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Therefore, it must be admitted that the first, most principal and truly divine names are established in the Gods themselves.

— Proclus, Commentary on Plato’s Theology
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Foreword


Page xi →In his volume The Muse Learns to Write, Eric A. Havelock (1986) expressed his concern over presumptions that historians of rhetoric hold as the starting point of research in classical rhetoric. Specifically, Havelock cautioned rhetoric scholars not to hold the view of what he termed “Athenocentricism” (p. 125)—that is, viewing classical rhetoric as a hierarchy with Athenian rhetoric at the pinnacle and other forms of ancient rhetoric as inferior derivatives. What concerned Havelock so many decades ago was shared by many of his contemporaries, and what evolved out of that concern was a demonstrable need to judge each manifestation of rhetoric as a téchne that grew out of a felt need within its own context. The recognized importance of situational context was dilated to also recognize the cultural, mental, and environmental kairos or climate within which rhetoric was both performed and studied. From this perspective of pluralism, we began to realize that a much more sensitive starting point for the study of rhetoric was not only to recognize the pluralization of rhetoric(s) but also to see these rhetorics as a spectrum (rather than a hierarchy) where each manifestation of rhetoric can be studied and adjudicated within its own contextual parameters.

Given Havelock’s astute warning of the limitations of “Athenocentrism,” it is significant that another historian of rhetoric, George A. Kennedy, who also held great ethos in the discipline, offered a confirming response with his 1998 volume, Comparative Rhetoric: An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction. Kennedy’s work listed nine chapters, each presenting a “culture” that had its own rhetoric, most of which were totally independent from the Graeco-Roman tradition. The consequences of Havelock’s contextual perspective, and the instantiation of this perspective in Kennedy’s nascent work, were followed by several valuable, nontraditional contributions to the history of rhetoric (Kennedy, 2003). Two notable collections challenged the hegemony of the “Athenocentricism” perspective, both of which were edited by Carol S. Lipson and Roberta A. Binkley: Rhetoric Before and Beyond the Greeks (2004) and Ancient Non-Greek Rhetorics (2009). Both collections not only challenged the traditional historical paradigm but also revealed through the wide-ranging diversity of topics that rhetoric needed to be reconsidered from a non-European perspective. These and Page xii →other such contributions opened the way for cultural rhetorics that expanded not only historical but also global parameters. Such well-received collections included The Routledge Handbook of Comparative World Rhetorics (edited by Keith Lloyd, 2023), Brill’s Companion to the Reception of Ancient Rhetoric (edited by Sophia Papaioannou, Andreas Serafim, & Michael Edwards, 2022), and Global Rhetorical Traditions (Hui Wu & Tarez Samra Graban, 2023). These and other collections established the need for, and value of, seeing rhetoric not only within its context but being recognized as covering a wide spectrum. What also became apparent was the need for in-depth studies, works of scholarship that provided detailed analysis. We are now beginning to see in-depth detailed studies, such as Robert L. Lively’s groundbreaking work, Vikings Behaving Reasonably (2024). It is within this stage of in-depth, detailed research that we can best understand and appreciate Shawn D. Ramsey’s The Gods Themselves.

Ramsey’s in-depth, meticulously detailed study merits our acclaim for several reasons. Some of these include a thorough prehistory of rhetoric that lays a social and epistemological foundation for extending the conventional boundaries of our discipline. These extended treatments include an examination of rhetoric and mythology, rhetoric and religion, and ways that cultures express their views of reality, as well as how they structure meaning itself. The central and organizing principle of this work is the study of how myth functions in culturally specific ways. To understand the powerful and pervasive impact of myth, Ramsey makes clear, requires that we recognize the inextricable relationship between myth and rhetoric. Myth is not only expressed through the rhetorical acts of speaking and writing: rhetoric itself is the epistemological foundation for the thought and creation of myth. That is, the act of creating myth as a way of establishing a view of reality is rhetorical, as is the way that such a view of reality is used as a basis of sharing that view of reality with others. From this perspective, Ramsey makes it clear that rhetoric is inherent in the epistemological creation of myth, as well as the activity of sharing mythic views with others. Through Ramsey’s treatment of a range of Semitic myths, we will not only understand this rhetoric that predates the formal téchnai of Hellenic rhetoric, but also how such nascent mythic rhetorics eventually impacted classical rhetoric.

One of the most fundamental contributions of The Gods Themselves is that Ramsey re-examines the “Athenocentric” ontological presumptions of rhetoric by examining mythic rhetoric. That is, at its highest level of symbolic expression, myth functions for purposeful ends, an activity that is done through the creation and expression of formative exempla. The process of explaining and Page xiii →structuring reality through mythic abstraction is one that appears to be distinct from the Hellenic téchne of rhetoric but as revealed in this work, it has many shared features, even when mythic rhetoric is expressed across a range of cultures. For example, Ramsey’s analyses of myth in Sumerian and Egyptian cultures reveal the complex relationship of thought and speech where speech acts are meaningful through the intricate interplay of word, sign, speech, and writing. Often, as Ramsey reveals, heroic deeds are accomplished not through agonistic physical battles but rather through persuasion, which makes evident how powerful language was both recognized and valued in Sumerian and Egyptian cultures and the central role that rhetoric played.

We can appreciate better Ramsey’s contribution of The Gods Themselves by realizing that this work is an act of rhetorical criticism and not only an act of historiography. Ramsey reveals the respective liminal connections that Nisaba and Seshat make between deities and humans through their rhetorical power by complementing his historical research with the interpretation of texts and prayers. By revealing the meaning and intent of such narratives, Ramsey not only accounts for the epistemology of thought and expression in Sumer and Egypt but also identifies their relevant features and influence. Ramsey’s rhetorical criticism not only complements his historical accounting; it lays a foundation to explain the impact of the Egyptian god Thoth and how he was received not only by Greek thinkers such as Plato (1914) in his Phaedrus and Isocrates (1929) in his Busiris, but also why Thoth would be viewed as “the Egyptian Hermes.”

Understanding the topic of myth in rhetorical tradition deepens our understanding of sophistic rhetoric as well as the use of mythologizing in Plato’s dialogues. Ramsey’s analysis of Plato’s views on myth and rhetoric through his Hellenization of Thoth sheds light on the view that Plato considered myths as a quest for truth propositions and therefore that myth is not incompatible with Plato’s quest for truth. Ramsey enables the reader to reexamine Plato’s Atlantis myth as a rhetorical schema providing a narrative that, in this instance, establishes Atlantis as the metaphorical phoros for Plato to convey his views on an idealized Republic. In this respect, Ramsey argues, Plato’s mythmaking echoes back to the nascent rhetoric of Sumerian discourse that employs myth as an instrumental process of protreptic discourse for the purposes of education, explanation, and (ultimately) persuasion.

As discussed in the opening paragraphs of this Preface, current efforts are being made to extend the boundaries of rhetoric by not only introducing “new” cultural rhetorics, but also—when occurring—cross-cultural relationships. In Page xiv →The Gods Themselves, we see cross-cultural rhetorical relationships revealed and examined from a historical perspective.

As Ramsey states in the Conclusion, “Rhetorical myths shaped rhetorical history, or perhaps reflected the rhetorical theory already present in their culture in memorable forms” (173). It would be tempting to describe what The Gods Themselves contributes to our discipline by simply saying that Ramsey has provided us with a prehistory to our discipline. This work, however, offers much more than a prologue to the history of rhetoric: it extends the history of rhetoric. Eric A. Havelock’s (1963) Preface to Plato opened our eyes to the contributions of Sophists by revealing the epistemic impact of orality on the development of abstract thought. Jeffrey Walker’s (2000) Rhetoric and Poetics in Antiquity revealed the seminal relationship of rhetorical and poetical discourse. In their own respective treatments, Havelock and Walker did much more than provide us with “prehistories”—they extended the boundaries of rhetoric both diachronically and synchronically. That is, each extended the boundaries of Athenocentric rhetoric in historical time and extended (and melded) disciplinary boundaries. Ramsey’s The Gods Themselves does the same with his own topic; he both extends the temporal boundaries of rhetoric and broadens its ontological boundaries by showing the relationship between myth and rhetoric across cultures. In sum, Ramsey reveals the impact of early Eastern thought on Western intellectual history through rhetoric.

In the beginning of this preface several works were referenced that illustrate a spectrum of rhetoric(s) when judged within their own cultural and cognitive contexts. When we apply that same perspective to Ramsey’s The Gods Themselves, it becomes apparent that a new world dawns before us, a world that extends the spectrum of rhetoric not only historically but also conceptually. For that contribution, we owe Shawn D. Ramsey’s The Gods Themselves a debt of gratitude.

Richard Lo Enos

Texas Christian University





Introduction


Rhetoric, Myth, and Rhetorical Myth

Page 1 →This is a history of rhetoric, particularly of its first principles and its expression in ancient myth among three cultures. It is the story of the confluence of three intellectual rivers that historians have long identified as formative to the history of humanity. It is thus akin to a story of how the waters of the Nile, the Tigris, and the Euphrates led to a fixed, formative point, even in the distant city of fourth-century Athens. Its pages contain astral goddesses, temple architects, sages, and heroes who are not entirely human. Gods with the heads of birds will voyage between our world and others. There are inscrutable portents, omens, and astrological signs. Strange alphabets and syllabaries will be created in other worlds and appear in dreams. Titans will appear. At least one Egyptian phantom will visit, as will a monstrous bird with a charitable nature. A civilization will vanish beneath the ocean in a single day and night. Such things are often described as unreal and well outside the scope of the traditional scholarly inquiries of rhetoricians. However, this book concerns how ancient rhetorical myths conveyed the first principles of speaking and writing. These first principles might embrace the origin, nature, and technical means of writing or speech, as well as their relation to other substantive fields of knowledge.

This history is written for those with expertise in rhetoric, defined here as the knowledge of preceptive principles identifiable before the act of speaking or writing. This volume illustrates how rhetoric was identified as an abstract field of knowledge from ontological sources; in certain cultures, this identification began in myth, defined here as typically inherited and unverifiable traditions concerning gods, heroes, places, and even monsters, which often take narrative shape. This book concerns either the way myth identified rhetoric as a discrete body of knowledge, how rhetoric was employed in mythmaking, or how rhetoricians used myths in their persuasive arsenal. Myth might be employed Page 2 →theoretically or hypodeictically as a perceptual attempt “to treat a myth in a way that is useful” to rhetoric (Papillon, 1996, p. 18). This book also shows connections between these myths across synchronic time. In this volume, myth, like rhetoric, is construed narrowly; only those myths overtly related to rhetoric or deployed to teach rhetorical lessons in theory or praxis are discussed. These myths concern the generative art of rhetoric or conversely, how myths shaped the preconsiderations of matters related to writing or speaking. However, there are as many ways of making a myth as there are mythmaking cultures. Myth, as used here, does not mean an oft-circulated falsehood or an erroneous belief, nor does this book assert that myth has an outsized role in all knowledge.

Many sources of mythic rhetoric are fragmentary, and the most meaningful comparisons between them are categorical (see Bouchard, 2017; Propp, 1968). Likewise, these mythic traditions are meaningless without careful consideration of their cultures of origin, to which I defer to the true experts in Sumerology or Egyptology. Thus, the central historical purpose of this book is partially chronological but primarily categorical: it assembles by inference certain conceptual commonalities in mythic rhetoric across times and cultures to examine the deep and latent structures in the act of mythologizing the art of rhetoric. In the spirit of Rita Copeland’s (2007) observation, it illustrates that mythic rhetorical history can exist outside of diachronic time and is thereby synchronic (p. 202). The development of rhetorical myth was not evolutionary. The world is full of myths that all, arguably, have rhetorical ends. The rhetoric of the Sumerians or Egyptians, though prefiguring the Greek articulation of rhetoric, was but one manifestation of a deeper and resonant impulse synchronically shared among them. Not all mythic rhetoric is historically represented herein; this history is synchronic because it concerns a limited period and disparate histories.

Many of these mythic traditions are without historical antecedents in common but are improbably connected. A cursory examination of intellectual history confirms a preoccupation with myth in the works of Giambattista Vico (1984), Friedrich von Schelling (2007), Friedrich Nietzsche (1968), Karl Jung (1959a, 1959d), Sigmund Freud (1959), Claude Lévi-Strauss (2013), and countless others (see, e.g., Doty, 2000). Scholars have long remarked that myths exhibit a jarring similitude across cultures while wildly varying in their fine details. These myths fundamentally spurred the development of rhetorical culture and were often related to first principles concerning the art of writing or speaking. They are rhetorical in nature because they concern the origin, nature, and principles one must consider before deploying symbolic forms. Many myths, Page 3 →including rhetorical myths, exhibit stark and eerie patterns of similarity and an extensive history throughout the ancient world, including Greece. As a result, others have offered a host of general theories of myth over the course of several hundred years. Applying these theories is a beguiling trap, at best; no theory, or even a synthesis of these theories, can account for every myth in every culture. This book explores categorical similitudes between myths, each analyzed on its own cultural terms. At a minimum, it offers a chronology for a general history of rhetoric and myth that developed up to the time of Plato in systemic patterns of similarity and influence. A general theory of myth is beyond the scope of this work, but the analytical framework herein is guided by one compass: to examine the myths in terms of the cultures and times in which they originate to identify a continuum of influence on the history of rhetoric.

To ancient people, mythic representations sometimes possessed ontological autonomy, and ancient people dialogically engaged this idea across cultures. This idea is related specifically to the nature of rhetoric. One dimension of this dialogue is the idea that rhetoric has an autonomous ontological being in relation to people and the systems they create. The history of ideas is first a history of people and systems, secondarily evidenced in the texts that people use to convey those ideas. The history of rhetoric is, therefore, a history of people and their relationship to an idea. However, it is also a history of how people fundamentally use, modify, and transmit the idea of rhetoric into new forms and for specific ends. In three cultures, myths were foundational for forming and expressing rhetorical abstractions, and myths were used instrumentally for rhetorical purposes. Myth functions in culturally specific ways that relate rhetoric to the person and the person to a broader range of systems and persons. Finally, myths convey preceptual rhetorical ideas through specific rhetorical means. In summary, myths were formative in conveying rhetorical concepts that transcended the paradigmatic details of their narratives and were concerned with the conceptual underpinnings and implications of persuasive acts.



The Recorded Emergence of Rhetoric in Antiquity


The historical development of rhetoric in the ancient world is often attributed to a transition from oral to literate social hierarchies in ancient Greece. But comparatively little has been written about the rhetoric of nearby cultures that experienced the transition millennia before 850–550 bce. The transition from orality to literacy in Greece is sometimes cited as a milestone in human Page 4 →cognitive development attributable to the importation of the Phoenician writing system (Gardiner, 1916, 1947). However, few have considered the precursors of the Phoenician alphabet, which were equally valid forms of symbolic expression. An equally significant connection to the history of rhetoric can be found in the appearance of formal configurations of myth that expressed rhetorical theory and precept in Sumer or the custom and usage of rhetorical myth in ancient Egypt that preceded Hellenic history. The appearance of rhetorical myth was equally evident as an immediate precedent to the oft-cited cultural transition from orality to literacy: myth is foundational evidence of how humans conceptualized and produced new symbolic forms and meanings.

If myth is closely examined in relation to rhetoric, as V. G. Turner (1986) suggested, “history will of course unpack its latent structure, especially as experience encounters traditional structures of culture and thought” (p. 293). This book represents the very tip of a preliminary interrogation of a vast corpus of material whose influence on the history of rhetoric is epistemically measurable in texts and likely immeasurable in the transmission of oral mythic traditions. Suppose one examines the nature and operation of these eldest expressions concerning human persuasion. In that case, we might uncover its underlying structure, particularly as we engage these culturally systemic and conceptual structures as a form of ontological mapping. This book concerns these mythic, conceptual maps that implicated rhetoric in the ancient world. It is a cartographical reading of these conceptual maps as a set of ontological relationships and geographies made visible. At some point around 2650 bce, these maps begin to include rhetoric as a discrete ontological object and express its relation to other concepts.

This initial foray into commonalities among myths will contextualize their role as expressions of rhetoric across three cultures. It offers examples of what I describe as “rhetorical myths” as conceptual shorthand. These rhetorical myths possess conceptual, cultural, and historical connections; their interconnectedness illustrates a continuum of mythic expression in the ancient world that often operated analogically. These myths conveyed culture-bound expressions of what would be designated rhêtorikê very late in this history. Rhetorical myths are distinct from other sets of myths because their primary goal was the didactic communication of precepts and considerations relating to the nature and use of language for purposeful ends. These considerations varied but were fundamentally rhetorical because they implicated the formation of discourse, either spoken or written. Moreover, rhetorical myths intersect with successive considerations throughout history concerning the first principles behind Page 5 →speech and writing. Rhetorical myths sometimes suggest the appropriate cultural role of human speech and writing and sometimes its origins. They are nonsystematic but didactic and preceptual in nature. They relate to the ethical, technical, and philosophical underpinnings of human symbolic expression.

The definition of “rhetoric” in this book eschews the complex. It defines rhetoric as the knowledge of first principles before the act of speaking or writing. But suppose one uses an Aristotelian definition, thereby defining rhetoric as the knowledge of all available means of persuasion. In that case, this book will likewise demonstrate that this knowledge was discretely identified through myth well in advance of the technical rhetorics of the ancient world. Rhetorical myths implicated categorical considerations that preoccupied classical rhetoricians, such as a speaker’s ethos, memory, invention, and the telos of speech. They sometimes suggest the appropriate cultural role of human speech and writing and sometimes its origins. While many rhetorical histories have relied on an analysis of treatise-bound expressions of rhetorical precept and theory, this book examines rhetorical myth as an expression of these same concepts that are metaphorical and analogical. In the next several pages, I recount how the development of rhetorical scholarship warrants such an inquiry.




The History of Rhetoric and Onomastic Fallacy


Aristotle’s (2006) identification and subdivision of rhetoric was part of his fundamentally ontological project to taxonomize and classify all human knowledge and knowable objects, abstract or concrete. In philosophical parlance, the telos of his encyclopedic enterprise was, therefore, ontological: to identify groups and relations of things that have been, including the useful concepts and arts of humankind. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1970) has observed that theories of rhetoric have an ontological foundation, particularly viable in the assumption that “theories of symbolic behavior explain that he is rhetorical because he is the symbol-using or signifying animal” (p. 97). The validity and relation of humans to rhetoric posit an independent existence of each, but traditional conceptions of rhetoric privilege expressions of this in synthetic and treatise-bound expressions, largely beginning with Aristotle. Aristotle never overtly described the principles governing his classification in a separate work, though the Categories were an early treatment of ontology (1938, Book IX). In the history of rhetoric, human myth as a viable expression of rhetorical theory represented a divergence from a systematized order of precepts to an ontological order of knowledge. That other cultures might have discursive and, in Page 6 →turn, hermeneutical means of conveying the being and logical relationships of rhetoric to other existing areas of human knowledge is difficult to demonstrate by way of comparison to post–Aristotelian assumptions about the structure of knowledge. To this end, the first hurdle to overcome is to understand the reception and use of myths as ontological truth propositions. The second is to point out the place of rhetoric in these identifications. The global scale of rhetorical myths and the similar ways they convey profound propositions concerning the nature, qualities, origins, and relations of rhetoric to other fields of knowledge is a central inquiry of this book.

One reason for the scarcity of scholarship on the relationship of myth and rhetoric related to historiographical assumptions is that rhetoric was a spontaneous invention of Greek culture in the fourth or fifth century bce. This dated paradigm constituted an onomastic fallacy, a type of logical error that occurs when someone assumes that the meaning of a word or name is inherent in the word itself, rather than in the manner it is used, in context or in relation to other words. The onomastic fallacy occurs when one imputes the character of a thing to something inherent in its nominal expression. The onomastic fallacy can also extend not merely to things and properties of things, but to concepts between cultures. To assume that the only manifestation of rhetoric must be rhêtorikê in ancient Greek and that rhetoric must be Greek without comparable or distinct analogs across the ancient world constitutes the same fallacy. The onomastic fallacy has been observed in a number of cross-cultural contexts, particularly in social psychology (Georgas, van de Vijver, & Berry, 2004). In that context, the name of a culture is substituted to explain a more general phenomenon without accounting for the cultural variables that vary its manifestation in other cultures. The fallacy is thereby akin to tautological reasoning. The argument was historically presented as logical because rhêtorikê is a Greek word coined in Greece. Thus, the historiographical conceit is one where there is a conflation of the name of a thing with its inherent qualities, and this conceit commits the onomastic fallacy (see, e.g., Schiappa, 1990, 1992, 1999). The onomastic fallacy was an assertion that “rhetoric” could only be defined by Graeco-Roman standards; by extension, its origin must lay in a period we identify as the Graeco-Roman classical period.

One part of the limited examination of myth in rhetorical studies owes to another historiographical conceit: intellectual history was a linear path of influences beginning in ancient Greece and proceeding onward through the Western Middle Ages, eventually finding other expressions in Western contemporary thought. A continuum of learned treatises dominates the study of Page 7 →rhetoric under this historiographical paradigm. T. Cole (1991a) addressed the proto-rhetorical discourse in the form of allegory in ancient Greece, coining the term “rhetorical myth” in the context of Plato’s (1921) Protagoras, though in a sense narrower than my own. Cole suggested that there was no truly linear path for the development of rhetoric from exempla to treatise comprising a single history of rhetoric. However, out of these early trends, an existing theoretical framework emerged that might accommodate rhetorical myths as formative to a culture’s rhetorical theory over time. Schiappa (1999) cited the myths of Corax and Tisias as a preface to the development of technical rhetoric in the fifth century bce, and he cites mythic accounts, specifically Hesiod and Homer as “implicit … theories of persuasion and discourse” (p. 28). Classical rhetoricians often cite the Corax and Tisias myth and the attendant details of their narrative as akin to myth. Gencarella’s (2007) inquiry into the Corax and Tisias narrative as a “Myth of Rhetoric” suggests that it is a form of “folkloric expression” (p. 257). Murphy et al. (2013) described the account as “legendary” and explained that the narrative attained quasi-mythological status as a didactic narrative about an ancient conceptual quarrel about the comparative value of the forensic and legislative rhetorical genres (p. 5). By the time of the Byzantine Empire, Corax and Tisias mythology had emerged as a fully formed mythic narrative regarding a dispute between parties in a lawsuit (Cole, 1991a). For purposes of this argument, the idea of Corax as a representation of the crow—familiar of Apollo, harbinger of death, sacred cicada to the muses, but also a bird—may bear significance to earlier mythic expressions. Enos (2011) has offered this culminating statement to summarize the debate: “Rhetoric’s characteristics were evident in early Hellenic discourse long before rhetoric was recognized as a discipline” (p. 23).

Jeffrey Walker’s (2000) work was formative in dispelling these presumptions; others followed and preceded his work. Extending his examination beyond the mythic narrative of Corax and Tisias as the principal evidence of rhetoric’s mythic origins, Walker pointed to epic poetry that took as its subject mythological narratives, which he characterized as preconceptual eloquence (p. 4). Because Walker still deemed the mythopoetic “preconceptual,” which constitutes an implicit advancement of the proposition that rhetoric only became an ordering of rational concepts when conveyed with the ontology of Greek thought, the concession was a partial one. Walker partially allowed this schema of continuous development originating in Greece by following Eric Havelock’s (1963) precedent. But Havelock’s (1986) historiographical conceit arguably relates to Ernst Cassirer’s (1946) theory of myth as a prerational state Page 8 →imagined worldwide which was a stage before “theoretical discursive thought” (p. 187); Cassirer himself described his interpretation as an “imaginary and speculative evolutionary scheme” (p. 177). Brian Vickers (1984) had previously pointed out the comparative absurdity of the notion of a global movement from mythical to logical thought (p. 97). Walker (2000) reasoned that evidence of the origin of rhetoric in mythopoetic discourse is reflected in the many ways poetic discourse could move a hearer as effectively as reasoned argument (pp. 23, 5–7). Hesiod used this kind of discourse, itself embedded in a traditional mythopoetic genre, as a force that could bring peace and accord to the polis. In the polis’ ability to “recall, interpret, and apply” their art to questions, they facilitate a communal answer from the past that might be extrapolated to present dilemmas (7).

Richard L. Enos (2011) has explained that Homeric discourse depicts eloquence as “god-given” but has likewise discarded the presumption that mythic discourse was merely “pre-rational” in pre-Socratic thought (p. 17). Susan Jarratt’s (1991) work was likewise pivotal in its early criticisms of the conventional narrative that a binary relationship existed between muthos and logos, narrativized by former rhetorical historians as a transition from “one form of consciousness to another,” one somehow prerational and the other orderly (p. 31). This binarization became long formalized even prior to Lévi-Strauss (1955), so much so that it became narrativized as a kind of evolutionary cognitive development in human history. Rejecting the antiquated notion that myths were merely primitive causal explanations of natural phenomena, Jarratt (1991) observed that myths could provide a host of other inferences and information (p. 32). The Homeric epics demonstrate that the “ ‘mythic’ condition” of human consciousness could “not be said to exclude certain forms of ‘logic’ later formalized” (p. 37). That narrative mythic expression was implicitly preliterate, nonrational, and therefore inferior to “logical” expression (or merely a precursor to it), was thus cast in significant doubt by Jarratt. Similarly, Ekaterina Haskins (2004) redressed “the traditional opposition between ‘mythopoetic’ and ‘rational’ notions of speech” by characterizing the traditional histories of rhetoric as scripted tales “of cultural and technological progress,” suggesting that the notion of a direct evolution from benighted myth to literate rhetoric is an oversimplification (p. 159). Unlike narratives of “evolutionary progress,” Haskins (2001) called for “viewing mythos and logos not as polarized states of culture but as complementary linguistic resources”: logos, far from existing in a binary opposition to mythos, is compatible “with the transcendental quality of myth” (p. 163). Christopher Johnstone (2012) extended Walker’s argument Page 9 →when observed that this transition was neither linear nor sudden or final and was associated with the development of alphabetic systems (p. 37). When Greek writing systems became widespread in the eighth century bce they recorded myths in writing, which permitted them to be critically interrogated (pp. 39–40). But more significantly, he argued that “mythopoetic consciousness is not specific to a given culture” or era (p. 14).

In recent years, these changes in scholarly presumptions precipitated a shift in focus to global and cultural rhetorics that began with Kennedy’s early identification and were rapidly expanded by a host of others. Great strides have been made in comparative rhetoric by scholars in cultures and eras which this book cannot comprehensively detail.1 Without such advances, this inquiry would be ill-formed. A significant early beginning to this inquiry was the work of Fox (1983), Covino (1994) and the collection Rhetoric Before and Beyond the Greeks (Lipson & Binkley, 2004), which advanced both Sumeria and Egypt as viable sources of early rhetorics predating Hellenic antiquity. In one key essay in this collection, Lipson (2004) identified the manner in which the Egyptians identified abstract concepts as nominative personifications or anthropomorphizations. Other scholars have examined myth in a variety of cultures (see, e.g., Baniya, 2020; Frentz, 2006; Lively, 2020; Johnson-Sheehan & Lynch, 2007; Knudsen, 2014). Most recently, an abundance of often disparate authority concerning global and cultural rhetorics has appeared. Many of them have been helpfully collected in two major recent anthologies: The Routledge Handbook of Comparative World Rhetorics (Lloyd, 2023) and The Routledge Handbook of Descriptive Rhetorical Studies and World Languages (Wei & Schnell, 2023).

The foregoing review is an uncomprehensive account of relevant authority in global rhetorics, principally because this book concerns a very specific phenomenon in global rhetoric. Many scholars are advancing work in cultural rhetoric, but to note, scholars making great advances in the study of Near Eastern and Egyptian mythic sources are Melba Ortiz (2020) in regard to Ma’at and Hany Rashwan (2015) in an Egyptian context. Rashwan is a highly trained scholar in the Egyptological tradition with unique and pertinent insights spanning the Old Kingdom to the Arabic-speaking inheritors of that intellectual tradition. Rashwan has illustrated well in advance of this work that “scholars of non-Western argumentation should be aware that in the strongly literary societies, such as ancient Near Eastern cultures, the interrelationships between argumentation and the literary devices used to express the intended persuasive message are strong “and ultimately seem to ‘bury’ ” traditional notions of argumentation (p. 852). Rashwan’s proximity to and familiarity with Egyptological Page 10 →resources makes him a key figure in a contemporary understanding of this rhetorical tradition. This volume attempts to address ancient Near Eastern and Egyptian cultures on their own terms and contexts and better explain the analogical, ontological, and mythic forms of argument these cultures advanced. The rhetorical tradition in the Near East, Egypt, and Greece represents a specifically attenuated change in one intellectual climate that is readily observable in the relationship of myth and rhetoric.




How Myths Made Meaning


I move on now to demystify the meaning of “rhetorical” as a key part of the definition of “rhetorical myth.” Definitions of rhetoric are so contrastive in history that while the concept of rhetoric appears to be numinously present at all times, there seems to be little agreement on its nature; rhetoric itself, thereby, has an oddly mythic quality. The definition at work herein does not require elaborate taxonomies of rhetoric or other conceptual gymnastics. As a part of their salient hallmarks, rhetorical myths possess a preceptually didactic role and contemplate the generative design of discourse. By using a narrow definition of rhetoric as a set of considerations governing the prospective construction of discourse, I proceed from the observation that myth conveyed these preceptual considerations in a sophisticated way. Likewise, ancient cultures possessed a sophisticated hermeneutic approach when interpreting these myths governed by their own cultural norms.

Thus, mythic exemplary figures and narratives could contain layers of associative meanings that were “revealed” to the cultures that made use of them, including myths that conveyed rhetorical precepts. These precepts could bear on epistemological considerations, cultural considerations, ethical considerations, practical considerations, and a host of other factors a rhetor might consider before writing or speaking. When this argument proposes that rhetorical myths are identifiable through their common categorical topoi or their ontological assumptions, I do not suggest that myths are rhetorical in the same sense that Wayne Booth (1982) applied the term to fictional narrative. In Booth’s use of rhetoric as a critical tool, he argued that the form of narrative itself is inherently ideological or purpose-driven in form and function. Nor are myths rhetorical because they apply rhetorical devices in their telling; all myths do so. More specifically than these common uses of the word “rhetorical” to describe and analyze textual artifacts, a myth is rhetorical when offered as a perceptual lesson about the purpose and means of creating a discourse that Page 11 →can have philosophical or practical dimensions. Alternatively, a myth might be used rhetorically when employed to persuade an audience.

Ancient cultures, particularly in Sumeria and Egypt, believed ideas were so autonomous that they possessed a species of near-personhood as an ontological presumption. They believed these entia prefigured rhetorical agency in some expressions and prefigured humanity itself in a radical form of conceptual autonomy (Jung 1959a, 1959c). To suggest that such conceptual identification of rhetoric was primitive or prerational is akin to alleging that although the Sumerians possessed sexagesimal trigonometry in advance of Greece by 1500 years, they did not understand it because they named it something else (Manfield & Wildberger, 2017). When a culture designates concepts as persons or systems of relations or does not ontologically categorize concepts in nominally similar ways, then they theorize rhetoric from a different categorical framework than the ancient Greeks; their rhetoric must be examined based on their own categorical systems. Ancient cultures employed extended metaphors through personifications to represent rhetoric; the noun for rhetoric was created by means of analogy through a divine figure or a mythic narrative. These narratives were thus much like a fourth type metaphor described by Aristotle (Nimis, 1988).

As a class of metaphorical analogy, some myth functions through it use of exempla, whether gods, heroes, or sets of narrative situations. Analogical metaphor and its function might be conflated with other extended metaphors such as fabula or allegoria. By contrast, Egypt did not express mythic conceptions of rhetoric with narratives but rather in the composite qualities of their deities. Doty (2000) explained that the deep structure of myth “is the underlying principle (at times approaching the Platonic ideal forms, at other times the energizing dynamics of the Jungian archetypes)” which in turn generates surface structures in societies, and it is through this principle of underlying structures that myths cross multiple cultures (p. 195; see Piehler, 1991). The deep structure latent in the genera of myth systems, or their topoi as ontological categories, is the mechanism of action that permits rhetorical myths to map concepts across cultural systems. It does so in many cultures through an analogical function. In the context of analogy as fundamentally metaphorical, Frentz (2011) has observed that the origin of the human will to think metaphorically may itself be related to the deep structure of the human psyche; to Frentz, metaphor itself may “emanate from the personal unconscious, where shared ideological commitments and rhetorical exigencies coexist” (p. 127).

Following these authoritative precedents, the logical scholarly assumptions that warrant this inquiry might be as follows. First, rhetoric existed long before Page 12 →its onomastic description as a discrete field of knowledge in Greece. Additionally, rhetoric’s formative origins can be assumed to be attributable to mythic articulations and figures just as formative as later rationalist syntheses of rhetoric. In that case, mythic articulations of rhetoric may have existed before the Greeks. Finally, if rhetoric existed outside ancient Greece, then logically, rhetorical myths outside those geographical and cultural confines would be relevant to early and distinct formations of the theory of rhetoric. Therefore, in this volume I examine the rhetorical act of mythologizing itself through the tropic and argumentative devices it employs and how myth created rhetorical theory. Myths and mythmaking were formative rhetorical activities that seem inextricably linked to the nature of human consciousness and the concepts they evidenced in culturally specific contexts. Apart from pointing to a wealth of mythic rhetorical sources, figures, and concepts, in this book I advance the proposition that the difference between mythic traditions from Sumeria to Hellenic antiquity was a fundamentally ontological one.




The Ontology of Mythic Rhetoric


Among its other central preoccupations, ancient myth reflects a desire to articulate the being of abstract principles in this world. One must speculate that simultaneously emerging writing systems became of central importance to the Sumerians and Egyptians and were another attempt to address the conceptually inchoate to convey to it a tangible being. In any case, one principal action of their myths was to convey the ontological presence of abstractions to the realities of this world, or to provide models for the way that concepts manifested as being. This book suggests that a better way to understand myth is to understand the rhetorical commonalities in the way they deploy myth and for specific cultural ends. This illuminates not only how rhetoric is shaped by myth but also how myth is shaped by rhetoric. The rhetorical telos of myth might be to warn, to inspire, or to instruct, but tacitly myths in the ancient world permitted speakers and writers to map by expression the utmost limits and distant boundaries of the knowable world. They formed a foundational shape to the external limits of knowledge, and in so doing, they conveyed the beginning and end of the epistemically verifiable. Rather than being offered the truth of the facts they conveyed, they were employed by speakers to signal that they had reached the threshold of generational knowledge of a given field—in this case, rhetoric. In other words, myths serve a rhetorical function to convey that here is the beginning or end of our knowledge. This rhetorical Page 13 →function exemplified by myth is unique, because it provided cartographical shape to the human past, signaling that the listener has reached the limit of a flat earth of intergenerational record. The rhetoric of myth suggested that it was beyond this point that we know only the shape of things and not the things in themselves, and it was thereby an ontological statement.

Although rhetorical myths vary radically in their details and the nature of the personae that inhabit them, they share conceptual commonalities. When I refer to the commonalities, I am not referring to the myths themselves, but systemic orders of analogy that are the categorical topoi they share; these are referred to as “mythemes” in mythographic scholarship. Mythography analyzes the characteristics, foundations, importance, and chronology of myths and mythological writings.2 One basic categorical identifier of rhetorical myths is that they referentially use formative exempla in the act of persuasion. Exempla in Graeco-Roman rhetoric were typically “proofs drawn from persons and their actions and words” (Van Der Poel, 2009, 334). By the time of Cicero and Quintilian, exempla were treated as a “stylistic device” (p. 337). But in Sumerian, Egyptian, and even Greek rhetoric, exempla could take the form of dynamic narratives with exemplary figures in them. Moreover, in Egypt and Sumeria, the exempla could be categorical analogs of abstract concepts. They were therefore characterized as ideas possessing autonomous volition or ontological being. An example of a rhetorical myth’s categorical nature is its explanation for the origin of rhetoric itself. In such tales, the origin of rhetoric is an ontological category of being. Another ontological category is the way certain myths posit the segregation of ideas into separate spheres but attribute to ideas agency and autonomy. Whether the myth suggests rhetorical ideas descend from the world of the gods, the logos, or the House of Wisdom, they tend to convey them through entia of a persistent and nonlocal nature. Therefore, another ontological category expressed in myth is an assumption that rhetorical powers and concepts could be personified by autonomous entities that inhabit a world separate from our own.

Myths frequently depicted rhetoric itself as exerting an independent life and volitional character of its own. It is conceptually conveyed by personifications that intrude into our co-existent world through their own agency or appear miraculously in certain incidental occurrences. These myths in antiquity were offered as propositions equally true and untrue in the same utterance and were often understood as both; there are myth systems today that express similar ontological perspectives. Fortunately, there is a living culture to illustrate a rhetorical myth system with ontological qualities. In the rhetorical myth system of Page 14 →the Pintupi people, symbolic expression derives from categories of comparison that have rendered anthropological investigators at a loss for viable descriptive terminology. Anthropological luminaries frequently preface any discussion of the aboriginal hierarchy of knowledge by acknowledging their inability to describe it. Stanner (1979) called it an “ontological” worldview that was distinct from others, where things, people, and ideas are largely unsegregated and become one in (and from) the Dreamtime. Rhetorical myth systems in aboriginal Australian cultures focus on conceptual places and mythical personae and relations between the two. Aboriginal cultures compose myths that derive from ontology in which rhetorical principles are implicit. Their conception of “the Dreamtime” is itself ontological and acts as a set of rhetorical principles for composing new myths to teach. These rhetorical principles rely on a nearly subconscious field of culturally shared presuppositions about mythmaking.

This ontological “field” is called, in some dialects, Tjukurrpa. Tjukurrpa is a broad concept governing the “place” where myth originates, found in the dialect words Tjukurrpa in Pitjantjatjarra and Alcheringa in Arrente, as well as other cognates across the various Aboriginal nations. It is frequently rendered into English as “The Law” or “The Dreaming.” Fred R. Myers (1991) has described Tjukurrpa-dreaming as “a projection into symbolic space of various social processes,” among them myth and mythologizing, or the creation and transmission of turiku (p. 47). The rhetorical myths of the Pintupi tend to “reproduce [themselves] in space and time” (p. 49); those myths, far more than just being falsehoods, imply a real world and a conceptual one that exists side by side with our own. When the Pintupi describe the relationship of these coequal words, they say, “from the Dreaming, it becomes real” (p. 53). The Dreamtime conveys the shape of the environment as the turiku, which includes narrative, painting, ritual, and persuasive speech acts to reify Tjukurrpa in a shared reality. Jacintra Koolmatrie (2020) asserted: “They are told through the marking of the walls using sacred pigments the land has provided for us. They are the foundations of our songs and dances. Our language itself would not exist without these stories.” Mythic expressions of Tjukurrpa establish complex relationships like a map that charts complex associations with the world, ideas, space, and other people.

Myth and mythologizing from Tjukurrpa is ontological to the worldview of the aboriginal cultures of the Western Desert, so much so that Stanner (1979) wrote: “tales are a kind of commentary, or statement, on what is thought to be permanent and ordained” and that “they are a way of stating the principle which animates things” (p. 57). Tjukurrpa necessarily incorporates myths about how to construct discourse, and sometimes their myths are perceptual counsel for Page 15 →mythmaking, or hypodeictic in nature. Such myths can be wholly theoretical and confer meaning upon the generative nature and power of narratives about discourse or any of the other generative symbolic acts that make us human. Just as other cultures use myth to grapple with the historical, metaphysical, and material world, Aboriginal conceptual reality coexists with the external world but is one in which “thoughts are assembled, somehow inside and outside the human mind at the same time” (p. 156). In Japaljarri Spencer’s language, “Tjukurrpa talks to you”; Tjukurrpa gets “lonely for people” (San Roque, 2006, p. 156). Austro-aboriginal myths likewise posit the reality of autonomous intermediaries responsible for transmitting ideas between worlds. This is not to assert that the ancient Sumerians or Egyptians possessed an identical ontological framework as the Pintupi but to illustrate that myth has rhetorical and ontological dimensions that can constitute a fortress of meaning between cultures. An undercurrent of mythic thought that extended to Plato’s time was myth’s function as a rhetoric that derived from ontological—thereby categorical—suppositions. These vary across other cultures in their understanding of how fields of knowledge related to one another. These myth systems use new and different categorical comparisons to convey rhetorical precept. Rhetorical myths exist in a continuum of symbolic action perceived as separate and autonomous.

One qualification exists critical to an understanding of myth among the Pintupi, which is likely generalizable to Sumerian, Egyptian, and Greek world-views. There exists a dated notion that an ontological perspective on the reality of myth somehow rendered cultures childlike or prerational. This belief is demonstrably false in the example of the living culture of the Pintupi. Stanner (1979) emphasized that although the Pintupi ontologically integrate their perspective of the world with their myth system, they know that humans create myths and can certainly apprehend the difference between the “real” and the mythic. As I discuss in the following chapters, in myth systems both living and dead, the scope of ontic expression is not shorthand for an inability to apprehend reality in a rational manner. On the contrary, it centrally alters the rhetorical approach of cultures to convey reality for rhetorical ends. It conveys truth through falsehood and is fictional and tangibly real at once. As late as Phaedrus, Greek rhetorical myth reiterates this puzzling anachronism.




The Ontological Nature of Rhetorical Myth


Like Tjukurrpa, the identification of rhetoric in other cultures was a substantive and inter-relational form of knowledge that was ultimately an ontological one. Page 16 →Ontology, generally, is a division of philosophy with a largely modern provenance and involves the question of what exists. In its early forms, ontology concerned the nature and relation of the separation and collection of conceptual things. As Reinhardt Grossman (1992) best put it, ontology asks two interrelated questions: “What are the categories of the world? And what are the laws that govern these categories?” (p. 1). Categorical inquiries embraced formal logic, metaphysics, and more. Zalta (1983) noted that “philosophers who postulated theoretical entities,” if they were describing anything, were “describing entities which can be found in our background ontology” (p. 2). Such abstract attributes applied to theoretical entities are, therefore, “discussions about existing or abstract objects, properties, or relations” (p. 2). Abstractions such as rhetoric are as valid in some theories of ontology as concrete objects. Carnap (1950) explained that “references to space-time points, the electromagnetic field, or electrons in physics, to real or complex numbers and their functions in mathematics, to the excitatory potential or unconscious complexes in psychology, to an inflationary trend in economics, and the like, do not imply the assertion that entities of these kinds occur as immediate data” (p. 47). But they and their relations to other things that exist are no less valid ontological identifications.

Thus, many theorists also applied ontological inquiry to abstractions and their interrelationship with other things. Long preceding this contemporary evolution, the question of the reality of abstractions pervaded questions at work in Plato and Aristotle. In its earliest manifestations, Plato readily applied the inquiry to the existence of abstract concepts. The very idea of the preeminence of conceptual Forms over individual manifestations of concepts is an ontological inquiry: in sum, Plato inquired whether ideas like love, friendship, rhetoric, and knowledge have an objective existence that was categorically distinct from their instantiations in the world around us. To Plato, there was a more real order of reality inhabited by categorical beings that were more real than observable examples of those things in everyday life. Plato’s treatment also applied to rhetoric, as he attempted in Phaedrus to examine true rhetoric in the abstract in contrast to a falsehood offered by the sophists.

The Sumerians did not designate rhetoric nominally, but mythologically, which likewise implicates relational ontology. Carnap (1950) has explained that, as a principle of ontology, whenever there is an “acceptance of a new kind” of entity, language must represent them “by the introduction of a framework of new forms of expressions to be used according to a new set of rules” (p. 30). For the Greeks, this acceptance was to designate the term rhêtorikê onomastically and systematize its parts. For the Sumerians, however, it was to Page 17 →anthropomorphically convey the concept of rhetoric in the person of the goddess. Because divinities could represent a synthesis of concepts, divinity could be a causal agent in dynamic social systems. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1970) asserted that rhetoric derives its ontological “thingness” from the human propensity to interpret and convey signs. Campbell explained that in the context of “theories of symbolic behavior, persuasion is a process in which the individual creates his meaning through detecting, identifying, and interpreting the Stimuli he receives and which is integrated into and hence influences his perceptual framework” (p. 104). Persuasion and rhetoric are necessary and real “to induce identification and cooperation to overcome the conflicts natural to the human condition” (p. 104). Rhetoric can be an extension of human meaning-making “because language may be used both to modify man’s basic needs and to influence his symbolically created social and cultural motives” (p. 104). For the Sumerians, the nature of signs was central to their view of the universe and human life, and the presence of signs necessitated the possibility of metaphorical expression. The Sumerians anthropomorphized rhetoric as a discrete area of knowledge and narrated its operation as a causal node in human experience.




