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What is Rhetoric?
[image: ]In Ancient Greece, the skill of oratory, or the art of public speaking, was an important part of cultivating a successful civic life for citizen men. Since the Homeric age of heroes, being able to speak well was a valuable skill alongside physical strength as heroes were expected to excel in being both ‘a speaker of words and doer of deeds.’ (Iliad 9.443). The art of being able to speak well, particularly being able to convince others with your words, was known as rhetoric. Ancient Greeks believed that this skill could be taught as much as it could be innate and many of the most famous orators and rhetoricians of the Classical age came from unremarkable backgrounds. Although rhetoric had long been important, it only began being taught formally in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE. This may be because of the heightening social and political pressure that city states of Ancient Greece were under as a result of the Persian and Peloponnesian Wars of the 5th century BCE. During this time individual politicians rose to prominence quicker than ever before, and so the art of being an effective speaker was more important than ever. This led to a development in Greek political writing and speaking. Forensic oratory, such as the speeches made in the Athenian law courts, and ceremonial speeches, such as funeral orations, required different elements but the core aspects of successful oratory remain the same.Demosthenes Practising Oratory by Jean-Jules-Antoine Lecomte du Nouy (1842–1923).

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) wrote a treatise on the art of rhetoric. In it, he identifies the main components of persuasive speech, which are: ethos (credibility), pathos (the emotions and psychology of the audience), and logos (patterns of reasoning). Aristotle also identified five aspects of good oratory that needed to be learned:
1) Invention: The most important. It teaches how to ‘find’ things to say to meet the question at issue.
2) Disposition: The division of subject‐matter within the ‘parts’ of a speech, and advice about arrangement, e.g. ‘put your weakest points in the middle’.
3) Diction: An area close to literary criticism as it was practised in ancient times. Not only types of style, but figures and tropes, word‐order, rhythm, and euphony were discussed.
4)  Delivery: Crucial part, and ancient taste approved of much artifice in pronunciation and gestures, so long as the orator's dignity was preserved.
5) Memory: Various forms of ‘arts of memory’ were taught, involving memorization of visual features (e.g. columns in a colonnade) and the trick of associating these with the points to be made. It was bad form to read from a text, and speeches in court could be very long.
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