a politician and author active during the late first 

century and early second century CE. He was born 56 CE, probably in Gaul, though some 

argue that he may have been born in Spain or Northern Italy. Tacitus rose to the rank of 

senator, and served as consul, and he attributes this political success to the Flavian 

emperors. He writes in his 

 Histories, “I would not deny that my elevation was begun by Vespasian, augmented by 

Titus, and still further advanced by Domitian” (1.1). He studied oratory as a young man 

and became a prominent pleader at the bar, but left his political and judicial career to 

write history in 98 CE under the reign of Trajan and lived quietly as an author until his 

death in 117 CE.

Tacitus’ first literary work was probably his Dialogue About Orators. Unlike the 

other two texts this thesis will focus on, the Dialogue focuses explicitly on the decline of 

oratory. It is set at the home of Curiatius Maternus, an orator who has decided to leave 

oratory for poetry. Two of his friends and fellow orators, Marcus Aper and Julius 

Secundus, have come to speak to him about this decision. Aper tries to persuade 

Maternus not to leave oratory because it is a noble art that can bring great political and 

monetary rewards to those who pursue it. The two are interrupted by another orator, 

Vipstanus Mesalla, who begins a new argument with Aper over whether or not oratory is 

in decline. Aper argues that the conditions of the empire have caused oratory to improve. 

Mesalla takes the opposite side and argues that the changes brought by the emperor have 
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hurt oratory so much that no speaker, not even himself, could be called an “orator” 

anymore.

Aper argues for the modernist perspective. He is a product of the broadened 

horizons of the empire, a man of obscure, provincial origins who through his skill at 

oratory rose to the rank of senator and became quite wealthy. His support of 

contemporary orators stems from the fact that oratory has allowed him to be one of the 

first members of his family to ascend to such heights, as well as from a genuine critique 

of his republican counterparts. Mesalla, on the other hand, argues for the traditionalist 

point of view. In doing so, he reacts negatively to nearly every aspect of empire that 

distinguishes it from the republic. Specifically, he argues against Latin rhetorical schools, 

complains about the restrictions placed on judicial oratory, and even claims that the 

peaceful unity brought by the emperor, though positive for society, is negative for 

oratory, which he believes needs conflict and division to thrive. Though these two 

distinct positions are argued for in the Dialogue, neither of them has significant 

advantage over the other. There is no straw man. 

The exact identity of Petronius, the author of the Satyrica, is unknown. There is a 

certain Gaius Petronius mentioned in Book 16 of Tacitus’ Annals. According to this 

account, Gaius Petronius was a hedonist prone to bad sleeping habits and financial 

irresponsibility. Tacitus claims that Nero liked these qualities and rewarded Petronius by 

making him proconsul of Bithynia and, later, consul. Nero then invited Petronius to serve 

in the imperial court as “a critic in matters of taste.” His opinions were so valuable to 

Nero that “the emperor thought nothing charming or elegant in luxury unless Petronius 

had expressed to him his approval of it.” However, a certain Tigellinus accused Petronius 
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of various offenses regarding slaves, and Nero sentenced him to forced suicide. Before 

his death, Petronius wrote a list of Nero’s “shameful excesses, with the names of his male 

and female companions and their novelties in debauchery,” sealed it with wax, broke his 

signet ring so that no one else could be condemned for it, and sent it to the emperor (16). 

However, the evidence is inconclusive as to whether or not this Petronius wrote the 

Satyrica, although such a character would be likely author for such a work.

The Satyrica of Petronius is not a rhetorical treatise, nor does it expressly focus 

on the decline of oratory. Instead, the Satyrica is a novel-like piece of fiction from the 

first century. Only fragments of the work survive, and it appears to have been 

significantly longer than what remains. The plot revolves around the arrogant Encolpius, 

his boyfriend Giton, and his less-than-friendly acquaintance Ascyltos, who go on 

misadventures and find themselves in compromising situations. The subject matter is 

quite ribald, including bizarre sex cult initiation ceremonies and graphic descriptions of 

pederasty, defecation, and cannibalism.

However, looking past the more sensational subject matter, one finds a large 

amount of social commentary on imperial culture that can be applied to oratory. The 

extant text begins with an argument between Encolpius and a rhetorician, Agamemnon, 

over the ineffectiveness of rhetorical schools. It later moves to an art gallery, where an 

old poet named Eumolpus laments to Encolpius about how the love of money has spoiled 

literature and art. In between these two sections, the characters attend a banquet thrown 

by a wealthy freedman named Trimalchio. He is wealthier than some of the greatest 

aristocrats of Rome, but Trimalchio and his freedmen guests are nonetheless portrayed as 

ineloquent simpletons that care for little more than their money. 
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Characters in Petronius express some of the arguments about oratory associated 

with the both the traditionalists and the modernists. However, the comedic nature of the 

Satyrica makes any analysis of these opinions difficult, as the character usually 

expressing these opinions is quite different from the kind of person who would be 

expressing them in the real world. Nonetheless, Petronius serves as an excellent source 

for what these arguments actually were and perhaps how they were perceived within 

society.

Marcus Fabius Quintilianus, commonly known as Quintilian, was a rhetorician 

teaching at Rome between the reigns of Vespasian and Domitian. Like many other 

prominent Romans of his time, Quintilian did not come from an old, established 

senatorial family. He was born in a town called Caligurris in Spain around 40 CE. He 

traveled to Rome as a teenager to study rhetoric and shadowed Domitius Afer, an orator 

born in Gaul who made his fortune as a prosecutor and rose to political prominence by 

flattering Caligula (Kennedy Roman World 442-444). When Afer died, Quintilian moved 

back to Spain for about ten years until the governor of Spain, Galba, was made emperor 

in 68. The new emperor brought Quintilian along with him to Rome but was killed after 

serving only seven months as emperor. Quintilian survived the eleven months of civil war 

which followed before the senate named Vespasian emperor, beginning what is called the 

Flavian Dynasty. Quintilian quickly entered the new emperor’s good graces, and 

Vespasian appointed Quintilian chair of an imperially subsidized school of rhetoric.