Relational Ontology


A secondary action of rhetorical myths is how they conveyed the interrelational presence of concepts between themselves and other beings. To express it another way, rhetorical myths conveyed not only the ontological presence of abstractions in the realities of this world but also the way other beings employed these abstractions in relation to one another. The mechanism of rhetorical action inherent in myth is structural, and this nature is what permits myths to map concepts across cultural systems. Thus, the mythic presumption that ideas themselves possess autonomy can be found in European, Near Eastern, and Austro-Aboriginal rhetoric. Myth acts as a regulating code between texts and within texts and between texts and concepts outside of them (Lévi-Strauss, 1963, p. 65). The relational ontology of rhetorical myth can map the history of rhetoric between personae, systems, and functions.

Relational ontology posits that the connections between entities hold greater ontological significance than the entities in and of themselves. An ontological system of relationships, not its technical subparts, gave rhetoric its meaning in ancient Sumeria and Egypt. To a certain extent—more philosophical than historical—Greek rhetoric became an adaptation and reaction to its ontological predecessors. Rhetoric before Hellenic Greece was inseparable from Page 18 →the embedded processes and other conceptual associations and practices as an interstitial part. Thus, its complex meaning was a product of these relational systems, too. Relational ontology was grounded in early metaphysical and theological theory that analyzed the triune nature of Christ, at least as a precursor to its modern manifestation. Atran et al. (2002, p. 422) and Boyer (1998, p. 878) have identified the concept of a “folk theory of relation” in which individuals tend to perceive supernatural explanations for events and phenomena attributable to a belief system that connects the natural and supernatural realms. The dismissive characterization of this phenomenon is not historically or anthropologically suitable to this inquiry, because the connection between the natural and supernatural world was socially fundamental to the Sumerians. The Sumerian conception of rhetoric took as its beginning point the relationship between Nisaba-as-goddess and Nisaba-as-concept, a supernatural world, and her ontological relations to our own.

Relational ontology likewise suggests that the characteristics and identities of all organisms and objects exist through the relationships they possess rather than possessing an inherent essence. Therefore, the attributes of conceptual entities, such as rhetoric, depend on their context rather than being independently determined. In the context of anthropology, relational ontology has been examined by Bird-David (1999), Naveh and Bird-David (2014), Ingold (2006), and Willerslev (2007), and it is in this anthropological adoption of relational ontology that myth might best be understood in its function of conceptual mapping, as suggested by Lévi-Strauss (2013; see especially Herva, Nordqvist, Lahelma, & Ikäheimo, 2010). Carnap (2003) argued that ontology generally assumes that “there may be new names for particular entities of the kind in question; but some such names may already occur in the language before the introduction of the new framework” (p. 25). Therefore, in a given culture or system the idea of rhetoric may precede its onomastic designation. The most straightforward description of relational ontology appears in F. H. Bradley’s Appearance and Reality (1897). In contrast to the qualities of either real or conceptual objects, Bradley’s position was that the qualities of objects “can have no meaning except as contained in and as dependent on some whole” (p. 17). By way of example, under Bradley’s schema, if the mere place of a rhetorical act changes, it would not change the concept of rhetoric. Bradley concluded that these external—relational—ontologies are “mere abstractions from a more concrete qualitative unity” of place and concept (quoted in Oliver, 2012, p. 48). The term “rhetoric” itself would possess no inherent meaning in the parlance of relational ontology except by analysis of its relation to other things, objects, persons, systems, or Page 19 →concepts—in the shorthand of ontology, other beings. In Egypt and Sumeria, rhetoric was thereby very much alive and autonomous: the autonomy of ideas is a major recurring theme of rhetorical myth.

The written recordation of mythic rhetoric emphasized ontological distinction instead of categorical distinction and found its genesis in Mesopotamia. The mythmaking practices that expressed rhetorical theory evidence a previously unrecorded way of showing the relations between the concepts and categories in a subject area or domain; thereby, it was a new ontological expression of the nature of rhetoric. Other cultures have different ontological perspectives about myth, such as how Tjukurrpa forms a maplike system of relationships between peoples such as the Pintuppi. The means of expressing myths is also rhetorical. To the Aboriginal Australians creating Tjukurrpa stories, the past, the future, the geography, and the concepts that bind them together in one perspective do not create the same ontological divisions as those emerging in Sumeria, Egypt, and other centers of the ancient world around 2650 bce. A belief in the conceptual autonomy of rhetoric, therefore, represents a cultural shift that eventually became cognitive and philosophical. It occurred due to the ontological categorical comparisons imposed by Sumerian and Egyptian understanding of being. The Sumerians represent the beginning of the division of humans into individual unitary persuasive actors, but it was by no means complete. In Egypt, ontological approaches to rhetoric did not represent an evolution, but a constellation of perspectives that shaped rhetoric as a discrete field of knowledge. Even in Greece, myth transformed and articulated the outlines of rhetorical theory at an ontological level. Eventually, Greek culture began to dialogically interrogate the mythic autonomy of rhetorical impulses and was arguably never free from the deep intellectual strata of ancient mythic tradition.




The Shape of Things to Come


The following chapters offer examples of the myths close to Western audiences’ geographical range of cultural and historical familiarity. These more familiar rhetorical myths bridge the gulf between radically different cultures but illustrate how both occupy the same space at certain nexuses. These examples of rhetorical myths also illustrate the function of their transmission within rhetorical history and not merely as a catalog of historically ordered myths. It would be inherently counterproductive to attempt to establish a narrative of direct transmission of the concepts and major themes underpinning these Page 20 →mythologies from a historical or documentary perspective. This argument is not a history of the connection of works like The Book of Thoth and Phaedrus, but it also does not suggest there is no such connection. Hallmarks and traits of improbable similarity identify the Egyptian goddess Seshat and the Sumerian goddess Nisaba. However, the chapters that follow offer these myths to illustrate their function of transmission and cogent similarities, as well as what makes them unique in the operations of distinct ancient cultures; the myths, even unfamiliar to us, are just many shadows of the same idea that variously approximate one thing. Their existence is illustrated through ontological difference, not inferiority, but their mode of exposition is likewise explored by way of illustration. This book will also illustrate that subsequent to the ontological identification of rhetoric, the Sumerians, Egyptians, and Greeks extended the relationship of rhetoric to other concepts, such as epistemology, sign theory, and even their distinctive cultural identity as socially rhetorical actors.

Chapter 1 will introduce the Sumerians and their culture’s history of rhetoric and language theory. It will then illustrate that the earliest recorded expression of Sumerian rhetorical theory was expressed through the deity, Nisaba of Eres, as a personification of rhetoric. Nisaba represented the union of archival knowledge and reasoned prospective design and personified and conveyed rhetorical power to human actors as a creative and epistemic force. She was an identification of rhetoric in the form of a mythic personification whose appearance coincided with the Sumerian invention of writing. Nisaba herself was an anthropomorphic and conceptual expression of rhetoric; she acted as an ontological identification of rhetoric as a union of the means to archival knowledge and the means to communicate it to others. Chapter 2 examines the Enmerkar myths as pedagogical and conceptual tools and the earliest narrative mythic expression of rhetorical action as an expression of relational ontology. It also introduces specific Sumerian terms for eloquence, notably inim, in epics such as Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta and Lugalbanda in the Wilderness. This chapter will likewise illustrate how this theory of rhetoric was situated and contextualized analogically. Sumerian rhetoric contextualizes the narrative interaction of metaphorical systems, persons, and cultures.

Chapter 3 shifts radically in place (but not time) to illustrate how Egyptian myth systems eerily aligned and were distinct from those of Sumeria. These mythic expressions, in the goddess Seshat, appeared in near-synchrony with Sumerian thought in the third millennium bce. Chapter 3 provides a brief contextual introduction to the rhetorical theory and history of rhetoric-as-being in Egypt and illustrates both the ontological identification of rhetoric in Egyptian Page 21 →culture. Seshat, like Nisaba, represented the union of archival knowledge and prospective future design through conceptual personification and patronage of the art of writing. It is also demonstrable that Seshat was identified as a goddess closely aligned with rhetoric by the ancient Greek conquerors after the time of Plato. Hellenic conquerors identified Seshat as a conceptual recognition of rhetoric by non-Hellenes. Chapter 4 turns to Thoth and illustrates the Egyptian myths and mythemes surrounding Thoth as an expression of rhetoric’s relational ontology. Thoth’s conceptual role in rhetorical theory made his relational nature integral to Egyptian rhetorical culture. Thoth preserved the categorical order of things, principally through access to language, and more significantly, by forbidding access to language. Thoth’s “magical” nature was fundamentally relational, categorical, and rhetorical, rather than mystical or supernatural.

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on Greek rhetoricians’ reception and dialogic reaction to Egyptian and Orphic mythic rhetorical traditions. In the Derveni papyrus, we see how early presocratic thinkers seemed to formulate a theory of language in relation to the gods. The Derveni papyrus is the earliest suggestion that the sophists, particularly Prodicus of Ceos, viewed the gods as cultural heroes. They drew on cultural heroes as rhetorical exemplars and sometimes attributed early rhetorical theory to them. This evidence is fragmentary at best. However, Isocrates, in Busiris, reacted not only to this tradition, offering preceptual counsel about the use of myth in rhetoric, but also to Plato’s adoption of Egyptian mythic themes in his dialogues. This chapter also treats Plato’s adoption of Thoth. Chapter 6 will more fully illustrate both Plato’s theory and deployment of rhetorical myth with the little-examined narration of Critias, which occurs in the dialogues Critias and Timaeus (Plato, 1925). But just as significantly, Chapter 6 provides a connection between Plato’s perceptions of Egyptian myth as fundamentally rhetorical in the way he portrays Atlantis as a rhetorically oriented cautionary tale. Timaeus and Critias provide a new insight into Plato’s perspective on the role of writing and rhetorical processes in the social order. It likewise provides insight into Plato’s deployment of inherited mythical tradition for protreptic rhetorical ends. This book concludes with a summative assessment of rhetorical myth, not merely in the limited synchronic historical milieu of previous chapters, but toward a more global tradition.






Chapter 1 Nisaba and the Identification of Sumerian Rhetoric


Page 22 →Page 23 →In ancient Sumerian myth, the gods inhabited conceptual space and often “spoke” as personifications of rhetorical principles. As a rhetorical patron, the Sumerian goddess Nisaba connected past archival knowledge and preceptually driven future discourse. Nisaba organized and conveyed the knowledge of the means to comprehend and communicate archival knowledge; her rhetorical powers are identifiable in symbols, narratives, and sacred epithets. Nisaba’s dominion over rhetorical knowledge is a composite one through her symbolic association with measurement, organization, building, and writing. This chapter will demonstrate that Nisaba’s metaphorical patronage and association with writing was one of the earliest expressions of what later thinkers described as rhetoric. Nisaba was much more than the goddess of writing; she represented an array of concepts that identified rhetoric as an abstract object with being. The considerable evidence for Nisaba as a mediator between the past and the future, the organization and transmission of knowledge, and principles of discursive design are found in Sumerian sources where she found conceptual form. Her identification as an early manifestation of rhetoric-as-goddess informs our understanding of Sumerian rhetoric through myth. Nisaba-as-concept was an anthropomorphized metaphor for rhetoric; her conceptualization by the ancient Sumerians comprised an identification of the mediating role of rhetoric as an organizing principle in the human understanding of the archival past and the reasoned discursive principles for creative expression. This chapter describes how the Sumerian mythic corpus evidences the earliest recorded ontological identification of rhetoric in the form of the goddess.

Nisaba of Eres was central in Sumerian myth to the creation, organization, and transmission of knowledge. Her role as a rhetorical agent was expressed in textual sources from approximately 2600 bce (Meador, 2011, p. 5). In addition to being a goddess of letters, Nisaba was intimately associated with grain, Page 24 →recordation, and measurement, which Sumerian civilization viewed as systemically linked to provide them with the tools of survival (Friberg, 1984, p. 110). The written record concerning Nisaba is the first known identification and systemic expression of rhetoric in the ancient world. Many scribal documents written for varying purposes extant in the Sumerian corpus invoke Nisaba, often in their conclusion. These records exist in the cuneiform syllabary corpus, recorded in clay tablets found in a language we now call Sumerian, spoken in southern Mesopotamia over four thousand years ago (see Van de Mieroop 1999). Its existence as a spoken language has been documented from the late fourth millennium, when the earliest cuneiform documents were created, until the early second millennium. Although it ceased to exist as a spoken language, Sumerian remained a language of worship and education until the end of the first millennium bce. It is a language isolate, that is, it has no known linguistic relatives, but its writing system was adapted and modified by many other Near Eastern cultures. Sumeria’s location in a remote part of the Near East suggests that it is the last surviving example of the languages that existed in the area before the arrival of the Semitic languages.

Sumerian myth precipitated the emergence of rhetoric in ways that were as important as its emergent writing system. The mythic patronage of writing attributed to Nisaba logically succeeded the invention of literacy, so likewise, myths regarding rhetoric were not “pre-literate,” nor was it nonrational or prerational. The idea of writing and speaking as a synthesis of archival knowledge and prospective design was personified by the mythic representation of Nisaba. In her personage, traits, and mythic narrative roles, we see the earliest ontological identification of what would later be onomastically designated rhêtorikê in Mediterranean cultures. To the Sumerians, Nisaba was rhetoric as a synthesis of the cognitive and creative functions of the human mind. She was the patroness of an art the Sumerians designated with the segments of their written syllabary, gu-de (“to say”) and inim (“speech”). Inim was used to express the act of both speaking and writing. The graphic extension of the character for “speech” and the verbal form of both writing and speaking illustrated that the Sumerians had a unified visual and systemic concept of relations for both oral and written action.

Therefore, certain foundational concepts must be examined before discussing Nisaba. Just as mythic sources examined through the works of Homer and Hesiod permit us to “reconstruct the worldview” of its inheritors, mythic figures in Sumeria can be examined as analogical representations recorded to preserve and disseminate rhetorical Page 25 →concepts through their personifications and attendant narratives (Walker, 2000). Personification was one means of linguistic “stretching” that Johnstone (2012) attributed to the sophists, who designated rhetoric with other terms before rhetorike had been coined as an identifying term. This stretching occurred as cultures “manipulated the symbols of speech and culture” (p. 211) that outstripped their linguistic expression. Ancient cultural concepts that frame rhetorical activity—such as writing—might as easily issue from “anthropomorphic deities of myths and epics” sublimated to different, sometimes sociological forces (Haskins, 2001, p. 161). It behooves us to examine the nature of the gods in ancient Sumeria to illustrate that the concept of rhetoric had its first recorded ontological identification in their culture, namely the identification of persuasive speech and writing as a substantive field of discrete knowledge. The Sumerians further conceptualized rhetoric’s ontology in Nisaba through her fundamentally causative relationship to persons and signs. Sumeria would eventually conceptualize the relational ontology of rhetoric to other persons, events, ideas, and media in ancient cultures. The identification of rhetoric is illustrated here; the relational ontology of rhetoric in Sumerian society is more extensively discussed in Chapter 2.



The Nature of Divine Agency in Sumer


A dual mode of experience “underlies Sumerian religion” (Jacobson, 1994, p. 147). The Sumerians might “see the sky in one mode,” which appeared as the god An, “whose name is the everyday word for sky, ‘an’ ” (p. 147). The wind, from the high mountains “was similarly experienced as the god En-lil” (p. 147). In a secondary mode, the Sumerian gods were referential and interstitial to everyday experience. The gods were “the forces that ultimately caused and shaped” phenomenon (p. 149). In fact, Mesopotamian cultures deified the idea of cities and the cities themselves, as in the case of the god Assur (Lambert, 1975, p. 67). The Sumerians accounted for gods as causative natural forces. The inscriptive nomenclature, attributes, and provinces of purview of Nisaba, the goddess of writing, can tell us much about how Sumerians conceptualized abstract concepts, specifically what we call rhetoric. The textual artifacts that invoke Nisaba show that her association with writing did not suggest her patronage was to the act of graphic representation on surfaces. Rather, “writing” became a metaphor for a field of knowledge that acted with conceptual independence from individual human agency. Nisaba was the goddess of writing only because writing was an organizing and persuasive act to manifest understanding in others: in sum, rhetoric as idea. Thus, Nisaba was an interpolating nodal Page 26 →transmitter of knowledge and acted as an autonomous conceptual force that caused other effects. As an ontological identification of rhetoric, Nisaba metaphorically conveys and organizes knowledge; she therefore represented the means of understanding in relation to others through communicative acts. These narrative accounts are most extensively explored in both “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple,” discussed in this chapter, and Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta (and related narratives), discussed in Chapter 2.

The use of artistic representations, epigraphical inscriptions, and other archaeological evidence to amplify the history of rhetoric; has been examined most extensively by Richard Leo Enos (2020, 1998, 2009, 2022), Amendola (2019), and Liddel (2021). Nisaba patronizes speech, writing, archival knowledge, and premeditated discursive design. She also represents the knowledge of the means to convey archival wisdom, which is her role in two major narratives from ancient Sumeria. These are all instrumental conceptual components of the Sumerian theory of rhetoric. While scholars such as Ong (1982) and Havelock (1986, 1982) have designated a somewhat privileged position for the origin of rhetoric and early theories of writing to Plato, these earlier theorists tend to focus exclusively on phonetic languages. Many peculiarities in the history of myth and rhetoric have been attributed to the early contributions of Nestle (1940) and their somewhat troubling and reductive presumptions (see Wians, 2019). Likewise, Goody (2010) only amplified this tendency by characterizing the transition from orality to literacy as “evolutionary,” suggesting that no higher orders of expression were possibly without phonetic writing systems. It is becoming demonstrably clearer as evidence is uncovered that cuneiform and hieroglyphic cultures were entirely capable of developing advanced technology and systematic scientific corpora of knowledge without phonetic conventions. The inscriptive evidence that exists in cuneiform illustrates the vital ontological implications of rhetoric prior to the Graeco-Roman period.

Mythic figures were analogical representations recorded to preserve and disseminate these concepts through their personifications and attendant narratives (Ramsey, 2021a). Havelock (1986), for example, noted the virtual “monopoly” of the muses’ conceptual influence in written Greek poetry (pp. 7–8). The gods, as anthropomorphic figures in ancient myth, often act liminally between fixed conceptual realms. Ancient mythic figures analogically articulate theoretical considerations of writing in their nature, properties, hallmarks, and the mythic narratives and roles they occupy. W. W. Hallo (2004) has written an early but extensive treatment in “The Birth of Rhetoric” in Sumerian literature and argued that the style of many Sumerian literary compositions Page 27 →reflect many consistent rhetorical strategies and genres, suggesting that these prefigured Graeco-Roman rhetoric (p. 169). The conceptual figures of the goddess Nisaba and the goddess Seshat in Egypt were similarly influential as causative agents and metaphorical expressions of the nature of rhetoric in their respective cultures.




Nisaba, Signs, and Divination in Mesopotamia


Nisaba (or in older Sumerological translations, Nidaba) of Eresh is often described by Sumerologists as a goddess of grain and fertility akin to Ceres in Graeco-Roman myth. However, she is also known as the “lady of the reeds,” and her epithet immediately suggests her relationship to the primary writing tool of ancient Sumeria. Literacy and writing began in Sumeria as a pivotal factor in maintaining the sustenance and survival of their civilization. Measuring and apportionment, building granaries, keeping count of stores, and recording them were as vital to the continuance of Sumerian life as the grain they cultivated (see generally, Bottero, 1995; Hornung, 1982; Schmandt-Besserat, 1998, 1992). For whatever reason, Nisaba became more closely associated with archival knowledge, writing, measurement, and (ultimately) human destiny. Nisaba often bestows gifts associated with generative reasoning on humans. She likewise possesses the power to consult all knowledge in the Tablets of Destiny. Her name is used in a conventionalized praise invocation at the conclusion of scribal hymns and writing exercises, and she has stewardship of the knowledge of all things from her lapis tablet.

Nisaba’s relationship to archival knowledge requires some explanation regarding the locus of archival knowledge in the Sumerian cultural imaginal. In Sumeria, writing belonged to the gods both physically and conceptually. The stars were a kind of writing, and they foretold the destinies of humankind, into which humans had imperfect insight. Still, the gods possessed total foreknowledge and were therefore in control of the Tablets of Destiny (Furlani, 1928). The Tablet of Destiny, at least in later Babylonian culture, was held by Nabu, who seemed to succeed Nisaba in her role as scribal patron. As George (1986) explained, Nabu held the Tablet of Destiny “because as the divine patron of the scribal arts his temples often house libraries and schools” (p. 141). But in Mesopotamian culture more generally, “the tablet of destinies symbolized ownership of power over the universe” and was a prominent symbol of this authority” and “was displayed on the body as a symbol of the power it conferred” (Wisnom, 2020, p. 48). Rather than a geographically identifiable repository, the Page 28 →repository was located with the organized matrix of stars controlled by Nisaba, as a cosmic counterpart of the writing of stars themselves. Nisaba’s position is therefore in the heavens if she casts her wisdom down from them. To enter her house is therefore metaphorically astrological in nature, to consult her wisdom on a blue tablet of stars from which her wisdom derives: in sum, her archival position is celestial in nature.

Our first, explicit evidence of this is Enuma Anu Enlil, dating from the Neo-Assyrian period, “the comprehensive celestial omen series on the basis of which educated royal advisers counseled their kings” (Rochberg, 2004, p. 220). Because Nisaba has dominion over the contents of the celestial omen “book” that is the archive of all past and future events, the power to theurgically speak to change the future is hers, and the power to consult all past knowledge is hers as well. The Enuma Anu Enlil contains signs that implicate rhetorical matters (Hunger & Pingree, 1999; Reiner & Pingree, 1985), which in nature includes signs implicating harvest, war, natural disasters, and the like (Parpola, 1993; Ulanowski, 2020). In the Sumerian worldview, these astronomical texts were fixed but could be written again or revised by the divinities reflecting “a presumed connection between natural phenomena and the actions and influences of deities within a contingent universe”; divine powers could alter portents with human participation through a form of theurgy (Rochberg, 2004, p. 46). Both the knowledge of the signs and their correlations arguably derive from Nisaba’s mythic House of Wisdom, as does the knowledge of causal relationships past, present, and future.




Sumerian Metaphor and Anthropomorphism


Nisaba might personify a concept like rhetoric derived from an anthropomorphic worldview of human nature and real objects: by way of example, the Sumerian conception of anatomy associated each part of the human body with a zodiacal counterpart (Zee, 2015, p. 46). The Sumerians anthropomorphized their deities, and in turn, those deities anthropomorphically represented conceptual structures by metaphorical analogy (p. 47). Analogical relationships reflected the metonymical relationship of both objects and concepts to a higher anthropomorphic structure of reality. Glassner (2003) identified this anthropomorphic impulse as a desire to uncover the semantic richness of concepts and things through the world of divine personification. Nisaba, therefore, could indeed “be” rhetoric, as a composite of all the processes and attributes for which she is accountable. Such a metaphorical expression was an extended form of Page 29 →analogy or a fourth type metaphor that was rife in Sumerian expression. Rochberg (1996) has identified the Sumerian propensity to use anthropomorphic metaphors for celestial bodies. These bodies might also be onomastically associated with specific divinities (p. 476). This designation identified Nisaba and the synthesis of her attributes with the knowledge of a discrete art and concept that possessed its own technology: writing. As Rochberg explained, Sumerian identification with divine and anthropomorphic deities had social and intellectual ramifications. These identifications were ontological and were therefore a sophisticated composite reference to one divinity as a concept and a social act. Discussing this in the context of celestial omens, Rochberg (2004) has explained that “this is consistent with evidence from incantations that describe the gods as ‘the ones who determine the nature of things, who draw the cosmic designs, who assign the lots for heaven and earth’ ” (musimmu simtti mussiru usurdti mussiqu isqeti sa same u ersetim; p. 191).

That Nisaba could personify and anthropomorphize a concept as sophisticated as rhetorical activity to the Sumerians would be no more controversial than a contemporary observation that the sun makes things warm. By drawing the cosmic design and designating real knowledge, Nisaba’s seemingly superficial patronage of writing becomes complex. The idea of writing was a composite image of her participation in the conceptual act of writing itself, a term used synonymously with speaking in the lexical expression of the Sumerians. We must therefore inquire about the precise nature of these attributes to understand the Sumerian conception of rhetoric. Rochberg has decisively shown that the metaphorically analogical and anthropomorphic expression of the Sumerians embraced conceptual analogies to the persons of their deities.

Somewhat dated descriptions of Sumerian approaches to abstract expression characterized their thinking as “mythopoetic,” a descriptor that implies they dissolved categorical thinking and ultimately characterized them as primitive or nonrational. To Rochberg (1996), analogical reasoning remains “a useful indication of how the Babylonians thought” (p. 478). Glassner (2012) has argued that Nisaba did not write but rather functioned as a kind of “surveyor” in the context of celestial omens (p. 58). Whether her role was surveyor, archivist, or scribe, for example, in the Sumerian analogical mode of expression, Nisaba’s role was significantly more nuanced than merely having charge of writing. Her role was far more complex and consistently related to planning, designation, organization, language, and wisdom. Yet in all of these roles, there is a notable connection to what later cultures would taxonomize as rhetoric. To refer to Nisaba’s composite synthesis of traits associated with writing as an act, which is Page 30 →often amplified by her depiction as in possession of a pen and starry tablet, may in any case be a grave oversimplification. In some myths, as we shall see, her association with architecture is manifest, but in this context, she has a technical assistant in the form of another divinity. These actions all share in the intelligent construction and design of artifacts, whether writing, building, planning, or organizing, which is central to the Sumerian conception of rhetoric.

The Sumerian fascination with signs in writing was a central preoccupation of their culture and cultural identity. Their preoccupation is reflected in their hermeneutic—and metaphysical—view of the relationship of stellar signs, futurity, and divination. Rochberg (2004) has offered a flexible and general definition of divination in antiquity as the “prognostication of events through signs discerned in all sorts of phenomena of the natural and human social world” and noted its ubiquitous presence in the Mediterranean world and Near East long before Graeco-Roman antiquity (p. 44). To paraphrase Glassner (2012), in the beginning, the Sumerian deities filled the world and the heavens with both things and written signs (p. 43). The “cosmological discourse” imposed on the worldview of the Sumerians was an assumption of the existence of an invisible domain, peopled by gods that were originary forces and causal agents governing the perceived regularities of the cosmos (p. 43). Signs that came from the gods functioned metonymically, revealing occult information to initiates. Their cosmology and the interpolation of signs throughout it created “a subtle dialectic of the visible and of the invisible, of presence and absence” in the Sumerians as observers and interpreters of cosmic writing (p. 44).1

Glassner (2009) attributed this tenuous dialectical relationship between signs and futurity, too, to a parallel hermeneutic tension between belief and observation. The knowledge and directives of the invisible world, therefore, became comprehensible from signs in the visible world, the “heavenly writing” over which Nisaba had unlimited consultative access and distributive authority. Glassner explained that the signs were received dually, on the one hand, designated by divine authority, which made concepts into discrete relevant units, and on the other a Sumerian interpreter who connected these units to human activities (p. 45). The divine nature of Nisaba, then, was an identification of rhetoric as a synthesis of two realms: archival knowledge that derived from an infinite reservoir of permanent but dynamic archives like the stars themselves. The combination of the two realms related to spheres of human activity associated with speech and writing or purposeful design more generally. The ability to use the signs of cosmically archival knowledge and to plan discursive and creative activity was one aspect of her identification with rhetoric; Page 31 →writing was a symbolically analogical attribute of her nature. The interpretive act, therefore, became generative knowledge “through identification and designation,” which then empowered the Sumerians to create new knowledge by reason and explication (p. 45).

The Sumerians therefore extrapolated from the presence of signs to argue for actions that most properly befitted the nature of events of macrocosmic significance. Such an extrapolation is a reversal of typical argumentative forms associated with topics in the future. Many ancient cultures contextually interpreted patterns of discrete phenomena with reference to broad categories of discrete divinatory signs. Therefore, one’s personal and political behavior could conform to right action to anticipate and navigate the changing natural operations of the universe. The commonality of belief in forms of ancient divination as topoi of speech in the ancient world posited the relationship of signs to a unified totality of circumstances. Signs functioned as a symbolic form of a whole: a metonymic function. These signs were not hierarchical in their relationship to the physis of the cosmos. Rather, signs had analogical significance: a sign was as much a part of a functional system as a human participant in the system and not merely a product in a chain of causal events that produced the sign. Divinatory practices across the transcultural ancient world likewise reflect an awareness of the relationship of past knowledge, present dilemmas, and future consequences. One divinatory cuneiform source gives us retrospective insight into this view; it states: “the signs on earth as well as of the sky bear signals for us; heaven and earth bring us omens; they are not separate from one another; heaven and earth are interconnected” (see Oppenheim, 1974, p. 200). The Sumerian cosmic worldview thus laid the foundation of the interpretation of cosmic signs, the “archive” of Nisaba, and connected those signs to future planning. That human speech and writing would be a necessary, systemic, and coordinating part of prospective planning seems a logical conclusion: a form of ontological identification of this knowledge developed from the Sumerian cosmological perspective that was expressed as a mythic analogy. This is the starting point for an illustration of the starry tablet and the stylus of Nisaba, as well as her general properties.




Signs, Nisaba, and Her Ontology in the Sumerian Corpus


Mythic sources show an even earlier belief in the capacity for timely civic action in the face of unknowable future events if they properly align with the Page 32 →ordered universe. In many of these, written signs and symbols are formative in the acts of kings and heroes and owe to the manifestation of symbols from divine origins. Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, discussed extensively in Chapter 2, describes the astrological functions of the gods, and human relationships to them, when attempting to resolve civic arguments. During an argument with the Lord of Aratta, Enmerkar prays to the goddess Nisaba for assistance; she opens “the house of wisdom” to him and eventually masters the art of writing (see Figure 1). Arguably, the original employment of writing for civic ends resolved a famine decimating Aratta and a conflict between cities. The mythic sequence of events implies causality between Enmerkar’s formulation of responses to his argument and a consultative relationship with the natural and divinely ordered cosmos. It also demonstrates the nodal causality inherent in the Sumerian view of writing: Enemerkar consults the goddess who, through her fundamentally causative role, assists the human network in giving events coherence and meaning. In fact, Nisaba is praised at the end of multiple Enmerkar epics, one of which reads, “Praise be to Nisaba, good woman who consults the stars of heaven!” (Nisaba Hymn A). In another description of Nisaba, one Sumerian wrote that Nisaba “Continually … consults the lapis lazuli tablet, continually she shouts to the mountains, the good woman, holy Iye plant, borne by a growing reed, measures off heaven, throws the measuring cord to earth!” (Alster, 1976, p. 114). This passage bears some philological attention to the nature of writing in Sumeria and the nature of tablets themselves. The Sumerian term gu-sum (and its Akkadian equivalent, mihiltum) was generalized as “orthocalligraphy” from a term more akin to a “single stroke of the cuneiform wedge” (Vanstiphout, 1988, p. 153). This is distinct from a separate form of writing known as tuparuttu or “the art of writing.” At least in its Akkadian variant, mihiltum (and by inference, gu-sum) seems to have embraced a desire to express homology to sound and form as well as novel embellishment (p. 158). That “tablet” (s. dub) could be used interchangeably for writing, science, literature, and culture is evidence that Nisaba’s role as patroness of writing was far more complex than the making of strokes on clay surfaces (p. 158). Rather, Nisaba possessed the image of knowledge in visible form and held the key to its creation, the knowledge of the means to write.

The communicative relationship between Mesopotamian peoples and their cosmological environment strongly suggests that they needed a rhetoric ontologically different from other cultures. The phrase in Sumerian “a thing of (heavenly) stars” could denote synonymously “message,” “report,” and the like (Klein & Sefati, 2014, p. 90). Nisaba therefore controls all knowledge in the “House of Wisdom” whose locus is stellar and connects writing—which the Sumerians likened to the stars in the night sky “written” by the Gods—and her dominion over the lapis tablet, or Tablets of Destiny. Nisaba was steward of the knowledge of both writing and human destiny (Meador, 2011). She was said to have received and arranged the letters of the cuneiform characters just as she arranged the stars in the night sky. To the ancient Sumerians, stars were a form of celestial writing; if one could “read” this divine writing by the auspices and omens of the world around us, the future itself could be known (Rochberg, 2004). Nisaba’s function is that of “a determiner of cosmic dimensions” (Alster, 1976, p. 112). References to Nisaba have stated, in a variety of sources listed by Klein and Sefati, “from the tablet of writing of the holy heavens [Nisaba] takes counsel” and that she “covers the great tablets of destiny with writing” (p. 115). She is depicted “taking counsel with the holy tablet of heavenly stars” (p. 115). Nisaba consults this lapis lazuli tablet, which Alster suggested is a symbol of the heavens, to determine human fate (p. 112).
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Figure 1. Nisaba A (‘Tetrad no. 4’). (ETCSL 4.16.01, CDLI Composite: Q000733). Currently held at the Penn Museum. Courtesy of the Penn Museum, object 29–16–765.



Page 34 →Nisaba’s causative nature is evident in her role in organizing written Sumerian characters. In the mythic rhetorical schema of the Sumerians, she is the goddess of the conceptual “net”—the connective and organizing principle for which she bears responsibility. Nisaba gathers the symbols together for the gods to create meaning. In relation to stories of the gods, certain invocations (āšipu) of Nisaba may derive from ritual practices, which the Sumerians employed to gain favor or remedy disfavor from the gods (Meador, 2011, p. 73). In one such āšipu the invoker beseeches Nisaba to “net against” angry supernatural forces (p. 71). This example of Nisaba’s association with the “net” as binding not only humans and gods but humans to one another in a social fabric is an example of her relational ontology. Another example: Nisaba did not create the discrete symbols of the Sumerian writing system, but she is said to have “netted” together these symbols. According to a very early version of the “Kesh Hymn” discovered at Abu Sulabik, Nisaba created written language by capturing the words of a hymn by the chief god, Enlil (p. 3). In so doing, she then placed the words on a tablet she held, establishing a “standard” lexicon. “She spun, as it were, a web/of those words” laying them “ready to hand” for the human world (p. 4). This image of nets and netting (particularly of birds) in the context of rhetoric recurs in Egyptian rhetorical myth and even in Plato’s dialogues.

Nisaba is, therefore, the net maker; that is, the primal force that gathers the symbols together. To the Sumerians, Nisaba personified rhetorical processes in her role as a symbol organizer, assembling these symbols into meaning. The symbol of the net recurs continually across eras and cultures in rhetorical myth. The interconnected warp and weft of the net is used to capture and organize fugitive conceptual “animals” and is thus another metaphorical analogy. The concept of netting illustrates the Sumerian idea of rhetoric and its relational pattern of interconnectedness to other things. Nisaba is one of the oldest rhetorical patrons and progenitors not only because she personifies the organization of language, which is her popular attribution; she orders and arranges Page 35 →language to mediate between the human and divine world (Ramsey, 2021b). The image of the “net” represents Nisaba’s intercessional rhetorical power to the Sumerians embodied in language itself. The Sumerians analogically posited that Nisaba made meaning for the gods and was the first recorded mythic figure overtly described as such. Nisaba’s possession of the stellar tablet is the source of the archival aspect of her power; it is from this same repository that she governs human futurity in a preceptive manner. Glassner (2012) stated that in the “Hymn of Gudea,” Nisaba initially writes a “plan” for construction in a separate, stellar language, which in turn must be translated into cuneiform (p. 199). Nisaba likewise had an intimate relationship with futurity and opportunity; she was responsible for creating human destiny, but she also was intimately responsible for the future of humanity itself. In the Sumerian worldview, writing was the causative node from which the future itself might emerge.

The “Hymn to King Isbi-Erra of Isin” from the third millennium reflects the way the Sumerians perceived the civilizing and life-sustaining force of language in organized patterns. The Sumerian worldview foreshadows later Graeco-Roman rhetorical traditions in the expression of logos, but for very different theological reasons. The hymn states that wherever Nisaba approaches, “There is writing!” (Reisman, 1976, p. 359). Nisaba is characterized as the figurative “place” where writing has a substantive being: Nisaba approaches an earthly location and causes writing to appear. Where Nisaba does not exist, the hymn explains, “humanity is not established,” and “cities are not built, and rites to the gods are not performed” (p. 359). “Kings are not raised” without Nisaba, and thus there is no basis of government. The hymn implies that on the opposite end of this spectrum, Nisaba provides the knowledge of all these things; it is because of Nisaba’s organizational and archival capacities that grain is present and “milk is churned” (p. 359).

Yet nowhere in this excerpt is Nisaba said to be truly anywhere, suggesting her power is liminal and associated with causation alone. She establishes the rites that permit human existence in the spaces between wilderness and civilization, underscoring her role in future planning. In this context, it should be recalled that Nisaba was not the goddess of knowledge but the keeper of the house of knowledge. She opened the way to knowledge; she possessed the knowledge of the means to wisdom, the means to arrive at a prospective plan, not wisdom itself. Her stewardship and gatekeeping of the archival past and the means of prospective future design—through rhetorical activity—are distinct. Her role strongly suggests that her knowledge was of the means of persuasion Page 36 →and invention, including rhetorical knowledge. A hallmark of her knowledge of the means of invention is her association with a stylus and tablet.

There are other suggestions in temple hymns related to Nisaba’s role in the intellectual world of ancient Mesopotamia, specifically the Sumerian conception of the future planning of society. Her role reflects her conceptual status as an organizing principle in the human social order or a node of causation providing order to the network of humanity. Like her role as a liminal agent between past and future knowledge, the image of Nisaba and the thread of human society reflects that this was a quality inherent in the Mesopotamian concept of rhetoric itself (see generally Van Gennep, 2019; Turner, 1986, 2018). The Hymn to Nanshe (2000) states: “Her chief scribe Nisaba places the precious tablets on her knees and takes a golden stylus in her hand. She arranges the servants in single file.” Thus, the conjunction of the tools of writing and order is implicit in the grammatical sense of the lines. The writer praises Nisaba: “You string together men and women on a single thread—their daily status hangs down before your eyes. Your numerous people parade before your eyes, as (before) the Sun, for their inspection.” Nisaba “writes” humans into order across time—as the sun travels across time and space—along a golden thread which demonstrates that her rhetorical power is connected to time; rhetoric has a social, organizing capacity embodied in the figure of Nisaba. Nisaba’s power is, in part, organizational: she organizes the knowledge of human relationships, not society itself, in this Sumerian metaphor.

In “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” (1999), the plan of the temple is revealed from Nisaba’s the House of Wisdom. Nisaba offers Gudea the initial sign of a building to construct. It does not appear with knowledge of an architectural plan, but as the liminal figure of Nisaba between the protagonist, Gudea, and the means of knowing those plans. In this narrative, Nisaba’s function is therefore epistemic. Her nature was apprehensible in the mediating position between the design of the temple and Gudea’s mind. Nisaba controls the knowledge of the means of understanding reasoned design, while Enki provides the design itself. The starry house and tablet of Nisaba is the inflection point from which knowledge comes and future action originates; a nodal and causative connection between archival wisdom and planned discourse occurs only through Nisaba. Thus, in “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple,” Nisaba appears to Gudea in a dream, holding a metal stylus and a tablet. A soothsayer then interprets the stylus as a sign of the “opening” of the House of Wisdom. It is in this house that Gudea is instructed to build a temple to Ningirsu (Figure 2). “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” illustrates Nisaba-as-concept; Nisaba functions as an ontological identification of rhetoric revealed, at first, in a dream. Gudea recounts his dream: “Then there was a woman whoever she was. She let sheaves protrude out from her head. She held a stylus of refined silver in her hand, placed a tablet with heavenly writing on her lap, and was consulting it.”
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Figure 2. Gudea cylinder A. The story of Gudea and the building of the temple is on two cylinders. Its archaeological and structural details have been outlined by Averbeck (1997). Currently in Musée du Louvre Antiquités orientales AO MNB 1511; MNB 1512. Wikimedia Commons, public domain, CC0 1.0 Universal.



Nisaba typically appears with the tablet and stylus in hand; this functions as a metaphorical gesture to her relationship to the graphic depiction of reasoned structural planning and, just as significantly, writing as a means to understanding. Her presence immediately suggests that the dream’s central meaning is to elicit a process of reasoned invention through signs. Nisaba appears in the company of Ninduba, a technical god responsible for construction. Nisaba both plans and conveys the knowledge of planning, while Ninduba is the god who affects those plans in detail. In this context, Nisaba’s relationship to architecture is akin to her relationship to language as an embodiment of rhetoric; she controls the available means of understanding, not the information itself. Page 38 →Nisaba-as-concept represents the human capacity to impose order on signs from the world and the means to convey the formal knowledge of that order. The metaphor for her ability to organize and express knowledge is represented symbolically by the appearance of Nisaba and her writing tools. The writing Nisaba is responsible for might be on the world itself or on the tabula rasa of human consciousness. In this sense, Nisaba is the goddess of reasoned consideration in advance of creative acts, particularly those involving language or the deployment of graphic signs.

Gudea is then informed that Nisaba is the goddess who “will tell you the holy instructions for the temple’s building” (1999, Cylinder A ix 15), but Ninduba will ensure those directions are followed. After Gudea’s mediated revelation from Nisaba-as-sign, he assembles his materials; in this process, “He resolved all quarrels and dealt with the complaints: he cleared away the venom of (angry) mouths” (Cylinder A ix 12). Praying to Ninĝirsu, the god for whom he builds the temple, Gudea asks for guidance; Ninĝirsu promises to give the sign of heavenly stars to guide Gudea as if by means of his voice (gu; Cylinder A ix 9–10). After Gudea assembles the materials tirelessly and ritually presents them to his god, “Nisaba opened the house of understanding and Enki put right the design of the temple” (Cylinder A xvii 14–16). As a rhetorical goddess, Nisaba first reveals the existence of a plan, spurring Gudea to action. Thereafter, she conveys the plan to Gudea. The authorship of the plan was not hers; she therefore represents a distinct form of knowledge that is the means of understanding and, in turn, making known to others as a distinct form of knowledge. By implication, she represents the ontological relationship of rhetoric to the world. Gudea, after his admission to the House of Wisdom, fully apprehends the knowledge of the plan—though not the methods—to construct the temple, “as if he himself were Nisaba knowing the inmost secrets of numbers” (Cylinder A xix 19–21). Nisaba-as-concept knows and conveys; humans, in turn, act. Averbeck (1997) explained that Gudea’s completion is a perfection of the temple’s me: a fashioning of the form of the place to its proper function (p. 83). Nisaba, however, provides Gudea with the knowledge of form. Through Gudea, Nisaba conveys the knowledge of rhetoric to an application of another field of conceptual knowledge.

Not only does Nisaba control the knowledge of planning, but she also conveys the plan for action in the face of contingent futurity. In a sense, Gudea’s mind becomes one with that of the goddess, standing on the nexus of past archival information and reasoned future planning. Nisaba does not write the plan, nor does Gudea write it; he comprehends and acts on the knowledge Page 39 →given to him by Nisaba. There is thus an epistemic component to her power. The sign and the rhetorical force of Nisaba herself induces understanding in Gudea. The myth explains: “The intention of his master had become clear for him, the words of Ninĝirsu had become as conspicuous as a banner to Gudea” (Cylinder A xix 25–26). Gudea understands the sign’s intent and the plan itself while Nisaba acts as a mediating rhetorical force. She is therefore an analogy for the power of planning intimately related to signs, discourse, and prospective design. Nisaba provides the means to comprehend that knowledge; she opens “the house of understanding” through signs. Nisaba is the mediating figure that possesses the means to make knowledge organized and communicable and is thereby a rhetorical exemplar.

