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Since the seminal work of A.J. Woodman (Rhetoric in Classical Historiography, 1988), the
relationship between rhetoric and historiography in Antiquity has been discussed in numerous
publications. In 2023, the conference “Rhetoric and Historiography: New Perspectives”,
organised at the University of Notre Dame by E. Baragwanath, A. Feldherr, L. Grillo and C.
Krebs, aimed to evaluate the results of such an approach in order to “reassess [its] merits and
limitations™, as well as to explore its ever-renewed capacity to stimulate new research'. The
various papers highlighted the central role of rhetorical patterns in the writing of history,
extending beyond the mere topic of speeches, on which studies on the oratorical dimension of
ancient historiography have long focused.

Rather than taking stock of the insights opened up by Woodman and those who have
followed in his footsteps, our conference aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the
relationship between rhetoric and historiography within a limited chrono-cultural context, that
of the Roman Empire, by focusing on the transformations that rhetorical training in imperial
rhetorical schools brought about in the writing of history. Indeed, the influence of rhetorical
exercises on historiography during the imperial period has not gone unnoticed (see
bibliography), but studies have remained scattered, except perhaps in the case of ekphrasis,
which has received particular attention (Sans and Webb, forthcoming).

Leaving aside the well-known role played by history in the progymnasmata and
declamations (see Malosse, Noél and Schouler 2010, or more recently e.g. Lenaerts 2023), this
conference aims at bringing together specialists in the various forms of historical narrative
(annales, historiae, biography, epitomai, collections of exempla) in Latin and Greek during the
Imperial period in the broadest sense, from the time of Augustus to Late Antiquity. This
periodisation is based on what we know of the development of the rhetorical schools and, in
this framework, of the practice of progymnasmata and declamations, which already existed in
the Republican era, but were structured and developed under Augustus, and then in the early
centuries of the Empire (Pernot 2000, 192-207). For example, Seneca asserted that declamation
was born after him, that is to say during the Augustan period (Contr., 1, praef., 12). Both Greek-
speaking and Latin-speaking historians will be taken into account, as they lived in the same
Empire and as rhetorical schools could be found in various major cultural centres throughout
the Mediterranean.

1 https://classics.nd.edu/research/conferences/rhetoric-and-historiography-new-perspectives/.  In  press:
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The conference will aim to examine how rhetorical exercises (progymnasmata and
declamation) were integrated into historiography during this period and for what
purpose. Within this framework, several complementary and non-exclusive perspectives will
be explored.

1. Periodisation and chronology

Studies on the links between rhetoric and historiography generally focus on the “Imperial
period”; Pierre Grimal already referred to the authors of this period as “historiens-rhéteurs”
(Grimal 2022 [1965], 92). Indeed, historiography is no exception to the broad trend of the
“rhétorisation de la littérature” (Pernot 2005, 257) obvious in other genres. This chronological
delimitation often excludes the late Republican period and Late Antiquity, without these
boundaries being properly questioned. Can we date and periodise the influence of rhetorical
training on the writing of history? For sure we have moved beyond the outdated view of literary
history that detected in 2"-3" century historiography a dangerous drift towards rhetoric and a
baroque taste which reflected the decadence of the time2. However, can the increase in
rhetorical tropes during the early centuries of the Empire be confirmed by quantitative or
empirical data? If so, could it be correlated with evolutions in the teaching of oratory in Rome
and throughout the empire, and with the intellectual movements that followed, such as the
‘Second’ (Asirvatham 2017) or ‘Third’ Sophistic? And what changes emerged in Late
Antiquity, at a time when declamatory themes continued to circulate in historiography — for
example, the well-known debate on Alexander’s fortuna and virtus, which can be found as late
as in Pseudo-Hegesippus’s De Bello ludaico (Somenzi 2009, 12)?

2. Vocabulary and definitions

How can rhetorical forms be identified within historiographical narratives ? Through which
terms, turns of phrase, and more broadly, linguistic elements do historians incorporate into a
work — which, strictly speaking, does not fall within the realm of rhetoric — rhetorical forms
originally designed for the training of orators? Specific “shifters”, i.e. stock formulas enabling
the shifting from the historical narrative to a more rhetorical unit, could be taken into
consideration: in Tacitus, for instance, uarius or uarie are sometimes used to announce an
antilogy (a device drawn from school rhetoric), e.g. in the report of judgments on the life of
Augustus at the beginning of the Annals (Tac., Ann., 1.9-10: Autin 2025, pp. 335-337).