Written during his retirement, Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory is the culmination 

of his experiences as a teacher. Unlike the Dialogue of Tacitus, which presents a divisive 

view of modern oratory, the Institutes draws from the opinions of both the traditionalists 

13



and the modernists. He defends rhetorical schools as an educational form, but believes 

that the schools must expose their students to a variety of subjects and must work to 

reinforce the morality of their students. He favors the oratory of the republican orators 

over that of his contemporaries while believing that oratory can improve beyond the 

glory of past. In sum, Quintilian’s Institutes should be understood as aiming for a solution 

to oratorical decline.   
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Chapter II: Tacitus
More than any other text from this period, Tacitus’ Dialogue About Orators 

strikes at the key issues concerning oratorical decline. The text is addressed to a certain 

Justus Fabius, who has asked Tacitus to explain “how it is that while the genius and the 

fame of so many distinguished orators have shed a luster on the past … our age is so 

forlorn and so destitute of the glory of eloquence that it scarce retains the very name of 

orator” (1). Tacitus says that he and Justus have disagreed in the past about oratorical 

decline. Rather than trying to argue for his own opinion, Tacitus will present an argument 

that he overheard as a young man between a few eminent orators on the alleged decline 

of their art. Tacitus states that, while their opinions differ greatly, each orator presented a 

plausible argument and the reader, Justus, may draw his own conclusion from them. The 

method by which Tacitus chose to portray these opinions makes it a remarkably 

convenient text for the modern reader attempting to understand the state of oratory in 

first-century Rome. 

The Dialogue is set at the home of an orator, Curiatius Maternus, who has decided 

to leave oratory to become a poet. His last poetic endeavor, a tragedy about Cato, “had 

irritated the feelings of certain great personages,” presumably the emperor. His friends 

Marcus Aper and Julius Secundus have come to his home to check on his safety and 

persuade him to return to oratory. Tacitus claims to have followed these orators 

everywhere as a young man. Aper was apparently known by his critics for winning “his 

reputation for eloquence by his cleverness and natural powers, more than by training and 

culture,” but was actually quite educated. Tacitus explains that Aper thought he would 

appear to be more skilled as a speaker if it “appear[ed] that his genius did not depend on 
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any supports from pursuits alien to his profession,” and thus pretended to be far less 

educated than he actually was (2). Tacitus uses Marcus Aper to represent the voice of 

modern orators.

Aper begins by attacking Maternus for leaving oratory for poetry. He claims that 

he does this not because poetry is an unworthy pursuit, but because poetry should be left 

to those who cannot plead cases. Those people who have the gift of oratory should use it 

to their utmost ability for themselves and their society. Aper accuses Maternus of 

“throwing away a pursuit than which it is impossible to imagine one in our state richer in 

advantages, more splendid in its prospects, more attractive in fame at home, more 

illustrious in celebrity throughout our whole empire and all the world.” Indeed, Aper later 

explains that he himself was of low birth and rose to the rank of senator through his skill 

at oratory (7). Oratory can also “bring aid to friends, succor to strangers, deliverance to 

the imperiled,” and allows the orator to censure the wicked, and to defend himself if 

accused, Aper explains. “It is both a shield and a weapon; you can use it alike for defense 

and attack, either before a judge, before the senate, or before the emperor” (5). The 

rejection of such a utilitarian art is shameful to Aper.

Maternus then rebuts Aper in defense of poetry. Maternus explains that his career 

began as a poet when, at some point during the reign of Nero, he performed a poem that 

denounced a certain Vatinius. He then became a celebrity for using poetry in defense of 

the state, in a manner that Aper reserved exclusively for oratory, and from there he went 

on to become an orator. But he is now tired of the public life, “for trains of followers on 

my way to and from the court and for crowded receptions I crave no more than for the 

bronzes and busts which have invaded my house even against my will,” he says (11). 
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Maternus laments that oratory is, as Aper says, “a weapon,” and he no longer wishes to 

contribute to an art that so frequently brings harm to others. Poetry, he says, “is 

composed not in the midst of bustle, or with a suitor sitting before one’s door, or amid the 

wretchedness and tears of prisoners;” rather, it can flourish in times of peace as a gift to 

all at no one’s expense (12).

After Maternus finishes, another orator, Vipstanus Messalla, stumbles in 

uninvited. After hearing what was being discussed, Messalla says, “I am delighted to find 

that you excellent men, the orators of our age, instead of exercising your talents simply 

on law-business and rhetorical studies, also engage in discussions which not only 

strengthen the intellect but also draw from learning and from letters.” He then jabs at 

Aper for “for choosing to employ his leisure after the fashion of modern rhetoricians 

rather than of the old orators” (14). This sparks an argument, which dominates the 

remainder of the Dialogue, over whether or not the oratory of their day is worse than that 

of their republican predecessors. Maternus, excited at the prospect of a debate, assigns 

Messalla the traditionalist position and Aper the modern one while he and Secundus 

moderate (16).

Aper argues that the oratory of his own times is not inferior to the oratory of the 

republic, but is actually a great improvement from the style of his republican 

counterparts. Modern oratory has changed to accommodate “the circumstances of the age 

and an altered taste in the popular ear” (19). Aper states that, during the republic, an 

audience “patiently endured the length of a very confused speech, and it was actually to 

the speaker’s credit, if he took up one of their days by his speech-making” (19). 

However, such length was impossible in the empire, as Augustus allowed judges to 
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restrict the amount of time an orator can speak and to direct the path of a speech if the 

orator strays too far off topic. Moreover, Aper says that, during the republic, philosophy 

and rhetoric were “new and unfamiliar, and even of the orators but very few had studied 

the rules of rhetoricians or the dogmas of philosophers.” Thus, an audience would praise 

“up to the skies” any orator who would merely mention philosophy in his pleading. Aper 

says that now “these [philosophical ideas] are common property and that there is scarce a 

bystander in the throng, who, if not fully instructed, has not at least been initiated into the 

rudiments of culture” (19). Thus, Aper believes that the orator, in order to appease the 

changing public taste which has lost its patience for grandiose speeches and displays of 

erudition, must make every word brilliant and speak with brevity exclusively upon the 

matter at hand.

While Aper describes the public’s shift from the long-winded and learned oratory 

of the past, Messalla laments its decline, contending that contemporary oratory focuses 

too heavily on the prettiness of a speech while failing to be truly eloquent. Messalla 

claims that rhetorical schools have begun to replace the aristocratic tradition of a youth 

being “taken by his father, or his relatives [to be apprenticed] to the orator who held the 

highest rank in the state” (34). In response, Messalla criticizes rhetoricians as swindlers 

who “draw pupils, not by strictness of discipline or by giving proof of ability, but by 

assiduous court and cunning tricks of flattery” (29). Messalla believes that the changes in 

judicial procedure, which Aper praises for shortening and refining the style of judicial 

oratory, restrict the artistic license of an orator. He concedes that the judicial reforms are 

the sign of a better governed and peaceful society, but argues that the best eloquence 

arises in times of turmoil. Messalla states that “the orator gets an inferior and less 
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splendid renown where a sound morality and willing obedience to authority prevail,” and, 

thus, the orator can longer exist as he did before (49). 