Nisaba is characterized as a goddess who possesses the innate knowledge of communication and organization of knowledge at a categorically higher cognitive level than humanity. Nisaba transmitted this knowledge by providing an understanding of revealed signs, but not the signs themselves. In Gudea’s initial dream, Nisaba is an essential causal link in Gudea’s eventual complete comprehension of the prospective design laid out for the temple. In other words, Nisaba embodies the knowledge and means of persuasion to make the will of the gods manifest, as well as the ability of humans to make cautious prospective designs for the future. Arguably, the temple that Gudea (Figure 3) designs might not be physical but metaphorical, although the myth certainly refers to a physical temple (see Averbeck, 1997). The temple might also be a metaphor calculated to convey a lesson concerning human understanding of any technical art conveyed by Nisaba, including rhetoric. At a minimum, Nisaba’s involvement illustrates her roles in ancient Sumeria’s creative and deliberate inventive processes. Nisaba’s function extends to conscientious linguistic design to promote understanding: the myth thereby illustrates that Nisaba is the knowledge of the means to convey understanding, while Ninĝirsu acts as the sign-maker who reveals the existence of the designs of Enki to Gudea.

When Nisaba briefly appears in “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple,” her depiction sufficiently summarizes the connection between rhetoric as a union of archival knowledge and prospective design. We know this by the hallmarks that accompany her: the stylus and tablet. The stylus and tablet are connected to archival knowledge and generative discursive futurity in the form of stellar symbols. In Gudea’s dream, the writing of the future rests on Nisaba’s tablet in the form of “heavenly stars”; Nisaba holds a stylus over the starry tablet, showing her (rhetorical) means of control over the future (1963, p. 134; Kramer, 1968, 1969). Rhetorical technology, the reed stylus and tablet, were persistent and central objects in Sumerian rhetorical practices, and they equally persist in accompanying Nisaba’s appearance in mythic accounts. Although her plans are architectural in the account of Gudea, they symbolize a form of prospective written action and are metaphorical for rhetorical power. However, architecture was not merely a metaphorical form of written rhetoric to the Sumerians and can be illustrated by reference to the actual bricks and construction fragments excavated from the ruin of the Temple of Ningirsu. The fragments in Figure 4 are housed at the Muzeum Narodowe Warszawa as part of their general exhibition of Sumerian artifacts. The items constitute a brick fragment and architectural cones originating from the sites of the Temple of Ningirsu, as well as cone-shaped architectural artifacts inscribed by Gudea from the ruins of the Temple of Messiamtaea. Both temples were located in Girsu and illustrate that elements of the temple itself were covered in writing. Sumerian architectural presence was rhetorical and not merely as an implication of its visual or monumental nature. Certain structures were essentially made of writing, specifically cuneiform writing. In fact, writing on the foundation or border stones of kingdoms in the Near East, and as far north as the Caucasus region, were common for both commemorative and cultural reasons. The foundation stones of the (much later) city of contemporary Yerevan are covered with extensive cuneiform inscriptions (Figure 5). The Armenian connection to Sumeria may, indeed, be as old as the city of Aratta, mentioned in the Enmerkar epics.


Page 40 →[image: Dark stone statue of a seated figure with cuneiform inscribed on the lap of its robe. The figure wears a textured cap and sits on a rectangular base.]

Figure 3. Statue of Gudea. The cuneiform inscription reads, in part, “Let the life of Gudea, who built the house, be long” (Edzard, 1997, pp. 57–58). Metropolitan Museum of Art, object 59.2, public domain, CC0 1.0 Universal.



Page 41 →In Gudea’s dream, Nisaba does not “command” Gudea to build a temple. Nisaba’s presence, not her direct command, motivates Gudea to understand Nisaba-as-sign. From the interpretation of Nisaba-as-sign, Gudea Creates prospective plans to construct an elaborate temple. Gudea’s dream itself requires an understanding of signs that Sumerians regarded as both archival and cosmic. The signs are connected to meaning by an interpreter of dreams. After the hermeneutic act of the dream interpreter, a prospective and creative endeavor can begin, subject to cautious and reasoned design. Nisaba-as-sign thereby becomes a causative agent of nodal transmission, which is fundamentally inventive. Once this archival knowledge is subjected to human interpretation, it can become prospective action. It is only through the goddess-as-sign that a nodal transmission of knowledge occurs.


[image: Five clay objects with cuneiform inscriptions displayed in a case, including two conical pieces and one large, rough tablet.]

Figure 4. Architectural cones with inscriptions by Gudea and a brick fragment from Ningirsu Temple, Girsu, Sumer. Muzeum Narodowe Warszawa. Photograph by the author.




Page 42 →[image: Large stone tablet with cuneiform inscriptions.]

Figure 5. Foundation stones of Erebuni (Yerevan) with Assyrian cuneiform. Located in the History Museum of Armenia, Yerevan, Armenia. Photograph by the author.



The construction of the temple of Ninĝirsu itself may well be an extended analogical metaphor on multiple levels. Averbeck (2004) has shown that it is primarily a memorial to the building of an actual temple. Arguably, such a narrative had no other purpose; beyond its purely historical telos, it offers analogical lessons that inform our understanding of the nature of rhetoric in Sumeria. As Averbeck pointed out, in Sumerian myths patterns often create “a set of analogical relationships between these gods and the realities of man’s world” (p. 335). In the case of Nisaba, we see an evident pattern of her function as a Page 43 →rhetorical concept, however, applied to architecture. “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” might have been offered on a secondary level as epideictic praise for the best qualities of Gudea as a cultural hero, thereby presenting Gudea as a practical and moral exemplar. The cylinders upon which “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” appears are of such detail and size as to suggest that the narrative may have represented a storehouse of cultural metaphors of all the above whose importance transcended historicizing a place or structure. Often, however, analogical metaphors are connected to qualities intrinsic to Sumerian culture, such that as historical and cultural outsiders, we may be unable to complete the inferences necessary to fully understand the metaphors in the text. This would be particularly true in a culture that we can only survey in fragmentary and dispersed form; our attempts at a granular reconstruction of their myths may devolve rapidly into speculation.

The details of Nisaba’s role in “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” indicates the existence of a connection between the rhetorical act, the epistemic power of Nisaba, and its association with archival knowledge and prospective design. These composite qualities are part of the ontological identification of Sumerian rhetoric. Nisaba’s appearance strongly suggests that she functioned as an anthropomorphized goddess-as-sign; this sign was an identification of rhetorical principles. In a contextual comparison of many other global rhetorical myths, “The Building of Ninĝirsu’s Temple” exemplifies one with a common mytheme: the liminal dream inspiration. In myths across varied times and cultures, liminal “dream messengers” act epistemically to reveal ideas to humans. Rhetorical myths commonly involve a creative act that is inspired or otherwise conveyed through a nonhuman entia with a liminal function. These entia function epistemically to bridge two worlds and deliver rhetorical knowledge from one to the other. Nisaba is a rhetorical goddess who acts as an anthropomorphic analogy of rhetoric and as a liminal messenger.

The evidence of Nisaba’s role elsewhere recurs in the Sumerian textual record. In the cuneiform inscription generally known as the Shulgi B hymn, a king describes his personal qualities that befit his political position: the ability to write quickly and the ability to clearly communicate with people of many different cultures in their own language (Praise poem of Shulgi [Shulgi B], 2000). According to Emelianov (2004), Shulgi attributes his competencies in communication directly to Nisaba because “the goddess Nisaba herself, who patronized the literacy and the school, had given Shulgi the qualities owing to which these skills were received: they are called ‘attention’ (geštu2) and ‘comprehension’ (gizzal). Both words are written with the use of a sign meaning Page 44 →‘an ear’ ” (p. 184). To Shulgi, these qualities made him a man “with ‘a shining heart’ (šag-zalag) of intuition and bright eyes seeing the sphere of gods’ secrets” (2004: 186). Further evidence of a similar role is overtly described in “A Praise Poem of Lipit-Eshtar (Lipit-Eshtar B)” (2000), which recounts “Nisaba … the lady who knows everything, guides your fingers on the clay: she makes them put beautiful wedges on the tablets and adorns them with a golden stylus. Nisaba generously bestowed upon you the measuring rod.” Nisaba is said to even move the fingers of persons in the writing process and the instrument of measured design, that is, the means of writing itself. Thus, listening, speaking, and writing skills are attributed to Nisaba. To Shulgi, such skills made him not only an effective diplomat and administrator but also a person who possessed insight into the minds of the gods themselves. Shulgi claims that these rhetorical skills make him effectively prescient of likely future events, thereby giving him preternatural practical insights. The ability to see and listen and the ability to speak all have as their causal pivot the action of the goddess Nisaba, who opens the House of Wisdom to Shulgi, which is but one suggestion of the mediating rhetorical role of Nisaba.

The House of Wisdom, and ingress to it, was a metaphor for rhetoric’s developmental power and its liminal relations between worlds, humans, and ideas. The interpolation of Nisaba’s will, not self-mastery or learned skill, permits Shulgi access to the art of comprehension; his reflection permits us a narrow insight into the theological implications of Niaba’s presence in relation to the learning and mastery of rhetoric. Nisaba’s intermediate position in Shulgi B between human and divine, astral and earthly, and conceptual and practical worlds is likewise evident. In still another Shulgi poem, Klein (1981) translated Shulgi’s boast: “To that end, I made the ‘Wisdom-House-of-Nisaba’ resplendent with generous gifts … like the heavenly stars, (So that) nothing (of these hymns) will ever pass from memory” and he commands “May the singer conduct the scribe … Read them out for him, like from a lapis-lazuli tablet! May he make my songs shine forth like silver in its ore!” (p. 20).

In Glassner’s (2009) view, the Sumerians believed there to be a distinction between the celestial omen and the human sign and sought through divinatory writing to analogically reconcile the two. By reconciling signs and omens, the world of the gods became coexistent and coincident with the human world. Nisaba empowers humans through access to unlimited knowledge, including the means of persuasion and technology to support it, with her gifts that emit from a stellar House of Wisdom; this is the causative nodal transmission point to distribute cognitive apprehension in a network of actors. As a result, Page 45 →characters in Sumerian mythological narratives achieve both understanding and rhetorical power. The nexus of this divinatory reconciliation suggests that past writing might form omens and predictions aimed at futurity. The substance of writing was the relationship between the archival past and the perceptual design of human fate in the future. But Nisaba’s knowledge was not of things themselves but of the means to know things: she possessed the means to enter the archival past and the means to record new inventions through the art of writing. The anthropomorphic expression was thus metaphorical in her person, and this knowledge of the means to recall and invent through discursive action was the earliest identification of rhetoric as a discrete field of knowledge. This anthropomorphic expression was ontological because, as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1970) explained, Nisaba represented an anthropomorphic metaphor “which indicated symbolic behavior” and empowered humans to design new forms wherein “the individual creates his meaning through detecting, identifying, and interpreting” signs to integrate his knowledge to new forms to socially interact with their culture and other humans (p. 104). From earliest times, figurative emblems in clay or stone could represent concepts in Sumerian ontology (Schmandt-Besserat, 2007, p. 171). For example, a figurine depicting two entwined figures could represent a metaphor of creation, representing the embrace of An and Ki (p. 171). Nisaba conveyed an ontological principle that formed an anthropomorphized identification of rhetoric. It remains to be seen how that definition was implicitly one akin to rhetoric as the West would come to understand it.




Nisaba as a Contrastive Identification of Rhetoric


Nisaba was an early metaphorical description of some conceptual force. The discrete characteristics of this knowledge Nisaba has the power to convey include access to an archival form of knowledge (characterized as wisdom) and reasoned perceptual design applied to discourse. Consider contrastive subsequent definitions of rhetoric with that of the Sumerians, who metaphorically conveyed their awareness of a discrete field of ontic knowledge through Nisaba’s personification. Sumerian rhetoric had marked systemic similarities to other ontic recognitions of rhetoric in antiquity. Citing Sumeria, Glassner (2003) has largely discredited the early theories that arguably began with “the Greek miracle” of Renan (pp. 50–52) and equally disregarded exceptionalist thinking applied to Sumeria as an approach to comparativism. “Comparativism” to Page 46 →Glassner is not “a typology of societies hierarchically arranged on an evolutionary scale,” but “the network of relations that make cultures exist and the context in which they evolve” (p. 8). Adopting Glassner’s position by reference, consider a conceptual comparison to subsequent definitional explanations of rhetoric.

Consider Aristotle’s (2006) well-worn definition of rhetoric and its prevalence in contemporary notions of ancient rhetoric as the knowledge of all available means of persuasion. Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric was largely lost or neglected throughout the history of Western thought for at least 1,300 years. Upon its reintroduction, it was not broadly adopted. Today, however, Aristotle’s definition is cited so reflexively as to constitute a dictionary definition that is nearly meaningless. The Aristotelian definition of rhetoric recognized that rhetoric is defined by its interrelationships with other things. Aristotle described rhetoric as “the antistrophos of dialectic” (Rhetoric, I:1), whose inherent relational ambiguity has been explored by McAdon (2001). However, and somewhat paradoxically, Aristotle regarded rhetoric as an articulable field of human knowledge with distinct characteristics. Rhetoric was taxonomically identifiable and inherently divisible into relational subparts distinct from other things. Aristotle explains those ontological relationships in his definitions of judicial, deliberative, and epideictic human activity. It was, therefore, an ontological identification of the reality and being of a concept and its relationship to the life of collective human experience. The Sumerians, in the analogical expression of Nisaba, likewise identify rhetoric as composed of relational parts, namely archival wisdom (that analogically lives in a stellar “house”) and prospective deliberate design, particularly of language. Aristotle seems to privilege rational argumentative discourse above all other relations to substantive fields of knowledge to which rhetoric relates. On the other hand, the Sumerians extend no such privilege (see Chapter 2). Rather, they apply the ontic category of rhetoric to a broad range of human social situations, persuasive ends, and designs. Rhetoric is thereby framed as discrete fields of knowledge in dynamic interaction. The Sumerians, as illustrated above, conceived of rhetoric as the union of multiple elements in dynamic synthesis for multiple ends.

Likewise, consider the traditional canons of memoria, inventio, and dispositio. Nisaba arranges the characters as stars in her mythology; she controls the House of Wisdom, a characterization that represents a kind of higher order of memory if taken as a metaphorical intellectual faculty. Finally, she conveys knowledge of the principles of prospective reasoned design. If this description is not sufficiently rhetorical, then the Sumerian analogical anthropomorphism Page 47 →of Nisaba as the union of means to access the “House of Wisdom” and the knowledge of the means of reasoned prospective discursive production is sufficient, when compared to later, post-Ciceronian conceptions of rhetoric. This is somewhat analogous to Nisaba’s anthropomorphic analogical status as a representation of rhetoric. Recall that Cicero reflected (at least in his youthful work De Inventione, 1949) that true rhetoric did not seem possible except as the union of wisdom and eloquence. Cicero’s definition of eloquence had, by contrast to Aristotle’s definition, a nearly uninterrupted application by theorists throughout late antiquity, the Middle Ages, and Renaissance.

The recordation of Nisaba as an ontological representation of rhetoric occurred at a very early date and represents an awareness of rhetoric that would be made more complex around 2100 bce in Enmerkar. The foregoing inscriptions date from periods where writing already had an alethic status of communication in Sumer. By this time, the Sumerians recorded many important transactions and cultural records in writing, including administrative, economic, theological, and diplomatic documents. Based on the extant inscriptive record, it is difficult to determine just how long the Sumerians had possessed or the point of development of Nisaba as a rhetorically conceptual figure. It is clear that by the time of the recordation of Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, writing had become an established and vital part of Sumerian life. The historical origins of rhetoric were thereby conveyed and remembered through myths in writing, and in them we find vital clues to Sumerian theories of rhetoric. In Chapter 2, we examine how the Sumerians further articulate rhetoric’s relational ontology to other fields of knowledge and human activity by 2100 bce.






Chapter 2 Sumerian Narrative Myth and the Relational Nature of Rhetoric in the Aratta Epics


Page 48 →Page 49 →Chapter 1 examined the ontological identification of Sumerian rhetoric in the rhetorical Nisaba-as-Concept. But it is of note that she appears in one more—and more central—text in the Sumerian corpus as a critical player in understanding their rhetorical theory. As an identification of rhetoric, Nisaba appears again in the required texts in the scribal curriculum, as Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta. Enmerkar may well have stood at the apex of a textual series prescribed for scribal training (Delnero, 2010).1 It contains another expression of rhetoric’s ontological nature in Sumerian culture. It is not alone in epic literature related to scribal, and presumably rhetorical, lessons associated with this training, which this chapter also examines in some detail. Enmerkar is distinct from the disparate texts that identify the figure of Nisaba because of its more conventional narrative structure. Enmerkar illustrates the Sumerian application of the idea of rhetoric; it presents a deceptively simplified narrative context to instruct students about the relational ontology of rhetoric-as-art. Thus, to find an early expression of rhetoric beyond its ontological identification in the person of Nisaba, the Sumerians helpfully provided us with a myth demonstrating the application of rhetorical principles in the context of their culture. Nisaba is an anthropomorphized figure that identifies rhetoric’s existence, but the Enmerkar cycle shows what rhetoric does in social and relational contexts, from which rhetoric derives its functional importance.

The definitive translation by Hermann Vanstiphout of Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta is used as the text throughout this discussion. Enmerkar represents a treasure trove of insight into Sumerian rhetorical culture and theory conveyed through analogical metaphor. A single chapter cannot fully explicate its implications for the history of rhetoric; accordingly, this discussion is grouped into several observations exploring only some categories of relation between rhetoric and other discrete concepts. These concepts have been Page 50 →selected as key to a general understanding of rhetorical culture in Sumeria. While Nisaba was an identification of Sumerian rhetoric in theory, the Enmerkar cycle provides an insight into how Sumerian rhetoric operated in practice, through its relational identification of what rhetoric does. It likewise illustrates Sumerian rhetoric and its relation to other dynamic conceptual and practical fields of knowledge significant to Sumerian culture.



The Contextual Background for Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta


Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta has been described as a representative work of Old Babylonian literature, placing it in the period of linguistic development between 1650–1190 bce, perhaps a millennium or more before the composition of Phaedrus. Nine partial editions have been unearthed, including large sections from Ur, Kish, and Nippur (Vanstiphout, 2003a, p. 55). It must be considered that the sheer scope of distribution and number of copies found, however, in mutilus, suggests their widespread curricular use in ancient Sumeria. The poem was discovered in fragmentary condition, but secondary copies were discovered in comparatively complete condition at Nippur; two fragments of unknown origin are held in Berlin. Scholars reassembled the tablets by comparison with different sets. The reassembled and most complete edition consists of 27 tablets, 23 of which were found at Nippur (Figure 6). The text is still partially incomplete. The poem consists of approximately 640 lines. Vanstiphout has described the condition of the Enmerkar tablets compared to other Sumerian materials. Most of these texts came from Nippur, with a smaller number of fragments found in Ur (p. 13). They are distributed similarly to the core material, with most consisting of a few complete editions on large, single tablets featuring five to six columns per side. Additionally, a few more complete editions comprise half or one-third of the text in multicolumn editions with three to four columns per side. Many extract tablets with a single column (imgida) are also present. The writing style is typically small, regular, and meticulous, with few errors, alternate spellings, or readings (see, e.g., Vanstiphout, 2003a, pp. 12–13).

Vanstiphout (2003a) observed that “[t]he story seems deceptively simple” (p. 49). Enmerkar is a heroic narrative based on mental and technological challenges rather than martial feats and was not readily available in translation until the mid-twentieth century. The goddess Inanna advises Enmerkar, the Lord of Uruk, to seek ornaments and precious metals for her temple from the Lord of the city of Aratta (1999, I.B.2). A key detail of the colloquy with Inanna is that Enmerkar’s ultimate goal is not to be objectively pecuniary, but rather to unite all of humanity with one language in the wake of the collapse of the tower of Etemenanki. Inanna’s goal seems to be to rectify the linguistic diffusion that resulted in the wake of its destruction. To mark the significance of his ambition, Enmerkar even invokes a magical incantation to writing (II.C.3). This invocation is the so-called “Spell of Nudimmud,” which reads:


Page 51 →[image: Six views of a clay tablet with cuneiform inscriptions.]

Figure 6. Literary tablet excavated in Nippur dated to the Old Babylonian (ca. 1900–1600 BCE) period. Babylonian Expedition to Nippur III, 1896. This section contains an exchange between Enmerkar and his messenger, and the invention of writing. Currently housed in the Penn Museum. Courtesy of the Penn Museum, object CBS10436.



Page 52 →It is the spell of Nudimmud!

One day there will be no snake, no scorpion,

There will be no hyena, nor lion,

There will be neither (wild) dog nor wolf,

And thus there will be neither fear nor trembling,

For man will then have no enemy.

On that day the lands of Subur and Hamazi,

As well as twin-tongued Sumer—great mound of the power of lordship—

Together with Akkad—the mound that has all that is befitting—

And even the land Martu, resting in green pastures,

Yea, the whole world of well-ruled people,

Will be able to speak to Enlil in one language! (Enmerkar lines 134–155)

Enmerkar recruits the most eloquent messenger he can find, who delivers a series of communiqués to Aratta. This results in a kind of contest of challenges and counterchallenges to resolve the dispute (II.E.1). In the final episode of this contest, Enmerkar invents writing and, by extension, its use to establish the concept of diplomacy and trade (III.Q.3.497–506). In the conclusion, there is an explosion of prosperity in Aratta, although the Lord of Aratta is at first baffled by the new technology of writing.

I have previously argued that Enmerkar contains extended analogical metaphors that convey a theory of written rhetoric (see, e.g., Ramsey 2021a). After Enmerkar accepts the challenge from the goddess Inanna, he recites “The Spell of Nudimmud.” This invocation reveals the systemic and relational nature of rhetoric-as-function in Sumeria. The possibility that Enmerkar does not merely teach one lesson, but many, seems consistent with the layering of meaning typical of myths as analogical metaphors, which often affect their didactic purpose through exemplars. Enmerkar certainly contains lessons concerning the nature of writing, trade, diplomacy, social systems of communication, and language as a unifying hallmark of cultural distinction in ancient Sumeria. Nisaba appears briefly to Enmerkar and opens “the House of Wisdom”; therefore, Page 53 →the appearance of rhetoric-as-concept is what causally prefigures all other developments in the poem. The knowledge of the means she conveys concerns the nature of rhetoric. The central mission of Enmerkar is further explained in the “Spell of Nudimmud”:


For on that day, for the debates between lords and princes and kings

… Shall Enki, Lord of abundance, Lord of steadfast decisions,

Change the tongues in their mouth, as many as he once placed there,

… And the speech of mankind shall be truly one! (pp. 147–155)



The overt didactic message of the Enmerkar epic relates to the teleological ends of rhetorical action. To the Sumerians, these ends were the promise of peace, security, and unity among humans. Rhetoric was a fundamentally relational perspective to the Sumerians whose telos concerned the resolution of conflict and promoting cooperation because, presumably, their lives depended upon trade. Enmerkar has been characterized as a parable concerning the invention of trade or the invention of writing; however, as a contextual artifact, it is far from being a lesson about economic exchange or technological advancement (Kramer, 1977). It is, instead, a story about human progress toward accord and rhetorical harmony through the relationally ontological medium of Sumerian rhetoric. Enmerkar likewise demonstrates notions of rhetorical agency and the role of the gods in rhetorical practice in the relational ontology of Sumerian rhetoric.

“The Spell of Nudimmud” is ultimately a form of magical invocation for the presence of a rhetorical ontology between all people: Enmerkar prays for a time when all humans will speak with wisdom as if the gods themselves placed the speech in their mouths. The spell foreshadows the remaining events in Enmerkar as an expression of the ends of Sumerian rhetorical theory. The telos of Sumerian rhetoric, through myth, was a didactic, social, and ethical lesson for student-initiates that superseded previous years of scribal education. The purpose of their education, as suggested in the myth of Enmerkar, was to engage them in a common project that was relationally rhetorical in nature. That common project was to provide the means to peace, unity, and accord among all people, which was functionally contrasted with division and argument in the events of the myth.

Narrative rhetorical myths, as generically and categorically driven sets of narratives, frequently have hallmarks known as “mythemes” in the parlance of mythographers. Enmerkar is perhaps the earliest example of a narrative Page 54 →rhetorical myth in the ancient world, which contains most common rhetorical mythemes and is, therefore, prototypical (Alster 1974). Such myths first generally posit that in some form, rhetoric is a force that is personified or numinous. Its numinous quality, that is, its pervasive and otherworldly nature, is typically associated with a nonlocal entity, a goddess, god, angel, or being or sometimes a dispersed spiritual force. They therefore presume or describe a secondary world in which this force resides, which transmits the knowledge of rhetoric from one world to our own. The protagonist in these narratives is typically beset by some problem that is rhetorical in nature. Through the intercession of this anthropomorphized or personified nonlocal entity, the protagonist arrives at some species of rhetorical enlightenment. The narrative then typically ends with the application of this rhetorical knowledge. Whether these myths existed before their graphic recordation is largely a subject of speculation and likely always will be. Rhetorical myths may be the final synthesis of an oral tradition, but this seems unlikely in the case of Enmerkar, since it concerns the invention of writing as a medium of rhetorical action. It is, therefore, logically impossible that a myth about the invention of writing would have antecedents in an oral tradition that preceded writing.

In addition to the straightforward narrative elements in Enmerkar, it addresses the application of written and oral rhetoric from a perspective that draws its definition from relations among beings and things. According to William W. Hallo (2004, 2010), unlike Graeco-Roman rhetoric, cuneiform literature does not offer a neatly packaged set of theoretical or practical guidelines for the art of public speaking. Likewise, Andreas Johandi (2004) has also noted the lack of information about public speaking in the Ancient Near East compared to the considerable amount available on the topic in ancient Greece and Rome (p. 72). While there is evidence of an advanced training apparatus for literate specialists among the Mesopotamians, there is little understanding of Mesopotamian rhetorical theory because of the culturally specific expectation of a “prepackaged corpus of theoretical prescriptions” or the extensive, untranslated cuneiform record (p. 72). But Vanstiphout (2003a) made the qualified statement that the Enmerkar epics have the hallmarks of a genre known as a “disputation”; they are distinct, however, from the verbal wrangling of school texts because of their narrative character. Disputations were “a kind of text that is explicitly mentioned by the poems themselves in the disputation. One of the poems claims in its final lines that the poem is a disputation. The Spell of Nudimmud in ELA claims that the purpose of the spread of Sumerian over the known world is that this will enable the lords, princes, and kings to Page 55 →hold disputations” (p. 12). Theories of rhetorical myth, however, could readily resolve the perceived division Vanstiphout perceived in the verbal wrangling of disputational school exercises—or models—and the mythic episodes of Enmerkar. For example, pedagogical texts might have been intended to give the students of Sumeria practice in disputation, while the Enmerkar poems might have stood as analogical lessons and exempla thereof for larger inquiries into rhetorical topics, only in the sense that myths were not the exercise models of Sumerian students; they were not pedagogical exercises (p. 13). Nor does Vanstiphout’s conditional conclusion that they were literary readings—of some sort—impose a logical purpose on their curricular presence in schools that taught writing. Nonetheless, it is clear that the Mesopotamians had a significant literary genre concerning scribes as part of their advanced training. Enmerkar was one of these and was offered exemplary and analogical lessons related to the generative art of common persuasion. Assuming such, it would seem a more straightforward explanation of the appearance of the Enmerkar cycle in curricular catalogs than literary readings (p. 13).

Vanstiphout expressed further scholarly puzzlement about the uses of Enmerkar in the Sumerian curriculum, as it was listed in texts in use and “represented the final and highest step in their scribal education” (p. 13). Vanstiphout concluded, at least implicitly, that Enmerkar’s purpose was “literary”—instead of theoretical or prescriptive—likening the Enmerkar cycle to classical texts and suggesting the “high flying rhetoric” at use in the cycle lent itself to performance (p. 14). Predictably, this work dissents from that conclusion. Enmerkar’s pedagogical purpose is revealed if it is read as an analogical lesson offered to students on the nature of Sumerian rhetoric. It is, in a sense, the first hypodeictic rhetorical exercise that exists, as one could well imagine scribal students “using it to learn from the teacher how to set out narratives of the past as comparisons to present and future situations” or, in sum, create “analogical persuasive narratives of their own” (Papillon, 1995, p. 158). However, Enmerkar also considers the nature and first principles of the persuasive uses of language.

Far from a mere literary exercise, Enmerkar appears to be a rhetorical treatise of a mythological type that operates through analogy and paradigmae for students of writing. Enmerkar’s position in the long continuum of classical rhetoric can be deciphered by applying the categories of tropic expressions—especially extended analogical metaphors—advanced by classical theorists. Enmerkar is better understood in its cultural context by applying the analogical function of Mesopotamian myth. Additionally, Sumerian rhetoric must be approached with relational ontology as a central premise of its essential definition. Page 56 →The Sumerians perceived rhetorical theory as a practice embedded in interpersonal and hierarchical relations; the technical practice of rhetoric related to Sumeria’s institutions, concepts, and practices. Their rhetorical theory also integrally involved governance, citizens, goddesses, magic, and monsters. More specifically, it involved monstrous birds.

Enmerkar is significant evidence of the work of rhetoric within and among those ontological categories. Enmerkar is also evidence of how participants in systems and institutions conceived and practiced the rhetorical arts. Enmerkar’s central lesson, as mythic rhetoric, thus bears a likeness to Cicero’s (1939, 1942) De Oratore, though I offer this likeness by illustration, not true comparison. The majority of De Oratore, rather than confining itself to technical prescriptions, describes rhetoric as what the ideal orator is and does. By distinction, the rhetoric of the Sumerians was categorical and systemic, not personal, constituting a descriptive relational ontology of rhetoric in the form of myth.




Enmerkar and En-suhgir-ana as Illustration of Inim, Rhetoric, and Relational Ontology


Rhetoric is a principal subject of Enmerkar because the Sumerian verb inim drives the primary subjects of the narrative. The categorical nature of the verb’s usage conveys rhetoric as a relational ontology of major actors, hierarchies, and concepts within the narrative. Inim almost always reflects a symbolic interaction between the characters, whether spoken or written, and these interactions drive the major events that constitute a narrative about rhetoric. A second clue is the appearance of Nisaba, the goddess-as-knowledge-of-means. 𒅗 is the cuneiform symbol of the transliteration inim, as used in Enmerkar. This symbol is called “KA” in the Sumerian sign list. Inim is traditionally translated as “to speak,” but the relational uses of this word are far more complex. It is used, at least once in Enmerkar, as the verbs “to write” and “to speak.” In Akkadian, the word was “šat.āru” or “šapāru” to indicate writing as an art. The symbol is also used to denote “sign” or “word” (dug).

The cuneiform symbol for inim can have multiple meanings and be expressed in multiple phonemes, making the astonishing work of Vanstiphout as translator all the more remarkable for his ability to recognize inim through contextual clues. Vanstiphout demonstrated in the heavy lifting of his translation that the Sumerian inim has the most potent expression related to rhetoric; inim is employed contextually to describe an enormous range of complex and persuasive speech acts in the Sumerian mythic corpus. Inim bears closer Page 57 →examination, as it illustrates the relational ontology of the verbal or written act in Sumerian rhetorical expression. Inim is the most probable of Sumerian written signs relating to rhetorical action, and it derives its meaning from the contextual relationship of one speaker or writer to another throughout Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, as well as other epics in which Enmerkar and his son, Lugalbanda, figure prominently.

Inim occurs with the greatest frequency in two of the Enmerkar epics: Enmerkar and En-suhgir-ana (sixteen times), a story about a contest between the Lord of Aratta and Enmerkar, and the most revealing Sumerian rhetorical myth Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta (thirty-nine times). Inim is used in En-suhgir-ana in equally revealing ways to its more famous accompanying epic. En-suhgir-ana’s plot revolves around a conflict between Ensuhkeshdanna of Aratta and Enmerkar, king of Uruk. Ensuhkeshdanna demands that Enmerkar submit to Aratta, and he boasts about his (presumably metaphorical) sexual connection with the goddess Inanna. Enmerkar responds with creative sexual taunts, and his refusal to submit causes Ensuhkeshdanna to feel defeat and humiliation.2 The sorcerer Urgirinuna comes to Aratta and promises to make Enmerkar submit to them. Urgirinuna sabotages Enmerkar’s dairy livestock, but a sorceress, the Wise Woman Sagburu, defeats Urgirinuna in a series of contests with her superior magic. She refuses to spare his life and casts him into the Euphrates. Because En-suhgir-ana and Enmerkar involve verbal interactions between the many participants, inim appears with a great deal more frequency than in other Sumerian literature, including related epics such as Lugalbanda in the Wilderness (Vanstiphout, 2003b) and The Return of Lugalbanda (Vanstiphout, 2003c). The Enmerkar epics centrally describe communicative acts, all of which involve a speaker and another entia.

Inim is used in Enmerkar and En-suhgir-ana in several revealing ways that are fundamental to understanding the Sumerian concept of relational rhetoric. It should be noted that the entire poem concludes, “Praise be to Nisaba!” (nisaba zag-mi; p. 44). Enmerkar’s eventual victory over his foe is wholly attributed to Nisaba. Nisaba’s concluding appearance as the object of praise is much more than a scribal flourish or a customary convention. Her appearance is a central cue to a Sumerian reader that the dialogue concerns human persuasion, verbal interaction, and the magical nature of speech. Her appearance is also the first structural signal that, when inim is used, it signifies the presence of an argument, agreement, message, or symbolic interaction between several entities. Inim, in En-suhgir-ana, is a concluding invocation that acts as a magical catalyst. Inim is a medium of exchange between gods, humans, and Page 58 →animals. Inim, therefore, describes a rhetorical concept that derives its meaning from sets of relations between participants.

By way of example, Ensuhkeshdanna initially “speaks” (inim) to Enmerkar through a messenger (I.24) and finally concedes defeat through a messenger, for which the word inim is also used (p. 274). The use of the word “inim,” therefore, describes the symbolic exchange between Ensuhkeshdanna and Enmerkar through a messenger; this itself creates an ontological relationship between these characters and their modes of communication. That inim could be used to describe a mediated exchange just as readily as direct speech suggests that either Sumerians assumed no inherent distinction between the two, or inim has far greater cultural implications than a translation of “to speak.” The relational nature of mediated exchange is reinforced when Ensuhkeshdanna concedes defeat through a messenger, again using the word inim. The repetition of the same term to describe two different instances of communication through a messenger highlights the significance of this mode of communication within the story. It reinforces the relationship of rhetorical interaction because the act of inim can be mediated and systemic. The eventual victory of Enmerkar is predicated on a contest largely composed of words, or words deployed magically. However, the presence of Nisaba, as a prime mover of Enmerkar’s technical knowledge of argument and persuasion, indicates that inim might signify a communicative relationship between humans, supernatural powers, or abstract concepts.

Ensuhkeshdanna first uses the word inim when he boasts that he will eventually achieve sexual victory with Enmerkar’s mate and seems to relate inim to a sexual union with the goddess Inanna: “I shall converse with Inanna between her gleaming legs!” (p. 63). The statement implies a connection between Ensuhkeshdanna as a contestant with Enmerkar and the goddess Inanna through sexual activity. It also creates an implicit commonality between speaking and communion with the gods. It suggests that Ensuhkeshdanna sees himself as sexually desirable and powerful enough to engage in such relationships and that he considers them significant enough to boast about. But inim also implies a hierarchical relationship, as Ensuhkeshdanna elevates his status through sexual braggadocio with powerful figures: he boasts of his prowess in hierarchical contrast to Enmerkar. In these relationships, inim takes on ontological significance in the verbal interaction among the connections—hierarchical, religious, adversarial, and sexual—and implicitly creates these relationships. Enmerkar invokes the term inim by boasting in return, “The great saintly mistress of the Eana consulted (inim) with me; I know her decision: she will not go to Aratta!” (pp. 106–107). This statement thereby implies a certain level of familiarity and Page 59 →communication between Enmerkar and Inanna and suggests that Enmerkar holds a position of importance or authority only by virtue of inim that allows the consultation. The use of the term inim in this context implies a relational aspect, because it is a term used to describe a consultation or communication between two parties. But inim is contrastive in this context, too: it reflects a hierarchy of intimacy and difference between Enmerkar, Inanna, and Ensuhkeshdanna. As in the case of the word gu in Sumerian, it does not reply to a mere speech act or “crying out.” It seems that in the context of speech, gu suggests gestural or phatic speech, while in a written context, gu denotes an orthographic act of marking (see Vanstiphout, 1988).

After receiving Enmerkar’s reply, Ensuhkeshdanna summoned and “consulted” (inim) his advisors (p. 117), attempting to determine what to reply (gu) to Enmerkar (p. 119). En-suhgir-ana, a sorcerer, persuades Ensuhkeshdanna to engage in black magic. Thus, a chain of relational exchanges is the beginning of the narrative. From Inanna, to Enmerkar, to Ensuhkeshdanna, to his counselors, and back, the process of relational meaning continues even to nonhuman entities. En-suhgir-ana, in his turn, persuades Aratta to engage in magical warfare, which involves teaching animals speech (inim) and cursing their ability to make milk. Having convinced his king, the sorcerer En-suhgir-ana “wended his way to Eres, the city of Nisaba” (p. 171). That the black magic takes place in the city of Eres—Nisaba’s city—is an important detail, as it illustrates the perceptual nature of Sumerian rhetoric: rhetorical power can be used to serve diabolical ends and is considered a perversion of a true art. The fact that the sorcerer commits his crime in the city of Nisaba herself conveys the magnitude of his crime against the technical art of rhetoric. At line 174, the sorcerer in the employ of Enmerkar’s rival causes a cow to speak (inim); it converses (inim) “as if it were a human.” Further, in line 187, the sorcerer is described as speaking to a goat and causing it to speak (inim). The passage describes how the sorcerer causes a cow and a goat to speak (inim), thereby blurring the natural boundary between humans and animals, constituting an unnatural rhetorical act. By enabling the animals to converse (inim) “as if they were human,” the sorcerer creates a relationship between the two species that amounts to a crime against the order of the Sumerian cosmos. The act is ontological only through the relationships it reifies, and this relational nature of Sumerian rhetoric is implicitly social: rhetoric, to the Sumerians, consisted of proper and sometimes hierarchical relations between participants in a system ordained by Nisaba.

The sorcerer is described as both speaking and causing the animals to speak (inim) in the same manner, which suggests that the crime of sorcery is disrupting Page 60 →a system of difference and similarity between living things. By implication, to the Sumerians, the persuasion of animals to speak through sorcery represented a potential perversion of rhetoric that constituted a criminal misdeed. The characterization of the persuasive power of the sorcerer to pervert the natural order only assumes its character through relational ontological assumptions. The similarity and dissimilarity of animals and humans was not based on physical attributes or biological characteristics, but rather on their ability to interact with others. This short episode expresses a relational ontology by emphasizing the interconnectedness of all beings and the importance of communication and understanding in creating meaningful relationships between them. This interspecies communication, cast as a perversion of natural relational order and rhetoric, will recur in Egyptian rhetorical theory.




The Rhetorical Nature of Human–Divine Communication


Because the goddess Nisaba is the personified knowledge of the means of rhetoric as technical art, and the major events in Enmerkar centrally involve writing and speaking, Nisaba’s role as a rhetorical goddess in conceptual action develops even further through the events of the narrative. Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta further illuminates the use of inim as an expression of ontological and rhetorical relations in the theory of Sumerian rhetoric and the relationship of rhetoric to the gods. At the outset of the epic, Inanna advises Enmerkar on the means to obtain ornaments for her sacred temple, and the means she proposes to accomplish this task are rhetorical in nature. The epic explains: “Inanna, mistress of all the lands, Thus spoke [gu] to Enmerkar, son of the Sun: Come Enmerkar, I shall advise [inim] you—let my advice be heeded!—I shall speak a word—let it be heard [gsizzal]” (Vanstiphout, 2003a, pp. 67–68). Thus, the idea of merely summoning Enmerkar is designated by the descriptor gu, while inim is reserved for Inanna’s advice: “Having chosen among the troops a messenger, clever of speech [inim] and hardy, Where and to whom shall he carry the grave word [inim] of word [inim]-wise Inanna” (pp. 67–72).

In terms of frequency of use, inim is used more often than in any passage of Enmerkar or in any other texts in the Enmerkar cycle. There may be several reasons for this. First, while Nisaba’s role seems to be to offer signs of the knowledge of the technical means of rhetorical action, Inanna advises Enmerkar on how to put those means into practice. This may be a fine distinction. However, Nisaba’s rhetorical counsel represents the first node in a network of Page 61 →relations to Enmerkar. This causational act is the first in a long chain of persuasive acts, which permits Enmerkar to engage in the process of systemic persuasion to convey his demands to Aratta. Therefore, the passage is rhetorically relational because it describes a conversation between two individuals, Inanna and Enmerkar, and their communication concerns the selection of a mediator to deliver a persuasive message. It establishes an ontology of relationships to frame a rhetorical situation, and the recipient, Aratta, who is also implicitly in this network. The command of Inanna also highlights the relational ontology that exists between Inanna and Enmerkar, as well as humans and gods more generally. Inanna is referred to as the mistress of all the lands, while Enmerkar is referred to as the son of the Sun. Additionally, the passage establishes a relationship between the messenger and the message, as the messenger must be “clever of speech” and “hardy” to deliver the “grave word” of Inanna.

Ultimately, it is unclear whether the true agency of the message is Enmerkar’s or ultimately belongs to a divine authority. Still, this passage clearly attributes the content of the message at some level to Inanna, while conveying a form of choice or agency upon Enmerkar. It would be a mistake to characterize Inanna as a goddess of rhetorical nature, being more strongly associated with sex and political relations. As we have seen in other Enmerkar poems, however, these concepts and practices seem to take on a relationally ontological dynamic in disputation and rhetorical practice, and Inanna may be representative of the systemic nature of rhetoric. The passage thus illustrates a web of relationships between various individuals and concepts, emphasizing the importance of the defining roles inherent in the persuasive act. In Sumeria, rhetoric had a presence that was systemic, hierarchical, and mediated by divine communiqués. A whole host of gods, kings, agents, and audiences, as well as their relations, make up the fundamental precepts of rhetorical practice in Sumerian culture.

In the case of Enmerkar, rhetorical relations might involve a contest of wits or an enterprise to obtain material gain. Enmerkar’s rhetorical context takes its being from the interrelationship of men, women, gods, servants, and even animals, as well as the cultures and social strata they occupy. It exists in an exemplary situation that is offered as an analogical lesson. In so doing, it represents the purpose and nature of rhetoric in the human world. The hierarchical positions of the participants, their geographical and social place, and their role may change, as might the technological means with which they mediate their communication. But amid all of these changes, inim is a central conceptual activity. Even the aims of each speaker may change and are not confined to set piece orations but functional everyday scenarios. Indeed, things as seemingly Page 62 →pedestrian as sexual rivalry or trade arrangements can be implicated. Sumerian rhetoric, as inim, takes its significance contextually and must be conveyed in the form of a narrative of many actors in variable circumstances, constantly in interrelation. I turn to another illustrative example from the text to illustrate this point.

When Enmerkar follows the instructions of Inanna, he gives a directive to his messenger that is nearly identical to the first directive of the goddess. Upon hearing Inanna, Enmerkar reacts thus: “chose [among the troops] a messenger, clever of speech and hardy; [Enmerkar spoke] to his messenger […]: ‘Where and to whom shall you carry the grave word of word-wise Inanna?’ ” (pp. 105–107). Inim is used procedurally in this context in an almost formulaic way, invoked to adjectivally modify Inanna herself for her “word-wise” quality, adjectivally to describe the words of Inanna, the cleverness of the speech of the messenger, and the nature of what Enmerkar speaks to the messenger. What differs is only the relational qualities of inim in each context. The elements that change are only the nouns representing the recipients of inim of Inanna, suggesting that inim presumes an audience as part of its semantic form. That inim as a rhetorical act remains the central occupation of the passage, but it underscores that its relational qualities have changed. As the speaker changes relative to the original utterance, the audience changes; the formula is, in a sense, an illustration that rhetorical action is sensitive to new relational contexts and must change according to relational, hierarchical, and geographic considerations. Just as significantly, in the person of the messenger, the selection of the speaker suggests degrees of qualitative rhetorical skill and knowledge in his capacity for inim. In both this passage and a similar passage at line 67, Inanna possesses a class of knowledge specifically concerning speech that lends her words primacy. Inanna’s inim-wisdom confers power and causative priority through her precise words, shaping the role of Enmerkar and the messenger in a context relational to transmitting the message. Inim, as an expression of rhetorical action, derives its qualities from the comparative relational circumstances but has no being that can be separated from its place in a causative chain of events and speakers.