Moreover, is the defining vocabulary of these oratorical forms, as found in the
progymnasmata manuals, integrated into historiographical texts, or do they appear without
being named? The study of metadiscourse will be essential in order to examine the adaptation
of rhetorical practices to the historiographical genre. For instance, the parallel (cVykpioi) is
introduced in the treatises on progymnasmata by a sententia explicitly invoking the idea of

2 For an example of this type of judgement, which has been applied to most imperial historians, see Martin and
Gaillard 1990, p. 139: “La prose de Florus est littéralement saturée de figures rhétoriques : trop, c’est trop pourrait-
on dire, et le tempérament ‘artiste’ de notre rhéteur ’améne a cultiver la préciosité au-dela des limites du bon
goQt.”



comparison, whereas contemporary historiographical works do not systematically employ such
devices, which were perhaps seen as too didactic®.

Such analyses lead to a broader examination of the autonomy that authors attributed to
history as a specific literary practice. Several metadiscursive passages in imperial
historiography draw a clear distinction between the opus oratorium and the opus historicum.
In the 2" century, Granius Licinianus reported criticisms directed at Sallust, who was accused
of being an orator rather than a historian, in particular because of his speeches, invectives,
descriptions and comparisons (Gran. Lic. 36.31-32 Criniti), all of which are rhetorical tropes
formalised in the schools. Similar remarks are found in Lucian (Hist. Conscr., 43, 51 and 53)
and in Justin, probably quoting Pompeius Trogus (Just., Epit., 38.3.10-11). Does a survey of
rhetorical forms provide a better understanding of the position of historiography as a genre in
relation to rhetoric?

3. Generic and geographical variations

Does the use of these rhetorical forms vary according to the “sub-genres” of historical
narrative practised during the period in question — not only the continuous narrative of history
in the annalistic tradition, universal history and historical monographs, but also biography,
epitomai and collections of exempla? Historiography is not viewed as a “federation of genres”
(Cizek 1995) anymore: scholars tend to identify types of historical narrative based on more
specific criteria (narrative character, focalisation, chronological scope, arrangement of
material, subject of research, cf. Marincola 1999). Can we establish a taxonomy of rhetorical
forms of historical writing according to the historiographical tradition adopted by the authors?
Intuitively, certain preparatory exercises are better suited, by nature, to particular types of texts:
moralising forms (maxims or chreiai) for collections of exempla or works with a philosophical
scope (Lives of Diogenes Laertius, cf. Goulet-Cazé 2017), praise and blame for biographies,
prosopopoeia and ethopoeia in annalistic and universal historiography, where the narrative
features a wider range of characters. Can such associations be confirmed by systematic
surveys? Conversely, can we find more surprising associations? Furthermore, does the
rhetorical approach allow us to better understand the generic classification of hybrid works,
such as those of the rhetorician Claudius Aelianus? Although very unconventional, his Varia
Historia are rooted in the tradition of historia, as its title but also the biography of its author
shows (Phil., Soph., 2.31). Examining Aelianus’ use of rhetorical tropes may enable us to
pinpoint the similarities and differences between his work and other historiographical texts of
the period.

Building on these questions, the geographical criterion may be tested: although living in
(and sometimes citizens of) the same Empire, do authors from its Eastern part and/or writing
in Greek use rhetorical codes differently in their works compared to Latin authors?

4. Rhetoric and the internal structure of the works

3 Compare Apht., Prog., 10.4 and, among other examples, the comparisons between Canon and Agesilas or Philip
and Alexander in Justin (Just., Epit., 6.2.7-10 and 9.8.11-21) or the cvykpiceig in Plutarch.



Examining the structuring role played by rhetorical modules within historical works offers
further fruitful perspectives. This kind of analysis may be conducted at various levels:

- atthe general level of the work, first of all, by examining the structuring role of certain
forms within an author’s overall composition: as in the case of Cassius Dio, where the
double prosopopoeia — constructed as an antilogy in utramque partem of Agrippa and
Maecenas debating the political regime — appears in the aftermath of Actium, occupying
almost the entirety of Book 52, following Book 51 which was devoid of any reported
speech (Bellissime 2016);

- at the lower level of the units formed by books, lives, or major narrative sequences: for
instance the role of the obituaries, written in accordance with the conventions of
epideictic rhetoric (Pomeroy 1991), which are inserted into annalistic historiography to
conclude a “life” of a prince (for example Tac., Hist., 1.49 for Galba or Hdn 1.17.12
for Commodus);

- onasmaller scale, chreiai can mark the end of a brief narrative sequence or a chapter
in a historical account, as seen in authors such as Valerius Maximus (Val. Max. 4.4, pr.
1 concerning Cornelia) or Lucius Ampelius, in whose work the brief entry on Timoleon
of Corinth concludes with a striking statement in direct speech (Ampel., Lib. Mem.,
32.6); in Florus, an echo of the famous suasoria featuring Alexander facing the Ocean
(Sen., Suas., 1) concludes the concise evocation of Decimus Iunius Brutus Callaicus’
res gestae in Hispania (Flor. 1.33.12);

- finally, at the level of the phrase or clause and their ordinatio, if we consider, for
example, the conclusive function that maxims can fulfil (for instance, Val. Max. 1.5.2
concluding a section on Camillus with aeque enim uirtutis est et bona patriae auxisse
et mala in se transferri uoluisse).

