
Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective by Richard 
Flower (review) 

Jordan Loveridge

Rhetoric & Public Affairs, Volume 21, Number 4, Winter 2018, pp. 747-749
(Review)

Published by Michigan State University Press

For additional information about this article

Access provided by Mount Saint Marys College (MD) (12 Feb 2019 21:56 GMT) 

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/717106

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/717106


BOOK REVIEW

Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective. By Richard Flower. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013; pp. x � 284. $99.00 cloth.

Epideictic rhetoric and panegyric have enjoyed something of a renais-
sance of late, a trend growing from Jeffrey Walker’s Rhetoric and
Poetics in Antiquity (2000), as well as Laurent Pernot’s Rhetoric in

Antiquity (2005) and more recent Epideictic Rhetoric: Questioning the
Stakes of Ancient Praise (2014). While these subjects have seen a surge of
interest, invective, often derided as the crass opposite of panegyric, has
more often been overlooked (excepting Thomas Conley’s Toward a Rheto-
ric of Insult). In Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective, Richard
Flower makes a strong case for considering invective as an avenue for
understanding the changing standards of public discourse in a newly Chris-
tian Rome and in a period often associated with rhetoric’s decline.

Flower’s argument is clearly articulated: for such Christians in late an-
tiquity as Athanasius, Hilary of Poitiers, and Lucifer of Cagliari, new metrics
of praise and blame developed through an evolving practice of epideictic
composition and a desire to differentiate Christian rhetorical practice from its
earlier pagan models. Analyzing rhetorical treatises, epistles, and other forms of
evidence, Flower asserts these writers of late antiquity borrowed heavily from
the classical forms of panegyric and invective, while simultaneously altering the
topoi and exempla of the genres for their own purposes. These writers fre-
quently targeted Emperor Constantius II, son of Constantine I, and Flower
argues their invectives reveal the changing power dynamics of a newly Christian
Rome, its rulers, and rhetorical practice of late antiquity. For Flower, invective is
not simply public critique but a method of constructing literary personas that
position the author as a pious opponent of heresy.

This redefınition of invective is explored in a methodical fashion, pri-
marily through an analysis of rhetorical treatises and epistles. Chapter 1
details the genres of invective and panegyric, as well as their relationship to
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epideictic rhetoric and the progymnasmata. In this chapter, Flower argues
for a more favorable assessment of epideictic rhetoric as a whole but
specifıcally for a rehabilitation of invective, seeing it as an equally important
aspect of imperial ceremonial life that defıned the ideal qualities of emper-
ors and the state. The chapter then explores the genres as they began to take on
a Christian character. While some criteria and vocabulary evolved, the genre of
invective remained within the precepts laid down in earlier handbooks and the
progymnasmata. The author suggests that a prime criticism of panegyric, both
among earlier practitioners and among the audiences that received it, is the lack
of a distinct vocabulary for praise across the rules of emperors. Thus, the appeal
of later Christian adaptations of invective lies in the ability to supply new
metrics of praise and blame, accompanied by a new vocabulary based in Chris-
tian exempla. Invective, then, differs from panegyric primarily in its ability to
communicate sincerity—composers of invectives have little to gain from their
writings (in contrast to composers of panegyrics).

Chapter 2 focuses on how Christian modifıcations to epideictic discourse
were deployed within the invectives directed at Constantius. Using Athanasius,
Hilary, and Lucifer as models, Flower compares the exempla of earlier modes of
epideictic rhetoric with the newer Christian modes. He argues that these chang-
ing exempla are evidence of shifting social standards for the behavior of Roman
emperors. The exempla and topoi of pagan paideia did not disappear overnight;
they persisted well into the fourth century and worked in concert with the
newer modes. The topos of ancestry, for instance, was used to facilitate negative
comparisons of Constantius to his father, Constantine I, thus emphasizing
qualities the current emperor lacked. Flower concludes by noting that the
Christian invectives of late antiquity did not do away with classical rhetoric’s
genres or its forms; rather, they sought to transform them in light of a new
system of imperial power dynamics. As Flower notes, “The result was a new
rhetoric that was recognizably Roman and distinctly Christian” (29).

Chapter 3 shifts focus from the use of invective as a rhetorical attack and
toward the genre as a form of identity construction. All three bishops in
Flower’s study use exile as a source of ethos and authority, portraying
themselves as “staunch, unflinching opponents of heretical autocracy”
(131). Flower compares the identity building of these authors to the invec-
tives of Cicero, who portrayed himself in the Philippics as a new Dem-
osthenes. In drawing this comparison, Flower demonstrates such rhetorical
tactics were historically an important part of the invective genre, placing the
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authors within the epideictic tradition. Athanasius, Hilary of Poitiers, and
Lucifer of Cagliari, like Cicero, frequently employed synkrisis with admirable
historical fıgures to position themselves within the Roman and Christian sys-
tems of power and authority. However, unlike Cicero, the writers surveyed by
Flower build authority through comparisons to early saints and martyrs.

More subtle allusions to scripture and biblical exempla are the subject of
the fınal chapter. Quoting a letter from Athanasius, Flower explores how the
recounting of the horrifıc death of a heretic recalls stories of punishment in
various books of the Bible, functioning in much the same way paideia might
for a pagan Roman. Unlike the previous chapters, this section focuses on
letters intended to attack members of other religious factions that disagreed
with the surveyed authors. The change in focus in this chapter is a bit jarring
in relation to the previous chapters, all of which focused directly on invec-
tive against emperors. However, the thematic continuity, such as the exam-
ination of textual authority, justifıes a connection to the rest of the work.
Beyond the main chapters, Flower also provides appendices containing
English translations of fıve letters from the period, providing opportunities
for new research into unexplored documents in rhetorical studies.

Through its focus on understudied fıgures in the history of rhetoric, its
attempts to further the rehabilitation of the epideictic genre, as well as its
publication of new translations of primary texts, Emperors and Bishops in Late
Roman Invective makes a valuable contribution to the study of rhetorical prac-
tice in late antiquity. While the fınal chapter feels in some ways disconnected
from the work as a whole, Flower offers a persuasive analysis of a variety of late
antiquity Christian sources. Flower’s explorations of the shifts in genre conven-
tions, changes in rhetorical tactics, and the continuation of the epideictic tradi-
tion all make a case not only for the renewed study of invective but also for
increased attention to a period that is often thought of as one of decline for
rhetoric. In the end, Flower reminds us that invective is more than the inverse of
panegyric; it is a complex genre of rhetoric in its own right.
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