Many scholars have attempted to find Tacitus’ voice in this debate. Craige 

Champion posits that because Aper speaks more than any other character and because the 

introduction implies that Tacitus does not believe oratory to be in decline, Aper is the 

voice of Tacitus (Champion 154,158). On the other hand, T.D. Barnes states, “Tacitus 

surely means us to feel that [Aper’s arguments] are disreputable,” and cites Aper’s 

frequent joking tone as evidence (Barnes 238). I find that the most compelling argument 

is made by Ronald Mellor, who takes the middle road and writes, “There is no straw man; 

each speaker makes his case well and Tacitus, once a passionate practitioner of oratory, 

sympathized with certain ideas of each of the speakers” (Mellor 19).This view provides a 

reason for why Tacitus give each argument strengths and weaknesses, and is in line with 

the Tacitus’ professed goal to present both sides of the argument in order for his reader 

Justus Fabius to draw his own conclusion. 

Aper and Messalla spar over whether certain of certain orators from the middle 

and late republic, like Cato and Cicero, can legitimately be canonized as “ancient.” Aper 

begins by questioning the term “ancient.” He notes that this term is used to describe a 

series of orators from the mid-to-late republic, ending with Cicero, that he considers too 

recent to be called “ancient.” “[F]rom Cicero’s death to our day is a hundred and twenty 

years, one man’s life-time,” he jokingly asserts (17). The term “ancient,” therefore, is 

used to grant superiority to the work of these orators rather than to denote their antiquity. 

These “ancient” orators, Aper argues, share much more with contemporary speakers than 

they do with those speakers whom Aper claims can justifiably be called “ancient.” 
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Moreover, they were not unified in their opinions, and were highly critical of each other. 

Aper mentions that “Cicero … was slightingly spoken of by Calvus as loose and 

nerveless, and by Brutus, to use his own words, as ‘languid and effeminate’” (18).  

The difference between the old orators and the new was their political 

environment. Aper notes that Cassius Severus “was the first … to deviate from the old 

and plain path of the speaker” and thus is widely regarded as ending “antiquity” (19). 

Like Aper, Cassius Severus came from humble origins and through his oratorical talent 

became one of the foremost prosecutors in Rome, before being exiled to Crete for his “his 

persistent quarrelsomeness” (Tacitus, Annals 4.21). According to Aper, Cassius Severus 

changed his mode of speaking because “the character and the type must change with 

circumstances of the age and an altered taste in the popular ear” (18). By “circumstances 

of the age,” Aper means the judicial and political changes brought on by Augustus, so 

Aper claims that Cassius Severus is the first famous orator to adapt his style to Augustus’ 

new system.

Aper, however, does not mention or praise any of Cassius Severus’ successors. 

Messalla exposes this and accuses Aper of criticizing the faults of older orators like 

Cicero by name while praising the moderns by generalizations. Moreover, he considers 

Cassius Severus to be far superior to his successors “in the variety of his learning” (28). 

This suggests that Cassius Severus’ educational background may be similar to Messalla’s 

educational ideal, a broader, more traditional scope of learning that values the study of 

philosophy. Thus, while being similar in style to his successors, his educational 

background suggests that Cassius Severus may have been more similar to his republican 

predecessors in person. As Romans rarely divorced the words of a speech from the 
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person of the orator, Cassius Severus, at least from Messalla’s perspective, cannot be 

easily compared to those who followed his stylistic example without reaching his level of 

education.

A discussion about oratory in the early empire cannot be had without adressing 

the question of children and their education. Messalla, being the reactionary, prefers the 

republican aristocratic model of education to the imperial rhetorical school. In the 

republican model, a child would be taught grammar by private tutor, often a Greek slave, 

and would, ideally, learn values and virtues from his family. At a certain age, the child 

would be apprenticed to professional orator. This model favored the children of the most 

prominent and wealthy families. Imperial schools of rhetoric, on the other hand, allowed 

a greater number of students to have an opportunity to practice oratory. Now people like 

Aper, the children of lesser aristocrats, provincial aristocrats, and wealthy tradesmen 

could have an opportunity to become an orator.

Messalla first indicts poor parenting during early childhood, which he blames for 

the current generation’s preoccupation with “actors … gladiators and horses” (29). He 

thinks that children are exposed to poor morals either by foreign servants who “fill the 

child’s tender and uninstructed mind” with “stories and prejudices,” or by their parents’ 

gossip. Messalla notes that, in the old days, children were often raised by an “elderly 

kinswoman of approved and esteemed character” (28). This woman “regulated not only 

the boy’s studies and occupations, but even his recreations and games,” because if 

children become too preoccupied with the wrong sort of entertainment, they will not have 

the capacity “for worthy attainments” (28-29).
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Messalla’s interest in early childhood, and his praise of Cicero, has often caused 

him to be labeled as the voice of Quintilian in the Dialogue by scholars like T.D. Barnes 

(238). True, he shares these interests with Quintilian. However, Messalla’s scathing 

views of rhetorical schools in Rome are inconsistent with Quintilian’s support of them, 

which suggests that Messalla makes for an unlikely Quintilian. We should, rather, view 

Messalla as a mouthpiece for the generic reactionary argument, parts of which can be 

reconciled with the opinions of Quintilian. 

Messalla’s second complaint about rhetorical schools is that the subject matter 

taught in schools is too narrow. He states that the orators of old would devote themselves 

the study of every subject, with a special focus on law and philosophy, to become better 

speakers. Messalla argues that “Cicero’s wonderful eloquence wells up and overflows out 

of a store of erudition, a multitude of accomplishments, and a knowledge that was 

universal” (30). Mesalla’s argument stems from the belief that someone must be learned 

about something to be  persuasive when speaking about it and, therefore, the best orator 

will be the most learned, as he will be able to be persuasive on more topics. In contrast to 

the older system, schools of rhetoric focused primarily on the act of speaking itself and 

the subject matter of the speeches in schools was often fictitious. Messalla argues that, in 

these schools, students are not provided the theoretical background necessary, in his 

opinion, to be an orator, nor are they exposed to matters that they may actually encounter 

when pleading in courts. “The reward of a tyrannicide,” Messalla says, “or the choice of 

an outraged mother, or a remedy for a pestilence, or a mother’s incest” are not discussed 

in actual courts (36).   
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Aper’s defense of oratory at the beginning of the Dialogue focuses heavily on the 

political and financial rewards of being an orator. This defense stems from Aper being an 

oratorical parvenu; what he values in oratory is what exhibits his wealth and influence. 

He praises two contemporaries, Marcellus Eprius and Crispus Vibius, who, despite being 

born into poor families, enjoy strong careers as pleaders at the bar, and have become 

friends with the emperor, Vespasian. Their homes are filled with “busts, inscriptions, and 

statues,” which Aper claims should not be looked down upon as avarice, as Maternus 

does, but praised and expected as the rewards for one’s hard work as an orator (8).