Papers may focus on examining patterns, thus identifying models of analysis, but we also
encourage studies that highlight the surprise effect produced by uses that seem, at first glance,
to deviate from rhetorical conventions (a maxim at the beginning of a phrase/sequence, e.g.
Tac., Ann., 13.19.1, a parallelism before a character’s entrance, etc.) and their historiographical
significance.

5. Rhetoric and the material conditions of textual reception

During the imperial period, the oral reading of texts was very common, particularly in the
context of recitationes. These performed readings were akin to declamation and theatre. These
practices show a taste for rhetorical spectacle, which is also demonstrated by a certain fondness
for brilliant forms such as sententiae or descriptions (according to Tacitus, Dial., 20).
Recitationes aimed to elicit applause from the audience using striking virtuoso touches (Quint.,
1.0., 4.2.37). Can we detect these features in historiographical texts? Indeed, imperial historians
must have had in mind, when composing their narratives, the prospect of their oral performance
and the specific expectations of an audience increasingly accustomed to the most spectacular
flourishes. These oral performances required authors to pay special attention to keeping the
audience engaged and refreshing their memories, all the more so as it involved a segmentation
of the text, which was read aloud in sections. Can the insertion of rhetorical forms in historical



narratives be explained by the specific modes of reception of literary texts during the imperial
period? In this regard, the historians’ prefaces can be compared with existing accounts of
reading conditions. In particular, one can gauge the discrepancy between a stance of rejection
towards writing guided by the future prospect of recitatio of the text and the frequency of
rhetorical effects within these very texts. Herodian, for example, attacks in his preface those
who seek “the pleasure of public reading” (to M6V ¢ dxpodoemws, Hdn 1.1), yet displays in
the rest of his Histories rhetorical devices that bear witness to his training in rhetoric (see inter
alia Mallan 2022).

6. Heuristics of rhetorical exercises

The use of rhetorical devices was traditionally viewed as aiming to embellish the narrative
(ornatus). Might they, on the contrary, serve a heuristic function in support of the historian’s
investigation and analysis of events? For example, refutation and confirmation taught students
to critique the plausibility of a narrative (Quint., 1.0., 2.18, with examples drawn from Livy).
The synkrisis, meanwhile, far from being a merely formal exercise, trained future orators in a
systematic method of comparison that structured reasoning (Goeken and Schneider 2021).
Historiographical antilogies draw on the principle of disputatio in utramque partem, central to
the exercises of thesis and then declamation, a principle which was also used as a tool for
approaching the truth in some philosophical traditions (Cic., Tusc. 2.3.9; Vettori 2020). They
construct interpretative paradigms that problematise the events recounted. In the case of
deliberative antilogies, Livy’s debate between Fabius Cunctator and Scipio Africanus on the
expedition to Africa relates the specific circumstances of the Second Punic War to more general
considerations regarding the extraordinary powers granted to individuals (Liv. 28.40-45; cf.
Laird 2009). In Curtius Rufus, the insertion of a forensic antilogy in the account of the
conspiracy and trial of Philotas (Curt. 6.7-11), influenced by the practice of controversia,
allows the historian to explore facts whose interpretation was debated in previous sources using
speculation in utramque partem. The passage demonstrates how useful argumentative methods
derived from forensic rhetoric could be for historical inquiry (Pérez, forthcoming). This
heuristic approach allows us to nuance and add complexity to the traditional analysis —
particularly prevalent for the Tacitean corpus — according to which the primary function of
antilogy is to suspend the narrator’s judgement and, thus, not to compromise the persona of a
historian writing sine ira et studio (e.g. Aubrion 1985, 503-506).

7. Moral, civic and political education through rhetorical tropes

Exercises were an integral part of the moral and civic education of the imperial elites.
Declamation, in particular, provided a public space for the projection of ethical and political
dilemmas through fictional controversy. The integration of declamatory forms into
historiography opened up spaces for debate and reflection within exemplary narratives, as
Rebecca Langlands has demonstrated in the case of Valerius Maximus (Langlands 2008). In
Curtius Rufus, the antilogy of the Pages’ trial (Curt. 8.7-8), which allows the historian to
present successively an indictment and a defence of Alexander’s reign, provides the
opportunity to discuss one man rule, focusing on political topics debated during the imperial
era, such as the prince’s use of violence or his deification.