These passages highlight the relational nature of rhetoric and the importance of the context of rhetorical action in Sumerian rhetoric. While inim is used formulaically in both instances, inim’s grammatical disposition takes on different relational qualities in different contexts. The speaker, audience, time, and place all play a role in shaping the rhetorical action, and the selection of the messenger for his ability with inim is crucial; the need for precision and artful Page 63 →delivery seems paramount because Inanna’s inim confers power and causative priority on her original utterance. These, in turn, functionally alter the role of Enmerkar, the messenger, and thereby the relational context of the message. These permutations demonstrate that a degree of qualitative knowledge is possible in rhetoric, and speakers exist with differing abilities in different contexts. Sumerian rhetoric is not a static entity but shaped and influenced by its context and the speakers involved. As a practical matter, this is an example of a form of persuasion in form to fit the function of rhetorical theory in ancient Sumer: only in the dynamic context of narrative could Sumerian rhetoric find a sufficiently descriptive genre. Like the changing relationship and facts at work within a mythic narrative, rhetoric’s relational and plastic nature can be placed in the context of a host of mutable variables in a dynamic narrative. Therefore, the nature of inim is illustrated relative to the audience, time, origin, place, natural talent, and speakers’ knowledge.




Sign, Word, and Writing


The ontological relationships that implicate rhetoric in Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta pose even more complexities to this inquiry. Perhaps the most famous episode in Enmerkar is that of the invention of writing in response to one of the challenges posed by Aratta to Enmerkar. The relational ontology of word, sign, speech, and writing are all posed by the various uses of inim, which suggests that inim was a word more complex than dug, another Sumerian term that describes acts of speech. Yet inim seems used most frequently to describe acts of writing, persuasion, or at least meaningful speech as opposed to some other form of utterance. Both gu and inim seem to imply “speech” and use a related cuneiform sign in the Sumerian alphabet (KA, 𒅗). But in the usage of inim, there is a minimum degree of complexity that appears relational and suggests this term carried with it the idea of rhetorical action. An example of the contextual use of dug occurs when Enmerkar’s messenger seems incapable of repeating his inim: “His speech (dug) was very grand, its meaning (sag) very deep; The messenger’s mouth (dugud) was too heavy; he could not repeat it. Because the messenger’s mouth (dugud) was too heavy, and he could not repeat it” (lines 81–82). Thus, Enmerkar verbally directs the messenger to tell usethe word dug; the word dugud is a slightly different sign, but related, meaning “mouth.” The word inim, however, is distinct because it is used to describe a variety of meaningful speech acts, such as to reply, give a rejoinder, or speak. In conjunction with other words signifying verbal acts, inim can be Page 64 →characterized as possessing greater rhetorical latency. If there is a distinction in each usage, inim suggests speech that conveys syntactical, semantic, or rhetorical intent that is markedly more complex than the related term dug. Dug’s meaning seems but also to suggest speech laden with other distinct semiotic significance and possibly technologically distinct implications: “The lord of Kulab patted some clay and put the words (inim) on it as on a tablet. Before that day, there had been no putting words (inim) on clay; But now, when the sun rose on that day—so it was: The lord of Kulab had put words (inim) as on a tablet—so it was!” (Enmerkar, lines 84–85).

In this context, the implication in the use of inim as “words” is a debatable translation for Enmerkar’s act of communicating in graphic form for the first time. Rather, inim suggests that this is the first time that words with meaning, context, and rhetorical intent have been arranged in graphic form. The relational ontology of writing can also be illustrated in the speech of the messenger to Aratta when he offers him the first written tablet: “Enmerkar, son of the Sun, gave me this tablet. ‘O lord of Aratta, when you have read this tablet, learned the gist of the message (inim-ma), When you will have replied (dug) to me whatever you want’ ” (Enmerkar, line 75). This is well-known as the first recorded episode where an actor creates writing to transmit meaning between disputants. The word for this recorded transmission is inim. The use of inim thereby implies a semiotic relationship between Enmerkar, Aratta, and the messenger. Enmerkar’s messenger does not need to use his memory or speech because he delivers concretized and intentional meaning instead of a verbal repetition of statements between the parties. His rhetorical role has thus changed from one who is “clever of speech” to one who conveys meaning from place to place. Likewise, the nature of inim has changed the role of both Enmerkar and Aratta: in the place of dug, inim can be provided with more direct clarity, independent of the “mouth” (dugud) of the messenger. Inim is relationally altered as a rhetorical act based on the disputants’ roles, technology, and hierarchies.

The Sumerian myth of the invention of writing seems to address the proposition that inim, in writing, is somehow more perfect than its verbal counterpart. Its message is quite the contrary: speech is contextualized in the myth as a more transparent medium of rhetorical communication. Upon receiving the first written message, Aratta is not suddenly enlightened concerning Enmerkar’s rhetorical or semantic intent: “The spoken (dug-ga) words (inim) were mere wedges—his brow darkened. The lord of Aratta kept looking at the tablet (in the light of) the brazier” (Enmerkar, line 87). Aratta attempts to illuminate the text of Enmerkar with a brazier but to no avail: he both literally and Page 65 →metaphorically attempts to “shed light on” both the image and the meaning but finds that he sees only signs, not the rhetorical intent behind them. The Sumerian understanding of the nature of writing through this analogical narrative is thus revealed in its full complexity: the Sumerians seemed acutely aware that the sign for the word is not the signified. Without an understanding of contextual signs that lie outside the text itself—a relational comprehension of rhetorical intent—the signs appear to be merely wedge-shaped marks.

The technology of writing, therefore, cannot alter the ontological nature of the rhetorical act. The rhetorical act can only take its distinct being as an outgrowth of the relation of the intelligence, status, and intellectual position of the receiver. Furthermore, it relies on the circumstances surrounding the reception of the message. The Sumerians, therefore, understood the nature of writing as a complex and relational process that involves both the sign and the signified. The passage implies that the technology of writing did not fundamentally alter the nature of communication. While writing may provide a permanent and tangible record of communication, it does not necessarily enhance or improve the communication itself. The effectiveness of communication still depends on the ability of the sender and receiver to understand and interpret the message within its relational parameters. Inim, as rhetoric, essentially has no being outside the complex relationship of the persons, systems, and societies of which they are a part. Inim does not exist as an embedded concept within a specific culture but in the systemic and linguistic relationships between persons in dynamic situational contexts.

Thus, the Sumerians used the word inim to describe meaningful speech acts, writing, and rhetorical actions alike. Inim carried with it the idea of rhetorical action and speech that conveys syntactical or rhetorical meaning or implication. But inim derived its independent and discrete definition in a dynamic disposition to concrete relationships between beings. Inim therefore implied an interplay of word, sign, speech, and writing that is fundamentally rhetorical and technological in character. Based on inim’s pattern of use, the mythic invention of writing, Enmerkar was not merely the impression of characters on clay tablets, but the purposeful arrangement of those characters in a way that conveyed meaning, context, and relational significance. The creation of writing on clay implies a fresh set of relationships between word, sign, speech, and grapheme that was fundamentally rhetorical in nature. While the use of inim creates a semiotic relationship between Enmerkar, Aratta, and the messenger, the myth of Enmerkar’s invention of writing also illustrates that inim, in a graphic medium, is not necessarily more perfect than its verbal counterpart. Page 66 →Recall that Aratta tries to interpret the written text of Enmerkar but fails; without a contextual comprehension of Enmerkar’s rhetorical artifact, his meaning is merely a series of impressions. The technology of writing did not alter the fundamental nature of the rhetorical act. The rhetorical act could only take its existence in relation to the status, motives, and intellectual position of the parties involved.




The Rhetorical Function of the Enmerkar Cycle


One further critical consideration remains to fully illustrate the rhetorical nature of Enmerkar and other narratives associated with its epic cycle. The preceding analysis begs the question: If Enmerkar is a Sumerian rhetoric that describes rhetoric as relational, how does it do so, given its mythic and narrative nature? This question goes to the rhetoric of the rhetoric or the means it uses to make known to the reader its message and intent. First, myths themselves have a rhetorical function that conveys their central conceptual message; this is worthy of examination for its own sake. But more relevant to this inquiry, Enmerkar is a representation of Sumerian rhetorical theory through mythic narrative, and the actual rhetorical means it uses should be examined to better grasp its content and mythic rhetoric more generally.

The Enmerkar cycle of myths are the best evidence we have of how Sumerians understood rhetoric at its most advanced curricular level, and these myths were offered as the culminating texts in scribal education. They accomplish their pedagogical “task” with analogical lessons about the nature and significance of writing to Sumerian culture. Moreover, they accomplish these ends by using analogical narratives concerning rhetorical “heroes” and their relational existence to others through language. We see, in particular, an epistemic and practical relationship with two rhetorical goddesses, Inanna and Nisaba. Nisaba has a critical structural role in the narrative consistent with her role described in Chapter 1. Recall that Nisaba is a personification of rhetoric as the knowledge of the means of speaking and writing. The relationships between the goddesses, kings, heroes, animals, and messengers in the Enmerkar narratives can properly be labeled rhetorical, because rhetoric was taught through these relational expressions. The narratives are also rhetorical because they use two active tropic principles: analogical reasoning and anthropomorphized rhetorical exempla.

Analogical expressions are found either in the attributes of the exemplars they contain, or in the narrative details of myths. Through these analogies, the Page 67 →audience is invited to create relations between themselves and the narrative actors, a similarity that illustrates the nature of rhetoric in the life of Sumerian culture. These narratives—the myths—were nominally designated in curricular lists of didactic texts for scribal students. Enmerkar is an example in an analogical narrative who acts as a mediating figure between divine and political power. He is also an exemplar of the uses, ends, and means of rhetorical skill in his relations with others. Analogy is a class of metaphorical expression, and ancient Near Eastern literature was riddled with more specific species of metaphor, like metonymy and synecdoche (see Kramer 1968, 1969; Thavapalan, 2019); Claus Wilcke (1987) has noted that the familiarity with these metaphors is “nearly internalized” (p. 69) by Assyriologists in their training. He wrote: “We find metonymy in expressions like ‘to hear someone’s lips’, ‘to see words’ meaning ‘to look into affairs’ or ‘to hear a tablet’, furthermore in phrases like ‘to enter someone (or something) on a tablet and similarly ‘to pull out (i.e., to remove) a list of names from a tablet.’ Of course, in both cases (written) names or words are entered or removed, not the persons or things. ‘to remove from a given stock’ and ‘to debit to a certain account’ ” (p. 75, citations omitted). But Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta as mythic narrative likewise uses what Aristotle (1995) describes as fourth type metaphors in Poetics. Features of the holistic composition of Enmerkar’s narrative are an extended metaphorical analogy that operates on multiple levels. While Enmerkar is commonly regarded as a narrative about the invention of writing, the text is the earliest recorded narrative in which a human employs writing for a rhetorical purpose.

In Enmerkar, the hero issues challenges and accepts counterchallenges from his rival disputant, first using a personal messenger and finally in writing. Propositions concerning the nature of writing are a secondary purpose of the narrative: Enmerkar is the story of a rhetorical contest over the disposition and exchange of resources, but the purpose of the enterprise is to fulfill the Spell of Nudimmud, calculated to bring harmony to humankind through common language. It is arguable that this “language” is not the Sumerian language, but rather a divine and pure language transcending the system of speech or writing used in Sumeria, as it is likened to when the gods place the words in the mouths of the participants. The entire disputation central to the narrative begins at the prompting of the goddess Inanna, who directs Enmerkar to send a messenger to Aratta (Vanstiphout, 2003a). However, Nisaba opens the house of wisdom to Enmerkar: in this interaction, she provides him with access to archival knowledge and the technical means of persuasion. The means to this Page 68 →knowledge precipitates all other narrative developments of Enmerkar’s victory; again, Nisaba fulfills her role as goddess-as-rhetoric and causal node. At a terminal point of the narrative, Enmerkar seems to confirm that Nisaba, conveying the technical knowledge of the means of persuasion to him, is owed thanks for setting his victory in motion, as he states, “My kingship the starry Lady gave me” (p. 632). The narrative begins as Enmerkar dispatches one “clever of speech,” which strongly indicates its topic concerns rhetorical action.

The contest between Enmerkar and Aratta notably begins with threats of warfare before the ultimate culmination of the creation of writing. Enmerkar threatens to destroy Aratta (lines 191–195) at the beginning of the contest, but he resolves the conflict with the invention of writing as his eventual victory over Aratta. Enmerkar praises both Inanna and his rival because they have instituted written persuasion as an institutional norm between the two kingdoms. Enmerkar praises the cultural preeminence of Sumeria because of their relationship not just to writing as a technology, but of Sumeria’s central veneration of inim: “They are a nation Dumuzid selected among the other nations, one that firmly establishes the holy word (inim) of Inanna!” (I.A.566–568). At the end, both disputants are victorious: Enmerkar fulfills his desire to unite the languages of humankind with both technological power and rhetorical power, and a terrible famine visited upon Aratta’s kingdom is lifted seemingly as a result of the invention of writing. Inanna’s presence is also an analogical lesson; in the epic’s conclusion, Enmerkar sits in a kind of union with Inanna, who speaks in his ear: “She perfects it, singing the song and teaching the words (inim)” (Enmerkar, lines 586–587). The rhetorical role of Inanna is fundamentally unclear, except as a goddess who first precipitates the subsequent rhetorical interactions throughout the rest of the narrative. This line of the text suggests that Inanna represented a perfection of the means of persuasion in execution. Inanna’s role is arguably akin to the “builder” god Ninduba, who complements Nisaba’s revelatory knowledge to build Gudea’s temple in a rhetorical sense. Thus, if Nisaba offers a way to the means of persuasion, Inanna offers the technical means to effect that persuasion. The single line (568) offers a clue to Inanna’s rhetorical role in the conceptual hierarchy of persuasive action in Sumeria; the nature of Inanna is a topic on which there is no agreement among Sumerologists and is well beyond the purview of this rhetorical inquiry. If Nisaba represents comprehensive knowledge of what rhetoric “is,” Inanna may have represented the anthropomorphized goddess that ensures those means are put into proper action.




The Analogical Function of Myth in Lugalbanda and the Anzud Bird


Page 69 →To illustrate the operation of rhetorical myth as analogical and exemplary, I offer a final example from the Enmerkar cycle, entitled The Return of Lugalbanda. It further illustrates the Sumerian concept of inim as a relational concept in their teaching tradition. “Lugalbanda” is a mythic apologetic for rhetoric as a teaching tradition in Sumerian culture. The myth begins with Enmerkar’s son, Lugalbanda, who is stranded in some remote wilderness alone but for a gigantic bird: the Anzud bird. The magical Anzud bird is of such size and strength that it can lift entire buffaloes in its talons; it is supernaturally powerful, sentient, and capable of speech. In an attempt to determine how to be reunited with his people in Uruk, Lugalbanda begins by overtly framing its topic as inim. Lugalbanda reflects that “No mother is with him to give him advice; no father is with him to speak (inim) to him; no valued acquaintance is with him, no trusted person he can consult (inim)” (lines 3–6). Lugalbanda therefore deliberates so as to “speak” (inim) to himself (line 7). At the outset of the narrative, inim is characterized as a relational concept that requires a social context that is rhetorical and consular. Inim, as a central rhetorical concept in ancient Sumeria, implicates familial relation, friendship, trust, and counsel and precedes deliberation and decisive action. Inim need not always derive from relational interaction, which is not always necessary because it can also take place with oneself through the medium of speech, suggesting the Sumerians possessed deliberative theory in their formulation of rhetoric. The passage shows that inim is not merely a term associated with offering counsel; it derives from the relationship of two parties in consular exchange. In some manner, likewise, inim permits humans to deliberate internally by virtue of our innate rhetorical capacity. Lugalbanda, as a scribal curricular myth, suggests by analogy that the student might be imagined as existing in an analogical position to the exemplar of Lugalbanda. In other myths, inim is a relational concept that requires a social context; but in the absence of social relationships, language conveys an innate capacity to create a rhetorical context for personal deliberative decision-making.

Conceptual propositions through analogical expression were a pervasive tradition in antiquity. Ames and Hall (1987) have identified analogical reasoning in ancient Chinese Confucian discourse by Volkov (1992) and Graham (1989) in Daoist literature and by Averbeck (2003) in Sumerian myth. Egyptian sources show hallmarks of analogical thinking even in their medical texts Page 70 →(Wee, 2017). Sumerian myth analogically conveys that rhetoric is a culturally relational practice, similar to its conception as a “civilizing force” in Isocrates and Cicero. Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta is primary evidence of rhetoric as a civilizing force in the Sumerian corpus. In Enmerkar’s narrative, a contest of persuasion and communicative exchange emerges from a dispute that begins with threats of violence. Enmerkar’s resolution, however, is a peaceful one that coincides with an explosion of material abundance for both disputants. Enmerkar implements writing as rhetorical technology, a famine lifts from Aratta, and the fields explode in an abundant harvest. The lessons conveyed by the myth concern the mediation of rhetoric with writing through personification: narrative actors in dynamic situations illustrate the nature of inim to teach by analogy. Inim assumes an ontological character only through the relational interactions in the narrative. Suppose there is an analogical purpose for the narrative of Enmerkar. In that case, writing deployed for rhetorical action will bring peace and prosperity, but more significantly, such a socially beneficial state can be affected by communal persuasion and relational commonality among all people.

A major recurring theme of the Enmerkar cycle, as models and teaching tools for rhetorical students, is that the art of speech and writing is anathema to violence and may well function as its opposite in ontological relations between beings. Lugalbanda certainly offers a counterpoint to the narrative paradigm of Greek myths, where one might expect a hero figure to smite or otherwise attempt to subdue a monstrous creature such as the Anzud bird. However, as a wholly Sumerian rhetorical myth, it should be construed against the backdrop of a Sumerian cultural and mythical context. The rhetorical myth of Lugalbanda’s encounter with the Anzud bird is offered in contrast to a more broadly received myth of the relations of Akkadian gods in a battle with (presumably) the same bird. Anzu Bird. Anzû, an Akkadian epic, narrates the tale of a monstrous bird by the same name, who acts as the guardian of Enlil, the chief deity. Anzû commits the theft of the Tablets of Destiny, gaining dominance over the gods and causing chaos in the divine realm. The Anzû’s reign of terror is ultimately halted by the warrior god Ninurta. Ninurta defeats Anzû in combat, restores order, and receives a reward of a higher rank in the pantheon of the gods (see, e.g., Hallo & Moran, 1979). This narrative paradigm and its mythemes is a familiar one, where a heroic figure slays a monster with martial prowess and is victorious (in some manner). Lugalbanda, by contrast, tells a story wherein the hero uses only rhetorical skill to overcome his obstacles and receives a reward of a wholly non-hierarchical sort. Neo-Babylonian school tablets show Page 71 →that, at least in Nippur, Anzû played a role in elementary scribal education (see, e.g., Wisnom, 2020). Copies of Anzû appear far later in the textual record than Lugalbanda, but battles with this bird seem to have been a theme of subsequent school texts and serve, at least, as a contrast to the class of narrative to which Lugalbanda belongs, and underscores its centrally rhetorical message.

The Sumerian rhetorical myth of The Return of Lugalbanda, by contrast, illustrates a wholly different perspective regarding conflict when taught in the context of the Sumerian edubba (a scribal school). Lugalbanda operates analogically to didactically create an analogical rhetorical situation whose lesson suggests the proper course of action, in the spirit of inim, is quite the opposite. Lugalbanda almost immediately determines to treat the Anzud bird with respect, demonstrating his rhetorical prowess by creating communal values with the bird. He begins to give the Anzud bird’s chick good food and otherwise demonstrates care for it. Lugalbanda creates a basic relational situation that precedes an attempt at inim with the Anzud bird. The narrative of Lugalbanda was thereby an analogical lesson for the Sumerian rhetor: persuasion exists, or takes on its “presence,” only as it derives from relational contexts. When the Anzud bird returns to his nest, he finds that Lugalbanda has adorned it and fed his chick with delicacies, and states: “A decree uttered (inim) by me—who can change that? Whoever you are who has done this to my nest, If you are a god, I want to talk (inim) to you” (lines 104–106). The interaction suggests that Lugalbanda demonstrates his rhetorical prowess by creating communal values with the Anzud bird. As an analogical lesson concerning rhetoric, Lugalbanda was arguably calculated as exempla for the Sumerian student not only about rhetoric, but also about the nature of education. Rather than simply trying to dominate or control the bird, Lugalbanda creates a relational situation in which persuasion becomes possible. This episode demonstrates the idea that persuasion exists only within relational contexts and that the creation of those relational contexts is an essential part of effective rhetoric. If rhetoric is a consideration of first principles before the act of speaking or writing, the narrative thereby conveys the importance of establishing a relation with the “other” as a prerequisite to inim. It functioned as a mythic exemplum to engage the imagination of the student and fix it in their memory as a principal conceptual lesson about the nature of inim.

After Lugalbanda enters into a relational rhetorical stasis of mutual respect with the bird, he then uses persuasive language to make his case. He first praises the many qualities of the bird, describing his power and various features, and states that he would take the Anzud bird as his father, the Anzud’s Page 72 →wife as his mother, and the Anzud’s child as his sibling (lines 125–127). The Anzud bird is so pleased that he begins to offer Lugalbanda a variety of boons, such as making him more powerful in battle or enormously wealthy. But Lugalbanda asks something else: to be granted inhuman swiftness. If he is able to rejoin his father’s army, he can end the war by seeking Inanna’s counsel. Based on the structural details of the text, the story of Lugalbanda and the Anzud bird represents an analogical metaphor for the power of rhetorical education. The story highlights the importance of creating relational contexts to effectively persuade and communicate with others. Such a pedagogical relationship creates a system of identification among beings that is rhetorical in nature between the parties: instead of merely giving Lugalbanda a gift, the Anzud bird teaches him a skill to eventually affect his goals. Lugalbanda asks for, and the bird grants, knowledge of the means to affect his motives and desires and to increase his inherent capacities. The bird grants him the capacity, ultimately, to be free, as Lugalbanda states: “I want to be able to go wherever I choose, set my feet wherever I cast my eyes, arrive wherever my heart prompts me, and loosen my sandals only where my heart tells me!” (lines 174–177). The rhetorical education of Lugalbanda ultimately makes him free, fast enough to travel immense distances and take counsel with gods. Lugalbanda gains extraordinary powers by persuading the Anzud bird, which is an extension of the analogical metaphor for rhetorical education. In contrast to more Old Babylonian narratives about the slaying of the Anzu bird, Lugalbanda’s victory is not the product of violence. Lugalbanda’s victory is relational and rhetorical, a product of the mutual respect and the establishment of common values he establishes through a persuasive act. Lugalbanda only learns to run at great speed as the result of a new form of being, rhetorically created between himself and the Anzud.

Through the analogical lesson in Lugalbanda, Sumerian students were taught the importance of creating meaningful relationships with their audience to effectively communicate their ideas. Lugalbanda, as an exemplar, was able to establish a relational “presence” of meaning with the Anzud bird through persuasion and praise. Sumerian scribal students were intended to construct an inference about the nature and purpose of the scribal educational agenda by reading and interpreting the narrative. The myth of the Anzud bird was a comment on the power of language and the significance of their previous curriculum; the myth shows that Sumer’s rhetorical education included lessons concerning the necessity of establishing a relationship with the audience to better convey their ideas. Sumerian rhetorical education, by analogy, could free them, as it did in the exemplar of Lugalbanda. Lugalbanda was freed from his Page 73 →isolation and had a world of opportunities open to him through the success of his rhetorical action. Like Lugalbanda, rhetoric could confer upon them superhuman capacities and personal freedom in their life. The myth ultimately conveys the conceptual and practical possibility of freedom and mobility through analogical similarity: the student is akin to Lugalbanda, and the Anzud bird is akin to the first principles intended by the teacher. At the center of those first principles is an understanding of relations between speaker and listener that prefigures an act of persuasion. Lugalbanda’s success in persuasion is predicated on his ability to create a relational point of stasis with the Anzud bird through his rhetorical prowess alone. Like Lugalbanda, the students are meant to analogize that their studies are intended, through this knowledge, to make them likewise free.

When one considers complex narrative at work in Enmerkar, it becomes requisitely more complex to understand the analogical reasoning of the exempla therein. In this chapter, I have explored the way that the Enmerkar cycle deals with the narrow concept of inim as the noun suggesting rhetorical action. In the following chapters, I turn to parallel rhetorical mythology at work in ancient Egypt, where mythic figures of surprising similarity show a continuity of expression across the ancient world. These chapters illustrate that a confluence of polyphonic voices were actively involved, through mythic traditions, of conceptualizing rhetoric, with similarities and differences, both strikingly overt and incredibly subtle. They demonstrate that ancient Egypt likewise possessed conceptually anthropomorphized expressions of rhetoric and myths and inscriptive evidence. Egyptian evidence reflects an understanding of rhetorical ontology, beginning in the representation of the goddess Seshat and the anthropomorphized conception of Thoth, whose continuity within Egyptian culture itself extends to the time of Plato.

As we leave the Sumerian conception of rhetoric as expressed in their mythic and curricular documents, some historical context is necessary regarding the worship of the various gods in these mythic narratives. Sumerologists have noted that the worship of Nisaba eventually ended, though her various powers and attributes seemed to have manifested in a new god: Nabu. Nabu is not treated here, owing in part to the relative dearth of textual records attendant to the cultural inheritors of ancient Sumer. However, considering the domains of influence and patronage associated with Nabu, his character seems hauntingly similar to that of Thoth; like Thoth, his worship was wildly popular in the centuries after his eventual preeminence. Nabu was the divine scribe; he, like Nisaba, controlled the Heavenly Tablets, and kings often dedicated prayers to him (see Page 74 →Frechette, 2011). For example, one prayer of Nebuchadnezzar reads, “On your [Nabu’s] unchangeable tablet, which established the boundaries of heaven and earth, proclaim length of days for me, inscribe long life” (Paul, 1973, p. 346).3

By contrast, in Egypt, the goddess Seshat remained a viable figure in ancient Egyptian rhetorical culture without interruption, whose attributes have haunting parallels to the depiction of the goddess Nisaba. Nisaba’s worship declined (beginning perhaps in 1650 bce) and was eventually displaced by the cult of the scribal god Nabu (concomitant with the Babylonian Empire, ca. 656 bce). Quite possibly, her displacement by Nabu was precipitated by the late Bronze Age collapse (ca. 1250 bce). Meier (1991) has suggested the patron gods of writing “underwent a transformation in the course of Mesopotamian history” that “may be directly related to a shift in orientation from female to male priority in institutionalized learning” (p. 544). But rather famously, Egypt did not suffer the Late Bronze Age collapse as did many Near Eastern civilizations.






Chapter 3 Egyptian Rhetoric, Seshat, and Rhetoric-as-Being


Page 75 →In 2650 bce or so, the ancient Egyptians began the worship of the goddess Seshat. Seshat represented a similar identification of rhetoric-as-concept in Egypt as Nisaba did for the Sumerians. In a fashion similar to the Sumerians, the Egyptians identified rhetoric through anthropomorphic means. Seshat, however, does not appear in narrative myth. The presence of a mythic figure without an attendant narrative brings forward a problem of interpretation inherent in Egyptology: the nature of myth in ancient Egypt. Contemporary perspectives on myth presume all myths necessarily adhere—perhaps structurally—to a Graeco-Roman paradigm. Such expectations for mythic structural similarity are likely due to Western culture’s comparative familiarity with narrative myths. A cultural history as old and continuous as Egypt would likely create far different mythic structures compared to their counterparts. Graeco-Roman myths typically concern the gods as dynamic characters in fixed narratives. In Egyptian myth, however, the gods rarely figured as dynamic actors. John Baines (1991) put it succinctly: “The essential difficulty with the concept [Egyptian] myth has been” the “near absence of narratives about the gods that can easily be termed myth” (p. 82).

Throughout most of Egypt’s history, the gods acted as an empowering force in rituals, spells, images, and institutions—among many other identifiable fields of knowledge and practice—rather than as dynamic actors in narratives where they might figure as anthropomorphic or exemplary characters. For example, the gods figured in ceremonial writings intended to convey the soul of the dead to the afterlife, as in The Book of Going Forth by Day, popularly dubbed The Egyptian Book of the Dead (Faulkner, Goelet, and Von Dassow, 1994). It remains a matter of speculation whether written narratives might have existed and been lost because of infamously fragile papyrus, were orally transmitted, or possibly were not part of Egyptian culture. If the ancient Egyptians Page 76 →did not narrativize concepts concerning rhetoric, the gods no less represented significant cognitive and social processes that could signify a host of associations by virtue of their mention or appearance.

Building on Jan Assmann’s work, Lipson (2004) observed that the Egyptian deities could be personifications of conceptual principles in rhetoric. In the case of Ma’at, Lipson argued that “Maat functions as both a goddess and a concept” (p. 30; see also Blake, 2009). Ma’at can be a figure in ritual, myth, or cosmology or act as an abstract idea. Lipson argued that Ma’at can represent an interpersonal and social force, “connective justice” that involves “a collection of social norms that govern how individuals should interact with others to form communities,” acting as a divine intellectual force (p. 32). However, other divine figures had more extensive and concretized rhetorical roles in the intellectual life of ancient Egypt. Overtly rhetorical deities like Seshat emerged far in advance of Ma’at’s first recordation in the Egyptian textual record at approximately 2350 bce. Ma’at’s role as a goddess of balance and social processes intersected with overtly rhetorical deities, such as Thoth who seemed to have some significant relationship to her. Karshner (2011) explained that the Egyptians used language, particularly written language, to facilitate access to the “higher reality of truth … through the very structure of their complex symbol system, an intense, epistemic interaction with words and symbols as maps to truth” (p. 77). Thus, akin to the conceptual mapping function in Lévi-Strauss’s (1955) structuralist model, such functions existed in Sumer. Goebs and Baines (2018) described the use of mythic figures as aetiological, “in which a narrative element accounts for the origin and meaning of certain phenomena” but can likewise account for complex conceptual constructs like dynastic succession (p. 647). These are “often based on analogy”; but the invocation of mythical actors functions “as emblems or icons” signified by their specific associations (p. 647). Divine figures such as Seshat are thus analogous and meaningful contextually. Egyptian myth was thereby a means of conceptualizing the world and its activities, including rhetoric.

Seshat was the goddess of writing whose first cultic evidence emerged at approximately the same time records revealed an active cult of Nisaba. She is a central figure to the rhetorical culture of Egypt because “the Egyptians lived not in a world of things, but of beings” (Allen, 1988, p. 8, emphasis in original). As Atum was the source and beginning of all things as well as their end, he was also the solar disk. The idea of “life” took on multiple layers of embodiment—physical, personified, and conceptual. Likewise, writing could be not only a set of concepts attendant to writing but also a goddess. When the Egyptians Page 77 →would express that Seshat was the goddess “of” writing, her characteristics attested to in inscriptive evidence could likewise be attributable to her personage and therefore represented writing, in certain of its identifiable qualities. Budde (2000) emphasized that Seshat’s association with the origin of writing became most notable in Graeco-Roman times when she became known as “the primordial one who began writing or engraving” (p. 201). The epithet was calculated to emphasize the great antiquity of the invention; Seshat was also marked at the beginning of certain epithet sequences as “the primeval one” (p. 201). Her role as mistress of both writing and architecture was conjoined in many epithets (p. 201). Her sheer antiquity is not a primary reason that she is more readily identifiable as a personification of rhetoric, but her specific roles in Egyptian literate communication came to characterize rhetorical processes in Egypt at a very early date.

But the usual Egyptian character designating “writing,” which generally depicts a set of scribal tools, is rarely used in association with Seshat because she was not associated with papyrus writing but with the decoration of architectural spaces or “carving” on temple walls (Budde, 2000, p. 202). Budde suspected that her role was, therefore, distinct from Thoth (see Chapter 4), who was responsible for writing on papyrus; the distinction is meaningful in the context of Seshat’s role as a rhetorical exemplar, specifically in relation to preceptual design and the architectural role she possessed. In this chapter, I demonstrate that Seshat possessed a similar nature to Nisaba because she represented an identification of rhetoric throughout Egyptian antiquity. Her being-as-concept can be inferred from Seshat’s epithets and the visual and inscriptive evidence across Egypt.

Budde (2000) placed her appearance no later than the second dynasty, 2980–2686 bce. Similar records of Nisaba’s cult appeared in Sumer at this time. Seshat and Thoth often appear together in the act of writing; both appear as deities of the art of writing in the upper frieze volume of the library of the temple of Edfu (p. 147). In addition to Seshat’s most noted attribution as a female writing deity, she was also the goddess of measurement and archives. Altenmüller (2010) associated her with architectural design and fate or destiny (p. 36). She is sometimes depicted in a garment decorated with celestial figures or clad in a leopard skin. In nonspecialist scholarship, Seshat has often been described as a “scribal deity” and in some way a female manifestation or relation of Thoth. However, the evidence has shown both contentions as unsupportable (see, e.g., Budde, 2000); she was a goddess of written inscription, and (among other things) builders and libraries. She is also associated with the education Page 78 →and determination of the lifespan of anointed rulers. Baines and Eyre (2007) have noted: “The association of Seshat with this domain and activity might seem most logical if women could write” (p. 87)—notably not wholly rejecting the underlying assumption that women in Egypt could not write, similar to H. Brunner (1957, p. 146). But Baines and Eyre provocatively suggested that “she is likely to be a goddess of independent origin who acquired the role of protector of writing” and “the presence of a female deity of writing remains striking in any case” (p. 88, emphasis added).

The identification of Seshat by Altenmüller (2010) as a goddess of independent origin is by no means conclusive evidence that Seshat and Nisaba share some common origin; this chapter does suggest, however, that the connection between the roles of the goddesses deserve further exploration. The divine determinative (dingir) component of Nisaba’s cuneiform sign resembles one element in the hieroglyphic sign designating “Seshat.” The elements of the sign at Saqqara suggest there was possibly an adoption of graphic similarity in one element bearing a resemblance to Sumerian characters but arranged with the “starburst” vertically. According to archaeological evidence, cuneiform was taught in Amarna, possibly as early as 1350 bce during the Eighteenth Dynasty. The Records Office in Amarna contained cuneiform texts that Egyptian scribes created, housed, and likely studied. Hittite instructors may have taught Egyptian scribes. The material found in the office includes content from various levels of a Mesopotamian scribal curriculum. Among the tablets are myths such as “Adapa and the South Wind,” which features Egyptian verse points (Izre’el, 1997, pp. 2, 11). Indeed, cuneiform schools were abundant in the ancient Near East in this period of the second millennium bce (Izre’el, 1995, p. 2415).

A similarity of elements in a graphic sign is not conclusive, nor does this chapter merely attempt to argue that Seshat and Nisaba were the same goddess: quite the opposite. Cultural and graphic exchange was found in excavations in both Egypt and Sumer as early as the fourth millennium bce (Wilkinson, 2001, pp. 32–33). During the end of the 4th millennium, a phenomenon emerged from the Uruk culture and then spread overland to the Naqada III culture. This is evidenced by the appearance of seals and other imported objects from Southern Mesopotamia in Egypt at that time (Justel, 2020, p. 180). Thus, some objects were made in Egypt but with Mesopotamian motifs. Based on this recent archaeological evidence, it is demonstrably true that Egypt and Sumer had ancient and extensive cultural contact that could have provided transmission of the goddess-as-concept from one Page 79 →to the other. But it would be absurd to say one culture did not adapt and modify the characteristics of the patron goddesses of rhetoric to their own unique cultural needs.

This chapter will show that the goddess’ elemental makeup was remarkably similar insofar as they shared elements used in distinct cultural contexts to define rhetoric as a concept, but this is a secondary consideration. To conclude that Seshat and Nisaba were “identical” ignores the distinctive nature of their respective cultures, history, and ontology. Overt similarities between Seshat and Nisaba may not suggest a direct geographical connection or cultural contact as a single explanation. Seshat was only the goddess of writing characterized by solid-surface inscription, which is highly suggestive evidence of her distinct role, while Thoth’s designated medium was papyrus; a separate goddess for inscribing solid surfaces, whether clay in the case of Sumer, or stone in the case of Egypt, is highly suggestive they share an origin somewhere. I would offer the third possibility that all the facts taken together might also suggest the common presence of an even more primal goddess associated with writing. It matters comparatively little for the purposes of this argument, which suggests only that in broadly conceptual ways, the two goddesses represent certain common ideas about the nature of rhetoric but are no less distinct in significant ways in the context of the Egyptian conception of rhetoric and its mythic expression.

Seshat represents an identification of rhetoric-as-being of a conceptual nature, which is the most important point of similarity between her figure and that of Nisaba; this identification occurred at approximately the same time as the same Sumerian identification of rhetoric in the figure of Nisaba. This chapter first identifies notable similarities in the powers and provinces of association and patronage between the two anthropomorphized expressions of Goddess-as-Concept and distinguishes between them. They are by no means identical in their cultural disposition, but they are so strikingly similar as to be obviously related. In this case, the distinctions will focus on how Egyptian ontology was distinct from Sumer so as to better understand Egyptian culture and the implications for rhetoric in Egypt. The uniquely Egyptian character of the myths that follow is both significant for a comprehension of Egyptian rhetoric and necessary to understand rhetoric and myth in history. In the conclusion of this volume, I demonstrate the conceptual impact of Egyptian rhetorical theory on subsequent rhetorical thinkers, notably Plato, and how they received the mythic rhetorical tradition and in some cases re-interpreted it. As a result, Plato could have repurposed mythic rhetorical theory and its means of Page 80 →expression to serve his own philosophical agenda in ancient Greece, sometimes directly citing Egyptian tradition.



The “Problem” of Egyptian Myth


Baines (2007) has provided a glimpse into the tradition of the analysis of myth in the German philological tradition and has noted that at least up to the year 2000, the German scholarly tradition retained a conceptual focus on myth in Egyptian society. Older mythologists in this tradition, such as Kurt Sethe (1932), tended to draw unsupportable inferences but recognized a basic axiomatic truth concerning the deities in ancient Egypt: as Baines explained, “relations between gods” could serve a conceptual mapping function well into Egyptian prehistory (p. 82). Reactions are mixed with the specific conclusions of Sethe, but his early work is useful because he advanced the idea that Egyptian deities served a conceptual mapping function, which would be extended by theorists such as Jan Assmann. Hermann Kees (2022) and others tended to assume that the available evidence is only a fraction of what originally existed, a logical assumption. The extremely limited life of papyrus records and the obvious inaccessibility of the oral tradition leave us with scattered epithets, invocations, and references from which to draw conclusions, a point further confirmed by Brunner-Traut (2014). The scattered inscriptive and visual evidence that Budde (2000) has documented contains the most geographically and archivally diverse evidence concerning Seshat. Schott further noted the distinction and relations in the Pyramid Texts between human and divine worlds (1942). Assmann (2001a, 1977) rejected the existence of narrative myths at least until the Middle or New Kingdom and noted that the role of myth in Egypt derives from its iconicity, not narrativity: the gods were essentially iconic of concepts, institutions, and social relations. Assmann’s use of metaphorical terms for this general understanding of myth, however, is limited, as “iconicity” implies the gods of Egypt expressed their essence and relations—their ontology—through images alone. I argue, conversely, that abstractions in Egypt possessed identity through the gods, and regarding rhetoric, whose most direct identifier is through Seshat, though certainly Thoth and Ma’at bore upon the relational nature of the idea of rhetoric in ancient Egypt. Contemporary scholars have placed a significant emphasis on Ma’at because her characteristics align with contemporary notions of the telos of rhetoric, far more than the Egyptian fundamentals of rhetoric’s ontology.

Page 81 →Assmann et al. (1982) analyzed myth as iconic because it exhibits a “constellation of constancies” in the mythic record (p. 38). In so doing, Assmann seems to be implying mythic representations of deities are iconic, not in the sense that they represent a larger constellation of associated concepts, but rather as patronages of one specific concept. For example, Assmann analyzed the engravings in the Temple of Hatshepsut at Hathor and concluded that they stand for allied concepts like the mysteries of procreation, the embrace of the father, the rearing of children, and birth (p. 38). Assmann’s analysis, which embraced both inscriptive hieroglyphic and iconic evidence, likewise represented a “constellation of constancies” in depictions of Seshat. Assmann described these constellation formations as a collative “myth.i sehe Aussagen (collective statements; p. 39). In the case of the Hathor depictions, the constellation of images associated with procreation assumes “a mythological life of its own,” moving from general constellations of concepts to specific expressions of a mythic world that are a composite of the whole (p. 39). Assmann referred to this mythic expression in Egypt as marked by a “narrative lack of contours” (narrative Konturlosigkeit, p. 39). The lack of neat contours or delineations makes an identification of rhetoric in the Egyptian mythological tradition more difficult. Therefore, an analysis of the mythic sources of rhetorical theory in Egypt calls for a completely different mode of analysis than the previous chapters on the Sumerian textual evidence.

Despite their lack of narrative contours, the major categories of Seshat’s patronages—epithets, invocations, and iconic depictions—represent a composite of rhetorical concepts. They are readily identifiable qualities as a constellation of independent components that form a fragmentary composite of the concept of rhetoric. The associations of Seshat with archival knowledge, generative graphic design, and rhetorical agency suggest that she was a conceptual identification that would even retroactively be described as rhetorical by Egypt’s Greek Ptolemaic conquerors. In Assmann’s (1982) terminology, the constellation of evidence that identifies Seshat as an ancient anthropomorphic representation of rhetoric constitutes a “crystallization point” (Kristallisationspunkt, p. 40). The center of meaning (Bedeutungsschwerpunkt) derives from an examination of this point at which the confluence of propositions surrounding Seshat’s being comes into stark focus (p. 38).

Thus, while Assmann’s early work suggested that icons could present an array of meanings that form a myth—albeit lacking narrative contours—those icons can crystallize into a refractory point that illustrate an abstract concept. The same might be said of various invocations, epithets, and images Page 82 →surrounding a deity such as Seshat. The question for the Egyptologist is thereby epistemological when interpreting these questions, using Assmann’s heuristic. Nevertheless, the gods might represent abstractions of cultural and social significance, as in the case of Ma’at and social justice. My analysis hinges upon these methodological and epistemic assumptions when analyzing the non-narrative evidence associated with the Egyptian rhetorical pantheon. Seshat-as-concept is most decisively rhetorical among the (rather vast) Egyptian pantheon, based on her association with archival knowledge, generative graphic design, and the inherent ability to convey eloquence between the divine and human realm. Baines has pointed out that under Assmann’s framework, myth is often “mobilized in a non-narrative context” so that “the underlying analytical abstraction of a myth” can be analyzed outside of narrative characteristics (Baines, 1991, p. 94).

In summary, the German philological tradition’s focus on the analysis of myth in ancient Egypt recognized that Egyptian deities served a conceptual mapping function. To draw conclusions, an identification of the function of deities as conceptual maps was a necessary heuristic for the available evidence, given the scattered epithets, invocations, and references. While Assmann (1982) argued that the identity of the gods in Egypt could be found in their iconicity, where the gods were essentially iconic of concepts, institutions, and social relations, I contend that abstractions in Egypt can find their identity in the fragmentary evidence concerning gods with which those concepts are associated. The identity of the gods-as-concept does, indeed, include rhetoric as one of those concepts, particularly regarding Seshat and Thoth.

One further qualifying element of this inquiry relates to the rhetorical myth of ancient Egypt, namely the significant development beyond Assmann’s work by John Baines. Baines (1991) problematized Assmann’s separation of the divine and “real” worlds because, to the Egyptians, the gods possessed a “being” that was not wholly segregated from the existence of other beings; the divine and mortal spheres were in a constant state of mediating interaction. For the Egyptians, the divine world was shared in the being of the real world, even if its status was less physically and causally identifiable than the “being” of the human world. Assmann distinguished between the “real” world and the human world, but in fact, the reality of the world to the Egyptian mind was a great deal more complex. Take a related concept as an example: magic. Magic was a conceptual way of viewing the world and an activity with practical implications in ancient Egypt (Ritner, 2021, 1997). Though markedly different than the act of writing or speaking, they Page 83 →were related, as both had conceptual and practical dimensions. Moreover, magical practice implicated writing and speaking. Conversely, writing necessitated writing and speaking because these acts precipitated magical consequences. This chapter contends that rhetoric, like magic “was a distinct force that could also be personified as a major deity” (Baines, 1991, p. 39). Speech could be made magical, and the magical quality of speech could alter the world itself.