Aper’s monetary motivations would have looked quite modern to a contemporary 

reader, because the concept of oratory being a “career” was quite new. After the Cincian 

Law was overturned, people like Aper, a provincial who would have doubtfully had the 

financial freedom to practice oratory before, could reach great financial and political 

heights through pleading. Thus, it would unlikely for Aper to see oratory as a declining 

because this is the first time he, and many others like him, could practice oratory. He 

does not have any oratorical ancestors to look back on and compare himself to; he is a 

pioneer. Tacitus may not have meant for Aper’s love of money and possessions to 

indicate any greed on his part, but rather a desire to reinforce his position as a peer among 

those who come from older wealth.

Messalla predictably disagrees with Aper, arguing that being a republican orator 

was far superior to being an imperial one. He does not seem to care about the money or 

influence that Aper praises. He believes that oratory as an art is no longer possible under 

the conditions of the empire. Unlike Maternus, who argues that oratory has become too 

tumultuous, Messalla argues that it has stagnated because of a lack of tumult. In his 
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opinion, good oratory needs to arise as a natural solution to political or social instability, 

and the empire is too stable for good oratory to flourish. The emperor has become the 

sole voice in public political discourse, curtailing political feuding and factions, and 

because the imperial legal system works more efficiently than it had before, there are 

now few opportunities to heroically defend the wrongfully accused man. He admits that, 

despite being a hindrance to oratory, these changes are positive for society. He closes by 

adding that had he, Maternus, and even Aper lived during the republic they would have 

all attained “the highest fame and glory of eloquence” (41).  

The Dialogue gives a framework to understand oratorical decline. It reveals that 

Romans disagreed over whether oratory was even in decline. The polarized format of the 

Dialogue gives us two clear sides of the debate, traditionalists and the modernists, whose 

opinions frequently recur throughout literature of all types from this period. This 

indicates that oratorical decline was not a concern limited to the rhetorical community, 

but something that affected the Roman literary community at large.
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Chapter III: Petronius
Discussions about an alleged decline in the art of oratory reveal how central a role 

oratory played in Roman society and culture. Indeed, the arguments made between 

traditionalists and modernists were so common in Rome that they appear parodied in 

fiction. To show this, I will use the Satyrica of Petronius, a humorous novelistic work 

likely written the middle of the first century CE.

The Satyrica is a fictional prose narrative and, though only fragments remain, it 

appears to have been of substantial length. Such a text would have been revolutionary 

during Petronius’ lifetime and the Satyrica is often called one of the first novels. The 

novel as a genre emerged late in literary history, and its frivolous and often erotic subject 

matter prevented it from being taken seriously by ancient literary critics. It is thus 

necessary to differentiate the work of Petronius from the serious and respectable works of 

Tacitus and Quintilian. Petronius uses similar ideas to those found in Tacitus, but his use 

of these ideas cannot be divorced from the work’s burlesque and humorous context. 

Any interpretation of the Satyrica is thus made difficult by its being a novel. How 

can one give any credence to the commentary Petronius’ characters give on cultural 

decline when coupled with jokes about flatulence? However, the comedic nature of the 

Satyrica may give more weight to its implicit commentary, as comedy must rely upon 

tropes that would be immediately recognizable to the audience to be effective. Thus, the 

opinions expressed by the characters are meant to echo the commonplace opinions on 

society, culture, and art (Williams 12). Petronius’ use of commonplace opinion becomes 

quite evident when looking at his contemporaries. At one point, Encolpius meets an old 

poet named Eumolpus, who claims that society’s decadence is killing art. Eumolpus’ 

27



lament closely echoes the opinions of Seneca the Elder, and the views presented earlier in 

the text by a rhetorician named Agamemnon on the state of rhetorical education are 

reiterated by Quintilian (Kennedy 461).

. The Satyrica presents us with two character types. The first is the traditionalist 

whose convictions and ideologies are fast becoming irrelevant in the empire. Petronius 

portrays these characters as cultured and educated people who favor a broader 

educational foundation, which entails an understanding of the arts and sciences, as well 

as philosophy. This character type mirrors Tacitus’ character Mesalla, who believes that 

his own ideas about what orator should be are so irreconcilable with life in the empire 

that he can no longer call himself an “orator.” These characters give long-winded 

speeches about the decline of art and society, but are so poor that they must ironically 

rely on the patronage of those whom they blame for the evils of society.

The second character type is that of a newer class of moneyed people in Rome. 

These people were the freedmen, provincials, and otherwise non-traditionalists who, 

under the new government in Rome, came into money and political prominence. 

Petronius portrays this class as coming to significant cultural power. This class is 

especially important to oratory because, as I noted in the introduction, the Cincian Law, 

which barred orators from being paid for their services, was overturned by Emperor 

Claudius, thus allowing oratory to become a career. Prior to the law’s passing, oratory 

was restricted to the traditionalists that could afford to spend their composing, rehearsing, 

and delivering speeches. These characters are largely concerned about what will forward 

their career in a practical sense. Thus, they tend to drop the educational pretenses of the 

aristocracy, like a broad education and the study of philosophy, to focus on the tangible 
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factors that will aid their career. For an orator this means that it is far more important to 

learn how to technically speak well than it is to learn philosophy. 

Early in the extant parts of the work, Encolpius wanders into an art gallery and 

begins to look at the paintings when a disheveled old poet and tutor named Eumolpus 

enters. Upon arrival, the poet declares that he is a failure because he is a good poet in a 

world of bad taste (83). The poet distinguishes the wealthy from the artistic, claiming that 

“Poverty is the Sister of Genius” (84). The poet then breaks from his tirade to tell an 

uninvited tale about his sexual experiences with a boy he was tutoring in Asia Minor. 

Afterward, upon Encolpius’ urgent request, Eumolpus returns to lamenting the state of art 

and literature. The poet claims that literature and art do not flourish as they did in the 

past, and blames “[g]reed of money” for their decline (88). He then begins reciting epic 

verse and is stoned by an unappreciative audience of passerby. In response, the poet 

reassures Encolpius that “today is not the first time I have had such compliments 

showered upon me; the audience always applauds me in this fashion” (90).

Eumolpus represents the first, more traditionalistic character. This 

characterization is ironic, because the majority of private tutors were Greek slaves and, 

thus, Eumolpus is probably a freedman. Moreover, Encolpius interprets the poet’s 

unkempt appearance as evidence that Eumolpus “belonged to that class of literati which 

the wealthy hold in contempt” (83). Encolpius is not referencing the traditionalistic 

wealthy, as the literary community was typically traditionalistic in Rome, but the 

nouveaux-riches. In setting Eumolpus apart from the wealthy without making the 

distinction between old and new money, Encolpius implies that wealth has become 

dominated by the newly wealthy.
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The dominance of new money culture is also expressed by Eumolpus, who 

declares that he is poor because he is a good poet and hated because he defends the truth. 

