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The numerous European works of epideictic po-
etry and rhetoric from the 15th and 16th cen-
turies bear witness to the social and literary prac-
tice of the period as well as the vigour of a long 
social and literary tradition. 

In the clientela society of antiquity as well as 
in that of the Renaissance, the epideictic poems 
and orations primarily defined and displayed 
the relationship between author and addressee. 
In the Renaissance, rules for literary clothing 
of this social behaviour were sought in classi-
cal rhetoric. However, the works of Aristotle, 
Cicero, and Quíntilian offered a psychological 
and descriptive, rather than normative, study of 
epideictics. Moreover, these authors all presup-
pose in the aspiring orator an extensive sense 
of decorum, the knowledge of quid dicat et quo 
quidque loco et quo modo. 1  When wishing to im-
itate, in actual practice, the classical theory, 
the Renaissance orator or poet therefore would 
have lacked a manual of epideictic prιecepta as 
well as an introduction to the content of the 
classical concept of decorum. 

A detailed presentation of epideictic prac-
tice could be found in the late classical works 
by Menander Rhetor and Pseudo—Díonysíus of 
Halicarnassus (3rd-4th century AD). In the περì 
έπιδειχτιχών and in the Ars Rhetorica, Menander 
Rhetor and Pseudo—Díonysíus exemplify liter-
ary decorum in relation to specific social decorum. 
Here Renaissance humanists were offered con-
crete models for imitation. 

In the following I wish to demonstrate not 
only that these models were available in the Re-
naissance but also that they aroused interest to 
a degree hitherto unsuspected. While the oc-
casional literature of the medieval West seems 
uninfluenced by Menandrean and Pseudo—
Dionysian precepts, Renaissance occasional  

literature, like that of Byzantium, 2  appears 
strongly dependent on the precepts of these 
rhetoricians from late antiquity. 3  

But how and in what form were the treatises of 
Menander Rhetor and Pseudo—Dionysius avail-
able? I have elsewhere argued that Menander 
Rhetor had a major impact on Julius Caesar 
Scaliger's renowned Poetices Libri Septem. Based 
in part on Aldus' editio princeps of Menander 
Rhetor's two treatises in Rhetores Glued I (Venice 
1508), if not on a manuscript source 4, Scaliger's 
Poetices Libri Septem (Lyon 1561) had a decisive 
influence on late Renaissance poetics and, even 
more, on Baroque poetics. 5  

The Aldine editio princeps doubtlessly con-
tributed to-knowledge of the treatises among the 
few who had a command of the Greek language, 
and thus also to a certain extent to the spread-
ing of the epideictic precepts. But in myvíew the 
reason for the wide diffusion of Menandrean 
and Pseudo—Dionysian precepts, even long be-
fore the appearence of Scaliger's Poetices Libri 
Septem and the Greek editio princeps, should be 
sought elsewhere, namely in translations of the 
texts dating back to the beginning of the 15th 
century.  

The present article forms part of a comprehens-
ive study of the function of the prescriptions 
of Menander Rhetor and Pseudo—Dionysius as 
patterns of imitation for Renaissance epideic-
tics.6  As a preliminary I wish here to discuss a 
number of 15th and 16th century translations 
of Menander Rhetor's περì έπ ίδειxτιxών : (I) 
Two manuscript Latin translations of the pre-
cepts on the monody, ( ΙΙ) a printed Italian trans-
lation of the precepts on the βασιλικός λόγος, 
and (III) Natale Conti's Latin translation of the 
entire work. 