While to Assmann (1991), “one could distinguish between narrowly ‘instrumental’ practices” (p. 40) and ones wholly associated with human life, such as rhetoric, Baines (1991) maintained that such a distinction is impossible. This is why deities such as Thoth and Seshat possessed an ontological character in Egypt. Their identification could not exist in a segregated world in which there was a magical or religious world distinct from the “real” world. Suh a categorical division “would cut across analytical notions” of the “real” world and the “everyday” world (p. 42). There is, to Baines, “no easy way to connect this with changes in the status” of the two “and their sanctity and relations” (p. 42). However, in the context of rhetoric, the connection between Assmann’s separate secular and spiritual worlds could be explained through the integrity of rhetoric’s magical and palpable nature in ancient Egypt. Assmann (1991) proposed three relations, which may be characterized as mythical statements, one of which may be “instrumental or analogical” (handlungsbezogen, p. 43). Baines (1991) disagreed: “Assmann seems to assume that these functional relations” might transform the myth itself into a “mythical statement”; however, Egyptian myth is “an analytical abstraction” (p. 43). Baines underscored that the relationship between myths and mythical statements can be reciprocal. For purposes of this analysis, I contend that the analogical expression of abstract social concepts and practical activities (such as rhetoric) is found in the personification of Seshat in the Egyptian pantheon. However, the identification of rhetoric in her person derives from a worldview unique to the ancient Egyptian context.

Kerry Muhlenstein (2008, 2007) observed that the ancient Egyptians had an ontological character that did not wholly distinguish between spheres of activity that had a secular or a sacred character (p. 115). This absence of distinction would notably permit an identification of Seshat to represent the idea of rhetoric in an analogical fashion. Her status is observable through a crystallization of her attributes into one refractory point in which the idea of rhetoric coalesces; the invocations concerning those attributes are thereby aspects of the mythic ontology in Egyptian culture. Muhlenstein maintained that the Page 84 →ontological character of the gods signifies that the language of texts need not “refer to either the mundane or the supernatural” as a dichotomous interpretation of sacred or secular (p. 114). That “the other-worldly, or preternatural, was superjacent in all aspects of Egyptian life” would be a fact of existence for the Egyptians, especially evident when they would “employ language in the form of simile” (p. 115). Thus, the otherworldly nature of Seshat-as-concept was at work in the qualities attributed to her in texts employing similes, which were ultimately analogical in nature (p. 115). When the Egyptians used analogical expressions to describe a king as a strong bull who destroys enemies with his flame, it was an ontic expression. As we shall see, when Egyptians suggest Seshat is “the lady of writing” who causes annals to “circulate forever,” the expression is an identification of rhetoric expressed in the sum of its parts. In the Egyptian perspective, gods and humans could have a simultaneous presence across conceptual planes that defy our attempts to superimpose our own discrete categorical distinctions: humans could engage in “mundane” rhetoric but still participate in its divine essence. That gods interposed themselves in human activities is fundamental to the Egyptian understanding of things-in-themselves, which often transcends figurative language. Assmann (2001) explained Egyptian conceptual expression, in the manifestation of divinities as composite representations, as follows: “The Egyptian language had no word for the all-embracing, abstract horizon of totality described by our concepts ‘cosmos,’ ‘world,’ and ‘reality,’ just as it had no word for ‘time’ or ‘space.’ Instead, we encounter not a concept, but a constellation: not (just) of concepts, but (also) of gods” (p. 78). I partially offer Assmann’s analysis for a method to interpret Egyptian myth, but dissent from the notion that ancient Egyptians were somehow inherently unable to express abstract concepts linguistically. Nor is it plausible that Egyptians could not onomastically designate broad conceptual categories. Rather, the cultural presuppositions that affected these designations were fundamentally different from others. That their language somehow shaped their thought is arguably a reductive and fallacious proposition. Rather, their reality was one of not just concepts or gods but gods-as-concepts. These gods were an identification that rhetoric possessed a viable and independent existence as a concept. This identification in Seshat is the beginning of Egyptian rhetorical theory, at least in the textual record. Therefore, additional concrete examples are necessary based on this somewhat complex array of theories. I move to an analysis of the evidence of Seshat’s evidentiary character as a representation of rhetoric to bring us to a refractory point of understanding rhetoric in ancient Egypt.




Page 85 →Archival Knowledge and the Primordial Rhetorical Goddess


Seshat’s relationship to rhetoric derives from a constellation of concepts and moves to a specific expression of a living concept in Egyptian culture. Her relationship is expressed in a variety of inscriptions that compose Seshat’s mythic identity-as-concept, which are a crystallization of these surrounding concepts. They form to demonstrate the instrumental properties of Egyptian rhetoric, and the first of these properties is Seshat’s association with archival knowledge. Seshat had a fundamental association with archival knowledge and wisdom and even had loci associated with that knowledge. Her archival knowledge was infinite in terms of its temporal scope and comprehensiveness. In the two very different cultures of Egypt and Sumer, metaphors were created to convey the relationship of archival knowledge to rhetoric, but their manner of expression differed. The content of these metaphors was categorically the same, however radically their context differed. The way that Egyptian culture used Seshat as an identification of rhetorical principles, therefore, requires a deeper inquiry.

To understand the nature of Seshat in relation to rhetoric necessarily implicates her relationship to archives, in the sense that libraries represented human knowledge as a source of persuasion: her association with memory, ancestral knowledge, and archive-as-place was integral to her role as conceptual expressions of rhetoric. Whereas in Sumer, Nisaba’s archive was stellar and symbolized by a writing tablet, Seshat’s archive was the architectural features she inscribed. Archives were also loci of rhetorical activity in Egypt, particularly in writing. Place and architectural structure were a medium of expression and the locus of knowledge. Both Nisaba and Seshat were the patrons of either literal or cosmic archives in Sumer and Egypt. This is apparent in the many contextual clues left to us, which are often analogically metaphorical. Seshat had the stewardship and control of archival knowledge and stood for its generative power in human life. However, her stewardship was one point in the constellation of ideas that takes one step toward the identification of rhetoric-as-knowledge. The metaphor of the archive and the goddess’s relation to it was logically distinct from the metaphor of the stellar tablet-as-archive in Sumerian myth because Seshat’s archives were far more closely associated with archives-as-monumental spaces and locations of written invention.

Seshat’s archival role is overtly related to writing and rhetorical expression. Her role had limited involvement in papyrus-based scribal activity compared to Thoth’s role because her involvement was associated with permanent Page 86 →carving in stone. No less, Seshat was consistently associated with “the house of books” in inscriptions spanning thousands of years, and she maintains and “records the royal name at birth and writes it on a sacred tree” (Wainwright, 1941, p. 32). Seshat’s relationship to the archives, and to writing, is of acknowledged tremendous antiquity even to late Egyptians: she is called “ ‘The Original One’ ” and the one “ ’who originated writing at the beginning’ ” (Chassinat, 1933, pp. 32, 168) and became “Mistress of the House of Books” and “Lady of Writings in the House of Life” (Budde, 2000, p. 45). Budde has described a common epithet of Seshat: she is “the ruler and mistress of writing” who was “first of the house of books” (p. 20), and these two epithets are distinct but sometimes conjoined in inscriptions describing Seshat. Budde compared multiple epithetical inscriptions to Seshat, which seem to have four subtly different variations. Taken together, they are sufficient to describe Seshat’s very common dominion over archival knowledge: “the first woman of the house of books” is always the description however varied her nominative is; whether she is referred to as “Seshat the little one,” “Seshat the great” or simply “Seshat,” she is associated with libraries in her inscriptions (p. 22). Other epithets refer to her as “lady of the annals” (p. 87). However, Seshat was not merely the goddess over human libraries; she controlled the libraries of the gods, that is, the ideal library in which all books exist and all books are complete (Meador, 2011). Seshat’s relation to archival knowledge was, therefore, spatial and monumental, unlike Nisaba, whose knowledge seemed to surround the circulation of the contents of discrete sets of signs, and had a stellar association with futurity because of the centrally astrological comparison with signs in Sumeria.

Seshat’s access to knowledge was comprehensive, in both spiritual and temporal spheres. According to Budde (2000), Seshat’s epithet as the lady and mistress of the House of Books can be found dating back to at least the Old Kingdom (p. 204). Seshat’s relationship to writing as archival knowledge could not be more overt as to necessitate much further analysis. Even her comparatively rare visual depictions commonly appear in library ruins. In Ptolemaic times it is said that Seshat brought the king up in the bookhouse. Budde added that “in the libraries of Edfu and Philae she herself appears in pictures. In the library of Edfu she crouches with the bird-shaped Thoth next to the king’s cartouches in the frieze, which represents a kind of quintessence of her spatial function” (p. 205). Nisaba’s writing and stewardship of writing possessed a spatial function, suggesting that archival knowledge was often associated with place. Seshat’s writing adorned the walls and other architectural features of monumental spaces, which were implicitly part of their design. Seshat “wrote” the Page 87 →very presence of human communal spaces into existence, just as she wrote the conceptual space for rhetorical activity in society. Her qualities were likewise qualities of Egyptian rhetoric because they were memorial, spatial, and permanently inscribed; these subcategorical qualities associated with her archival patronage were likewise subcategories of Egyptian rhetoric. Therefore, to understand the rhetorical nature of the crystallized point of Seshat’s centrally rhetorical nature, one must examine the nature of Egyptian libraries as Egyptians culturally understood them.

Seshat was responsible for a scriptorium and archive called the House of Life, which transcended an archival role and implied a rhetorical one (Gardiner, 1947). The cultural role of the library was also a locus of rhetorical production, which is apparent in the generative literate culture of ancient Egypt. Seshat’s generative rhetorical nature is apparent in epithets because the House of Life was where “Theological and scientific writings were written, copied and probably stored” (Budde, 2000, p. 205). According to Zinn (2007), modern libraries tend to focus mainly on their “service function,” which involves providing public access to information. However, in Ancient Egypt, the primary function of libraries was “the preservation and transmission of collective wisdom” (p. 175). The process of transmission was important for the reification of ma’at, or the order and balance of the universe (p. 172). Ancient Egyptian libraries, according to Zinn, were intended to record the progress of ma’at; “the right routine and rules, truth, justice, and cosmic order” (p. 173). Seshat’s role in writing is of a monumental nature, and the monumental structures she was most closely associated with were not merely archival but rhetorically generative. This association illustrates Seshat’s mediating position connecting knowledge to intellectual dynamism. Seshat’s role in monumental planning was not an archival role as we understand it today.

Redford (1971) cited ancient texts consulted by the pharaohs in places such as the House of Books or the House of Life during times of crisis. Several inscriptions cited by Redford refer to this practice, suggesting that ancient Egyptian libraries played an essential role in guiding the deliberation of the pharaohs during difficult times (pp. 84, 91; see, e.g., Webb, 2013). The circulation and generation of texts were central to the social relations of the Egyptian world, which suggests that the interconnectedness of language, whether written or spoken, had a centrality for Egyptian society. As a generative conceptual force at work in this practice, Seshat, the first lady of books, was pivotal. The generative and sustaining power of language and its continued mobilization was inherent to Seshat’s nature. Seshat did not merely perform a service or gatekeeping function; Page 88 →she was vital to the dynamism of the literate practices that were a fundamental element in Egyptian society. As just one example found in Redford, prospective civic decision-making depended on Seshat, extending her rhetorical role to deliberative processes at the center of Egyptian policy. Seshat ultimately represented shared relational values in her duty to textual culture, whether generative or archival.

The House of Life differed significantly from the archival concept of the library and extended to it a creative and educational role in Egypt. According to Weber (1972), writing was practiced and texts were circulated in the House of Life, but this purpose was secondary to its cosmological role. Seshat’s archive had the primary “purpose of preserving the entire creation, and in this sense, it was a real ‘house of life’ ” (see Budde, 2000, p. 204; Weber, 1972, p. 956). Its designation as the House of Life, therefore, suggests that its importance was to bridge the world of knowledge and human life with continuous textual work as if writing was the work of preserving the fabric of life itself. It was Seshat’s house of generative written activity, the place where the stylus never stopped, which in some manner supported human activity on a much grander scale. The evidence of the spatial and activity-based geography associated with Seshat likewise underscores her rhetorical role. As a generative art that relied on traditional knowledge, Egyptian rhetoric was, therefore, “consistent with the life-giving and regenerative traits of the goddess” (Budde, 2000, p. 204). As a further example, another inscriptive epithet describes Seshat as “Seshat the great, the lady of writing, great of magic, foremost of the library, which causes your annals to circulate forever” (Cauville & Devauchelle, 1985, pp. 41, 9–10). Much like her role in the House of Life, her epithet connects her role as an archival goddess with her rhetorically generative role; Seshat’s powers connect vital and circulatory functions of knowledge and wisdom to her archival role. Her power over archival knowledge and wisdom was one central aspect of the ancient conceptual rhetorical principles, restoring harmonious relations to beings in the Egyptian cosmos.

One inscription describing Ramesses IV suggests the House of Life possessed a similar, metaphorical, and figurative existence, akin to the House of Wisdom associated with Nisaba (see Chapter 1). It also contains a passage relevant to the nature of Thoth, described in the next chapter. According to Gardiner (1938), “Ramesses IV caused to be graven in the rocks of the … Wady Hammamat” a passage in which he is described as “ ‘excellent of understanding like Thoth, and he hath penetrated into the annals like the maker thereof, having examined the writings of the House of Life’ ” (p. 162). The passage implicitly Page 89 →suggests that to enter into the House of Life is to enter into the annals. In so doing, one might essentially commune with Thoth, the other major rhetorical deity in the Egyptian pantheon. “The maker thereof” is Thoth, strongly suggesting not only Thoth’s generative role in the production of knowledge and discourse, but the relational nature of his power. But just as important, it suggests that the House of Life was not merely a physical repository of knowledge, but a state of communion with the rhetorical deities associated with learning. Another inscription strongly indicates this status; Gardiner (1938) noted an inscription found at Tomb 111 at Thebes of the chief scribe Amenwahsu, a “scribe who wrote the annals of the gods and goddesses in the House of Life”; the inscription also notes that it was written “in this tomb by the scribe of the House of Life Amenwahsu with his own finger(s)” (p. 161). It is of note that the scribe, then, was a generative composer, not a copyist. This fact is strongly suggestive of the creative role of the House of Life. That Amenwahsu composed the annals of the gods themselves suggests an even more intriguing connection between scribes, their divinities, and the idea of authorship of rhetors in ancient Egypt.

Obvious similarities between Seshat and Nisaba are apparent. Both are ancient goddesses associated with knowledge and wisdom, specifically archival knowledge. They are, through anthropomorphic exemplarity, goddesses of rhetoric in their respective cultures. Seshat’s access to knowledge was cosmic and comprehensive, and she controlled not only human libraries but also the libraries of the gods, where all books exist and all books are complete. The dynamic nature of reality depended on her active participation in knowledge in the order of things. Nisaba is associated with historical and technical knowledge and the wisdom of the gods in a kind of archive, namely the stellar tablet. Nisaba was the keeper of the archives of the gods and was responsible for recording all things, and her role could likewise be dynamic in the sense that the stars were subject to recurring circulation but were fixed in their patterns. Both goddesses share a conceptual relationship to archives that constituted a repository of all human knowledge and were likewise a source of persuasion and generative invention. Their association with memory and the past was integral to their role as conceptual expressions of rhetoric. They had a rhetorical relationship to archives metaphorically illustrated through the stewardship and control they exercised between humans and knowledge. The metaphor of the archive and Seshat’s relation to it was shaped by the cultural beliefs and values of Egypt, which were similar but differed in their fundamental metaphysical understanding, however, in the relations of knowledge to the universe.

Page 90 →The evidence of Seshat’s role in archives is integral to her generative rhetorical nature. Seshat’s archival attributes crystallize as a partial identification of Egyptian rhetoric, though without a narrative lack of contours. Ancient Egyptian libraries, like the House of Life, focused on preserving and transmitting collective wisdom and reaffirming the existence of ma’at. Seshat’s central position as an instrument connecting knowledge and progressive change demonstrates one step toward the center of meaning: Seshat’s representation of rhetoric. She crystallizes rhetoric as an identification of this aspect and her patronage of generative graphic design.




Preceptive and Generative Design


A secondary element in the constellation of concepts surrounding Seshat is her relationship to graphic depictions. Her role in generative designs was often architectural, both metaphorically and ritually. Therefore, her relationship to graphic generative design is the second specific expression of a mythic concept that crystalizes these surrounding concepts into an identification of Egyptian rhetoric. Apart from the evident patronage of Seshat to the act of writing, the astral hallmarks of Seshat—and therefore her relationship to futurity and generative design—can be found in her garment. In a relief carving from a statue of Ramesses, we see Seshat with a brush or stylus, and her raiment (detailed in Figure 7) demonstrates an association with astral and planetary symbols (see also Budde, 2000, p. 52, n. 302).

In other representations, Seshat wears a leopard skin. As Altenmüller (2010) noted, the leopard print possesses a “starry quality” (p. 36). The connection between Seshat’s astral or cosmic regalia and her architectural role—a metaphor that can extend to her rhetorical role—likewise connected her to preceptual future design. Her starry raiment is likely suggestive of the Egyptian tendency to align architecture astronomically and in certain architectural rituals in which Seshat was invariably involved. Wainwright (1941) explained that Seshat’s presence is depicted in the “stretching of the cord” ceremony when pharaonic authorities would lay the foundation of a temple. Thus, like Nisaba, Seshat is associated with the stars, but in relation to preceptual design or futurity. Recall that in Nisaba’s case, she holds the lapis lazuli tablet, or Tablet of Destiny, which is the repository of all knowledge and a record of all events in futurity. In Nisaba’s case, the magical trappings seem to be separate regalia that connote her power over future preceptual creation. Whether the Egyptians associated the starry raiment with archival knowledge is unclear. But a connection between Page 91 →astral symbols and preceptual futurity is apparent given their predisposition to be associated with architectural alignment. Seshat’s starry raiment could symbolize both qualities, because she acted as the mediator between divine knowledge and the archive held in the eternal past and the preceptual design of the future.

Thus, another refractory point of Seshat’s representation as rhetoric is evident in her role in design and building. This role composes her exemplarity and identity as an identification of rhetoric. However, some context is necessary to illustrate that architecture, cosmic order, and rhetoric are three species of one genus represented in Seshat and why she controls all three. (“Rhetoric” is simply the name given to her governing categorical power at a later date and in another cultural context.) In Egypt, the relationship between architectural design and inscription as a rhetorical and cosmic function would not be immediately evident to a contemporary reader. To an ancient Egyptian, however, the connection would likely be obvious. The architectural, pictorial, and inscriptive evidence collectively relates to Seshat’s capacity for generative and measured design. This evidence suggests a higher conceptual category of Seshat’s province of patronage that embodied rhetoric-as-concept. Baines (1989) explained in detail how colossal and memorial structures were inherently related to communication in Egypt. Describing them as memorials, Baines asserted, is apt. They began to appear when appropriate occasions were presented from the Fourth Dynasty when early inscriptive artifacts would be used to commemorate events; construction and memorialization were a primary occupation of Egyptian kingship (ca. 2550 bce). These inscriptive and architectural artifacts were monumental and created meaningful compositions (Baines, 1989, p. 475). For long periods of Egyptian history, “instead of writing and representation, the chief form of more general display was therefore architecture” (p. 477). Architecture was public, rhetorical, and laden with meaning to the Egyptian eye. However, Seshat is not the goddess of architecture or even the goddess of building: she is depicted only ever as planning or measuring the precincts of buildings, not building them. Seshat plans the precincts of an architectural memorial monument in the same way a writer or speaker might plan to compose discourse. Seshat therefore patronized the planning of another rhetorical form that was material, memorial, and monumental.


[image: Stone relief of a figure with long hair, holding a stylus, and a star symbol above.]

Figure 7. Seshat relief on statue of Ramesses II. Photograph by Karen Green, CC BY-SA 2.0.



Page 92 →In ancient Egypt, architectural features fused supernatural realms, mortal activities, and monumental construction. Architecture represented a “juncture between the world of the gods and the human world” (Baines, 1989, p. 477). Seshat’s architectural role, which generatively prefigured the construction of monumental spaces themselves, was premeditated, graphic, and rhetorical. Monumental architecture was also instrumental in connecting and promoting the cosmic order in the physical environs of Egypt, which ensured that the world of temples and monuments mirrored the cosmos writ small. To the Egyptians, space and structures were meaningful writings that connected not only image and word but also the divine and human realm. Egyptian architectural philosophy itself is thus consistent with Seshat’s other roles. Seshat was a goddess not of things but of the connections between them; her presence was an early beginning of a relational ontology that would eventually be expressed in the figure of Thoth. Writing and architectural planning possessed a categorical, rhetorical, and conceptual unity in the Egyptian consciousness, and that unity was in Seshat. That architecture and architectural inscription could likewise convey the cosmic relationship of human and divine worlds has many illustrations in the existing inscriptive evidence; Baines cited an example of inscriptions of Horus as exemplum in such depictions (p. 475).

Page 93 →Seshat’s participation in one ritual, of which there are multiple scholarly interpretations, bears close examination for relevance to her rhetorical role (see Magdolen, 2006; Belmonte et. al., 2009). Her image in “The stretching of the cord” ceremony depicts Seshat with the pharaoh, designating the precincts of a temple. In this ceremony, Seshat demarcates and limits the boundary of the temple precincts; in her relationship to discourse, she does likewise with rhetorical precepts. Seshat’s relationship to foundation ceremonies as a form of methodical design—and their relationship to solar and stellar alignment—is also of note. Seshat demarcated temple precincts because “An alignment of the building with the stars or the cardinal points was often intended” (Müller, 2018, p. 182). Seshat’s presence suggests astronomical knowledge, evidenced by her participation in this type of measured and preceptual future design. One such depiction of this ritual of design occurs in the ceremony, “in which cords were used to trace the line of the foundation trenches by stretching them between poles driven into the corners of the future building” (p. 182). Budde (2000) has catalogued the sequence of epithets on an exhaustive number of inscriptions to Seshat and determined that many “are related to writing and architecture” (p. 27). Budde emphasized that Seshat’s association with the beginning of writing became most notable in Graeco-Roman times, when she became known as “the primordial one who began writing or engraving” to emphasize the great antiquity of the invention (p. 201). It appears that Seshat’s roles as mistress of writing and of architecture were conjoined from her earliest inscriptive appearance.

The usual hieroglyphic signs indicating writing, scribal activity, or scribal tools are not associated with Seshat. She was often depicted with a stylus, but her “writing” was much more associated with the decoration of architectural spaces or “carving” on temple walls (Budde, 2000, p. 202). Budde suspected that Seshat’s role was, therefore, distinct from Thoth’s, who was responsible for scribal writing on papyrus; the distinction is a meaningful one in the context of Seshat’s role as rhetorical exemplar, specifically related to preceptual design and the architectural role she possesses. Her role was not precisely goddess of writing but of the knowledge and dispositional capacity to design. This capacity did not seem to discriminate between writing, speech, or architecture with plan and purpose. Architectural design is quite reasonably associated with the art of rhetorical design because Seshat is not just the goddess of writing but of a categorically higher order of activities. Many share common enterprises involving Page 94 →graphical planning or other symbolic mediums, whether architectural, verbal, or graphic constructions. Seshat is never depicted writing on papyrus, but on solid, vertical surfaces. She is likewise conjoined with all sorts of intentional symbolic planning, arguably conveying a higher category of patronage than merely writing or architectural design. The crystallization point of her conceptual identity is a categorical level higher than either writing or measurement. It is fundamentally a creative, preceptive, and therefore rhetorical identity.

In another inscription, which depicts Seshat and Hatshepsut laying the foundation in a surviving block of the Queen’s Red Chapel, Seshat is referred to equally as “The Lady of Scripture and Lady of the Words of God” (Budde, 2000, p. 200). This description is juxtaposed with her ritual role in measuring the foundation and delimiting the temple’s precincts. Her collective epithets relate her inherent nominative presence to a connection between architecture and writing, demonstrating the Egyptian conception of their interrelatedness through a higher conceptual category. A conceptual category related to the design of symbolic artifacts is far more consistent with Seshat’s nature than merely describing her as the goddess of writing and likewise explains the distinction of her duties and attributes from those of Thoth. Seshat, as the goddess of the knowledge of preceptive abstract design, is thereby distinct from a patron of the writer or their writings. The distinction suggests that conceptually, rhetoric was personified by Seshat as an art related to design and creative construction within fixed perceptual parameters. Wainright (1941) explained that as mistress of the builders, her relationship with architects, potters, scribes, and other skilled laborers implicated a role of meticulous design and skillful labor, rather than with mere transcription or recordation. Another task associated with Seshat from the earliest to the latest times was to measure and perhaps give the king his lifespan in years, thus designing his destiny. This design is another example of perceptual demarcation, not of material symbols, but of the structure of human life itself. Wainwright asserted that Seshat is the one who grants the years to the pharaoh, in a role somewhat analogical to that of Nisaba, who has dominion over the symbols of human destiny, because “Seshat fixes the king’s fate and decides the time” (p. 34). Her relationship to time, standing between the archival past and the preceptual future, expressed Egyptian rhetorical theory. Rhetoric is “made” somewhere after intent and before delivery, in an inchoate period of deliberation by the speaker before speaking itself. Just as the Pharaoh and Seshat demarcate the limits of a temple through future planning and design, the speaker or writer must be unified with Seshat before the act of persuasion to demarcate the precincts of discourse.

Page 95 →One inscription concerning the lifespan of pharaohs attributed to Seshat states, “I inscribe thy kingship for all eternity” and assures Amenhotep III, “I give to thee millions of years and life and prosperity’ ” (De Morgan, 1894, p. 50; Wainwright, 1941, p. 35). Thus, Seshat’s role relates as much to generative and preceptual future design—in this case, of human destiny—as to archival memory. Seshat fixes the precincts of the pharaoh’s destiny, as she preceptually designs the limits of discourse. Seshat’s relationship to destiny appears as late as the Ptolemaic period: “She who reckoneth the life-period, Lady of Years, Lady of Fate” (Chassinat, 1933134). Her celestial raiment, or identification with astral bodies might therefore be implicitly connected to her role in the direction of future action and careful design. Her temporal relationship between archival knowledge (in the past) and its actualization in a measured design (in the future) is one key to her role as a personification of conceptual rhetoric in ancient Egypt. Another connection between speech, creation, and architecture is illustrated by Seshat “speaking the temples into existence, founding the temples themselves with her utterances (Budde, 2000, p. 150). Nativity scene inscriptions relate to Seshat’s ability to measure the future of the pharaoh, which she conveys with a magical power directly related to writing. At the Temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahari, Seshat speaks, giving the pharaoh the gift of “years of time” (p. 148). Thus, her relation to fate and preceptual futurity is more revealing in her speech or writing; Seshat’s speech bestows the future precincts of the pharaoh’s life. Budde gave two examples of the speech of the goddess, one on the back of one of the colossal statues at Luxor, where Seshat promises to “make your name permanent as heaven is permanent … As long as time exists, you will exist” (p. 97). Therefore, Seshat’s qualities of measurement and writing, permanency, and preceptual futurity are elements of the concept of rhetoric in ancient Egypt. When taken together with archival knowledge and Seshat’s pivotal ability to convey these powers to humans through writing or speech, these qualities constitute a composite of rhetorical theory to the ancient Egyptians. Another inscription at Edfu shows Seshat promising the pharaoh to “make your name permanent as king … with the writing of my own fingers” (p. 97). Her statement itself conjoins her twin duties of active rhetorical creation through the act of writing and archival memorialization but extends them to making the pharaoh’s reign permanent in historical time. Eyre (2013) confirmed that by the time of the Old Kingdom, “The endowments of the temple of Sety I at Abydos” were “made permanent in texts written by Seshat and Thoth” and that by at least that period “gods make things unchangeable by putting them in writing” (p. 89).

Page 96 →Seshat’s collective epithets emphasize her inscription, architecture, and magical skills, illustrating a categorically higher identification of rhetoric. But this power likewise takes its “being” through the interconnectedness of these concepts. Seshat acted as the anthropomorphic figure in which the qualities of Egyptian rhetoric crystallized. Her composite nature is both tropic and philosophical, suggesting that rhetoric as an art finds a personification in Seshat related to design and creative construction. Seshat’s identity implicates meticulous design and skilled labor which connected her to various crafts. This further strengthens her role as a rhetorical exemplar of preceptual design, whether in the form of language or monumental architecture. The evidence of Seshat’s role in archives as well as preceptive design thus reveals two crystallized points in the constellation of constancies that point to her fundamentally rhetorical nature. While her mythic presence lacks narrative contours in this set of attributes, a less nascent image of Egyptian rhetoric begins to form when taken together. Likewise, through her anthropomorphic being-as-rhetoric, we might be better able to articulate the Egyptian theory of rhetoric. Seshat stands temporally and metaphorically between the archival past and the preceptively designed future. There remains one final role suggested by the evidence: as a mediator between eloquence and humans. This final role seems the most persuasive evidence of Seshat’s place as conceptual rhetorical exemplar.




Seshat as Mediating Rhetorical Agent


A third and connected point of crystallization is her mediating power between the concept of rhetoric and the generative rhetorical power of human beings. In this regard, Seshat’s connection to rhetorical power is illustrated in the imagery contained in her epithetical inscriptions relating to the human mouth. In the context of her relationship to monarchs and devotees, several inscriptions record Seshat as residing in the mouth of the speaker. One spell in Coffin Texts 746 recounts that anyone who invokes her power must state that their “hands are those of Seshat who is in my mouth as the Sistrum-player” (Faulkner, 2007, p. 284). Another more provocative inscription describes the speaker’s relationship to Seshat as one “whom Thoth himself has taught, and into whose mouth Seshat has spat” (p. 249). The latter inscription reveals the fundamental nature of eloquence in Egypt as contextually formed by a relationship of Thoth and Seshat as personified concepts. Thoth forms an epistemic element of rhetorical knowledge, while Seshat embodies its physical application (regarding Thoth, see Chapter 4).

Page 97 →Budde (2000) has also pointed out a late inscription from the Ptolemaic period that depicts a ritual scene at Edfu where a number of gods offer gifts to the king; Seshat gives to Ptolemy IV “the perfect utterances that come out of her mouth and the transfigurations that are on her lips” (Chassinat, 1934, p. 77). These inscriptions and epithets thereby connect Seshat’s power to rhetorical power, whether written or spoken. The eloquence and wisdom of the pharaoh are attributed to the primal transference—or the mediating exchange—of spittle between Seshat and the Pharaoh. As Ritner (1997) has explained, speech constituted the “articulation of the divine thought in the mind of the deity” because “the mouth is a representative to divine contact” (p. 76).

Ancient Egyptians believed that “everything that is articulated by the mouth has its divine power”; it is therefore logical to assume that at some point, ancient Egyptians believed the power of speech was in some manner a result of divine contact with the salivary utterance of the goddess (Ritner, 1997, p. 96). That Seshat might even reside in the mouth of the speaker and play the vocal capacities of a speaker like a musical instrument suggests the kind of divine power that was also her province and that it was associated with eloquent speech. Ritner has observed that Coffin Texts (ss. 746), describing Seshat’s presence in “the mouth” of the speaker, suggests that her verbal presence evidences her command over both “the letter and the spirit of the ritual text” (p. 97). The transference of power between Seshat and the pharaoh in the form of saliva was likewise a materialized gift of transference, conveying the capacity for eloquence and the ability to employ wisdom for rhetorical ends. These statements bear considerable examination.

Seshat is portrayed as an active agent, bestowing rhetorical power upon the pharaoh and other speakers. By residing in the mouth of the speaker, she directly influences their speech and controls their ability to communicate effectively. This connection between Seshat and the pharaoh demonstrates her agency in shaping the speaker’s rhetorical prowess. Likewise, the statements emphasize Seshat’s mediating role between divine power and human communication. Her presence in the mouth of the speaker signifies her ability to affect the speaker’s agency to convey eloquence to their speech; Seshat, like most rhetorical deities, had an inherently liminal capacity to connect divine knowledge and human speech. Bestock (2013) has shown that early writing in Egypt “can be seen in part as a conscious projection of power and relationships from this world into the next” (p. 53). In the case of the provocative inscription, Seshat’s act of spitting into a speaker’s mouth symbolizes a direct transfer of divine power, making her an essential mediator between the divine and the mortal Page 98 →world. By connecting Seshat to the mouth of the pharaoh and other speakers, the statements imply that her influence extends to both written and spoken forms of communication. Her presence as the “sistrum-player” suggests that her power extends to performative aspects of communication. The passage likens the relationship of the musician to Sistrum as Seshat to a speaker’s eloquence. This analogy implies a shared agency in which the eloquence of the deity is attenuated with the speaker. This connection solidifies Seshat’s position as a goddess of rhetorical precept and underscores that the ancient Egyptian concept of rhetoric was instrumental in mediating between planning, memory, and speech. Seshat’s rhetorical knowledge mediates a speaker’s eloquence, which attenuates the elements of effective speech.

Still other evidence hints at Seshat’s pivotal role as a figure that conveys, and therefore mediates, eloquence to humans. Because eloquence seems possible only with the knowledge and favor of Seshat, this evidence further illustrates that she represented rhetoric-as-concept. In certain circumcision scenes on temple walls in Egypt, Budde (2000) has likewise recounted Seshat’s role in the birth and naming ceremony of certain pharaohs. In at least two of these, Seshat is depicted as dipping a writing instrument in a bowl (presumably for ink) before the circumcised pharaoh. The partially destroyed inscription below the depiction at Deir el-Bahari is in the first register on the north wall of the Nativity Hall. Below this image, the inscription states that Seshat is giving the pharaoh “Words to speak from Seshat, the first (and here the inscription ends)” (p. 95). A similar circumcision scene exists in the Nativity Room of the Temple of Luxor, though the inscription is now wholly destroyed (p. 96). Thus, eloquence is within the purview of Seshat to grant; rhetorical design with an eye to futurity is implicit when it comes to her dominion over speech and writing since she is depicted as granting the pharaohs eloquence at birth and for life. This relationship is evident in the Coffin Texts as well, which directs that “You shall bring Thoth to him in his shape and Seshat in her shape, and they shall bring to him this writing. It is his recognition, it is his being made a spirit in the Island of Fire … so that N may see those who are yonder among the blessed” (Faulkner, 2007, p. 191).

In this spell, the presence of Seshat and Thoth aid the voyage of the pharaoh’s spirit in the process of recognition. It underscores the revelatory nature of Seshat’s power: when the pharaoh beholds Seshat, his recognition is advanced to know where he is to proceed in the future; by beholding the writing of the past, guided in his journey, Seshat mediates this revelatory experience. Thoth’s patronage of writing is mainly in the medium of papyrus and is thus associated with writing as a disposable medium, ideal for messages in Page 99 →transit written on lightweight papyrus. However, in nearly all evidence extant, Seshat’s patronage of writing is related to the design expressed in the writing of fate and measurement of temples in stone, implying her writing is fixed, memorialized, and permanent. Seshat’s ritual or inscriptive artifacts describe duties to building or human destiny as one of measurement, and this was likely her relationship to rhetoric as well, revealing Egyptian conceptual rhetorical duties in their divine personifications.

Seshat, like Thoth, possesses a liminal power that is cited in magical rituals; in Coffin Text 10, it is states “The portal is opened for you by Seshat” (Faulkner, 2007, p. 246). Other inscriptions indicate to Budde (2000) that “the knowledge of writing and its resulting rhetoric enables Seshat herself to drive away enemies” (p. 202). If the power of Seshat extended to eloquence, then perhaps it was her ability to combine the power of creative, preceptual discourse for future use with comprehensive, archival knowledge of the past to a rhetor. Seshat stood, in essence, at the very moment when the past and the future combined in the act of speech, and speech and writing drew their power from the two at the central point of one moment. Seshat’s power was thus somewhat kairotic, creating a rhetorical marriage of knowledge accumulated in the past with opportunity and design culminating in speech for the future: Seshat attenuated both. It is likewise noteworthy that “the creative power of spittle as envisioned in these Egyptian tales finds numerous parallels,” including “Akkadian creation mythology,” underscoring a general similitude in the worldview of Mesopotamian and Egyptian mythic theory in the concept of orally transmitted wisdom (Ritner, 1997, p. 189). Perhaps the late Temple inscriptions are the most conclusive evidence that Seshat was the patron and teacher of rhetoric in ancient Egypt. The pharaoh is described as having an education in her temple, and “in these late texts, the ruler is also referred to as one to whom Seshat bestowed rhetoric” (Budde, 2000, p. 202). The latter is part of the inscription series in Chassinat’s (1933) Edfou Texts, Volume VI and VIII (pp. 337, 295). As an inscription in a Ptolemaic temple, it demonstrates that the Greek concept of rhetoric existed in Egypt at the time of the temple of Edfu’s construction and was associated with Seshat, though perhaps superimposed upon an existing concept in which the Greeks saw striking parallels. In the engraving and the inscription accompanying it, Seshat speaks to Ptolemy X, “Behold, my hand determines your annals with the writing (Dhtwj) of my own fingers. It is Re who speaks through (Seshat) with his mouth” (Chassinat, 1933, pp. 337, 295; Schott, 1972, p. 27; see also Schott, 1963). The Ptolemies and their line applied the term rhetoric to Seshat in a retrospective manner. However, even to the Greeks, the nature of Seshat was Page 100 →manifest in the wake of the Ptolemaic conquest. If Hellenic conquerors recognized Seshat as compatible with their conception of rhetoric, they recognized a conceptual identification of rhetoric in Egypt that preceded their arrival. Thus, Seshat’s patronage of rhetoric represents an unbroken chain of rhetorical patronage from the Old Kingdom to Hellenistic Egypt. At a minimum, the inscription suggests that the Hellene conquerors made an informed association between Seshat, a deity recognized since the Old Kingdom, and rhetoric.

Consider the contrastive evidence for the rhetorical agency of both Nisaba and Seshat as a composite identification of rhetoric. Seshat, a goddess of rhetorical precept, can bestow rhetorical power upon the pharaoh and other speakers as if residing in the mouth of the speaker and sharing not only in the eloquence of their speech but perhaps the agency that prefigures speech. Her presence symbolizes a direct transfer of divine power, making her an essential mediator between the divine and mortal world. Nisaba, who guides the fingers of persons in the writing process as the instrument of measured design, is responsible for teaching Shulgi the art of comprehension. Nisaba occupies a liminal position that principally is a sign of the knowledge of the means of eloquence. Both occupy, by implication, a liminal position between human and divine, astral and earthly, and conceptual and practical worlds. However, while both figures occupy a mediating position, they substantially differ in their specific cultural contexts. While Nisaba is primarily associated with rhetorical arts by guiding the writing process through comprehension, Seshat seems to have a far more direct role in the agency of the speaker; occupying the speaker’s mouth, in a sense, she “stands in place of” the speaker. The relational nature of both figures establishes a union between goddess-as-concept and human participants in a theological, hierarchical, and causative order; both examples suggest that the power of communication is connected to divine power. The ability to communicate effectively depends on the intervention of a divine mediator. Both conceptions of rhetoric suggest that the concept possesses a kind of autonomy, which suggests that rhetoric is not solely a matter of self-mastery or learned skill, but a living concept that mediates between spheres of human and superhuman knowledge.

Likewise, both Nisaba and Seshat exhibit a liminal and causative connection between archival wisdom and planned discourse. Nisaba offers only the sign of the knowledge of the means to rhetorical prowess, while Seshat occupies a more direct revelatory relationship to the human world. Seshat stands in for the speaker’s agency in the act of eloquence. In this sense, she bears a striking relationship to eloquence conceived by the Sumerians in the Spell of Nudimmud. Both depictions of the gods as mediating the speaker’s agency are Page 101 →suggestive of a relational ontology between the gods and a hypothetical rhetor. The implication is that true eloquence combines divine and human agency.

Both Nisaba and Seshat possess a marked association with futurity and generative design and have architectural roles, or at least metaphorically expressed relationships to technical planning of all kinds, principally graphic and rhetorical. They are also deeply associated with the archival past, and both stand at a nexus between these things: their nature is as much temporal as it is conceptual. Nisaba is responsible for creating human destiny and establishing the rites that permit human existence. Her power is organizational, and she organizes the knowledge of human relationships. Nisaba’s knowledge is knowledge of the means of persuasion and invention. The distinction between Seshat and Nisaba is not in their similar hallmarks and mythic characteristics; it is in the differing perspectives on the gods of rhetoric in the two cultures, and by extension, their identification of rhetoric, which is central to the history of the idea. Both Egyptian and Sumerian cultures identified rhetoric as having a conceptual being, and both anthropomorphized it using a constellation of elements that point to a central categorical concept. Their common association with archival knowledge, generative graphic design, and the ability to convey eloquence between the divine and human realm crystalize to form a common identification of rhetoric-as-concept.

Although some might see it as superimposing a Graeco-Roman set of terms upon an Egyptian past, Seshat’s association with permanent stone inscription and archives places her as a likely expression of one aspect of rhetoric later cultures would describe as memoria. Our next visitor, however, was associated with the transitory medium of writing on papyrus, but also magic and science, strongly suggesting his personification was more associated with the traditional Graeco-Roman canon of inventio. But just as significantly, Thoth personifies the relationally ontological nature of rhetoric in Egyptian society generally but also represents a link between Egyptian and Graeco-Roman rhetoric in significantly more tangible ways, eventually becoming known as “the Egyptian Hermes” to Roman citizens like Diodorus Siculus, who wrote in Greek in a Roman province at the time of Cicero (Library, 1.8.3). Thoth’s abiding presence would become even more specifically apparent in the way he was received and arguably (mis)interpreted in Plato’s dialogues. I therefore turn to examine Thoth’s role in relational ontology as a hallmark of rhetorical processes in Egyptian thought.






Chapter 4 Thoth and the Relational Nature of Egyptian Rhetoric


Page 102 →Page 103 →As demonstrated in Chapter 3, the Coffin Texts describe an eloquent person as one “into whose mouth Seshat has spat” but likewise one “whom Thoth himself has taught” (Faulkner, 2007/1977, p. 249). This suggests that Seshat was only half of some whole of rhetoric as the ancient Egyptians envisioned it through the personifications known to their initiates. To the vast majority of ancient Egyptians, Thoth was the principal god who personified rhetorical activity. While Seshat was the most direct identification of rhetoric as a discrete field of knowledge in ancient Egypt, Egyptians mythologized the god Thoth as a representation of rhetoric as a relationally ontological concept. Seshat’s rhetorical patronage retained its personal significance to the Pharaonic dynasties into the latest periods of Egyptian history. Evidence from the first millennium bce shows Thoth’s presence and popularity not merely in Egypt itself but on a scale embracing the whole of the ancient Mediterranean. Surprising evidence substantiates this, which I present here as one piece of evidence of the sheer scale of Thoth’s popular devotion.

Recent archaeological excavations at Saqqara have revealed the mummies of millions of ibises offered in some devotional manner; excavations of Tuna el-Gebel have revealed more than four million. These ibises, in a mummified state, were devotional offerings to Thoth. Millions of ibises were sacrificed to Thoth, which were then mummified. Thoth was the god of wisdom, writing, and magic. Wasef et al. (2019) described them as “votive” offerings to fulfill the prayers of ancient petitioners. Another type of mummified ibis originated from captive birds that lived in temples, which were in some manner incorporated into the worship of Thoth, perhaps as divine incarnations (p. 2). The ritual practice of Ibis mummification peaked in a four-hundred-year period that overlapped with Plato’s lifetime, or “between 450 and 250 bc, a result confirmed by other studies” (p. 2). The presence of these mummies suggests Page 104 →that Thoth had, in sum, millions of worshippers who offered the remains of ibises in his honor. Ancient people (such as the Romans) often erroneously assumed that Egyptians worshipped animals. Representations of Egyptian gods through sacred animals like the Ibis did not signify that these Ibises were in fact Thoth to the Egyptians, nor did an ibis “represent” Thoth’s nature. Smelik and Hemelrijk (1984) pointed out that in Ancient Egypt, the gods themselves possessed an appearance “neither anthropomorphic nor theriomorphic”; hybridized chimera such as Thoth’s representation as Ibis was “a form of iconographic sign” (p. 1861). The image of Thoth was a sign of some other thing, not the thing itself. Thoth’s true nature and relationship to rhetoric can only be known by other means than the symbols associated with him. His iconography offers “a hint towards the correct interpretation” intended by the iconographer (p. 1861). The Egyptians, thereby, did not venerate the signs of things but the things the sign suggested as a higher categorical order of reality.