He says, “a man is hated when he declares himself an enemy to all vice, and begins to 

follow the right road in life, because, in the first place, his habits are different from those 

of other people” (84). Likening himself to Socrates, the poet implies that his point of 

view has become the minority and that new public tastes have become dogma.

Eumolpus attacks the pursuit of money constantly but he does not necessarily 

attack having money. He condemns the avarice of his own times while praising the 

traditionalistic past. He sees little wrong with the aristocracy and calls the Senate “the 

exponent of all that should be right and just” (Satyrica 88). However, this praise of the 

senate could easily be read ironically, because the majority of the senate at this point did 

not come from old traditionalistic families but were actually new money types appointed 

by the emperors. Nonetheless, Eumolpus claims to be concerned that the arts and 

sciences have been ignored for the pursuit of money. He is nostalgic for the past, “when 

virtue was her own reward, the fine arts flourished, and there was the keenest rivalry 

among men for fear that anything which could be of benefit to future generations should 

remain long undiscovered” (88), implying that literature, art, and oratory were at their 

best when money was not a concern of those producing and consuming it, that is the 

traditionalists. 

 The opinions forwarded by Eumolpus can apply to oratory as well. “Love or art 

never yet made anyone rich,” he says. As we saw in the previous chapter, oratory was 

beginning to make certain people quite rich. Thus by saying that art has never brought 
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wealth to anyone, Eumolpus implies that career orators are not artists. These people may 

be professional orators, but they are not helping to sustain or advance the art.

However, while Eumolpus does echo the opinions of real world traditionalists, 

like Messalla, his authority as a social commentator is undercut by the hypocritical and 

pathetic nature of his character. He claims that the public audience hates his poetry 

because of their bad taste, but it is just as likely that Eumolpus is an awful poet. 

Moreover, he proudly admits that he once used traditionalist arguments and denounced 

pederasty around a student’s parents to gain their trust in order to have sex with the boy. 

“I came to be looked upon, especially by the mother, as one of the philosophers,” he says 

(85). Eumolpus cares about criticizing the evils of his day only when doing so allows him 

to disguise his lacking talent and moral depravity. 

Next, we turn to the Satyrica’s opening fragment, a conversation between 

Encolpius and rhetorician named Agamemnon on the effects education has on the decline 

of oratory. Both characters fear that declamatory rhetorical education will destroy Roman 

oratory, if it has not already done so. Encolpius argues that the schools teach a flowery 

style of oratory devoid of any real subject matter. He claims that though “every word [of 

this style is] a honied drop,” it is eloquence wasted on declamation that will ultimately do 

little to prepare students for a career of pleading in the courts. Too much time is spent on 

teaching a student physical techniques like vocal modulation, while the substance of a 

speech is ignored in schools. Students would do better to learn a plainer style of speaking 

that “rises supreme by its own natural purity,” rather than learning to mask their 

ignorance behind clever language. He even indicts the rhetorical education system on 
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philosophical grounds for failing to bring its students closer to “wisdom” and causing the 

“the gross foolishness of our young men” (2).

Agamemnon responds to defend his profession against this harangue. Teachers 

and schools are not to blame, he says, but the parents and students. He would love to 

teach more substance in his school, but cannot because parents rush their young sons into 

rhetorical schools with great hopes for their financial futures without giving the child the 

time or education necessary to mature and develop an appreciation for oratory as an art. 

Thus, the schools are flooded with boys who care little for proper oratory. Agamemnon 

claims that the teachers must then use such childish subject matter in their declamations 

because, if they do not, their students will get bored and leave, and the rhetorician will be 

out of business. He says, “Unless they spoke in accordance with the dictates of their 

young pupils, they would, as Cicero remarks, be left alone in the schools” (3). So 

Agamemnon chooses put his convictions aside and do what he can feed himself. 

The arguments of the traditionalists pervade the opinions of both characters. 

Both agree that an understanding of what one intends to speak on is more important than 

the manner in which one intends to say it, and that the subject matter rsther than the style 

of a speech should give it its brilliance. Similarly, they, like Eumolpus, believe that 

someone will not become an artist if he pursues his art for money. Also, like Eumolpus, 

the two characters probably feel that their opinions are increasingly becoming the 

minority, for Agamemnon prefaces his rebuttal against Encolpius by praising his attacker 

for having “sentiments [that] do not reflect the public taste” (3). However, Agamemnon 

and Encolpius may be using traditionalist arguments to disguise their own failures. The 

extant text gives no indication that Encolpius is an orator, and his criticism of rhetorical 
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schools may stem from an inaptitude for oratory. Agamemnon laments that his students 

control what he teaches in schools, but perhaps he is just a subpar teacher who cannot 

control his class. 

 Sometime after their initial conversation, Encolpius and Agamemnon go to a 

banquet at the home of a wealthy freedman named Trimalchio. The guests meet the host 

outside of his home where he is playing a ball game with some of his slaves. At one point 

during the game, Trimalchio urinates and dries his hands off in the hair of one of his 

slave boys, the first of many debasing things Trimalchio does to his slaves. The guests 

enter the home where they are entertained by Trimalchio with gargantuan amounts of 

food, false erudition (he mentions the time “Troy was taken [by] Hannibal” in an effort to 

prove that he is educated), and base humor (50). Most everyone at the banquet except 

Encolpius is either a freedman or a slave. Petronius portrays nearly every character at the 

dinner, with the exception of Agamemnon, Encolpius, Giton, and Ascyltos, as being 

hopelessly inarticulate, and the characters are aware of this distinction. For example, at 

one point during the meal, a freedman named Norbanus snorts at Agamemnon, “You 

don't belong to our bunch, so you laugh in your sleeve at the way us poor people talk, but 

we know that you're only a fool with a lot of learning” (46). Encolpius speaks with many 

freedmen throughout the meal, but the topic of conversation is almost always either death 

or money, a stark contrast to the discussions about poetry and oratory he has with 

Agamemnon and Eumolpus. At various moments throughout the scene Trimalchio 

interrupts these conversations to talk about his immense finances or his death, which he 

claims will come in “thirty years, four months, and two days,” according to his horoscope 

(57). Toward the end of the meal, a stonemason named Habinnas, who is making 
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Trimalchio’s tombstone, arrives, and the two loudly discuss the details of Trimalchio’s 

epitaph and will. The entire affair ends with Trimalchio ordering his slaves to throw a 

mock funeral for him and the host, along with his entire entourage, drunkenly stumbles 

about in a funeral procession, crying and attempting to make music.