By broadening the scope, we can examine the political purpose of forms derived from
rhetorical schools within historiography. Some of these, by virtue of their intrinsic moral
character, served to (re)affirm elitist values (consider the numerous maxims concerning
women, the people, the army, the barbarians, etc.); others fit into expected political discourses,
such as the critique of the tyrant through the theme of declamation in the Historia Augusta
(Pageau 2015; see also Chazal 2021 on blame rhetoric in this work) or the praise of princes
through parallels in the Premises of History by Fronton, a text close to historiographical
conventions (Front., Princ. Hist., 7-21 and Fleury 2021). However, one may also question the
more specific scope of certain motifs, as exemplified in Cassius Dio by the consolation offered
by Philiscos to the then-exiled Cicero (Cass. Dio 38.18-29): this lengthy passage, which echoes
the practical advice given by Aelius Theon (Ael., Prog., 117.6-25), has been interpreted as a
means of accounting for and alleviating Cassius Dio’s voluntary exile to Bithynia at the end of
his life (Jones 2022, 389-390).

8. Towards a rhetorical delectare in historiography?

The considerable success of rhetorical forms in historiographical practice does not rest
solely on a mechanical association between oratorical education and subsequent literary
production, but is also explained by a general taste among the imperial public for an aesthetic
of which school rhetoric constitutes the receptacle, if not the origin and cause. In this vein,
contributions may explore the existence of a specific pleasure (delectare) emanating from
rhetoric, which would be sought by imperial historians concerned with voluptas (as professed,
for example, by Justin in his preface). For example, enargeia, which has been likened to the
modern concept of narrative immersion (Allan, De Jong and De Jonge 2017; Huitink 2019),
was particularly prized in imperial historiography (Sans and Webb forthcoming). Can we find
evidence of the expectations of the contemporary audience regarding certain bravura passages
of declamatory origin? And should these be linked to a relative disaffection with
historiography, of which Seneca the Elder seems to complain at the beginning of the Empire
(Sen., Suas., 6.16)?

The taste for spectacular and sensational features that characterises declamation is reflected
in the historical works most heavily influenced by school rhetoric. This aesthetic approach can
be explored through a specific study of themes, characters or common tropes. Thus, we
recognise the interest in horrific accounts of mutilation and torture in the episode of
Alexander’s encounter with Greeks being tortured by the Persians in Quintus Curtius Rufus
(Curt. 5.5). Declamatory themes circulate from school exercises to historiography, such as that
of family conflicts and murders (among other examples in Suetonius: Lentano 2019; in Justin:
Borgna 2018, 112-121). Recurring characters and stereotypes form another area of
investigation: consider, for example, the deeply intertextual figure of the noverca (Pingoud and
Rolle 2016), whose development in declamations was highly successful, but which is also
recurrent in imperial historiography, echoing the dynastic structure of the Principate. Finally,
micro-readings could be devoted in this context to particular rhetorical devices, such as the
paradox (mapddo&ov), which is highly representative of the style of imperial declamations (Van
Mal-Maeder 2013) and which imperial historians sometimes seem to have elevated to a
principle of writing: Herodian, for example, speaks in his preface of the “paradoxical lives of



kings and tyrants” (tvpavvev te kai Baciiémv Biovg moapaddéovg, Hdn 1.1.4) which he
promises to recount in his work.

Towards the end of the period under consideration, Januarius Nepotianus, a later abbreviator
of Valerius Maximus, refers in his preface (lan. Nep., praef., cf. Raschieri 2020) to the Tiberian
author’s use of sententiae, loci and excessus as flaws from which the text must now be purged.
Nepotianus claims to be striving for a brevitas that is held up as the antithesis of his
predecessor’s rhetorical ornatus. The study of shifts in rhetorical taste within historiographical
aesthetics will therefore help to refine existing chronological models (cf. theme 1 above).

Practical information

Date of the event: 20 to 22 January 2027

Venue: Sorbonne University

Organisers: Louis AUTIN (Sorbonne Université, IUF), Mélanie LucclANO (University de
Rouen Normandie, IUF), Claire PEREZ (Sorbonne Université)
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Strasbourg), Alice Borgna (Universita degli Studi del Piemonte Orientale “Amedeo
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universite.fr; melanie.lucciano@univ-rouen.fr; claire.perez@sorbonne-universite.fr by 27
September 2026. This conference aims to cover the entire imperial era up to Late Antiquity and
the full diversity of forms taken by historical narrative in Latin and Greek during this period.
Consequently, papers focusing on authors who have received little attention from this
perspective will be particularly welcome.

Travel and accommodation costs for participants may be covered as far as possible, particularly
for early-career researchers.

A conference proceedings volume will be considered following the event.
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