The presence of so many mummified Ibis suggests Thoth possessed millions more who did not make offerings. Graeco-Egyptian magical literature syncretically integrated Thoth, and Thoth’s persistent cultural fame endured in the figure of Hermes Trismegistus in occult traditions for centuries. The Thoth herein, however, is the Thoth ascribed to only in artifacts and text predating Plato and should not be confused with the enormous body of literature dedicated to the syncretic depiction of Thoth-Hermes (see, e.g., Fowden, 1993). The modern Coptic calendar still nominally remembers him: the name of the first month is Thout. Just as significantly, Platonic dialogues simultaneously invoke him in the context of the invention of writing and rhetoric. The rhetorical gods Thoth and Seshat were conceptual expressions of rhetoric with their respective roles: Seshat represented the form of rhetoric, and Thoth represented rhetoric’s definitive function. This definitive expression occurred in Thoth’s personification as the relation between persons and concepts; one of those concepts was rhetoric. Seshat, as the identification of the form of rhetoric, defined rhetoric and the essential parts of its being. Thoth, however, was a personification of rhetoric-as-function, or the relational being that is rhetoric: this was especially true in scribal manifestations of rhetorical practice (Figure 8). Thoth represented the way that rhetoric derived from a systemic relationship between beings, including persons and concepts. This chapter illustrates how this representation was the most broadly received representational understanding of rhetoric in Egyptian culture and mythology. Thoth was the patron of so many discrete areas of intellectual knowledge and processes that to say he was a “rhetorical god” would undermine his true nature in the Ennead. His patronage of magic, science, justice, or the transition of death to life actually represented a higher categorical power altogether (Stadler, 2009). He was the liminal messenger representing transitional and interpersonal processes of every kind. This chapter will explore his role as an exemplar of rhetorical theory in Egypt, which was predictably relational. His part of Egyptian rhetoric demonstrated their view that communication was Thoth’s because he governed the relational ontology of beings.


Page 105 →[image: Stone relief of a figure with an ibis head, holding a stylus, against a textured background.]

Figure 8. Figure of Thoth and reed stylus carved on the back of the throne of the seated statue of Ramesses II. Seshat is depicted on the same object on a separate side (see Figure 7). Temple of Luxor, Egypt. Photograph by Jon Bodsworth, Wikimedia Commons.



Page 106 →This chapter focuses on the nature of Thoth in an exclusively Egyptian context. The mythology surrounding Thoth illustrates, in Egyptian culture, the relational nature of rhetoric in Egypt. However, Thoth’s role in ancient Egypt was far more comprehensive than what Plato perceived as a relationship to epistemology (see, e.g., Ramsey, 2022). A systemic existed belief in Thoth as an analogical representation of rhetoric as one embedded activity that was part of a greater rhetorical role. Thoth is known as a patron of scribal writing, but it was only one aspect of his relational power over many fundamentally rhetorical aspects of Egyptian life. His role also conveyed the pervasive nature of rhetorical processes as a socially formalizing system that pervaded many Egyptian institutions and beliefs. His other roles are only tangentially addressed here, because the principal focus of this chapter is on aspects most overtly concerning rhetorical processes.



Thoth in Egypt as the Messenger and Expression of Relational Rhetoric


Thoth’s myths might seem fragmentary to those accustomed to Sumerian, Greek, or other narrative myths. As was the case with Seshat, it is necessary to examine nonnarrative evidence to illustrate Thoth’s rhetorical nature in pre-Ptolemaic Egyptian contexts. Narrative myths came relatively late in Egyptian history (or, more likely, their recordations do not survive). However, ritual, cultic, magical, and inscriptive texts do, and if taken together, they represent a constellation of fragmentary mythic evidence that crystallizes to illustrate Thoth’s mythic dimension as a rhetorical god. Thoth appears in narratives in Egypt marked for their relatively recent appearance. However, he is a very mature god in the history of Egypt, though his association with rhetoric is comparatively more widespread than Seshat; this is also because Thoth was the patron of far more than writing or rhetoric, most notably magic, which appealed to Egyptians for its practical application. Thoth’s rhetorical mythology—and the fundamentally relational being of rhetoric as constructed by ancient Egypt—can be assembled by referencing mythemes that predate his appearance in narrative myth.

Goebs and Baines (2018) have handily summarized the concept of the mytheme (coined by Lévi-Strauss in 1955) in an Egyptian context: mythemes are the “building blocks” of mythic forms, including “mythical actors, objects, and Page 107 →locations, which may stand in varying relationships with one another” (p. 646). As mentioned in the previous chapter, mythemic analysis was most extensively applied by Assmann (1991) to Egyptian myth, who referred to mythemes in their constitutive form as mythical constellations and compositional icons; but others have termed mythemes “mythologems” (see, e.g., Sternberg-el-Hotabi, 1985) or mythical allusions or statements (mythische Aussagen or mythische Anspielungen; Schott, 1945, p. 25ff). These mythemes can be understood as constellations of composite meaning, around which a figure such as Thoth is constructed. A conceptual representation of rhetoric and other relational forms of knowledge can be reassembled regardless of any contextual storyline. By reassembling these constellations of mythemes, a mythic pattern emerges from which one can deduce that Thoth’s role was analogical for certain concepts in rhetoric as a relational series of processes: recall that mythic figures in Egyptian culture could stand for conceptual abstractions or intellectual and social processes, as in the case of the goddesses Seshat and Ma’at. Goebs and Baines (2018) posited that numerous distinct mythemes suggest the possibility of diverse combinations that can create multiple versions of the connections among deities, their attributes, and the places, items, and ideas linked to them (p. 647). Therefore, the constellation of the collective presence of these mythemes conveys the idea of rhetoric in relation to Thoth. Taken as a whole, this constellation of properties illustrates an Egyptian conception of rhetoric that derives its ontology from Thoth’s relational powers.

Goebs (2013) has argued that “individual mythical figures” such as Thoth functioned “as classifiers in thought and representation”; such representations operate based on a cognitive metaphorical function. Thoth’s cognitive function is categorized in determinative systems (p. 129). Goebs has applied this concept to the example of the god Horus, who represents a categorically prototypical myth of a “god in need,” or, later in his myth, that of a prototypical hero who overcomes adversity as one example (p. 130). Thoth is a prototypical representation of a god who is wise and a god whose wisdom is centrally concerned with relations to the other: Thoth is the prototypical messenger deity, which is why the Greeks found in him an analogy to Hermes (p. 132). Thoth’s mythical role in Egyptian rhetoric as a relational exemplar was not merely functional but referential and social. Most central to this book, Thoth’s role was of a higher categorical order that governed all of these because his nature was rhetorical. In terms of Thoth’s activities, no single aspect of him represents his conceptual personification, but all of his attributes are fundamentally relational. Therefore, Thoth was designated as the Page 108 →“writing god” because of the fugitive nature of rhetorical activity between persons; writing symbolizes this interactive concept in action between persons, dependent on their relations. Rhetorical relations in ancient Egypt were likewise hierarchical if we accept Van Dijk’s definition of Egyptian myth in this context. Van Dijk (1995) asserted that myth constitutes “a statement that seeks to explain social reality and human existence in symbolic terms by referring to a world outside the human world and to events outside human time, but that makes the present situation meaningful and acceptable and provides a perspective on the future” (p. 1700). When this definition is added to Goebs’s theoretical framework—that the structure of mythemes assumes their meaning because of their relational nature—the evidence for Thoth as a relational god understood in ontological terms who represented rhetorical action becomes more distinct. Goebs and Baines (2018) stated that “the purpose of the text,” whether it is “a ritual or magical effect” or “a work of entertainment or instructional literature,” has as its focus “the structural relationships between actors” (p. 45). This structural relationship is what makes Egyptian mythemes a composite “in a variety of contexts” (p. 45). The following analysis draws from multiple mythemes and contexts to show the relational ontology of Thoth’s rhetorical roles.




Prayers and Hymns to Thoth and the Haremhab Scroll


Thoth’s presence was represented at almost every stage of Egyptian life. In “The Prayer to Thoth,” he is introduced as “the letter-writer of the Ennead” (Lichtheim, 2006b, p. 113). Lichtheim classified “The Prayer to Thoth” as an Egyptian school text. The petitioner prays that Thoth offer him counsel and “make me skillful in your calling” (p. 113). Thoth’s rhetorical offices thus immediately derive from the mediating act of writing and counseling others. His nature is therefore rhetorical and relational as its primary characteristic, and the petitioner’s goal in entreating him is to make himself skillful in his scribal calling. The calling of Thoth was to scribal activity, at least in the author’s context, as the author is presumably a scribal student. But I would posit that the “calling” of Thoth transcended the transcriptive act we often associate with scribal activity and is more accurately described as rhetorical activity.

A school text in ancient Egypt was a student’s introduction to Thoth. One such exercise outlines Thoth’s relational role at what is presumably an introductory level. The repetitive phrasing is likely for pedagogical ends, but it is Page 109 →no less illustrative of Thoth’s rhetorically relational nature in the life of the student, particularly when potentiating his future.

Come to me and give me counsel,

Make me skillful in your calling;

Better is your calling than all callings,

It makes (men) great.

He who masters it is found fit to hold office,

I have seen many whom you have helped;

They are (now) among the Thirty,

They are strong and rich through your help.

You are he who offers counsel,

Fate and Fortune are with you,

Come to me and give me counsel,

I am a servant of your house. (Lichtheim, 2006b, p. 113)

The prayer excerpt highlights Thoth’s profound influence as a mediating rhetorical figure in ancient Egyptian society, particularly within the context of scribal education and social mobility. The petitioner emphasizes Thoth’s role as a counselor and mediator through repetition, underscoring his persuasive nature and significance in shaping individual destinies. The tropical repetition emphasizes that Thoth mediated every stage of life: as a transitional figure through rhetorical education, as vital in vocational viability, and as instrumental in social mobility. The repetition of the plea for counsel from Thoth underscores the belief in his ability to impart wisdom and skill, elevating his calling above all others. By seeking Thoth’s guidance, individuals express their desire to attain greatness and mastery in their endeavors. The association between Thoth’s counsel and success suggests a deep-seated belief in the transformative power of his guidance in the rhetorical art that transcended technical advice and encompassed broader concepts of fate. The concept of fate interlaced with Thoth’s counsel speaks to the belief that his guidance could mitigate an indeterminate future’s social and material uncertainty. By aligning themselves with Thoth’s wisdom, individuals sought to exert some control over their destiny, transcending the limitations imposed by social status or circumstance through the mediation of rhetorical skill.

Thoth’s rhetorical nature was a fundamental element of his living participation in the life of the scribal student. A striking phrasal repetition in the prayer emphasizes Thoth’s persuasive nature in a consular role. Thus, even Page 110 →children were taught that the outcomes of one’s life depended upon the counsel of Thoth. As an intermediary, Thoth had a role that rhetorically mediated between social strata. Thoth’s “calling”—presumably a scribal trade—represented for the scribal student one of few possibilities in ancient Egypt for social and interpersonal mobility. Fate itself was connected to his counsel; presumably, to take Thoth’s counsel was to master the indeterminacy of the future. Thoth stood between the present and the future, as well as between strata of society, but most significantly, students were socialized by recitation and repetition to see Thoth as a mediator between an aspirant and his personal goals. Thoth exercised authority over transitional states of being, such as poverty and wealth, social position and lack thereof, wisdom and ignorance, power and powerlessness. The power that Thoth gave an aspirant was not magical to move between and among states of being; it was persuasive, linguistic, and consular.

A unique case study is presented in the devotional monuments of a figure known to us—alternately, as Horemheb or Haremhab, whose tomb was found at Saqqara and tragically looted. Haremhab seemed to be equally devoted to Thoth as to Amun and left behind many inscriptive prayers and depictions of himself in relation to Thoth. As a result, we see how a devotee of Thoth of the scribal class might have perceived Thoth in the Eighteenth Dynasty of Egypt (1550–1292 bce). But Haremhab’s life is an atypical one for a scribe: he began as a scribe and then became counselor and official ambassador to King Tutankhamun. Then he himself became Pharoah despite his lack of royal lineage. We see inscriptions from him related to every stage of life in which he mentions his kinship to and worship of Thoth, and it is from him—for at least this period—we see a unique perspective on Thoth’s rhetorical power.

From Haremhab, we see Thoth’s rhetorical role in the life of mature scribes. There exists memorial inscriptive evidence of Thoth’s role not intended for novitiates but composed by initiates that reveals his rhetorical nature. The granite statue “A Prayer of General Haremhab,” which can be found in the Metropolitan Museum of New York, portrays Haremhab in a scribal position with a scroll on his lap; the inscriptions regarding Thoth appears on the scroll in the hands of the figure and on the sides of the pediment (Figure 9).

An unexpurgated translation of the Haremhab inscriptions—apart from those appearing in the work of Miriam Lichtheim—was composed by its discoverer, H. E. Winlock (1924). I offer it in toto because of its significance to our knowledge of Thoth from an authentically Egyptian devotee ca. 1550–1295 bce, “who openest the place of the gods, who knowest the mysteries, who establishest their utterances, who distinguishest (one) report from another, who judgest for all men. Skilful in the boat of Millions of Years, waiting for mankind, knowing a man by his utterance; making the evil deed rise up against the doer; contenting Ra, reporting to the Sole Lord (reading?), and causing him to know all that happens. Day dawns when he summons (it) in heaven; he is not forgetful of the report of yesterday” (p. 3). I omit certain sections relevant to Thoth’s role in the Celestial Bark. Haremhab continues:


Page 111 →[image: Dark stone statue of a seated figure, holding a stylus, on a base with hieroglyphs.]

Figure 9. Statue of Haremhab with “The Prayer of General Haremhab” on the sides of the pediment on the scroll in his lap. It is through Haremhab’s effigy that we have the best composite of the rhetorical nature of Thoth. Metropolitan Museum of Art, object 23.10.1, public domain, CC0 1.0 Universal.




Page 112 →The ennead of gods that is in the Evening Ship give praise to Thoth, they say to him, “Praise [to …], praised of Rel”, when(?) he recites praises to the gods, and they repeat what thy lea loves. “thou leadest the way to the place of the ship and thou art active against this fiend. Thou cuttest off his head … who maketh the place for the gods; who knoweth the mysteries and explaineth their Words. Let us praise Thoth, the exact plummet in the midst of the balance, who passeth by(?) sin, who accepteth him that inclineth not to do evil; the vizier who giveth judgment, who allayeth clamour in peace; scribe of the maat; who establisheth the book, who vanquisheth crime; who accepteth what is under the n’rms; sound of shoulder; learned within the ennead; who recalls all that is forgotten; wise for him who is in terror; the remembrancer of the moment and of infinity; who proclaims the hour(s) of the night; whose words abide for ever. (p. 3)



Lichtheim (2006b) summarized that Haremhab “likens himself to Thoth, the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom, writing, and knowledge” (p. 422).

From Haremhab we see the relational qualities of Thoth’s fundamentally rhetorical nature as an expression of rhetoric’s functional qualities, rather than its early developmental qualities. In the prayer, Thoth is first associated with the relation of ma’at to language as a determiner (p. 423). As a determiner, Thoth arbitrates matters of socially situated justice between parties. On a cosmic level, he transports Re, the sun god, through the night; Thoth himself is not the sun or the moon but the action of transition and relation between the two. The speaker illustrates how his own nature aligns with Thoth, beseeching that Thoth permit his “speech be answered for its rightness” (Lichtheim, 2006a, p. 421). Haremhab even helpfully gives an example of god-as-function in a rhetorical context: “I am a righteous one toward the courtiers/ If a wrong is told me, (My) tongue is skilled to set it right” (p. 422). Thus, Thoth, as the figurative representation of Egyptian rhetoric itself, was associated with the use of language to correct wrongdoing between parties. Furthermore, Haremhab’s assertion of being Page 113 →“wise in speech” and an “adviser of everyone” reflects Thoth’s instructive role in guiding individuals along their respective paths. Through wise counsel and insightful communication, Thoth—and by extension, Haremhab—empowers individuals to navigate the complexities of societal expectations and personal conduct. This instructional aspect of rhetoric highlights its function as a relational presence, shaping not only individual behavior but also the collective ethos of society.

The petitioner continues: “Wise in speech, there’s nothing I ignore. I am the adviser of everyone, who teaches each man his course” (p. 422). Thoth relates to human participants in social systems in an instructive role, applying wise speech to counsel. This counsel, as rhetorical function that derives its nature from the relations of social participants, is clearly a conceptual identification of the telos of rhetorical action. Thoth embodies this purpose and function, and it is from this knowledge of means that the offices of Egyptian rhetoric took its shape. Counsel is the end of this rhetorical action, which might maintain order and apply wisdom to future activity and social relations. Arguably, Thoth as “determiner” of Ma’at is the god who provides the means to know ma’at itself, much as Nisaba represented knowledge of the means of the technical art of rhetoric in Sumeria. Rhetoric is characterized as an application of speech to correct human purpose. Thoth’s function as a counselor highlights the transformative power of rhetoric in guiding individuals toward their intended destinies. Through the strategic use of wise speech, Thoth imparts guidance and direction, enabling individuals to navigate the complexities of life with clarity and purpose. This aspect of Thoth’s character underscores the intrinsic connection between rhetoric and personal development, as speech becomes a tool for shaping and refining human purpose.

Moreover, the petitioner’s assertion that Thoth “teaches each man his course” underscores the relational nature of rhetoric within social systems. Thoth fosters meaningful interactions and promotes harmonious relations among individuals by facilitating communication and imparting wisdom. In doing so, Thoth embodies the telos of rhetorical action, which is rooted in the cultivation of understanding, empathy, and cooperation within society. From this conceptual identification of Thoth’s purpose and function, the foundations of Egyptian rhetoric begin to take shape. Rhetorical action, as exemplified by Thoth, is not merely a means of expression but a vehicle for social cohesion and order. Through counsel, guidance, and the application of wisdom, rhetoric serves to correct human purpose and steer individuals toward virtuous behavior and harmonious social relations.

Page 114 →Just as Thoth determines the justice of outcomes to corresponding actions in a relational capacity, in a similar way he governs the orderly relation of the daily horological process. He measures and advises human conduct with counsel directed by wisdom to human affairs. Thoth represents the role of persuasion and counsel through proportional measure. The definition of rhetoric-as-Thoth would have no meaning except in the relations of persons and the proportionality of counsel and rejoinder to human action and purpose. Thoth’s relational purpose and function is likewise evident between geographies and the day-night cycle. Thoth mediates between fields of human speech and memory that unite to define another aspect of Egyptian rhetoric. However, the relational nature of this function has no meaning without Thoth providing the conceptual connection between the two. Ultimately, the invocation reveals the relational nature of Thoth’s role as both a personification of rhetoric and as a relational set of ideas in contextual action. The scribe’s self-identification with Thoth exemplifies the importance of maintaining balance and order through accurate information and wise counsel in ancient Egyptian society.

Haremhab offers a litany of expressions further illustrating Thoth’s relational nature and its connection to rhetoric in Egyptian culture. In a self-described “adoration of Thoth,” Thoth is said to be one “Who knows the secrets. Who records their expression, Who distinguishes one speech from another” (Lichtheim, 2006a, p. 423). This conjunction is important by distinction between the phrases it contains and bears examination. Thoth’s wisdom is the knowledge of categorical expression. As an expression of the relational ontology of rhetoric, Thoth has three related functions: knowledge, recordation, and the capacity to distinguish among categorical uses of language on a qualitative basis. Haremhab thus underscores that Thoth, as rhetoric in action, connects epistemic functions of communication to permanence. Likewise, rhetoric-as-Thoth connects the ability to evaluate utterances by making them permanent. In his patronage of the graphic medium, he makes the invisible visible and, therefore, subject to retrospective judgment. In other words, the function of Thoth as a relational actor is not merely to know, record, and evaluate statements, but to create a relationship between the activities, mental processes, and relative value of those records for use. This relational interaction is, therefore, one definition of rhetoric’s function in context, both social and intellectual. Thoth himself is characterized as one who speaks persuasively in a central rhetorical capacity in the host of gods; he “advises Re. Lets him know whatever happens,” underscoring rhetoric’s informative function among the gods, but just as centrally, he acts as a bridge between humans and gods.

Page 115 →Thoth is characterized as the “courier” of humankind. Haremhab seems to imply that he doesn’t carry the messages of humanity, but humanity itself from one world to the next. It is by virtue of his rhetorical capacities that moves human life, and by implication between one world and the next. Haremhab’s expression of conveyance is presumably not in the sense that Thoth conveys the dead to the next world but that he conveys people to the world of comprehension and intellectual action, creating a relationship between spheres of thought, existence, and action. Thoth “knows a man by his utterance” and “knows the secrets, Expounds their words”: he connects unspoken information to humans, subjects knowledge to retrospective examination, and permits humans to evaluate the knowledge and actions of one another (Lichtheim, 2006a, p. 423). Thus, the Egyptians recognized the fundamental power of rhetoric to convey symbolic form to processes that would otherwise be intangible and never subject to refinement. In this capacity, Thoth “changes turmoil to peace” as a personification of rhetorical judgment of all utterances (p. 424). Thoth is thereby the “judge of everyone,” and he is responsible for arbitrating disputes and ensuring that truth and justice prevail, representing the means of common social tranquility in action. His rhetorical embodiment lies not in discerning truth from falsehood or evaluating the comparative worth of persons by their utterance but in creating the means by which humans can evaluate the speech of one another to determine prospective action.

The remainder of the prayer underscores a uniquely Egyptian theory of rhetoric in their society and its relational ontology. Thoth’s calling to rhetorical skill, according to the petitioner, exceeds “all callings” because “It makes (men) great. He who masters it is found fit to hold office” (Lichtheim, 2006a, p. 435). That the goal of rhetoric, in part, was access to civic authority makes its telos analogous to ancient Graeco-Roman cultures. But the composition of the Haremhab inscription dated to the Middle Kingdom period, thereby preceding the emergence of Graeco-Roman rhetorical culture by 500 to 1,000 years. Thus, Thoth’s role was apparent at the beginning and in the midst of the life of an ancient Egyptian. Thoth’s role as relational rhetorical entia is notable in death, too.

Horemhab’s tomb at Saqqara is adorned with a vast array of scenes that depict his centrally rhetorical role in civic life. Martin (1989) has reproduced numerous plates that further show Haremhab venerating Thoth (pl. 139) in the central chapel, and sections of the wall relief show the scribal activity in the daily life of his court (Figure 10). There is another notable inscription regarding Thoth in the forecourt stela described by Martin (1989, p. 29), which contains “the longest surviving inscription in the Memphite tomb”: “Adoration to you, Thoth, lord of Hermopolis, who brought himself into being, who was not born, unique god, leader of the Netherworld, who gives instructions to the Westerners … who distinguishes the tongue of every foreign country; may you cause the royal scribe Horemheb to stand firmly by the side of the sovereign, as you were at the side of the lord of the universe” (p. 31). The inscription likewise reaffirms Horemheb’s consular role as akin to that of Thoth and Thoth as relational translator between humans and the divine world. Likewise, Thoth is the god of translation between persons and languages, as well as life and death, and provides relational distinction between them. Finally, he is portrayed as a teaching force and a consular force. Haremhab, as a scribe, diplomat, and leader of Egypt—as well as a social reformer—attributed every stage of his success, in some way, to Thoth. His inscriptions represent both a cross-section of Thoth’s perceived rhetorical power and his pervasive influence on the rhetorical culture of Egypt, at least in the Eighteenth Dynasty.


Page 116 →[image: Light stone relief of four figures with shoulder-length hair and tunics, hunched over and writing.]

Figure 10. Bas relief of scribes from tomb of Haremhab at Saqqara. Now in the Museo Archaeologico Nationale Firenze, object 2566. Photograph by the author.



Page 117 →Further evidence of Thoth’s pervasive role in the life and death of humans is found in the instructions of The Book of the Dead (Faulkner et al., 1994). They outline the manner in which, after death, the scroll’s user is given a set of instructions for his transition to the afterlife and must encounter various guards and wardens, one of whom is Thoth. At each stage, the deceased must name each entia. The episode involving Thoth is as follows: “ ‘I shall not announce you,’ Says the guard of the Hall, ‘Unless you tell my name,’ “ ‘Knower-of-hearts Examiner-of-bellies” is your name.’ ‘To which god present shall I announce you?’ ‘Tell it to the Interpreter of the Two Lands,’ ‘Who is the Interpreter of the Two Lands?’ ‘It is Thoth.’ ‘Come,’ says Thoth, ‘Why have you come?’ ‘I have come here to report’ ” (Lichtheim, 2006b, p. 131). Thoth’s role in the instructions of The Book of the Dead illuminates the nature of his rhetorical role. His role centralizes his position as the mediator between realms and the interpreter of the petitioner’s essence. As the deceased navigates the thresholds of the afterlife, encountering various guardians and challenges, Thoth emerges as a central figure, embodying the intricate dynamics of communication and transition (Figure 11). The episode involving Thoth unfolds as a dialogue imbued with symbolic significance. The guard of the Hall, representing a threshold between life and death, demands the petitioner’s acknowledgment through naming. By articulating Thoth’s epithets, such as “Knower-of-hearts” and “Examiner-of-bellies,” the petitioner identifies Thoth and acknowledges his multifaceted nature, which extends beyond mere linguistic representation. Thoth bridges life and death, but more significantly, he connects the state of being of the petitioner to the two only through naming and exposition. The petitioner announces himself, names Thoth, and is, in turn, announced and “translated” from death to life. Thoth as “the interpreter of the two lands” interprets both the language and the essence of the petitioner from one state of being to the next and from one “land” to the next. The transition of the deceased takes place in a process of announcement, interpolation, and persuasion through Thoth in a dialectical process.


[image: Long papyrus scroll with hieroglyphic text and small drawings, displayed in a glass case.]

Figure 11. The Book of Going Forth by Day (The Egyptian Book of the Dead). Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Papyrus Museum. Photograph by the author.



Page 118 →Furthermore, the petitioner’s interaction with Thoth underscores the transformative power of language and communication. As the Interpreter of the Two Lands, Thoth serves as a bridge between the earthly realm and the afterlife, facilitating the transition of the petitioner’s being from one state of being to another (Nagel, 1942). Through the act of naming and exposition, the petitioner articulates their purpose and identity, inviting Thoth to interpret and facilitate their passage. Thoth’s crucial role as an interpreter extends beyond linguistic translation; it encompasses interpreting the petitioner’s essence and intention. By engaging in dialogue and persuasion, the petitioner communicates their presence and asserts their agency in a transitional process. Thoth in turn assumes the role of a guide and facilitator, orchestrating the petitioner’s journey across the liminal space between life and death. Thoth embodies the relational ontology inherent in transitioning from one state of being to another. Through the dynamic interplay of naming, exposition, and interpretation, he facilitates the petitioner’s passage, navigating the intricacies of identity and existence across the threshold of the afterlife. Thus, Thoth emerges as a relationally rhetorical figure even in the cosmological afterlife. His presence illuminates the transformative potential of rhetorical power in the liminal spaces of existence.




Thoth’s Egyptian Identity as Narrative Exemplar


While the Haremhab inscription is authentic, early evidence of Thoth’s authentically Egyptian rhetorical nature, later artifacts and texts of mostly Demotic provenance present him in narrative form. One such piece of evidence that illuminates Egyptian perceptions of Thoth as a relationally rhetorical ontic figure is The Book of Thoth, assembled and translated into English by Richard Page 119 →Jasnow and Karl-Theodor Zauzich (2005). The Ancient Egyptian Book of Thoth is a late classical demotic text, placing it no later than Egypt’s gradual conversion to Coptic Christianity; however, copies of portions of the text exist in hieratic, which suggests it is a translation to Demotic Greek of a much earlier text. Its relevance to earlier periods is apparent because, as Bortolani (2019) pointed out, “the presence of Demotic and especially Hieratic cannot be explained outside an Egyptian priestly milieu” (p. 293). The absence of more hieratic versions is likely because the demotic corpus is often “the result of a long process of collection and reworking of earlier material which probably started before the first century” (p. 293). The Book of Thoth is a set of what appears to be scribal initiations into the cult of the House of Life, discussed in the previous chapter. The contents represent one point in a constellation of artifacts related to Thoth from which his fundamentally rhetorical nature can be understood. It is a set of questions and answers between disciples and an interlocutor generally identified as Thoth himself. Thus, predictably, Thoth plays a relational role in a (somewhat) linear narrative as a mediating guide to the initiates. Jasnow (2011) noted that The Book of Thoth “obviously deals with the hieroglyphs and writing in general” (p. 297). It thus contains numerous allusions to Thoth, his relationship to writing, and his relations to Egyptian novitiates.

The Book of Thoth contains an allusion to Thoth’s invention of writing, where “the signs revealed their forms” to Thoth and spoke to him (Jasnow & Zauzich, 2005, p. 282, emphasis in original). Thoth is not merely the mediator between humans and truth but also between humans, signs, and meaning. Westerfield (2019) has argued that “for Plato to attribute the invention of writing to the figure of Thoth-Hermes is perfectly consistent with Egyptian mythology, which had long identified Thoth as the scribe of the gods and the “lord of hieroglyph (nb mdw nṯr; p. 36). However, certain significant contextual clues provide a far more complete accounting of Thoth’s relationship to truth as a mediator. His patronage of writing may be simply an analogical expression because writing is a mediating act in which linguistic expression is an integral part. Moreover, writing mediates between the signified and signifier, which Egyptian texts seem to be expressly aware of: writing represents the thing between rhetorical intent and concretized expression. This corpus of texts demonstrates his character as a mediating intellectual force bridging language, the individual, and knowledge. Thoth’s gatekeeping function would strongly suggest that rhetoric was primary and writing secondary to his nature.

The Book of Thoth (Jasnow & Zauzich, 2005) explains that Thoth’s initiate “understands the difficult passages, and he elucidates the hieroglyphic signs” Page 120 → (p. 336). This understanding, to ancient Egyptians, transcended mere literacy because hieroglyphic signs did not just “stand for linguistic values”; instead, they “are inviolable things in their own right, implying a particular ontology” (Houston & Stauder, 2020, p. 9). It is explicitly stated in The Book of the Dead that Thoth writes what is true, making him a “master of laws who interprets writings” (Carrier, 2009, p. 183). Thus, Thoth’s power is immediately relational in the way he conveys signs to his disciples. But without Thoth as meditating rhetorical power, logically, this knowledge would be impossible. David Frankfurter (1994) has explained that Thoth stood above the signs he created, “bridging the vocal and written modes,” and that he existed as the mediating power between sign, sound, and meaning: the messenger (p. 193). As scribe of the gods, “Thoth symbolized the effective power of words as carried into the visual symbol and vice-versa,” making him the god of both “communication and signification” (p. 193). Another section of The Book of Thoth contains an allusion to the process of Thoth’s invention of writing: “The signs revealed their forms. He called out to them. They answered to him” (Jasnow & Zauzich, 2005, p. 338). Although the long poem is fragmented and the precise role of Thoth in the dialogue is somewhat in question, these passages bear scrutiny. They illustrate Thoth’s portrayal as a relational agent between words, ideas, and persons. First, if, as Jasnow and Zauzich contended, the interlocutor in the whole text is Thoth himself, he initiates the dialogue. He is the questioner who leads the pupils to knowledge. He is omnipresent and interstitial: nothing progresses without Thoth, although the nature of that progress contains ambiguous initiatory and mystical terminology.

Certain imagery suggests that Thoth acts as a relational force within the text itself and connects this force to writing. However, the collective textual evidence also suggests that Thoth was necessary in deriving meaning from written texts as an agent between signifier and signified. Thoth’s indispensability to semiotic operation in these liminal spaces would place an Egyptian worldview, where meaning derives from rhetorically relational contexts, as vital at both the semiotic and expressive levels. At one point the interlocutor Thoth states: “The document is a nest. The books [possible tr.’ Signs’] are its/his young ones” (p. 298), and later, “I desire to make an explanation (or “be a fisherman/bird-catcher”) of the signs” (p. 300). Another important detail of the Egyptian worldview is that Thoth is not the originator of the signs, but rather the figure who captures and organizes them. Thoth is a fowler whose quarry is the hieroglyphic signs. Thoth captures the fugitive signs and bridges the gap between signifier and signified, like a net that snares birds. He thus exists in a Page 121 →long continuum of rhetorical mythemes related to birds and netting. The image of Thoth as fowler suggests that he has a relational identity, combining signs as units into one meaningful whole. He is not a force representing the writing technology, but a force with a higher categorical set of rhetorical powers. Thoth serves as a description of the relation of things that created rhetorical meaning. Thoth is the inventor of writing as a sign of mediated knowledge, a critical part of his other multifaceted roles in ancient Egypt.

Thoth’s relation to hieroglyphic signs occurs in a similar netting image in The Book of Thoth, further illustrating the dichotomous nature. As Jasnow (2011) asserted, the author or compiler of The Book of Thoth seemed to “conceive, implicitly, if not explicitly, of writing as ‘capturing’ signs and, in a sense, subduing or ‘domesticating’ them” (p. 306). To use Jasnow’s parlance, Thoth the fowler is a mediator, catching and organizing the fugitive signs, and his role as fowler stands as a personified metaphor for the way language operates as a relational force in the Egyptian rhetorical imaginal. Jasnow explained that “Thoth has strong associations with trapping and nets,” and he cited several examples outside The Book of Thoth found as funerary art in discovered tombs (p. 306). Lichtheim (2006c) pointed out that Thoth’s temple at Hermopolis Magnae was referred to as “Mansion of the Net” (p. 101). We might conceive this “net” or web as a collating piece of Egyptian technology for ensnaring birds. However, this relational power exists between written signs, human participants, and comprehension. Thoth’s significance to Egyptian rhetoric was as a vital intermediary that pervaded even life itself; one passage testifies that “Thoth comes to the dead” and composes “the writing of breath with his fingers himself, so that your soul may breathe forever” (de Horrack, 1877, pp. 8–9).

Thus, in ancient Egyptian mythology, the gap between the signified and the signifier was a systemic and relational one imposed by Thoth as a totalizing contextual force. This force was rhetorical: it was from the abstract relation between units of being that signs assumed meaning. The net of Thoth the fowler was relational in the sense that while there may not be a direct relationship to the sign and the signifier, that meaning he facilitated is composed of the connections of units of meaning that have being. Thoth’s organizing rhetorical power is not merely between words but between and among humans and their associations with words. Suppose Thoth himself is this connective force, or invisible net of meaning and organization ordering the cosmos. In that case, the scribes are described as birds while determining their fitness to serve as his agents. Thoth’s “net” is the social practice of hermeneutic and rhetorical training associated with entering the service of Thoth. This netting is a mediating, Page 122 →organizing principle for an institution of earthly life. In The Book of Thoth, one of Thoth’s epithets is “he who has ordered the earth with his scribal palette” (Butler, 2013, p. 233). Thoth is not credited with creating the things of the earth but of organizing them into coherence. These epithets convey that the organizing principle at work through Thoth’s conceptual identity is not just in writing but reality itself, with a very unambiguous connection to a writing tool. By his instruction, Thoth again creates relational meaning between signs and persons, just as he is depicted as organizing and interpreting writings as a recurring theme in the corpus of Egyptian literature.




Magic and Thoth’s Rhetorical Role


One more thing must be noted in this context: the fundamentally magical nature of Thoth’s structural power over all things, particularly language. Jacco Dieleman (2005) has pointed out the connection between texts and writing as a fundamental part of Egyptian magical practice (p. 235). He has noted that it seemed to be a prevailing belief by the time of the Hellenization of Egypt that the knowledge of magic originated from texts had to be authored by Thoth himself to be effective (p. 223). For example, at the outset of the Coffin Texts, spells for the passage of the dead into the next life always portray Thoth as the one who provides transit between worlds, a kind of cosmic mediator for the spirits of humans (Allen, 2013: ss. 359, ss. 470). Similarly, Thoth, as a relational agent between signs and the organization of the universe itself, conveyed semiotic meaning to the world. Assmann (2007) has explained, “Thoth, the god of script, only has to find, not invent, what is inherent in the structure of things. He copies the interior writing of the heart onto papyrus,” thus underscoring that theoretical concepts and reality interrelate in ancient Egypt only through the power of Thoth—and thereby language (p. 27). In the Memphite Theology, Thoth has unlimited access to the relational net of knowledge, as well as the essence of all meaning embodied in written signs. His control of relational knowledge places him as both the mediator of magical language and a messenger of truth; Assmann explained, “it is quite evident that ‘divine speech’ refers to the signs (and not to the sounds), which Thoth commands, which the sacred books contain and which constitute the sacred script” (p. 27).

The Tale of Setne illustrates that all magic available to humans must originate from Thoth’s hand and that the power of magic is so pervasively rhetorical as to have metaphysical consequences. The power rhetoric conveys on mortals is highly coveted and closely guarded; transgressing this knowledge without Page 123 →him can result in terrible consequences. The Tale of Setne was another late demotic collation of a myth in which Thoth plays a vital part. It therefore may have been another likely artifact from which Plato interpreted Thoth’s nature. In fact, Thoth’s appearance in Phaedrus seems less and less confounding if one considers that the episode recounted in Phaedrus may have been adapted from an early episode in the Setne narrative that is now lost. Setne and the Book of Thoth (Setne 1) is preserved completely except for the first two columns on P. Cairo 30646, and thus the beginning of the story is missing; Plato may have been referring to an episode therein (see, e.g., Griffith, 1900). However, more significantly, Setne illustrates some of the authentic qualities of Egyptian rhetoric as a form of relational ontology.

Setne and the Book of Thoth is the most narrative in character of all mythic examples of the relation of writing, magic, and Thoth’s power between them. In it, we see a protracted metaphorical narrative that is the story of the human search for truth in the form of the magical language of Thoth written in his hand. Thus, a connection to Thoth’s relational being as power is illustrated in the narrative. The relations of sign and meaning are characterized as only properly accessible through Thoth’s mediation. As a relational mediator, Thoth provides insight into the world of truth, which is shown in the small details of the narrative and its structural. Without reference to a number of details unrelated to Thoth and language, Dieleman (2005) described the narrative: “The main theme of Setne is the inevitable failure of any human endeavor to get hold of divine knowledge” for frivolous reasons such as “sheer curiosity” (p. 230). To do so otherwise blurs “the division between the divine and human spheres” (p. 230). It would be easy to conclude from Setne that Thoth was the only available means for humans to know truth, or that divine and human knowledge was categorically “separate” in the Egyptian worldview. Setne stands for the proposition that it was only rhetoric, in its relational operations, that permits a responsible use of meaning and language in harmony with the universe itself.

One episode from Setne bears particular examination. The tale relates to Prince Setne’s attempt to retrieve the magical Book of Thoth. But Setne’s intent is not to merely obtain a magical book but to recover it from the grave of Naneferkaptah. Naneferkaptah stole the Book of Thoth, later died, and was entombed with it. The episode describing the misadventure of Naneferkaptah stands as a cautionary tale concerning the human use of language without the relational ontology presumed by Egyptian rhetorical traditions. Unmediated access to language without the mediating principles of rhetoric results in an unnatural use of an uncontrollable—essentially magical—power. The episode Page 124 →of Naneferkaptah is the story of the consequences of the use of language without the contextually mediating power of Thoth-as-rhetoric. Setne learns that when Naneferkaptah first acquires the book, he read a spell from it and illicitly uses language without a relational understanding of its implications. The rhetorical “magic” of Thoth is a knowledge of the responsible use of meaning and language in harmony with the universe. Without Thoth, chaos then ensues when “He recited a spell from it; [he charmed the sky, the earth, the netherworld, the] mountains, the waters. He discovered what all the birds of the sky and the fish of the deep and the beasts of the desert were saying. He recited another spell; he saw [Pre appearing in the sky with his Ennead], and the Moon rising, and the stars in their forms. He saw the fish of the deep, though there were twenty-one divine cubits of water over them. He recited a spell to the [water; he made it resume its form]” (Lichtheim, 2006c, p. 130).

The narrative permits one to consider the categorically transgressive nature of Naneferkaptah’s crime; its dimensions permit a better understanding of Thoth as a representation of Egyptian rhetoric and the power of rhetoric as magic. Without the rhetorical judgment personified by Thoth, Naneferkaptah had direct access to magical knowledge. In an Egyptian context with its attendant rhetorical assumptions, Naneferkaptah thereby committed a much greater crime than an impermissible insight into a forbidden book. By placing himself in Thoth’s place in the natural order, Naneferkaptah not merely gains knowledge of the relation of things; he also acquires a direct power to circumvent their relational meaning. This is because “The existence of original knowledge” attributed to Thoth “written by his hand, was axiomatic” (Eyre 2013, p. 277). Naneferkaptah’s crime is against the fabric of the real itself. Without the mediation of Thoth’s rhetorical wisdom, the power of language itself disrupted the meaning and being of the human place in the universe. Naneferkaptah acts without the relational balance implicit among those things. In stealing from Thoth, who represents the rhetorical and ordered balance states of being, Naneferkaptah circumvents the cosmic order implicit in the relation of things. It was the relation of things that lent all meaning to the things themselves—especially language—and without that collective integrity, a crime was committed in the eyes of the gods. As a result, Naneferkaptah was horribly punished.

Thoth’s imposition of justice and order through rhetorical power among beings is a significant aspect of his character. This power, which is relational and personified, exists between words, ideas, and things. This power gave order to the human capacity to relate as individuals to the cosmos through language. The contrast is stark when considering Naneferkaptah’s trespass, representing Page 125 →a terrible inversion of that natural order. In discovering what the birds and beasts were “saying,” Naneferkaptah understood the ontological relationship of things—the rhetoric of nature. Instead of existing in his proper place in relation to “the sky, the earth, the netherworld,” Naneferkaptah “charms” them, gaining the power to change the form of the water itself. Naneferkaptah’s trespass is to exist in a world without the rhetorical order that establishes the proper relationship between the human world of values ordained through rhetoric and the world of the things in nature. Thus, his crime was a fundamentally magical one: his “crime against nature” is to blur the relations of humans and the cosmos without the necessary presence of the order and values created by Thoth-as-idea. To the Egyptians, the universe derives its meaning from the relation of the things in it, and those relations are ultimately ones that humans agree upon. Human rhetorical judgment regulates this consensus and therefore provides order and meaning. Thoth ultimately personified that rhetorical consensus.




The Long Afterlife of Thoth


Thoth’s legacy in the Hermetic tradition continued unabated for centuries; his identification as “the Egyptian Hermes” in later period of classical antiquity, in works strongly related to the origins of rhetoric, would reach a crescendo in periods long after the historical scope of this work. Diodorus Siculus (1989), in his Aegyptica, would identify him as the progenitor of writing, language, and pivotal technology in human history (1.15.9–16.2; A. T. Cole, 1967, p. 154). It was Thoth, the “Egyptian Hermes,” who expanded on the rudimentary ability of humans to articulate with the power of hermeneia (ἑρμηνεία), which he uses in the sense of the amplification and explanation of complex thoughts (1.1.16). In his commentary on Hesiod, Byzantine poet and Grammarian John Tzetzes identified the Egyptian Hermes as allegorically synonymous with the logos itself. (A. T. Cole, 1967, p. 21).