The majority of people attending this banquet are of the second, nouveau-riche, 

character type. Indeed, Trimalchio is a distant ancestor of at least one new money 

character—F. Scott Fitzgerald’s original title for The Great Gatsby was Trimalchio in  

West Egg. They do not care for the pretenses of high culture or education. This is not to 

say that they do not care about status, they do—there can be few reasons why Trimalchio 

would belittle his slaves, despite his slave birth, other than his need to reinforce his status 

as a freedman—but they are self-made men and it was hard labor that brought them 

status. While an traditionalist may feel compelled to be educated and versed in literature 

to reinforce his status, the freedmen do not value education unless it aids their career. At 

one point Habinnas presents Trimalchio’s tombstone, revealing his epitaph. One part 

reads: “HE GREW RICH FROM LITTLE AND LEFT/ THIRTY MILLION 

SESTERCES BEHIND/ HE NEVER HEARD A PHILOSOPHER” (71). 

A conversation that takes place between the aforementioned Norbanus and 

Agamemnon succinctly portrays the conflict between the first and second character type. 

In the Satyrica’s opening scene, Agamemnon blamed careerist parents who send their 

children off to learn oratory too young for the poor quality of education in rhetorical 

schools. At the dinner, Agamemnon meets such a parent, Norbanus, who is considering 

sending his son to Agamemnon’s school. Petronius portrays Norbanus as a parent who 

wants the best for his son and encourages the boy’s education. However, to Norbanus, 
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learning should not be its own reward, but should be a path to a career. He tells 

Agamemnon that he bought his son law books to read but discourages the boy from 

painting and literature because those subjects are less likely to find his son a job. 

Moreover, Norbanus disapproves of his son receiving too diverse of an education and 

criticizes one of his son’s tutors who “won't make him [(his son)] stick to one thing” (46). 

Norbanus apparently wants his son to study law, as he mentioned sending his son to 

Agamemnon’s school. However, while Norbanus acknowledges that such a career path 

would be lucrative, he does not appear to consider it to be a better career than others like 

“the barber's, say, or the auctioneer's,” for any reason other than money. He does not 

mention the acclaim that Tacitus’ Aper attributes to the pursuit of oratory, nor the 

political influence. This may be read as a parody of a modernist orator like Aper, who 

believes that displays of his wealth, like commissioning numerous busts of himself, serve 

as tangible representations of his senatorial status. Petronius omits the pretentious and 

shallow justifications given by modernists for their decadence to reveal what he sees as 

their true motivation: money. 

Encolpius and his retinue are not perfect either and, at times, the freedmen present 

a more practical voice that leaves the guests looking absurd. For example, though 

Agamemnon and Encolpius look down on the freedmen, they still take a free meal from 

Trimalchio. They freedmen are quick to point out this hypocrisy and Trimalchio attacks 

Ascyltos, saying, “[y]ou've got more coin than we have, have you?  Then eat two 

breakfasts and two dinners a day” (57). This suggests that Petronius may have intended to 

lampoon of the priorities of the traditionalistic characters. The freedmen have genuine 

concerns about whether or not they can afford food, about their children’s careers, and 
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their own mortality. On the other hand, Eumolpus, Encolpius, and Agamemnon spend 

their time effetely complaining about the decline of literature and art. By having 

uneducated freedmen reveal such a distinction, Petronius may have intended to criticize 

the traditional values of his traditionalist characters as empty pretenses.

The arguments presented by Petronius must have been familiar enough to his 

audience that they could used for parody, but the characters using these arguments would 

doubtfully resemble the actual people who made them . By having such pathetic 

characters voice these arguments, Petronius may have intended to criticize the high-

mindedness of the debate between modernists and traditionalists as feeble attempts at 

disguising their own flaws. Thus, Tacitus’ Aper could be seen as a greedy parvenu 

attempting to use grand arguments in order to disguise his love for money. Likewise, 

Messalla could be seen as a hypocrite who adopts an exaggerated support of republican 

values as a mask for his lacking ability and moral shortcomings.  
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Chapter IV: Quintilian
Tacitus and Petronius presented multiple opinions on oratorical decline without 

explicitly favoring any particular one. Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory is different. It is a 

rhetorical treatise and, as such, Quintilian’s own opinions are hardly ambiguous. He 

attempts to synthesize the views of the modernists and the traditionalists. His primary 

motive is to repackage republican values and tastes for the imperial orator. 

The Institutes is a rhetorical treatise divided into twelve books. The first of these 

books focuses on how the family of the orator should educate and raise their son before 

sending him to rhetorical school. The second book is mostly devoted to rhetorical 

education and ends with an attempt to define rhetoric in an abstract sense by drawing 

upon the theories of various thinkers like Cicero and Plato. Books 3 to 9 are entirely 

devoted to categorizing the specific elements within oratory, like types of evidence and 

figures of speech. The majority of this dissection is directed toward the practice of 

judicial oratory. Book 10 is the most widely read section from the Institutes today, though 

not because of its significance to the study of rhetoric but because of its importance to the 

history of literary criticism. Quintilian outlines a reading list of the authors an orator 

should read for intellectual development and explains why they are specifically beneficial 

to the orator. The eleventh book is devoted to the practice of oratory itself. In it, 

Quintilian outlines how an orator should act in court, how to use gestures, and, even, how 

to properly wear his toga. Quintilian claims that his final book is devoted to the moral 

character of the orator, though it is largely a reiteration of arguments that he made 

elsewhere in the Institutes. The most unique passage of this book is the conclusion, where 

Quintilian gives a positive prediction for the future of oratory.
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Scholars like Alain M. Gowing and Joy Connolly argue that the Institutes is 

written for an aristocratic audience, to give senatorial aristocrats some sense of dignity in 

an empire where their voices cannot affect change like their grandfather’s could (Gowing 

107, Connolly 258). However, these interpretations unnecessarily limit the scope of the 

Institutes by restricting its audience to aristocrats. Indeed, it can be read as a treatise for 

any prospective orator, regardless of class, be they the young aristocrat or the child of a 

bureaucrat or business person. Quintilian caters to a broader audience, purporting that just 

about anybody has the intellectual capacity become a powerful and influential orator. He 

writes, “As birds are born to fly, horses to run, and wild beasts to show fierceness, so to 

us [(people)] peculiarly belong activity and sagacity of understanding” (1.1.1). Quintilian 

was not descended from old senatorial blood. He, like Tacitus, was a successful 

provincial produced who owed his success to the Flavian emperors. Quintilian was, by 

profession and station, a modernist. 