The profound and enduring cultural impact of Thoth’s representation bears note and can serve as a conclusion. The Latin West and Arab world continued to invoke Thoth, generally in name only, and his name was largely synonymous with magic in the Hermetic magical tradition for centuries. Hermetic magicians, at different times, even maintained the existence of an object known as the Emerald Tablet of Thoth. They mythologized it as an artifact of power; most occult works invoking Thoth exhibit limited understanding that Thoth’s magic was conceptual, categorical, and rhetorical. This fundamental misconception Page 126 →about the nature of Thoth left his name extant on textual and material evidentiary artifacts that were a byproduct of this strange occult tradition. As late as the last century, for example, occultist Maurice Doreal (1930) produced a book that alleged to contain Thoth’s secret knowledge, entitled The Emerald Tablets of Thoth the Atlantean. Doreal claimed that he discovered its contents in the Great Pyramid of Giza in 1925 and proceeded to establish a cult. Such misadventures are well outside this book’s historical scope, but they illustrate the enduring power of myth and its long shadow, with real cultural consequences when unmoored from their original context. Within the scope of this book, myths and the nature of the gods themselves began to be actively engaged in a wholly different cultural context. Thoth himself will make a Hellene appearance, along with many other notable rhetorical gods and heroes. Thoth would not only mediate between rhetoric and humanity in Egypt, but through Plato, function to metaphorically mediate Plato’s vie on rhetoric for the Greeks.






Chapter 5 The Beginnings of Rhetorical Myth in Ancient Greece


Page 127 →This chapter moves across the Mediterranean and forward in time, in the manner of a synchronic history, to Greece beginning in the fourth and fifth century bce. At that time, there began to emerge a set of provocative clues that the Greeks were attempting to reconcile the nature of rhetoric and the nature of myth in a kind of dialectic with their temporal predecessors. Just as vitally, this dialectical engagement attempted to reconcile the being of the gods in relation to human capacity for speech and our propensity for naming. The capacity of language to shape the realities of the world became a daunting reality of Greek life. More nuanced and complex views of persuasion necessitated a perspective that could reconcile the two worlds, human and divine, with the creative power of human speech. In the early development of Greek rhetoric, fragmentary evidence exists connected to sophistic rhetoric in the Derveni papyrus and Prodicus of Ceos to this reconciliation with the mythic world. Direct evidence of this awareness of, and dialectic with, the mythic rhetorical tradition exists even more demonstrably in the writings of Isocrates and Plato. The Derveni papyrus suggests an early relationship between sophism, the Eleusinian mysteries, and rhetorical theory. This early reaction to reconcile the human creative impulse of language and myth was formative to the rhetorical theory of ancient Greece. At the same time, Plato engaged myth in wholly distinct ways in a rather direct dialectic with the mythic rhetoric of Egypt. Isocrates stood as a wry commentator on both traditions in one particularly notable speech. A surprisingly consistent factor in these is a direct or indirect response to Egyptian myth and, thereby, Egyptian rhetorical theory.



The Derveni Papyrus, Prodicus of Ceos, and Anthropogenic Theogony


Page 128 →Near the city of Thessaloniki, in the principality of Derveni, a papyrus was discovered in mutilus in the remains of a funeral pyre in 1962 (Figure 12). Now known as the Derveni papyrus, it dates to approximately 355 bce. The papyrus is currently on display in the Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki in a hermetically controlled environment. In the wake of its discovery, there was a flurry of scholarship to establish its intellectual provenance, systematic connections to Presocratic thought, and authorship. Though it has been little discussed in rhetorical studies, the Derveni papyrus is cited by scholars for its connection to the sophists and Orphic theogony (Graf, 2014; Santamaria, 2019). According to Mark Edwards (1991), “Among the Presocratics, only Gorgias has left us works of comparable length; and Gorgias is the harbinger of an age in which the war between philosophy and rhetoric rendered both camps deaf to the authority of myth” (p. 202). Edwards thus aptly pointed out that the foundational papyrus is a text in which myth, philosophy, and rhetoric were attenuated prior to Platonic thought. It bears scrutiny regarding theories of language, the gods, and early philosophical considerations prefiguring the theories of myth and rhetoric ultimately culminating in Isocratean and Platonic rhetorical theory.

The Derveni papyrus is a cipher not only because of its fragmentary state but also because of the diverse topics that it addresses. The most relevant topic related to this study is a treatment of the theogony of the Greek gods that appears to be Orphic. However, its implications extend well beyond Orphism and illuminate pre-Socratic culture and its formative relationship to rhetorical myth. According to Themistius, Orphic myth held that “Orpheus tamed the whole nature and … wild beasts and eradicated and tamed the bestial element in the souls” (Penella, 2000, pp. 185–186). As Lebedev (2019) summarized, Orpheus was a “culture hero who taught the art of agriculture to all nations of οἰκουμένη, and in turn, development triggered the transition to sedentary life, the rise of civilization, the emergence of laws and justice, etc.” (p. 511). This strain of Orphism’s connection to cultural heroes as formative to the dissemination of rhetorical culture is increasingly important in future developments of rhetorical myth. Plato’s Theuth, for example, “a god or godlike man” taught the art of writing to humans, while Isocrates, by contrast, would eventually attribute the civilizing power of rhetoric to the numinous power of logos itself. Eventually, Cicero’s (1949) De Inventione contained an account of a similar role of the first orator, who brought the formative civilizing art of rhetoric to humans.
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Figure 12. The Derveni papyrus. Thessaloniki Archaeological Museum. Photograph by the author, used by permission of the Thessaloniki Archaeological Museum, 2024.



The Derveni papyrus contains a commentary on an Orphic poem that explains how and why Orpheus named each of the gods. Edwards (1991) explained that the Derveni author “writing only a little after the heyday of the sophists” employs “two devices” to explain the Orphic theogony: etymology and analogy (p. 209). Thus, the Derveni papyrus illustrates that the mythic tradition of expressing rhetorically theoretical notions by analogy was well underway in pre-Socratic thought. Lebedev (2019) explained that in the papyrus, “Orpheus used existing words” but “gave them unusual meaning” through metaphors, more specifically, a species of analog (p. 16). Lebedev (2019) pointed out that prior to the text, “Μεταφορά in a rhetorical sense is not attested before Isocrates and Aristotle” (pp. 16–17). Scholars have noted that the sophists were deeply interested in ὀρθοέπεια (orthopoeia) or the propriety of naming (Classen, 1829, pp. 230–231) and that Plato’s (1926a) Cratylus may have been dialogically responsive to this conceit (Lebedev, 2019, p. 508).

Page 130 →One section of the Derveni papyrus illustrates the early sophistic relationship of orthopoeia to myth. It offers one intriguing statement about language and the gods: “(Zeus) existed before he was named; then he was named. For Air was pre-existent even before those things which now exist were put together and he will always exist: for he did not come to be, but existed … but he was thought to have been ‘born’ because he was named ‘Zeus’ as if he had not existed before” (XVII.1–5). Derveni’s author presents a set of analogies to explain the inherent power of the word ascribed to a being. The papyrus serves as a commentary on the Orphic mysteries and myths to explain how language invests “the names of gods and elements with an occult significance” and was possible to those “who apprehend the likeness between the attributes of these beings and those of mind” (Edwards, 1991, p. 210). To this early sophist, the gods thereby possessed a conceptual being distinct from material presence. However, implicitly, their conceptual existence preceded the act of naming. Thus, it seems the Derveni author allowed for an ontology of the gods but suggested the gods could essentially be “born” again to human minds through language. Arguably, this formative notion led Isocrates to characterize rhetoric as possessing a “life” and existence as logos before it was named “rhetorike.” In effect, Isocrates’s “Hymn to Logos” may have been a rejection of Orphic impieties. Lebedev (2019) has pointed out that the Derveni commentator “seems to believe that when something is named ἀπὸ τοῦ ἔργου, its name accords with nature or reality” (p. 18). Isocrates’s reaction to the Derveni commentator, and the Orphics generally, could be explained by his apparent belief in the logos. The Derveni commentator seemed to believe human reality and the divine being of the gods were distinct from the Heraclitean flux of the logos (Lebedev, 2019, p. 585). This may have been contrary to Isocrates’s position; but given that his speech Busiris was offered unseriously, his true position is indeterminate. In either case, the earliest articulation in writing found in ancient Greece Page 131 →established a relationship between myths of the gods, their ontology, and the power of speech.

A comprehensive interpretation of the fragments of the Derveni papyrus is likely impossible, but specific fragments suggest several provocative clues relating to the history of rhetorical myth in ancient Greece. First, the papyrus reflects an esoteric belief related to sophist thought. Second, Orphism or some aspect of the Eleusinian mysteries shaped these beliefs and suggested that some sophists believed either that the being of the gods is apprehensible through initiation to esoteric knowledge, or that the being of the gods can be known through their nominative designation. Alternatively, the ontology of things—such as gods—has an autonomous existence that can be apprehended only through language. Third, the text seems to imply an undercurrent in sophistic thought, suggesting a nexus between knowing the nature of things and speaking of them. The text suggests a belief either that a thing’s essence can be brought into conceptual existence in its most valid form by utterance or that human truth is separate from the being of things and exists only in language.

Meticulous scholarship exists concerning the probable identity of the specific sophist who might have authored the fragments. Lebedev (2019) has spent his career trying to illustrate that the likely author of the Derveni papyrus was Prodicus of Ceos. Prodicus, one of the more famous sophists, is a probable candidate for authorship, or close enough in intellectual proximity to the author of the Derveni papyrus to be sufficient for this inquiry. Prodicus is remembered throughout ancient Hellenic sources as a ferocious skeptic of religious matters. Lebedev laid out the case that Prodicus and the Derveni author both appeared to be “a Preplatonic Sophist and polymath; a specialist in the field of the ‘correctness of names’ (ὀρθότης τῶν ὀνομάτων); adept in functionalist semantics in his theory of naming (which is theoretically connected with his general utilitarianism); well-versed in rhetorics and physical science, in that he follows Archelaus’s version of Anaxagorean physics; deeply interested in Kulturgeschichte and the origin of religion and language” (p. 506). This serves as a sufficient link and introduction to a further use of myth in the rhetoric of Prodicus. Whether Lebedev is correct that Prodicus was the true author of the papyrus or not, he attributes the Derveni authorship to Prodicus with extraordinary proof sufficient to an extraordinary claim. Moreover, Prodicus is the most notable early sophist who employed mythic exempla in the epideictic genre.

Heinrichs (1984) has outlined the specific cultural circumstances at work in the time of Prodicus that led to his reputation as a radical skeptic. Heinrichs Page 132 →(1975) has summarized the religious syncretism that arose before the time of Prodicus, when “gods traditionally recognized as saviors and wonder workers increased their beneficial activities” and eastern—mainly Egyptian—cults began to hold sway, particularly in the case of Serapis and Isis (p. 153; see also Heinrichs, 1984; Vidman, 1981, pp. 121–124). Egyptian influence introduced cults to Greece, where cultural heroes with godlike powers began to gather adherents, most notably Dionysiac cults. Images of Isis and Serapis have been unearthed in both northern and southern Greece (Figure 13). Egyptian mythic paradigms likely became more widely known during the sophistic period. In this period, certain sophists—particularly Prodicus—were noted for their agnosticism or “atheism,” a charge that Heinrichs points out is a grave oversimplification of their perspective (p. 140).

Opinions on the true meaning of “atheistic” statements attributed to Prodicus vary, but Vassallo (2018) has explained that the Herculaneum fragments (notably in the Herculaneum Fragments, 1428) and other texts illustrate that Prodicus posited a twofold theory on the origins of religion. He first theorized humans moved from deifying fetishes to natural forces and persons that benefited them, or in Vassallo’s words “men deified all that was useful to their life and sustenance (τὰ τρέφοντα καὶ ὠ|φελοῦντα)” and later “they worshipped the discoverers (τοὺ[ς εὑρ]όντας) of things indispensable to human life” (p. 160). Heinrich has summarized that Prodicus was the first known Hellenic thinker to theorize that gods became gods owing to their status as “mortal benefactors of mankind who promoted inventions that improved the living conditions of early men” (p. 150). Thus, much like the Derveni papyrus suggested that humans acted to name the gods and make their material essence useful to humans through language, Prodicus would argue that rhetoric had a human progenitor as a cultural hero independent of the gods. Prodicus was characteristic of a sophism that foregrounded “excellence in man as well as in nature” as a hallmark of sophistic utilitarianism (Heinrich, 1975, p. 112). Prodicus’s “anthropocentric attitude” displaced an awe for “the sheer tremendum of the supernatural” (p. 112). A human innovator as the origin of rhetoric, in place of a divine origin, would have a sustained tradition in rhetorical myth thereafter.

The behavior attributed to the gods was frequently anthropomorphic in Greek poetry related to myth. The nature and behavior of the gods were accorded human qualities in the hands of particular poets and sophists. Sophists used both mythical humans and demi-humans as tropes and rhetorical exempla. Sophist oratory, therefore, employed mythic cultural heroes, or villains in the case of Isocrates’s Busiris or Gorgias’s Helen. These mortal (or demi-mortal) exempla became persuasive tools or exciting characters in orations of display to personify virtuous and contemptible conduct and thereby move an audience, often against its cultural presumptions. Cultural figures universally condemned were praised and others vilified as part of oratorical and, some have argued, promotional spectacles for sophistic teaching. Prodicus used the heroic figure of Herakles for one famous speech.
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Figures 13. Busts of Isis and Serapis, ca. 155 ce. Thessaloniki Museum of Archaeology. Photographs by the author, used by permission of the Thessaloniki Archaeological Museum, 2024.



In “The Choice of Heracles” by Prodicus, the exemplar is given a choice by female personifications of Virtue and Vice. Xenophon recounts the significant details of the speech, though he suggests his recollection is a pale imitation of Prodicus’s original oration. In the speech, Heracles learns the virtue of striving for arête to achieve a species of eudaimonia from the figure of Virtue, who describes herself as “a companion of the gods” (Sprague, 2001, p. 81). Abstract concepts, in the form of Vice and Virtue, are indeed personified in the speech, but the gods are conspicuously absent; Heracles is an exemplar who ultimately makes a wise choice. Sansone noted that this speech was likely one of a “performance of an epideixis before a popular audience” intended “to induce potential customers to pay for the more advanced training” (Sansone, 2004, p. 140). The Page 134 →personification of Virtue states that she will not provide—perhaps in distinction to Vice—false promises to Heracles but provide ἀληθείας (aletheios)—“to truthfully disclose to you the face of reality as the gods themselves ordained it” (Sprague, 2001, p. 81). If this was the phrasing of Prodicus and not merely the imaginative reconstruction of Xenophon, it warrants a more nuanced view of Prodicus’s “atheism,” but it likewise suggests a categorical ontology in sophistic myth that was a radical departure from its historical antecedents. Prodicus’s departure from conventional Hellenic theological dogma was exceptional, and Prodicus himself was influential. According to Papillon (2004), ancient sources suggest that Isocrates and other luminaries had occasion to attend lectures by Prodicus (p. 4). Despite his radical theology, in Phaedrus even Plato speaks approvingly of Prodicus (possibly in jest; p. 267b).




Isocrates, Rhetorical Myth, and the Busiris


The next major integration of myth into the rhetorical tradition finds its earliest expression in Plato and Isocrates, who were possibly indebted to both Prodicus and Protagoras. They emerge in the form of ancient arguments from prehistory and are known in philological parlance as Kulturgeschichte accounts (Cole 1967, 3). They relate to the origin, development, and priority of ars or scientia and offer mythic or historical scenarios that are subordinate to a larger argument. Greek and Roman Kulturgeschichte accounts seem to comprise two major typological groupings. Mythic Kulturgeschichte accounts assert the possibility that early cities were founded by mythological figures or from whom technology was a “gift” to humans. Others cite anthropological or logical developments based on evidentiary standards of their time, though they are likewise speculative. Ancient philosophers and rhetoricians frequently characterized human history with relative consistency as a progressive development from prehistoric savagery to a state of civilization. They used structurally similar but paradigmatically differing accounts that prioritized certain pivotal events or forms of knowledge. Even conventional historians like Diodorus Siculus, Diogenes Laertius, and Xenophanes of Colophon tell no single uniform narrative about the development of the first cities. Thomas Cole has made a systematic accounting of various narratives in antiquity that seem philosophically or historically aimed at establishing a factual chronology of prehistoric human development (1991a, pp. 15–23).

Cole (1991a) suggested that such accounts were intended as rhetorical, not factual, in nature. In contrast to narratives with historical accuracy in mind, Page 135 →many Kulturgeschichte narratives of prehistory served as propaedeutic or epideictic arguments. Examples of Kulturgeschichte arguments relating to prehistory occur earliest in Plato’s (1921) Protagoras and Isocrates’s Busiris but later occur in Cicero’s (1949) De Inventione (I), and Vitruvius De Architectura (II). Cole noted that such treatments would become common in the ancient world and provided a nonexhaustive list of those lost and extant, including Ephorus, Heraclides Ponticus, Theophrastus, and Strato of Lampsacus (p. 5). Other authors discussed by Cole (1991a) but not germane to this inquiry are Posidinius, Democritus (predating Plato and Isocrates, but lost), and Epicurus (pp. 7–10). Most of them addressed the role of rudimentary inventions before the rise of cities but without reference to myth (p. 5). It is sufficient to adopt Cole’s summary in lieu of an exhaustive accounting when he stated that such narratives “seem to have been a part of the stock in trade of every rhetorician and philosopher and could be introduced into a great diversity of contexts in support of varied and often contradictory conclusions” (p. 8). Cole noted that “in epideictic passages, it was common to portray the object of one’s praise as somehow intimately associated with the laborious process which led from savagery to civilization” (p. 6). Plato’s (1921) Protagoras myth may have inspired Isocrates to write Busiris, and it may likewise have been written in reaction to Prodicus; but both pieces are evidence of the way myth and rhetoric intersected. Both Plato and Isocrates’s Kulturgeschichte myths were reactions to sophistic uses of myth, but Isocrates is ideal as an intersectional figure because his narrative seems a reaction to both the Sophists and Plato.

Prodicus may (or may not) have had a direct or indirect instructive influence on the next generation of important rhetoricians in Hellenic culture. But it is clear that Prodicus influenced Isocrates in his treatment of myth. Likewise, the influence of Egyptian culture, at least by reputation, is evident in his epideictic speech Busiris, in which Isocrates directly addresses the uses of myth in rhetorical practice. Papillon (1996, p. 2021) has twice analyzed the integration of myth in Isocrates, beginning with the observation that Isocrates claimed in Panathenaicus that he did not treat the mythic (μυθικός) in his earlier writings (1929, 12.1). Papillon (1996) pointed out that Isocrates perhaps used “the adjective, μυθικός … in a way different from the noun μῦθος” (p. 10). Like Prodicus, Isocrates uses mythic figures such as Heracles as behavioral exempla in letters such as To Philip, but in Busiris he panegyrically praises an enemy of Heracles: the Egyptian tyrant Busiris. But there is more to Busiris than a speech of epideictic performance, and commentators such as Livingstone (2001) believe its implications should be studied more closely.

Page 136 →As Papillon (1996) aptly pointed out, Isocrates “specifically faults the author Polycrates for a poor treatment of the Busiris myth” (p. 18). However, Thomas Blank (2013) has observed that “a serious intention can, of course, be found in Isocrates’ claim to instruct” regarding the proper form of rhetorical education (p. 17, citing Busiris, 11.1–3). The didactic purpose (§43–44) is arguably a form of discourse Papillon (2001) has defined as “hypodeictic.” Blank explained that Busiris is not “a critique of the use of myth itself” but a preceptive demonstration of how myth might be used for persuasive ends (p. 17). Isocrates—perhaps playfully—creates an adversarial or competitive approach with another author to foreground “his own example of how the subject should be treated” (p. 18). Busiris, then, presents a rhetoric of myth in panegyric displays. However, Papillon asserted that the primary reason for the composition is to instruct others in the manner “to treat a myth in a way that is useful” (p. 18). Isocrates’s speech operates in multiple contexts, regarding both the relation of rhetoric to Hellenic culture and its mythological principles. The speech is a reaction to Prodicus’s anthropocentric view of the gods and the use of mythological narratives concerning the gods in rhetorical practice. Isocrates subjects the mythic figure of Busiris to praise, sharing the same apparent aim as Polycrates, whom he accuses of arguments “which are fitting to revilers” (11.33).

Additionally, Isocrates critiques using exemplary models in the form of the gods themselves in Greek rhetoric. He continues that it is to those who exemplified piety toward the gods who “brought it about that we in our relations to one another are not altogether like wild beasts” (Busiris, 11.25). However, most notably, Isocrates faults Polycrates for attributing “the power of the gods” to Busiris (11.32). Ultimately, Isocrates accuses Polycrates of the crimes of certain poets—likely meaning the Orphics—who “have related about the gods themselves tales more outrageous than anyone would dare tell concerning their enemies” (11.38). Isocrates quickly points out that “Orpheus, who made a point of rehearsing these tales, died by being torn asunder” (11.39). An acceptance of such “loose tongued vilification” of the gods makes the hearer “equally guilty of impiety” as “those who recite and those who believe such lies” (11.40). Isocrates indicts poets such as Hesiod but reserves his greatest contempt for Orphic poetry for anthropomorphizing the motives and behavior of the gods. He suggests that human motives and failings do not belong to the gods, but conceptually distinct qualities. This nod to critique the mythological assumptions of Prodicus concerning the theogony of the gods should not be overlooked.

In a sense, Isocrates contrasts the Egyptian character of rhetoric represented by conceptual gods to the impious treatment of mythic beings by the Greeks. Page 137 →Isocrates is likewise careful to point out only the civic virtues that Busiris provided to Egypt. Isocrates epideictically praises the legal and social systems of Egypt in contrast to that of the Greeks: “If we should wish to adopt the laws of the Egyptians which prescribe that some must work and that the rest must protect the property of the workers, we should all possess our own goods and pass our days in happiness” (Busiris, 11.20). He attributes to the Egyptians training in philosophy and all the practical arts and even their theology, about which he states, “their worship of the gods are especially deserving of praise and admiration” (11.24). However, just as significantly, Isocrates argues a fundamental viewpoint on the nature of the gods, presumably counter to one (Prodican) strain of sophism. Isocrates states that he believes “the gods but also their offspring have no share in any wickedness, but themselves are by nature endowed with all the virtues” (ἔχοντας τὰς ἀρετὰς in the original; 11.41). A key to understanding Busiris is its stasiastic opposition to the anthropocentric theogony of the sophists. This critique is twofold: Isocrates first emphatically implies the gods have being and possess understanding, and second that they are capable of holding with them—arguably embodying or personifying—arête (ἔχοντας). Thus, his counterargument is an ontological one as well, perhaps a defense of prior conceptions of the being of gods in Egypt and their personification as abstract principles. More significantly, Isocrates satirizes his philosophical rival, Plato, for his perceived Egyptomania. Isocrates states from the outset that the speech is not offered as a serious treatment of its topic. Whether this suggests that Isocrates was sympathetic to Greek theogony and mythic traditions remains ambiguous, perhaps intentionally so.

Isocrates’s awareness of Egyptian culture and myth, and his stasiastic position about the conceptual nature of the gods, is suggested by the genre of Busiris as a panegyric of place. Pernot (1993) has acknowledged that Busiris structurally resembles a speech resembling, in structure, what Menander Rhetor would later describe as a class of epideictic speech he described as an encomium of a city. Arguably, this panegyric strategy could embrace some knowledge of the Egyptian concept of the gods and their relationship to abstract principles, such as arête. Livingstone (2001) noted that “the imaginary Egypt of Busiris” bears little resemblance to the Theuth-story of Plato, but “the list of Theuth’s discoveries includes the three elements which make up Busiris’s programme of ‘propaideutics’ ” (p. 62). Eucken (1983) also drew attention to several correspondences of detail between Critias’s introduction to the ideal Atlantean state and Busiris, “which in each text serves as a heading for a section on Egyptian intellectual training” (Livingstone, 2001, p. 66). Timaeus and Critias are the Page 138 →subject of the final chapter of this book. In any case, a real or imagined Egypt lived in the rhetorical consciousness of ancient Athens. It would recur in Greek rhetoric. Isocrates appears to react to the influx of Egyptian myth and its effect on the culture, especially the rhetorical culture, at work in his day.

Moreover, Isocrates compares an Egyptian tyrant—perhaps because the Egyptians embodied rhetorical ideals in their gods—to a fundamentally Greek cultural hero, Orpheus. Isocrates illustrates Polycrates’s mythological error by engaging in a related heresy toward Orphism (1.33). While the aim of Busiris is the same as the speech of Polycrates, it stands as a preceptual critique because Polycrates argued, “Busiris emulated the fame of Aeolus and Orpheus, yet you do not show that any of his pursuits were identical with theirs” (11.7). Livingstone (2001) pointed out that “it is not clear what the point of comparison was” that Polycrates made between Orpheus and Busiris (p. 40). However, it is significant that Isocrates “is quick to point out the divine lineage of Busiris,” distinguishing him from, and perhaps elevating him above, the human Orpheus (40). Late in the speech, Isocrates critiques Polycrates because no better example exists than Busiris to praise, because he “would be considered to have a better claim to the authorship of the institutions of Egypt” as “a son of Poseidon, a descendant of Zeus on his mother’s side” (1928, 11.29). At 11.39, Isocrates points out the fate of Orpheus himself, who was “torn apart” for his “blasphemies”; Livingstone (2001) observed that this may indeed be “a reference to the ‘Orphic’ theogonies, cosmogony-poems ascribed to Orpheus in which the god’s dynastic revolutions and their grotesque mechanism—castration, swallowing etc.—were prominent” (pp. 177–78). Recall, however, the significance of the mouth in Egyptian traditions; Isocrates reaction to these grotesqueries could be a fundamental misunderstanding—or intentional mischaracterization—of Orphic and other mythic systems. Isocrates suggests that even this horrible fate was better than what blasphemers like Orpheus may have deserved. The character of Isocrates’s praise of Busiris is pointed because Orpheus is a characteristically sophistic cultural hero.

Papillon (2001) concluded that one purpose of Busiris is to act as a didactic speech using an encomiastic display to offer rhetorical precept. However, Busiris likewise operates in the context of the mythic tradition in rhetoric. We cannot know if Polycrates was an adherent to the views of Prodicus and his anthropomorphic perspective on the theogony of the gods. It is very possible that Isocrates satirizes both Plato and the sophists in his praise of Busiris. Based on the textual record, the sheer volume of accounts of the sophists espousing an impious or heretical view of the gods might constitute a valid Page 139 →inference. Likewise, that some favored an anthropocentric explanation of the theogony of the gods is entirely possible. Such a view stood in opposition to both Greek and Egyptian theogonic conventions. Isocrates’s display in Busiris was not only to highlight his oratorical and argumentative capacities in contrast to Polycrates but to provide an argument that subverted the Orphism and impiety of the sophists. Incorporating the Egyptian mythic tradition and contrasting it with Greek theological perspectives on the gods might have been Isocrates’s attempt to take Plato’s praise of Egypt to an extreme logical conclusion. Vasunia (2001) characterized Busiris at length as a type of parody (pp. 201–207). As either a satire of Platonic and Orphic myth or a parody of other encomia, Busiris is a direct commentary, therefore, on the position of myth—and its rhetorical uses—that Isocrates held forth as contrarian to the sophistic view of myth and the Platonic implication that Egyptian institutions exceeded Hellenic institutions in any sense. Egypt and Greece had extensive contact from the time of Homer, who respected Egyptian doctors, knew about Thebes, and had heard of the Ethiopians. By the seventh century, Greek merchants were in Naucratis. In the sixth century, an inscription at Abu Simbel showed Greek mercenaries were present in Egypt. A century later, the scholar Hecataeus of Miletus visited Egypt and wrote about it (Brown, 1962, p. 258). But to Isocrates, praising Egyptian institutions as superior to Greek institutions might seem absurd.

Several inferences might be drawn from Busiris related to the history of myth in the emerging rhetorical culture of the Greeks. The manner in which Isocrates offers a preceptive comment on the propriety of myth and rhetoric in his own culture is of particular note. Isocrates comments on the relationship of myth and sophistic rhetoric in contrast to traditional Greek values. Arguably, his counsel regarding the use of myth in epideictic rhetoric should be taken no more seriously than his belief in Busiris as a cultural hero. It is doubtful that his praise of Egypt was genuine. But as Livingstone (2001) observed, the structure of Isocrates’s encomiastic treatment of Egypt is real, if not genuine, and “the Encomium of Egypt need not be associated with any climate of pro-Egyptian sentiment: it is not wholly serious and includes features such as the ‘superstition’ of animal worship which Athenians tended not to admire … In any case, interest in things Egyptian among classical Athenians seems to have been continuous, not sporadic” (p. 45). Whether significant or risible, this interest suggests the Greeks had an awareness of traditions relating to rhetoric and myths of Egypt, which would have been of particular interest to both Plato and Isocrates.

Page 140 →Busiris provides valuable insight into the issues surrounding myth and rhetoric in Isocrates’s day. It is a critique of his sophistic forebears and a dialectical engagement with his rival for the educational soul of Athens. It is quite overtly a reaction to Orphic myth and theogeny and an attempt to anthropomorphize the character of the gods. Arguably this was a direct or indirect attack on Prodicus and those sophists in his circle. Just as significantly, Isocrates’s Egyptian theme, which might even have been a disingenuous panegyric for Egypt itself, might have been directed at the apparent Egyptophilia of Plato in Republic generally and Critias particularly. A mythic narrative concerning Egypt represents such a large part of the speech that it is difficult to suggest it might be there for no reason at all. Likewise, Livingstone (2001) convincingly suggested that Busiris may have been intended as a kind of counterpoint to Plato’s (1941) myth of Theuth (from Phaedrus). Livingstone argued that Busiris is offered to carry Socrates assumptions about truth and myth to a kind of absurd conclusion. “When Phaedrus responds with bemusement to the story of Theuth and Thamous (‘Socrates, you can easily make up stories from Egypt or wherever you want,’ 275b), Socrates chides him” (p. 63). When Phaedrus suggests that Socrates perhaps fabricated the story of Theuth and claimed it was of Egyptian origin, Socrates’s reply assumes that “it does not matter whether the story comes from Egypt (or whether Socrates made it up”) and second, “it does not matter if Egypt” (a peculiar, non-Greek country) is where it comes from. All that matters is whether it expresses something true” (62). Livingstone (2001) explained that this stands in contrast to the Egypt of Busiris, “where a constitutional system resembling that of the Republic was teasingly relocated in Egypt” (p. 62). Livingstone pointed out that although “the Theuth-story clearly bears no direct relation to the imaginary Egypt of Busiris,” still, “the list of Theuth’s discoveries includes the three elements which make up Busiris’ programme of ‘propaideutics’ ” (p. 62).

Scholars have likewise found incidental connections between Busiris and the dialogues Timaeus and Critias. Those connections are suggestive that Busiris was responsive to incidental details relating to both Egypt and Atlantis (Morgan, 1998). Thus, not only does Isocrates suggest an alternative mythic figure to Theuth for the origin of propaideutics, but an alternative location as the subject of his panegyric of place: Egypt. Eucken (1983) suggested that Critias’s discourse in the Timaeus, along with its incomplete continuation in the Critias, serves as a reaction to the collective themes presented in Isocrates’s works Busiris and Panegyricus (pp. 208–210). Pohlenz (1913) likewise observed parallels between other sections incidental to the Republic’s description of Egypt Page 141 →and the Busiris (p. 22). Livingstone (2001) saw parallels between the Egyptians of Busiris and the Atlanteans of Critias, in that “The people of Atlantis are, like Isocrates’ Busiris, offspring of Poseidon and a human mother” (p. 69). In Livingstone’s view, “Isocrates depreciates a Platonic constitution by relocating it in a barbarian country in the distant past, and by making it the work of Busiris, traditionally a sinister tyrant. The picture he gives of this constitution—static, regimented, founded on superstition and not distinguished by military achievement—is in sharp contrast with authentic Isocratean praise of a state, as represented by Panegyricus: Athens is creative, versatile, dependent on the individual of her citizens, and her history is a catalogue of military successes” (p. 69). Whether Isocrates’s Busiris constituted a satirical retort to both the sophistic and Orphic elements of Greek thought or constitutes a similar reaction to Plato’s Phaedrus and Critias, Busiris is an excellent transitional point between sophistic mythic rhetorical perspectives and Platonic dialogues composed at the same time, as it seems representative of Greek consciousness buffeted by both. Myth, rhetoric, and the persistent presence of an Egypt, real or imagined, in Greek consciousness continued with Plato.




Plato’s Protagoras and Theuth


A philosophical and rhetorical preoccupation with rhetorical myth was marked in Plato to a much greater degree than Isocrates. Scholars have given great attention to the myth of Theuth in Phaedrus, but it was not the only rhetorical myth recounted in Plato. Plato cites Protagoras to recount an originary myth strongly concerned with rhetoric. Protagoras of Abdera has been described as the first thinker who “consciously elaborated theories of culture as distinct from nature” (Phillips, 1964, p. 172). Plato’s recounting of the myth of Prometheus through the character of Protagoras begs the question of the authenticity of its paradigmatic details. Like the indeterminate nature of the influence of Prodicus on Isocrates, it is unclear how authentically Plato represents the Kulturgeschichte myth of Protagoras. But as Thomas Cole (1991a) concluded, “However one wishes to assess Plato’s share in the creation of the Protagoras myth, it is reasonable to assume a Sophistic origin for the basic idea which accounts for its inclusion in the dialogue” (p. 8). Plato’s recounting may represent the major syntagmatic details of the narrative, which makes it an early fabula regarding the prehistoric condition of human society and its adoption of rhetoric, however implicitly. In the Promethean myth, Prometheus and Epimetheus equip the animals with differing talents and means Page 142 →for survival, but Prometheus finds that only humans were left unclothed, without a home, and unarmed (Plato, Protagoras, p. 320d-e). “Prometheus, in his perplexity as to what preservation he could devise for man, stole from Hephaestus and Athena wisdom in the arts” (p. 321c) and, famously, fire (p. 321d). As a result, humans were the only creature “enabled by his skill to articulate speech and words” as well as other institutions and technology but lived separately and without cities (p. 322a). Upon gathering together to form cities, they still injured each other because they had no civic art until Zeus endowed them with a sense of justice and respect for one another (p. 322b–c). This account is intriguing because it illustrates the combination of some sophist tradition and a Platonic account more sympathetic to myth. But just as significantly, in Plato’s Protagoras, it is Hermes who acts as the figure distributing these gifts to humans. This is significant because, as Yona points out “By the beginning of the seventh century bc, then, Hermes appears to have been connected, at least in some capacity, with clever speech” and was analogical to Thoth, making the tale of Protagoras a flashpoint for the history of rhetorical myth in the centuries after 335 ad and therefore perhaps best left to discuss as a central preface to those centuries (2015, p. 367). It is particularly illuminating if one contrasts it to a similar account that appears in Diodorus Siculus—attributed by some to Protagoras—which also illustrates a mythic nexus between Plato and his sophist predecessors.

Diodorus’s (1989) account states that the earliest humans lived as simple food-gatherers in small groups. Facing attacks from wild animals, they learned to cooperate extensively and began to recognize one another’s characteristics. Initially, the sounds they made were unintelligible and indistinct, but over time, they developed articulate speech and agreed on symbols for various things. As these groups formed randomly around the world, the first languages were all different. One passage bears particular scrutiny:


though the sounds which they made were at first unintelligible and indistinct, yet gradually they came to give articulation to their speech, and by agreeing with one another upon symbols for each thing which presented itself to them, made known among themselves the significance which was to be attached to each term (Library, 1.8.3) … not all men had the same language, inasmuch as every group organized the elements of its speech by mere chance. This is the explanation of the present existence of every conceivable kind of language, and, furthermore, out of these first groups to be formed came all the original nations of the world … (1.8.3–4)



Page 143 →Upon discovering fire and other useful things, the arts and conveniences of social life slowly emerged. Necessity became their teacher, providing appropriate guidance to humanity. Some scholars have attributed the origin of the passage to a lost work by Protagoras (Phillips, 1964, p. 173). If this is the case, it first illustrates Plato’s propensity to impose mythic narrative on otherwise nonmythic accounts; there is no evidence in this account of figures such as Prometheus or divine intervention. Second, it illustrates that Plato employs rhetoric in a very specific way to convey his protreptic arguments. The character of Protagoras offers the myth of Prometheus to build an analogical relationship by way of similarity to the value of his own teaching. The narrative of Diodorus, however, argues that the development of civilization and the arts had developmental and causative properties directly related to human nature.

But it is of note that Diodorus (1989)—though outside the temporal scope of this history—makes note of a second originary tradition for humanity that likewise acknowledges Thoth. In his secondary argument of human origins, the gods intervened in the animal nature of humans in a gradual process of substituting various parts of their nature with other things. Perhaps most notable was the replacement of their indiscriminate appetite (including cannibalism) for herbivorous grains by Isis (Library, 1.15.1). However, one pivotal event dependent on part-whole expressions is attributed to “the Egyptian Hermes” (1.16.1).1 It is pivotal because it is the last of the divine interventions in human nature mentioned by Diodorus and one consistent with his account of the emergence of language. Diodorus includes one of the numerous contributions of the Egyptian Hermes as endowing humans with the capacity to expand their innate ability to articulate with hermeneia (ἑρμηνεία), though not hermeneutic in the interpretive sense (1.16.1). Rather, Diodorus suggests that Thoth endowed humans with the capacity for amplification and explanation of complex thoughts, and more specifically, the Greeks learned this art of “expounding their thoughts” from him (καὶ τοὺς Ἕλληνας διδάξαι τοῦτον τὰ περὶ τὴν ἑρμηνείαν) (1.8.3). This final gift was one part of knowledge that comprised the whole of distinguishing characteristics of humans from animals. Hermes’s endowment of language to humans was synecdochal, as in his first originary account, the whole of human conversational discourse (διάλεκτον) was articulated into more specific parts (διαρθρωθῆναι; 1.1.16.). Nameless things were named specifically (ἀνωνύμων τυχεῖν προσηγορία), moving from a whole without categorical parts to specific semantic units (1.1.16). The invention of letters followed this. The Hermetic articulation of language is not received suddenly but through a gradual substitution of parts, representing a synecdochal Page 144 →relationship where individual capacities are viewed as fragments of holistic human nature.

Egypt itself is identified as the home of a rhetorical myth distinct from Protagoras’s originary narrative in Plato. However, unlike the reference to Egypt as a solitary oratorical conceit in Busiris, Plato often revisits Egypt and its myths throughout his dialogues. The most famous of these studied by rhetoricians occurs in Phaedrus in the form of an anomalous visit from the subject of a previous chapter—Thoth. Plato’s preoccupation was, likewise, not merely theologcal but contrastively rhetorical and particularly rhetorical in its intersection with the highly literate culture of Egypt. Although Plato employed myths in circulation in ancient Greece, he was equally famous for mythologizing: creating analogical explanations of conceptual skema to explain philosophical principles. Plato’s rhetorical use of myth is well-known and so extensive that a complete accounting of all the dialogues would be redundant. His choice for one such act of automythologizing on the topic of rhetoric occurs in Phaedrus and is the first of two extremely telling myths he employs about the Greek reception of far older rhetorical traditions. Plato’s reference to the deity Thoth is at odds with the sophistic transmission of the mythic rhetorical tradition to ancient Greece. This connection exists partially in the way Plato received and interpreted the role of Thoth in Egyptian society, as well as Thoth’s role in rhetorical theory. But Plato’s use of mythic analogy to convey a protreptic argument itself illustrates connections to more ancient rhetorical myths and their uses. Thoth’s reception by Plato was not a full or even an authentic accounting of Thoth’s role as a personification of rhetoric in Egypt, of course. Plato seemed to portray Thoth wholly as preoccupied with the Egyptian writing system, which is a critique not of writing itself, but mediation between humans and knowledge of true rhetoric (see, e.g., Ramsey, 2022).

I have previously discussed Plato’s possible exposure to the rhetorical traditions of Egyptian myth, but a recitation thereof bears repeating here; I limit similar observations only as is necessary to advance this significantly differing argument (see, e.g., Ramsey, 2023). Plato tells the story of the Theuth as the mythic inventor of writing. Plato (1914) begins: “I heard, then, that at Naucratis,2 in Egypt, was one of the ancient gods of that country, the one whose sacred bird is called the ibis, and the name of the god himself was Theuth” (Θεύθ; p. 274c). Theuth presents the invention of writing to the god Thamus, known to Egyptians as Ammon (Ra or Re); Thamus-Ra himself calls Thoth “the father of letters” (πατὴρ ὢν γραμμάτων; p. 275a). Though seemingly anomalous in his dialogues, Plato’s understanding of Egyptian philosophy was likely far more Page 145 →intimate than modern scholarship suggests. While remote in time from Plato’s own life, the later accounts seem entirely too unanimous and embroidered with consistent detail to be wholly ignored.3 Plato’s choice to portray Thoth as exemplum as the scribe of the Gods and father of letters could be intentional based on contextual clues from Egyptian culture. These texts were circulating, evidenced in the demotic records, in Plato’s lifetime. In the Egyptian textual corpus, there is no evidence of any narrative similar to the one concerning Thoth in Phaedrus. Perhaps The Book of Thoth and The Tale of Setne may have existed in Greek, as both exist in demotic in later papyri. It is arguable that the incident to which Plato refers may have existed in the lost early sections of Setne. They are both mythical texts from which Plato might have learned of Thoth if he had not visited Egypt in person.

Thoth appears in Plato’s (1925) Philebus as well as Phaedrus (1914). Philebus mentions that, “When someone, whether god or godlike man,—there is an Egyptian story that his name was Theuth—observed that sound was infinite, he was the first to notice that the vowel sounds in that infinity were not one, but many, and again that there were other elements which were not vowels but did have a sonant quality” (18b). The exemplum of Theuth in Phaedrus is frequently interpreted as an overt critique of writing, which to Plato was an unnecessarily mediated mode of true rhetoric (275b). Ancient Greek culture regarded Thoth as an aspect or version of their god Hermes (see, e.g., Bortolani, 2019); but it is clear from Plato’s contextual cues in Phaedrus that he refers to a specifically Egyptian deity of great antiquity and does not mention Hermes at all in the dialogue. The puzzling choice of exempla to advance Socrates’s argument in the dialogue is even remarked on by Phaedrus, who observes: “Socrates, you easily make up stories of Egypt or any country you please” (Phaedrus, 275b). In response, Socrates acknowledges that the myth may or not be from Egypt at all: “To you, perhaps, it makes a difference who the speaker is and where he comes from, for you do not consider only whether his words are true or not” (275c). Socrates states that, like the most ancient prophetic utterances, the myth is of great antiquity (275b). But in the context of an organic reading of the whole of the Phaedrus, it must be considered that the exemplum of Theuth is offered in response to Phaedrus’s question about the speech of Lysias, which happens to be in writing.

Plato’s Theuth is narrowly used to make an epistemological argument; this does not mean Plato did not possess a more comprehensive understanding of Thoth’s nature in an Egyptian context. Consider the way that Plato deploys a rhetorical god to make a rhetorical argument, however inauthentic the portrayal Page 146 →of the god; consider further that Phaedrus himself points out the inauthenticity of Socrates’s tale. Plato’s impression of Thoth is for epistemic ends, which does not authentically portray Thoth’s comprehensively ontological nature, either in Egyptian philosophy or in their rhetorical theory more specifically. His impression seems tellingly based on sources likely in circulation in his day, as they have been found in late demotic manuscript form in circulation after his death, possibly based on a part of the Tale of Setne now lost to us. If Plato’s knowledge of Thoth came from his (probable) presence in Egypt after the death of Socrates or from oral or textual sources circulating in Greece, then they might derive from the texts or textual precursors recorded in demotic manuscripts we currently possess. Plato’s likely understanding of the nature of Thoth expressed in Phaedrus becomes somewhat understandable as inaccurate: yet the presence of Egypt in Plato’s dialogues represents a thread, however fine, of the mythic rhetorical tradition. The thread of mythic rhetorical modes is one part of a continuum of influence dating back to Nisaba and Seshat’s appearance in 2650 bce, and leads, however indirectly, to ancient Athenian rhetorical theory. There is a frequent recurrence of references to Egypt in Plato’s work. These include a wry remark regarding Socrates’s designs for the Ideal state consistently resembling those of Egypt in Republic, a reference to hieroglyphic recordation in Laws, to the appearance of Thoth in Phaedrus and Philebus, or the interlocutory character of the Egyptian Priest in Timaeus. The Egyptians have a remarkably recurring conceptual presence in Plato’s thought and dialogues.4

To Plato, a wholly human and direct means of discovering knowledge would be antithetical to a worldview that values the requirement of a liminal divinity such as Thoth, who necessarily mediates between the human world and the divine. Perhaps Plato viewed Thoth reductively as akin to a Graeco-Roman divinity; but most certainly, he viewed his power as epistemic. Plato’s exception to such an idea would be qualified because he conceded the possibility of knowledge through the divinities on other occasions. Plato addresses it very explicitly in the Seventh Letter, which not coincidentally contains Plato’s final statement on writing. When Plato speaks of Dion’s death and the nature of immortality in the Seventh Letter, he states: “We must always truly believe the old and sacred documents which reveal (μηνύουσιν) that the soul is immortal” (335a).