Quintilian states that the goal of the Institutes is to create “the perfect orator,” 

someone who has reached the summit of oratory’s capacity (Prologue 9). This idea of 

perfection has its origins in Plato and was most famously applied to the orator in Cicero’s 

dialogue, On the Orator. This dialogue seeks to outline what factors, when applied to an 

already consummate orator, would transform him into the best orator imaginable. Cicero 

concludes that erudition and philosophical wisdom are the chief factors necessary to 

create this ideal (Prologue 5). Quintilian’s ideal is not entirely different than Cicero’s, 

because he also places great value on education. However, Quintilian substitutes Cicero’s 

focus on philosophical wisdom with an emphasis on personal morality. Quintilian states 

that he seeks “to form…the perfect orator, who cannot exist unless as a good man, and 
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we require in him, therefore, not only consummate ability in speaking, but every 

excellence of mind” (Prologue 9). As morality is an ongoing struggle that affects every 

part of one’s life, the Institutes focus on the entire life of the orator. Quintilian offers his 

opinion on the whole lifespan, from what kind of nanny the perfect orator should have as 

an infant to the age at which he should retire.

By using the concept of a perfect orator, Quintilian draws upon and places himself 

in a rhetorical tradition of republican orators. This indicates his appreciation for the 

republican orators, and it also shows that Quintilian considered his age worthy of the 

same standards of oratorical excellence that were upheld to his predecessors. The perfect 

orator represents the zenith of the art at any point in history, not just Quintilian’s time. 

Thus, Quintilian does not believe, as several of his more traditionalist contemporaries 

did, that imperial schooling, culture, judicial procedure, or politics pose insurmountable 

obstacles to achieving the full capacities of oratory.

As we have seen in Tacitus and Petronius, those in favor of republican oratory 

usually saw rhetorical schools as a significant cause of oratorical decline. From the 

traditional perspective, verbal eloquence came more from mental prowess than it did 

from rhetorical technique. Traditionalists believed that the well-learned person would be 

able to speak knowledgeably and persuasively on everything he has learned. If a child has 

not learned anything except how to speak eloquently, then he will not be a good speaker, 

as he will have nothing to say. Thus, traditionalists argued that the prospective orator may 

do better to study in libraries than he would by only attending the lectures of a 

rhetorician. 
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Quintilian disagrees with his traditionalist contemporaries, arguing that 

everything that could be learned through philosophy can be learned better through the 

physical practice of oratory, like declamation. He does not discount the value of other 

subjects, arguing that nothing is unnecessary to the perfect orator, but he holds that the 

practice of speaking itself is most important to the orator’s development. Quintilian 

argues that declamation, while criticized by traditionalists for its lack of substance, could 

be used to teach students morality. For example, Quintilian suggests having students 

draw from history and compose speeches which “praise illustrious characters and censure 

the immoral,” an exercise which he argues will instigate the “contemplation of good and 

evil” (2.4.20). He suggests that, as the students progress, they move on to debate more 

subjective matters like “whether a country or city life is more desirable, and whether the 

merit of a lawyer or a soldier is the greater” (2.2.24). In these ways, the oratorical 

practice replaces philosophical inquiry.

Quintilian believes that rhetoricians should use republican orators rather than 

imperial orators as examples for their students. He argues that, while more modern 

orators have their value to students, they require a more experienced student to discern 

their quality. He writes, “[w]e may even err with greater safety in regard to the ancients, 

and I would therefore defer the reading of the moderns, that imitation may not go before 

judgment” (2.5.26).  This preference for republican orators is puzzling because those 

orators would have probably not been taught in a Latin school of rhetoric like 

Quintilian’s. This implies that Quintilian felt there was a problem with the curricula of 

many contemporary rhetorical schools that caused their graduates to be inferior to their 

republican predecessors. But Quintilian certainly believes that whatever problem there is 
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in rhetorical education can be solved without abandoning the rhetorical school as an 

educational method, as he writes that natural abilities, like a strong voice, “are of no 

profit in themselves without a skilful teacher, persevering study, and great and continued 

exercise in writing, reading, and speaking” (Prologue 27). This distinguishes him from 

traditionalists like Mesalla in the Dialogue who indict the entire system.  

Quintilian argues against two other criticisms of rhetorical schools. The first is 

that teachers will not be able to spend enough with each student individually. He counters 

this by stating that, while private tutors at home can give their students more individual 

time, he is not convinced that this will actually help the student become a better orator. 

Furthermore, good teachers will be orators themselves and, as such, would much rather 

speak before an audience in a school than privately teach a student. He writes, “every 

eminent teacher delights in a large concourse of pupils and thinks himself worthy of a 

still more numerous auditory” (1.2.9).

The second criticism is that that schools corrupt students’ morality. Quintilian’s 

rebuttal reveals how he sees the educator as a moral agent within an immoral society. A 

school of rhetoric that exposes its students to immorality seems contradictory to 

Quintilian. He writes, “I am convinced that no one can be an orator who is not a good 

man” (1.2.3). To Quintilian, a child is just as likely, if not more likely, to be exposed to 

immorality at home as they would at school. He cites several potential situations that 

could compromise a child’s morals in traditional home education. For instance, the tutor 

could be a bad person, or the child could be corrupted by too much contact with slaves. 

To Quintilian, however, the parents themselves are the greatest threat to their child’s 

virtue. He argues that parents spoil their children with luxuries and expose them to 
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licentious behavior. He writes, “[our children] see our mistresses, our male objects of 

affection; every dining room rings with impure songs; things shameful to be told are 

objects of sight” (1.2.8). From exposure to these things, Quintilian, argues “[t]he 

unfortunate children learn these vices before they know that they are vices.” From his 

perspective, schools do not bring immorality to children; children bring immorality to the 

schools.

As I wrote before, Quintilian drew most heavily from Cicero’s “ideal orator,” the 

unreachable pinnacle of oratory that should all students should strive toward. Cicero’s 

ideal was centered on the idea that the orator should be a politician and that the orator’s 

self-betterment is justified by his benefit to society as a statesman. However, political 

oratory was more restricted in Quintilian’s world than it was in Cicero’s. The orator’s 

career was largely limited to the courtroom and the school. To compensate for the 

diminishment of political oratory, Quintilian emphasizes the personal morality of the 

orator over his political responsibility. In schools it is necessary for an orator to be a 

moral person because he is a role model for the youth. He writes, “the purity of the 

master may secure [the students’] … more tender years from corruption and … his 

authority deter their bolder age from licentiousness” (2.2.3). The morality of the orator 

drives his judicial career because the orator, being a good person, will not choose to 

defend guilty people (12.1.1-2). Without good defense, the guilty will be punished, thus 

improving the order of society. 

Connolly argues that Quintilian’s emphasis on personal morality serves a means 

for orators to retain their dignity after being stripped of their political voice by the 

emperor (259). However, such a negative, reactionary position would be largely 
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inconsistent with Quintilian’s optimistic outlook on the future of oratory and the orator’s 

place within society. At the end of the Institutes, Quintilian’s orator looks back on his 

“excellences of eloquence in trials, in councils, at the assemblies of the people, in the 

senate, and in every province of a good citizen,” before retiring (12.11.1). If Quintilian 

felt that the orator needed to as, Connolly writes, “reclaim submission as manly, if not 

free” (259), then such an positive of oratory description would be ironic and fantastic. 

However, considering Quintilian’s statements that emphasize the natural capacity of 

students, it is evident that the Institutes are devoted to what is possible rather than to what 

is ideal but unlikely. He writes, “Nature does not forbid the formation of a perfect orator, 

and it is disgraceful to despair of what is possible” (1.10.8). By influencing the youth and 

protecting the order of society, Quintilian’s orator can still impact the world, even if he is 

not directly participating the political world.

This impact that an orator can have on the world is not limited to any specific 

class of person. If, as Gowing assumes, the Institutes was written for aristocrats, the 

treatise itself poorly caters to its audience. Rather than placing any value on the idea of 

hereditary talents, Quintilian argues for a humanist sense of human capacity that places 

more weight on the limitations of nature than it does the restrictions of society. He writes, 

“dull and unteachable persons are no more produced in the course of nature than are 

persons marked by monstrosity and deformities” (1.1.2), implying that, under the right 

conditions, almost anyone could become his perfect orator. It is for this reason that 

Quintilian labors to outline how an orator should be raised, how he should act as an adult, 

and when he should retire. Unlike other careers, where someone can only progress so far 
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before reaching the zenith of their craft, Quintilian’s orator can never become complacent 

with his progress, as his life is devoted to the challenge of moral perfection. 

Many orators in the early empire felt that oratory had reached its peak with 

Cicero, that they would never surpass what he had accomplished, and that they were 

inferior imitators of their republican predecessors. This is the position of Tacitus’ 

Mesalla, who refuses to call himself an “orator” when compared to the republican orators 

he canonizes as “ancient.” Quintilian does not share this opinion, and reassures his 

readers at the end of the Institutes that their efforts toward excellence will not be in vain. 

He writes, “it is not a law of nature that what has not been done cannot be done and, in 

the second place, that everything great and admirable had some peculiar time at which it 

was brought to its highest excellence” (12.11.25). While, in his opinion, there is “no hope 

of excelling the greatest masters of eloquence,” modern orators should not be vexed 

about coming in second or third (12.11.28). Unlike Tacitus’ Aper, who argues that 

canonizing republican orators serves only to denigrate his contemporaries, Quintilian still 

reinforces the distinction between his contemporaries and the orators of the republic. 

Nonetheless, his ending can be read as an attempt to reassure modernist readers by 

validating their effort to recreate oratory for the imperial context while appeasing the 

traditionalists by affirming the value of the republican past as a model for future orators 

and as a standard by which they can measure their progress.
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Chapter V: Conclusion
In this thesis, I have used Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory, Tacitus’ Dialogue 

about Orators, and Petronius’ Satyrica to explore the topic of oratorical decline in early 

imperial Rome. In these texts we have seen the two prevailing opinions on the issue 

recur, which I refer to as the traditionalist and the modernists. The Dialogue of Tacitus 

provided us with a vivid of these opinions through his characters, Marcus Aper and 

Vipstanus Messalla. In Petronius, we observed that many of the arguments made between 

traditionalists and modernists over oratory were not limited to the art of speaking, but 

could be felt in Roman culture more broadly and could thus be parodied. Finally, 

Quintilian offered a synthesis of both the opinions of the modernists and those of the 

traditionalists by attempting to use republican values within the imperial educational 

model. 

The traditionalist opinion favored the oratory of the republic, and believed that the 

socio-political conditions of the empire damaged oratory, perhaps beyond recovery. 

Traditionalists argued that, because the emperor dominated political oratory and put 

limits on judicial oratory, oratory could not flourish as it had in the republic. 

Furthermore, they believed that the orator should be educated in as many subjects as 

possible, and thus they felt that the increasing popularity of rhetorical schools that taught 

only oratorical technique would not properly train a prospective orator. 

The modernists, on the other hand, believed that the oratory of the empire was 

equal, if not superior, to that of the republic. As we see in Tacitus’ character, Aper, 

modernists felt that the judicial and political systems of the empire better ensured peace 

and order than those which preceded them in the republic. Modernists favored education 
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in rhetorical schools, believing that the surest way to improve a student’s speaking ability 

would be to have them speak more. As Quintilian shows, rhetorical education did not 

necessarily have to reject the importance of other subjects in the education of the orator, 

as a student could be exposed to subjects like history and philosophy through oratorical 

exercises.

I have attempted to illustrate that the alleged decline of oratory in the early empire 

is only one facet of a broader socio-cultural struggle that marked the transition from 

republican to imperial Rome. For this reason, the criticisms that traditionalists offered 

against imperial oratory were just as often criticisms of imperial Rome as they were of 

oratory. In Tacitus, Messalla argues that the conditions of the empire are to blame for the 

lackluster oratory of his contemporaries, and that, if he and the other participants in the 

Dialogue were practicing oratory during the republic, then “the highest fame and glory of 

eloquence would have been [theirs],” (41). Quintilian, even, argued that modern culture, 

in particular the rising popularity of gladiatorial sports, could corrupt the morality of 

students, and hinder their pursuit of oratory.  

As is evident in Petronius, criticisms offered on the state of other arts could also 

apply to oratory. Eumolpus laments the present state of poetry, not oratory, but his 

arguments are nearly identical to those given for the decline of oratory. This indicates 

that the concerns traditionalists had about modern oratory were not necessarily specific to 

oratory, and perhaps that the perceived decline of oratory was part of a broader 

perception that literature in general was in decline during this period.
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The arguments made in this debate cannot be divorced from the persons making 

them, because certain factors, such as social class, could determine their perception of 

oratory. This is most explicit in the character of Aper in the Dialogue, who, because he 

was an oratorical parvenu that would have doubtfully experienced similar success under 

the conditions of the republic, had a very positive opinion on the oratory of him and his 

contemporaries. Likewise, Quintilian, who may at first appear to quite traditional, was a 

provincial who owed his success to the emperors and his opinions reflect a more 

bourgeois view of human capacity that values hard work over heredity. The Institutes, in 

fact, would go on to influence the ideas of the humanists of the late Middle Ages and 

Renaissance.

On a final note, a study of oratory during this period is especially important to the 

history of education, as the popularization of rhetorical schools in the Roman Empire 

marks the dawn of schools as we would think of them today. The dominant republican 

model of rhetorical education was apprenticeship, not schooling. As the traditionalist 

resistance to schooling suggests, the concept of sending children off to be educated in a 

class with other children was very modern, and the increasing popularity of schools 

during this period is undoubtedly a product of the broader shift in ideological dominance 

from the republican elite to the newly wealthy.
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