No less, Plato uses myths—and myths of an Egyptian character, at least nominally—in Phaedrus and Timaeus-Critias. He makes extensive reference to Egyptian culture in other dialogues, most notably multiple dialogues in Republic. Moreover, both the myths of Thoth and the Platonic Theuth are fundamentally rhetorical. Suppose Plato did not perceive the nuance present in Page 147 →Thoth’s nature that distinguished his role as purely epistemological rather than ontological. In that case, it may be that he did so because this served his own rhetorical ends. His rhetorical ends in the Theuth episode in Phaedrus, as a critique of mediated knowledge, was an appropriation of mythic exempla for a specific purpose and not to provide a portrayal of Thoth reflecting cultural verisimilitude true to Egyptian traditions. Ironically, Plato would soon articulate a theory of myth in Timaeus-Critias related to employing myth in relation to truth. Part of this theory of rhetorical myth is apparent in the objection of Phaedrus to the Theuth myth in Phaedrus.

After Plato (1914) tells the myth of Theuth, Phaedrus observes: “Socrates, you easily make up stories of Egypt or any country you please” (Phaedrus, 275b). In response, Socrates acknowledges that the myth may or not be from Egypt at all, replying “to you, perhaps, it makes a difference who the speaker is and where he comes from, for you do not consider only whether his words are true or not” (275c). In his response, Plato very overtly responds that the validity of mythic expressions is their value as truth-expressions. Plato implies that myths can function in some manner that conveys true propositions that do not on their face express those propositions. They therefore convey truth in some other manner that has a rhetorical function. This is a pivotal statement in the history of Greek rhetoric: Plato, in one rejoinder, asserts the presence of true doctrinal statements concerning rhetoric is possible through myth. Likewise, he frames the nature of mythic truth propositions as rhetorical in their means of transmission. These truth propositions also exist independent of their authorial origin, cultural origin, age, or other provenance. In acknowledging that mythic statements may not require verisimilitude to convey truth, Plato lays the framework for later articulations of rhetorical myth discussed in Chapter 5: that myths are a tropic skema of a logos. As we shall see, he likewise associates this rhetorical disposition of myth with Egyptian culture’s mythmaking. Phaedrus, therefore, is the first assertion by Plato that myths are not incompatible with truth, which he expands upon in greater detail in Timaeus. If the aim of “true” rhetoric in Platonic thought is oriented to truth, then Plato confirms that myth is one viable means to persuade. The myth of Theuth and its attendant exchanges, therefore, constitutes a hypodeictic rhetorical myth.

The implications of Plato’s statement are quite complex in this conversational exchange where Phaedrus states: “They used to say, my friend, that the words of the oak in the holy place of Zeus at Dodona were the first prophetic utterances. The people of that time … were content in their simplicity to hear Page 148 →an oak or a rock, provided only it spoke the truth” (Phaedrus, 25a–c). This is the central rhetorical precept of the entire Theuth-Thamus exchange on the relation of myth and truth. Socrates’s rebuke is laden with significance as the received theory of rhetorical myth; the contention that myths could convey truth propositions as analogical metaphors seems to have been first articulated here by Plato. Plato rejects the idea of authorial validation for truth propositions and very overtly suggests that human knowledge of truth might be inherently numinous and dispersed. The exchange further suggests that conceptual truth can come to us from signs in the natural world as readily as myth. Most significant, this affirms that myths possess analogical power that is a form of intergenerational rhetoric. By creating this symmetry between supernatural signs, natural signs, and mythic narratives, Plato asserts a way of knowing whose validity exists in a broad range of signs. From such signs—most notably myth—in which truth propositions may be evident, he rejects the idea of certain forms of symbolic mediation. To illustrate why this is important in the context of rhetorical myth, look back to Sumer. In Sumer, to enter Nisaba’s House of Wisdom was to thereby enter into a cosmic communion with unlimited semiosis with archival knowledge and the future history of oneself. Though metaphorically astrological in nature, she consulted her wisdom on a blue tablet of stars, and it was from these natural signs that one might divine future action or past fact. “Wisdom” in Sumer derived from mediated access to signs. Likewise, in Thoth’s mythological narrative, knowledge was necessarily mediated to become truth by way of Thoth’s relational being. Thoth’s being was, in this aspect too, fundamentally rhetorical in nature.

By contrast, Plato implies that knowledge might derive from innate human perceptions of natural, metaphorical or mythological signs. In contrast to Phaedrus’s attempt to reference authoritative written knowledge, Plato implies that ancient systems of knowing, being more direct, were in fact legitimate means to perceive truth propositions. That those means themselves might be conveyed by means of nondiscursive signs is at least an implicit acknowledgment of Sumerian and Egyptian rhetorical traditions. Plato attempts to synthesize an older cosmos of rhetorical knowledge by reference to its epistemological ways of knowing as a laconic rejoinder. He tacitly identifies the many ways of knowing from the ancient past. He signals, in the myth of Theuth, to the traditions of Egypt as further confirmation of this. The goal of rhetoric, then, was to know and seek truth propositions wherever they might be most directly known according to their dispersed and numinous nature. Plato’s narrative of Thoth, as I have previously argued, is not so much a critique of writing as an Page 149 →attempt to synthesize a long and deep philosophical and rhetorical tradition of epistemology in which direct revelatory knowledge remains possible.

Plato suggests that through nondiscursive knowledge of the truth, a rhetor can apply himself to artfully conveying truth propositions, not merely appearing to have wisdom. That wisdom precedes eloquence is a rhetorical proposition with long and deep roots in the ancient world, often expressed in the mythic assumptions of the cultural predecessors of ancient Greece. In Sumer, rhetors like Enmerkar create eloquence only predicated on the admission to wisdom’s house through Nisaba. In Egypt, rhetors gain access to Thoth’s wisdom or, in the case of Naneferkaptah, speak with consequences that defy the orderly relational ontology implicit in rhetoric itself. Phaedrus, by contrast, nearly commits error by reference to a false practice that precedes speech. The writing he brings to Socrates is subject to critique because it isn’t predicated on true knowledge. Rather, semiotic inferences are predicated on the inauthentic practices and thoughts of others. Socrates’s critique is thereby epistemic. Plato attempts to practice in his writing precisely what he theorizes: he employs a mythic analogy to illustrate a protreptic proposition. Plato harmonizes the use of myth and rhetoric in Phaedrus to teach a lesson about rhetoric itself.

Plato uses several metaphors elsewhere in his dialogues related to human knowledge that reify the implications of the exchange between Phaedrus and Socrates. The image of birds and netting of birds is very ancient and is very evident in Sumerian and Egyptian metaphors: Enmerkar creates a net to gather seeds together in one challenge with the aid of Nisaba; The Book of Thoth presents an image of Thoth as a fowler and the birds he gathers are the signs or letters. In Theaetetus Plato (1924) describes memory as an aviary. Plato uses an analogical exemplum, wherein birds represent units of knowledge (197c). Socrates first asks Theaetetus to imagine that a person with knowledge is like a fowler who catches birds but who “should arrange an aviary at home and keep them in it” so that “in each soul an aviary stocked with all sorts of birds” (197c). However, the fowler is unable to know which bird is true or false knowledge. That Thoth’s nature was fundamentally ontological is a nuance that was so embedded in Egyptian culture that an external Attic observer might not fully grasp it. Alternatively, as Plato (half) concedes to Phaedrus, the myth of Theuth he offers is to convey a more important truth about rhetoric that is not, and was never, intended to represent the Egyptian god with verisimilitude. Thus, even in the Thirtieth Dynasty, Thoth fulfilled his rhetorical function as the lord of the crossroads in the writings of Plato, even on the road from Hermopolis to Athens.

Page 150 →In summary, Plato’s Hellenization of Thoth as an exemplar was something of an inversion of Thoth’s original relational nature, because Plato uses the myth of Theuth to express the relationship of individual humans to the knowledge of the Forms, particularly in a rhetorical context. In ancient Egypt, however, Thoth represented the role of rhetoric, as well as its nature, based on its relationship with other beings across society. To conclude my role as an apologist for Plato’s inauthentic representation of Thoth, the exchange between Phaedrus and Socrates illustrates that Plato knew the limits of his own knowledge about Egypt, but quite directly explained his portrayal itself was to rhetorically convey a protreptic argument through myth.

In the next chapter, I explore how Plato further developed the theory of rhetorical myth, with another clear signal to Egyptian rhetorical traditions, in his most renowned and enduring mythmaking skema.5 Plato’s summative comment on the role of rhetoric in society would be stated with a similar nod to Egypt and a myth of his own in Timaeus-Critias, the subject of the next chapter.






Chapter 6 Plato, Atlantean Rhetoric, Mythic σχῆμα (Schema), and the Speeches of Critias


Page 151 →The previous chapter examined how Plato’s rhetorical myth integrated Egyptian traditions contrastively to his theory of rhetoric. Plato also briefly integrates Egyptian characters in his persuasive arsenal in Timaeus to explain his rhetoric of mythmaking. He uses the myth of Atlantis to illustrate this theory in persuasive practice. This chapter examines this largely overlooked Platonic myth for its rhetorical character, one that likewise suggests his Egyptian predecessors. A cursory examination of the fragmentary Atlantis narrative in Critias makes a notable qualification to Plato’s critique of rhetoric and writing. The introduction of the narrative in Timaeus functions to illustrate Platonic precept for the making of myth in protreptic persuasion. To “see” Plato’s commentary on the role of rhetoric in the Atlantis narrative is to understand the way he theorized and rhetorically deployed myth.

The Atlantis narrative conveys Plato’s perspective on rhetoric in a social context as a part of the ideal Republic. Through the Atlantis narrative and its framing as the skema of a logos, Plato offers an often-overlooked clue about how he both understood myth and, in turn, used myth for his own rhetorical and protreptic ends. Plato’s late perspective on the role of writing and rhetorical practices in human society is qualified through the Atlantis myth. The way he uses this myth hinges on his view that myths are offered as a skema to convey truth propositions, whether historical or philosophical. Plato thus describes his deployment of the mythic Atlantis narrative as a logocentric σχῆμα, or analogical argument that reflects the “form” of human culture. Timaeus-Critias therefore uses myth as what Plato defines as a logocentric schema; reading the Atlantis narrative that follows through the lens of his use of skema therefore informs our understanding of Plato as mythmaker. In addition, the Atlantis narrative gives us insight into his late comment on the role of writing and deliberative rhetorical practices and their indispensability Page 152 →to the relational continuity of culture and the collective self-determination of humankind.

In Timaeus, Critias promises to convey a logos from his ancestor, Solon; the narrative is referred to as “the λόγον Solon brought with him from Egypt” (20d–c).1 The story of Critias in Timaeus is one whose theme is the nature of the human world. Critias offers the story in response Socrates’s request to hear of an example of the ideal state (19b); and Critias promises that his dialogue will be a description of the nature of human society. Therefore, Critias’s narration of the Atlantis myth can only be understood by reference to its introduction in Timaeus. Critias first promises that he will tell a logos which is wholly true and attested to by Solon. Critias explains that his narrative comes from Egypt, where Solon visited and sought out priests to discuss matters of antiquity. Encountering an ancient priest, Solon recounts his oldest histories, attempting to reconcile in years to ascribe to them the extent of Greek history. When the priest rejects the antiquity of these histories as childlike, he prefatorily introduces the Atlantic myth. The priest describes the tale as possessing “the σχῆμα (skema) of a μύθου (muthos),” akin to the myth of Phaethon (22c).


Whereupon one of the priests, a prodigiously old man, said, “O Solon, Solon, you Greeks are always children: there is not such a thing as an old Greek.” And on hearing this he asked, “What mean you by this saying?” And the priest replied, “You are young in soul, every one of you. For therein you possess not a single belief that is ancient and derived from old tradition, nor yet one science that is hoary with age. And this is the cause thereof: There have been and there will be many and divers destructions of mankind, of which the greatest are by fire and water, and lesser ones by countless other means. For in truth the story that is told in your country as well as ours, how once upon a time Phaethon, son of Helios, yoked his father’s chariot, and, because he was unable to drive it along the course taken by his father, burnt up all that was upon the earth and himself perished by a thunderbolt,—that story, as it is told, has the fashion (σχῆμα) of a legend, but the truth of it lies in the occurrence of a shifting of the bodies in the heavens which move round the earth, and a destruction of the things on the earth by fierce fire (Timaeus 22c–d).



While scholars have examined the narrative of Critias for its seemingly irreconcilable use of the terms muthos and logos (most notably, McBride, 2005), this chapter posits that the two are highly reconcilable in light of the implications of the term σχῆμα (skema) as a concept associated with the rhetorical uses of Page 153 →myth in Timaeus. Therefore, this chapter first examines the nature of the term skema and its implications as a rhetoric for mythmaking and how such a skema might be used to analyze the speeches of the interlocutor Critias in connected Platonic dialogues. Examining the Atlantic myth as a rhetorical skema shows that it is an unexamined source of Platonic rhetorical doctrine. The Atlantis myth and its introduction in Timaeus provide an additional layer of complexity to his statements on rhetoric and writing in other letters and dialogues. In them, Plato rhetorically uses a mythological narrative to valorize and contextualize the use of writing and rhetoric to perpetuate human culture.



Plato’s Myths and the Timaeus-Critias in Rhetorical Theory


Plato uses myth argumentationally throughout his dialogues, but notably on the topic of rhetoric through the Thamus-Theuth myth in Phaedrus (Plato, 1914), composed some ten years (370 bce) before Critias (360 bce). Throughout his dialogues, Plato suggests that myth possesses an inchoate power to convey truth, as though myths possessed an independent life to convey truth outside the rules of dialectic. Few authorities have yet examined Plato’s Atlantis myth as a rhetorical artifact. Kathryn Morgan (1998) has acknowledged a relationship between Plato’s Atlantis myth and rhetoric and has argued that it “stands recognizably, then, in the tradition of eulogistic Athenian festival speeches along Isocratean lines” (p. 107). Bess R. H. Myers’s (2021) recent study has further introduced Timaeus to the conversation in historical rhetoric while conceding “it contains no explicit discussions of rhetoric,” but it no less contains material relevant to rhetorical theory (p. 251). This chapter supplements these observations about the relationship of rhetoric and the Timaeus-Critias. If the Atlantis narrative is viewed through the lens of what Plato describes a skema muthos, it appears that Plato used the Atlantis myth as a logos in the “form” or shape of a muthos—not as σχήμα λόγου (a term usually applied to figures of speech; Papadopoulou, 2013, p. 135). Plato creates a metaphorical likeness to advance an argument as a skema muthos, which is ultimately “true” as a form of logos. The logos more specifically takes the shape of an analogical metaphor and is therefore one in a mythic form to convey the truth (Aristotle Poetics, 1457b1). Both Aristotle and Plato use the term skema in the context of myth to suggest that myths conveyed a complex in an analogical relationship to concepts they purport to explain. If one accepts that Atlantis took the “form” of a Page 154 →myth as an analogical metaphor for an ideal human society, the Atlantis myth valorizes rhetorical and scriptocentric culture in an ideal society as indispensable to civilization because it provides continuity, collective memory, and self-determination.

Plato’s willingness to use myth to advance argument has been a field of inquiry unto itself (Fogelin, 1971). Furthermore, the tension of ancient muthos and logos in Plato’s works have been exhaustively discussed without much definitive agreement.2 Luc Brisson (1998) has stated that Plato’s critique of myth is that myths operates independent of the deductive method and are limited in their power to “only” describe “well defined individuals” and “are not universal” (p. 10). Rowe (2012), by contrast, posited that myth was far more complex a tool to ancient people than a simple vehicle for allegorical moralia. At least for Plato, while myths possess “something of the appearance of an allegory,” they are “also something rather more subtle than that” (p. 189). Myth can be a vehicle for theorizing human invention, synthesis, and conceptual principles. Griswold (1996) reflected that myth is a form of rhetoric that takes the shape of an argument or story (p. 138). Commentators on Plato’s myths often use terms suggesting similitude, if not analogical metaphor, to describe Plato’s tropic use of myth. T. Brisson (2008), for example, contended that Plato’s attitude toward myth “always belonged in the realm of imitation” (p. 17) and could be a medium “through which all information in the past is communicated” (p. 19). However, Brisson pointed out that Plato rejects myths an allegorical interpretation of myths of the Gods in the Republic (2.378d) “when he refuses the allegorical defenses of Homer concerning the gods” (Naddaf, 2009, p. 112).

L. Brisson (2012b) has pointed out that in stark contrast with the Atlantis myth in Critias, Timaeus is introduced as an eikos muthos. In Critias, the Priest of Sais describes the narrative as another sort of myth entirely (pp. 370–371). Cherniss (1965) has argued that “we are meant by Plato to infer that the Atlantic myth is an eikos logos” (p. 171). Gill (1979) disagreed with Cherniss; he argued that “Critias is interested in likeness” but not wholly therein and suggested instead that Critias offers “statements that are only a little like their subject” (p. 68). Gill translated the σχῆμα in his 2017 critical translation of Plato’s Atlantis myth as “shape” or “appearance” interchangeably but indicated σχῆμα is an accusative with respect to grouping (p. 98). L. Brisson has argued that in the Atlantis myth, Plato posits an image more or less removed in time from an actual model but still seems to suggest Plato’s deployment of the myth hinges on mimesis or the muthos eikos (Brisson, 2012a, p. 404).3 Vidal-Naquet (1984) argued that the Atlantis myth was created with gamelike intent but was used to reflect mimesis to truth and that “the myth and the story, like anything that Page 155 →comes under imitation (mimesis), are among these games” (p. 410). None of these sources, however, examined Plato’s use of the term skema to describe the Atlantis myth.

There are many differing positions on the use of myth that converge with rhetorical design among authorities on Plato. Rabel (1996) stated that Plato uses skema to describe “imitation” ascribed to various forms of speech (p. 368). Griswold (1996) pointed out that in Phaedrus, Plato refers to his myths as “mythoi” or “logoi” at various times and contexts, all except for the narrative of Theuth. In Phaedrus, “the Theuth/Thamus myth is called a ‘logos’ (275b4) but not a ‘muthos’ (though it bears all the traditional markings of being a myth)” (p. 139). David White (2016) has argued that Plato uses myth analogically, as a form of “collection and division” in Statesman, reflecting a relationship between mythic paradeigma and skema that hinges on the “closeness” of the two that is metaphysical in form (see Deslauriers, 1990). White sets out a rigorous model for a specific skema more apropos for metaphysical inquiries, while the present argument concerns a representation of human affairs (p. 105).

Myth was used to persuasive ends in the dialogues, yet Plato makes few definitive statements about his mythmaking rhetoric. Plato’s myths are often of particular interest and produce conflicting opinions as to their intent and overall place in Plato’s philosophy. Ancient rhetoric, likewise, is riddled with mythic references and narratives, such as Cicero’s (1949) myth of the first rhetor in De Inventione (1.1). Many classical rhetoricians used the label “metaphor” to generally describe the operation of myth as a metaphorical trope, and Aristotle (1989) stated in Topica that “those who use metaphor do so always in view of some likeness” (140a.10). Papillon (1996) has explained that Isocrates uses mythic exempla in analogical situations to prompt his correspondents to action or inaction (p. 392). Plutarch (1970) implied without detailed explanation that similitude can be found in the deployment of myth, perhaps speaking authoritatively as a high priest of Apollo; he asserts that one should not ever assume the myths are offered either for their historicity or veracity (58.16). He writes that “we must not use the myths as wholly factual accounts, but take what is fitting in each episode according to the principle of likeness” (mimesis, μίμησις; 58.15). Plato (1930, 1935) uses the term mimesis frequently in Republic X to describe the lifelike character of certain things and, according to Leszl (2006), to reflect a correspondence to a model (p. 251). These scholars suggest, therefore, that the relationship of logos and muthos in Platonic myth lies in a principle of mimesis. However, in the Priest of Sais’s twice-told tale, the key to Page 156 →the Atlantis myth lies in his use of the term skema, a more specific rhetorical term Plato uses to describe his own art of mythmaking.




Timaeus, the Priest of Sais, and skema muthos


The rhetorical principle that underpins the Atlantis myth Critias intends to convey is one that he calls a logos, but one clothed in the skema of a muthos. A figure of speech is generally referred to as a σχήμα λόγου (skema logos); Quintilian (1920) himself stated “figuras quae σχήματα (skemata) Graece vocantur” (Institutio, 9.1.1). However, the tale of Critias is described in comparatively close terms as the σχήμα of a muthos. Kathryn Morgan (2000) has wryly remarked that Critias’s Atlantis myth “has the great advantage of not being an invented muthos but a true logos” (p. 268). This is a central issue to the interpretation of Critias that has vexed many scholars. Plato’s (1925) Atlantis myth in Critias derives its analogical power from the complex web of relationships between myth and conceptual expression. Critias explains, “The accounts given by us all must be, of course, of the nature of imitations and representations,” thereby emphasizing that the nature of his discourse is metaphorical similitude, not equivalency (Critias 107b–c).4 Critias thus implies that the narrative is not a historical account but similar enough to it to convey a kind of truth; Plato thereby prepares the reader for a foray into analogical metaphor, which assumes a mythic guise. Critias likens himself to a painter and promises that the discourse will be descriptive. Critias warns us he is about to talk about the nature of the human world and that audiences might be more critical when a likeness is painted of ourselves: because “we examine with precision what is mortal and human” in contrast to paintings of the natural world (107d–e). This frames the way the Atlantis myth is to be received, as Critias states plainly he will be creating a form of the mortal and human world with an inherited story. He likens the myth to a painting, implying an approximate accuracy in its general skema, or form. By begging the indulgence of his audience for a narrative skema to represent another (arguably more historical) concept, he warns that every part may not be “wholly fitting” to what he intends to convey (107d–e). To the ancient Greeks and Plato in particular, the skema of a myth means that it can convey the shape of the truth and therefore be wholly true, while still being a myth.5 Critias prepares a listener for how to receive the Atlantis myth and offers a rhetoric for Plato’s mythmaking itself a skema.

Mark Turner (1998) has aptly summarized the role of σχῆμα in its rhetorical sense as well as its other forms and argued that while “schema became a Page 157 →technical term of Greek rhetoric,” it was “used prototypically to signify a conventional pairing of a form and a meaning or, more broadly, a form and a conceptual pattern” (p. 44). Turner explained that the many uses of σχῆμα “had a range of commonplace meanings that cluster around a central prototype: a schema is a pairing of two patterns at unequal levels” (p. 44). The term advanced by the Priest of Sais to describe the logos Critias relates in this painterly fashion is not mimetic of life, nor as an eikos, or a likeness akin to image, but as Solon before him received it: as a skema (see Grasso, 2012). In the case of Critias, this skema, is the shape or outline of a muthos, intended to bear a rhetorical relationship to prehistoric events. In Phaedrus, Plato (1914) used the word skema (σχῆμα) to condemn false rhetoric and again when he says writing has a skema “very like painting” (275d).6 The skema Critias repeats conveys a tropic deployment of myth as something else altogether that is neither mimesis (μίμησις) nor likeness (ὁμοιόω).

Aristotle (1933) used σχῆμα term in a similar fashion in Metaphysics when he describes an analogical myth: “tradition has been handed down by the ancient thinkers of very early times, and bequeathed to posterity in the skema (σχῆμα) of a myth” (1275d). Aristotle referred to a myth that avers that the stars are gods. Its analogical meaning was meant to convey that the divine pervades the whole of nature (12.1074b1).7 The “form” of such a mythic argument can therefore possess the skema (σχῆμα) of a logocentric argument. Naddaf (2009) has noted that Metaphysics “shows that for Aristotle the initial or pre-anthropomorphic notion of the divinity that was handed down in the form of myth (en muthou schēmati) and that identified the primary natural forces or substances with gods” (p. 119). Skema seems to denote a generalized analogical context when conjoined with the specific speech act of mythmaking. In Aristotle’s analogy, for example, the stars are called gods because of a mythic skema to imply the divine pervaded all things, while Critias’s skema conveys Atlantis was analogical to the shape of an ideal human society. Plato’s rhetorical aim to create an analogical metaphor is at the center of his use of skema.

Elsewhere in Timaeus, Plato uses “skema” to denote an outward appearance that gives shape or form to a conceptual arrangement. Plato describes the vestments of Athena as being arranged in a gendered skema that suggests an analogical relationship between the idea of martial prowess and the shape of the goddess, akin to the skema of Critias’s narrative (110b). Athena, Critias explains, was traditionally attired in armor to suggest female martial equality: “ ‘Consider too the appearance of the statue [literally ‘appearance and statue’] of the goddess.’ Since at that time military practices were common to women Page 158 →and men, in line with that custom the people of that time set up the image of the goddess in armour” (110b). Gill (1979) pointed out that the use of skema seems to connote an accusative context suggesting Athena’s trappings and shape are arranged in a skema that proposes feminine equality by its general form. By analogy, just as the logos that is martial power is the skema of Athena’s dress, the skema of the Atlantis myth is attired in a myth to signify the logos of an ideal society. Within that ideal society are a range of scriptocentric and rhetorical practices that serve a distinct purpose. The Atlantis myth is thus an analogical metaphor functioning as a description of the place of rhetoric and writing in human culture.

In Aristotle’s On Rhetoric (2006), metaphor is a trope—a type of skema logon—of which there are four subtypes. Metaphor, to Aristotle, is a tropic device that creates similitudes but not all are those of thought. Metaphors of type 1–3 are purely linguistic and not the sorts that are applicable to the skema Plato explains through Critias. But Aristotle explains that metaphors of the fourth type are not substitution of terms, but factual (Levin, 1982, pp. 24–26). Levin explained that in metaphors of the fourth kind, there is at work an “analogical process” that contains an “implicit understanding” of hierarchical categories (p. 36). Thus, things of certain species are paired with things of a higher genus, or order, implicit in their conveyance. At one point in Timaeus, Plato (1925) describes the concept of a circle as an ideal skema that “comprises within itself all the shapes there are” that are called “circular” (Timaeus, 110b). Thus, Plato uses a skema as a kind of “all-encompassing” and categorical description of a given concept, and the Atlantis myth is such a skematic representation. Skema as a “figure”—a way of conveying the “shape” or “outward dress” of a truth—suggests an encompassing categorical totality in its description of concepts. This encompassing categorical myth constitutes an analogical relationship to a set of concepts. The skema is thus the relationship of the concepts between the myth and the meaning of its analogical intent.

If skema muthos is a rhetorical principle governing the making of myth to Plato, how does he deploy his skema in Critias? The skema of human society presented in Plato’s myth as analogical argument begins with its resemblance to a world whose written history is lost to us. Critias explains that whereas in a painterly representation of the natural world, the audience tolerates general form (σχῆμα) when a picture is painted of humans, we are more sharply critical and likewise “in the case of logoi (λόγους)” (Critias 107d). Logos, as Griswold (1996) explained, is used in distinction from muthos in Phaedrus; the story of Theuth is rather explicitly referred to as a logos, not a muthos, while Page 159 →other mythic stories in Phaedrus very explicitly are muthos (p. 139). Griswold remarked on this oddity, but the answer lies in a lexical explanation. Griswold pointed out that there “does seem to be a difference between mythic and nonmythic logoi” (p. 139). Griswold’s unspecified belief in this distinction could be explained in the use of the word logos in the sense of “an account,” but it is probable in this context Plato employs the word to mean “proportional or analogical words” of relation, correspondence, or proportion. This meaning of muthos is likewise distinct from the eikos muthos used as a naturalistic model elsewhere in Timaeus (see L. Brisson, 1998, p. 293). Plato states explicitly the narrative is a skematic myth with a logocentric proposition. Plato elsewhere uses the noun to express a parity of reasoning. An example of this is in Cratylus (393c), where Plato uses λόγους in this way, which also provides an illustrative example of logos deployed in a proportional and analogical skema. Aristotle (2006) very overtly includes analogical metaphors as metaphors of the fourth type (Poetics, 1457b.14).

Although contemporary interpreters have not reconciled the nature of skema as a key term in the Atlantis myth, sources from late antiquity seem to have readily recognized its importance. The Greek commentaries of Proclus, interpreting the nature of skema muthos in Timaeus and Critias, examined the Atlantis myth as a species of analogy; Proclus (2007) was decidedly in favor of an analogical interpretation. Porphyry interpreted the myth as nonliteral, but Proclus viewed Plato’s Atlantis as an extensive analogy on spiritual substance (2007, p. 79). He wrote that the Atlantis “war” and the constitution of Atlantis should be received as a metaphorical analogy. In one passage, he concludes: “assuming that we have observed the analogue of the constitution in the entire cosmos, we must surely also take note of this ‘war’ that is embedded in the whole of nature” (2007, 78.12–13). Proclus emphasized that these “contrasting properties” are evidence of Plato’s analogical intent. His intent lies in the skema of his narrative: “contrasting life either among gods or among daemons or among souls or among bodies—you would in every case be able to bring analogies that begin with humans to bear upon things” (78.27–28) (emphasis added).

Proclus interprets the term skema when he notes that the Priest of Sais’s narrative “ ‘takes the shape of a myth, whereas its true reference’ is to something else” (2007, 129.29–30). Proclus suggests that Plato relies on such a form because “the Egyptians too, whom he makes the fathers of this story, put the secrets of nature into riddles through myths” and “the allegorical unveiling of this narrative would also suit the character who is telling it” (129.29–30, p. 225). Page 160 →Thus, “the Egyptian priest would be teaching the truth of things through symbols” (130.1–2, p. 225). Proclus’s interpretation of the myth is likewise analogical in his commentary but ultimately focuses far more on the implications of the relationship of the soul and the physical cosmos than the human world. The Atlantis myth’s skema muthos also illustrates that Plato conceived of writing and rhetorical processes as one of the analogous ways that humans influence things, particularly the structure of society.

Thus, to summarize the rationale of this analysis, in Timaeus Critias offers his skema as a rhetorical device as an analogical trope founded in encompassing likenesses between things to convey a form of its true nature. Plato seems to convey that myth possesses a power to convey truth outside the rules of dialectic. His use of myth is sometimes described as allegorical when, in fact, this is a fairly imprecise description of the argument Critias indicates he is about to offer; it is rather a metaphor of the fourth kind to make an argument in the all-encompassing shape of a muthos. Critias proposes a similitude that might be a metaphor, but in Plato’s hands, its effect is analogical rather than allegorical. As the tale of Critias begins in Timaeus, Plato writes in the interlocutor’s voice of the priest Sais, contrasting written Egyptian and oral Greek myths. Thus, the priest of Sais uses a similar term later used by Critias to describe his tale on the skema of the condition of humankind he wishes to set forth in Critias.




Atlantis as a Skema for a Scriptocentric and Rhetorical Social Order


Plato’s mythic skema in its application illustrates that the Atlantis myth is at least partially a commentary and qualification of his position on writing and rhetoric. Critias promises a depiction of an ideal human society based on the skema muthos of the Priest of Sais. Critias also insists that it is, in reality, a logocentric argument that is wholly true; he begs indulgence that his retelling captures it in a painterly way to depict an ideal republic. Plato depicts the idealized state of the lost civilization of Atlantis as one in which deliberation, common persuasion, and the cultural memory of writing governed their most sacred processes. The fall of Atlantis, by contrast, occurs due to the rejection of these practices. In deploying this mythic skema, Plato analogically advances the vital nature of rhetoric to provide the continuity of an ideal state. The manner in which Plato constructs his mythic skema provides insight into the role of his theory of writing and rhetoric. Because we only possess Critias in fragmentary form, we cannot know the full details of the fourth-level metaphor Page 161 →Plato was trying to convey in every detail. However, Timaeus contains a mythic skema that, in its analogical structure, concerns the nature of rhetoric.

We know from details in Timaeus that the narrative ends with the eventual destruction of Atlantis and that Critias is framed as an image of a mythic skema depicting the ideal state and its demise. Critias has also advised us that the Atlantis myth’s logos (conveyed in a skema muthos) is a before-and-after narrative with instructive intent and an analogical skema. More significantly, from the elements we possess of the idealized Atlantis state, we can assume Critias is narrating what took place “before” the collapse and its cause. From this, we can partially extrapolate what Plato was trying to convey in his extended mythic analogy. The first assumption I have advanced is the meaning of skema in the text; the second is the existence of a relationship between Atlantean impiety against the Gods and the traditions of their rhetorical, scriptocentric society that precipitated their collapse: Plato’s explanation as to their decline is brief and probably incomplete. If the reader accepts that the Atlantis Critias describes is the ideal state responsive to Socrates’s request, we see the subject of Critias as a promotion of values in Plato’s ideal culture that centralizes writing, collective memory, and rhetorical practices.

We are first told that Critias learned a tale from Egypt in a writing (grammata) handed down to him. But we are also told that the priest offered this traditional and unverifiable story involving the gods. Its source, nevertheless, is implicitly in the writing that had endured in the Kingdom of Egypt for millennia. This is significant principally for two reasons: first, in Plato’s time, a very active debate existed regarding the necessity of a written constitution as the basis of Athenian government. In Solon’s time some three hundred years before, he offered the first document in writing to establish Athenian government’s laws and structure (Stegman, 2017, p. 262). Athens, much expanded and more integrated into trade in the Mediterranean region in Plato’s time, was debating the need for a constitutional basis of government. Second but perhaps more significantly, recall that Critias’s story is about a vanished and forgotten world; and the idea of the past of Atlantis is a skema offered as analogical to the present, to contrast the difference between an ideal state and a fallen one. The intergenerational nature of writing is an issue emphasized within the preface. Critias states he is a descendant of Solon and that he discovered a writing among his ancestor’s effects that forms the basis of his narrative. These facts prefatorily provoke the interpretation that Plato is discussing writing as a kind of intergenerational persuasion across time. The story of the story—how Critias came to know the skema describes—is a lesson in miniature about the Page 162 →intergenerational nature of written knowledge. By framing the Atlantis myth as a writing from the past that conveys the nature of humanity’s relationship to writing in the present, Plato argues that writing is necessary as a form of rhetorical action between the past and the future. The provenance of the Atlantis myth as an inherited writing also suggests that an ideal culture depends on the inscription and re-inscription of its values over time. This message further underscores the dialogic intergenerational cultural memory as a central pillar of human life.

Another significant detail regarding writing, which also suggests what Plato intended as one central theme of Critias, is the episode in Timaeus describing how Solon came into possession of the Atlantean myth, describing “what Solon related and how, and who were the informants who vouched for its truth” (Timaeus, 21d). Solon ventured to Egypt and questioned the Egyptian priests at Sais about ancient history, only to discover he knew nothing of their accounts (21e). When Solon’s rejoinder is to explain the ancient myths of the Greeks, one priest remarks that the Greeks are always children, because “You are young in soul, every one of you … you possess not a single belief that is ancient and derived from old tradition” (Timaeus, 22b). As previously stated, the passage is notable in the context of Plato’s view of the σχῆμα of myth in Timaeus and also presages the importance of the skema in the subsequent mythic narrative in Critias. But it likewise creates an analogical relationship between a culture with a long-recorded history and a relationship to writing that is contrastive with Solon’s Athens.

The priests’ prologue bears scrutiny, because he tells us a great deal about Plato’s perspective on myth as skema. The myth of Phaethon, he explains, has the skema of myth, but the myth itself is not the truth of the matter: in shape, it bears an analogical relationship to the truth. In the skema of the myth, Phaethon loses control of his chariot and scorches the earth, but the truth, he explains, is “the occurrence of a shifting of the bodies in the heavens which move round the earth, and a destruction of the things on the earth by fierce fire” (Timaeus, 22d).8 Much like the Atlantean myth, which is a skema of mythic details representing something else, the tale of Phaethon suggests the cosmological truth of another matter analogically. This, in turn, warrants the priest’s argument, namely that a civilization that forgets the art of writing and its rhetorical relationship to the past is doomed to be childlike. The priest of Sais explains that notable events are always recorded in Egypt, “whereas your people and the others are but newly equipped, every time, with letters [γράμμασι] and all such arts as civilized States require” (23a). In a world of Page 163 →recurrent disasters, the priest continues that when “the flood from heaven comes sweeping down afresh upon your people, it leaves none of you but the unlettered and uncultured” (23a–b).9 The term that the priest uses to describe the word of those who do not value written tradition is “without the Muses” (ἄμουσος, amuseia). Phiroze Vasunia (2001) has observed that this contrast of difference between Egyptians and Greeks crucially relates to the “defining emphasis placed on the written word” (p. 220). At the beginning of the narrative of Critias, the early Greeks were in this condition. He thus creates an analogical (fourth level) metaphor between Greeks, Egyptians, and their comparative inherited and emergent literacy after a period of forgetfulness. The priest explains that by contrast to Athenian recordation, Egyptian civilization has existed 8000 years, “as set down in our sacred writings” (Timaeus 23e). The generationally inherited rhetorical power of the Egyptians is held in stark contrast to the traditions of Greece to underscore the nature of continuity between youthful and mature states; but more significantly implies that maturity is not related to age but rather to the continuous preservation of the ability for members to express themselves in writing.

Plato notes that generations of Athenians did not know the art of writing, nor did they have myths (Critias, 110a).10 The Athenians were a people without a memory, the amuseia, and thus Plato connects writing, myth, and memory. However, Plato adds another element to this reflection, namely the seemingly unrelated observation of the priest that after each successive deluge, the Athenians consisted of “herdsmen and shepherds” (Timaeus 23c). Throughout the exchange between Solon and the priest of Sais, Plato emphasizes the illiteracy of the Athenians, but only in connection to historical and cultural memory. The priest suggests these “herdsmen and shepherds” perhaps had heard the names of ancient people but knew less of their works; Greek knowledge was mainly about the things they required merely to subsist (22d). This explanation of the priest of Sais creates a number of mythic analogical relationships. First, the antediluvian Athenians were unlettered and therefore without knowledge of their ancestors; an analogical relationship is thus created between the prehistorical Greeks and the Greeks of Solon’s time, unaware of these ancient events. A secondary analogical relationship in the narrative relates to the urbanization of Greeks into city-states as coincident with their creation of myth. According to the priest, the postdiluvian Greeks did not have cities; therefore, they did not have myths or writing. In suggesting that the polis was a prerequisite for a people to have myth, Plato advances the precept that to remember and speak collectively is causally connected to rhetoric and myth.

Page 164 →Another analogical relationship is created in the mythic narrative, more centrally concerning the relationship between memory and writing. Still, more intriguingly, Plato suggests that myth exists with writing in parity as (at least) a kind of imperfect remembering. He also implies that myths can be forgotten without groups of people acting to collectively self-reflect upon them. To Plato, humans who are merely isolated in the wilderness are effectively only capable of concern with the rudiments of survival, and this magnifies their collective forgetfulness over time. Their forgetfulness, in turn, derives from their inability to record or discuss the past. But in an intriguing paradox offered in contrast to Phaedrus, he implies that only writing can preserve the past to provide the necessary catalyst for civilizing states to exist. One all-encompassing or skematic myth in Plato’s theory of rhetoric in Critias is that while, for example, the myth of Theuth-Thamus seems to treat writing as a secondary epistemic path to truth deleterious to memory, Critias, by contrast, suggests the only way for humans to remember collectively is through a scriptocentric system across generations. It posits a kind of persuasion from the past to the present and rhetorical action between the dead and the living. The means of this intergenerational persuasion necessarily implicate myth and writing; to Plato, myth, writing, and rhetoric seem intimately connected to collective memory.

Plato thus connects writing, persuasion, and myth as a prefatory note to frame the Atlantis myth. Critias offers a hymn to Memnosyne before the Atlantis myth, emphasizing that memory is one central theme of the dialogue. “For practically all the most important part of our logos (λόγων) depends upon this goddess” (Critias, 108d).11 If one takes “our logos” to mean the power of reasoning and discourse as a collective possession of all people, this becomes particularly important to the theme of the work. Moreover, the structural choice to preface the entire narrative with a prayer to Mnemosyne suggests that rhetorical power has memory as one of its primary attributes, which seems consistent with Plato’s position in Phaedrus. Plato thereby analogizes collective memory, cultural maturity, and cultural continuity by using a myth about the collective ability to engage in the art of writing. The priest of Sais tells Solon that the Greeks are like children by analogical comparison to the Egyptians. The argument is reiterated in the conclusion of the priest’s speech when Solon expresses amazement that his myths bore only a faint likeness to historical truth that the Egyptians had preserved continuously for some 8000 years. Millennia of facts “escaped your notice because for many generations the survivors died with no power to express themselves in writing” (Timaeus, 23c).12 Plato Page 165 →argues that writings themselves do not convey power to remember collectively, but the knowledge of how to write does.

The dialogue also creates an analogy between the situation of Greeks and Egyptians before the Greeks became literate: the priest explains the written records of Egypt have been dedicated to “discovering all the effects which the divine causes produce upon human life” through the medium of writing (Timaeus, 24c).13 It is also notable because Plato seems to conjoin the practices of writing and myth not merely as precursors to meaningful development but to a fundamental understanding of cause and effect. To Plato, meaningful collective learning is limited if there are no records of previous similar incidents from which humans can analogically compare the causes of situations in the past with the causes of situations in the present. Individuals in the present learn from those in the past only by their ability to express themselves in writing or through myth. Thus, Plato underscores that myth is an intergenerational and scrutable means of transmitting knowledge akin to writing. The image that Plato paints of pre-deluvian Athens is essentially pastoral; instead of the Parthenon, the Athenians merely possessed a small, raised spot on a hill. Their numbers were few. He continues, “concerning the mighty deeds and the laws of their predecessor Greeks at this time had only possessed certain reports” (Critias, 109e).14 That Plato is propounding the rhetorically centered model of the Atlanteans as an ideal is supported by Naddaf’s (1994) observation that “Plato introduces the so-called Atlantis story … because Socrates wants to see the ideal city, that is, the intelligible model, in action in the sensible world (19b)” (p. 195). Critias therefore recalls such an ideal city as an analogical skema muthos in response to Socrates’s request.

Some additional important details bear final mention, which support the argument that the speeches of Critias are intended as a description of human society that is fundamentally rhetorical. Plato describes the nature of preliterate societies and states that the gods were like herdsmen who governed humanity, “laying hold on the soul by persuasion (πειθοῖ)” for their own ends (Critias, 109c). Plato likewise uses the term πειθοῖ as “persuasion” in Gorgias to ask whether persuasion is the purpose of rhetoric, as Gorgias defines it. Plato creates an analogy between the illiterate Athenians of previous times in counterposition to the illiterate Athenians. Plato states without further amplification that the collective will of the Athenians was not their own, instead being driven like “cattle and nurslings” to and fro by the persuasion of external divine forces, or like a boat being navigated by someone else holding the rudder (109c). Plato creates an analogical relationship between literate and Page 166 →nonliterate societies in his subsequent description of the organization of the Atlanteans, but the implication is clear to the extent he connects writing and rhetorical action to political and social self-determination. The amuseiae of postdiluvial Greece know their future only through the persuasive powers of external forces, rather than their own. In the same sense, their private motivations are only subject to their need for survival. By contrast, Plato describes an Atlantean social order driven entirely by rhetorical processes created among the inhabitants and their linguistic connection to the past.

By contrast, the Atlantean civic system is one whose vital center is writing and mutual deliberative persuasion. The Atlantean civic system is described as one which, in contrast to being persuaded by divine forces, leaders mutually (κοινωνία) persuade one another (ἀλλήλων) (Critias, 119c). Their relations are governed by the writing (grammata) of Poseidon himself. At their periodic assemblies, the Atlanteans deliberate (ἐβουλεύοντο) on whether they had gone against the will of Poseidon in previous times and whether one was to receive blame—αἰτιάομαι—for any crime (Critias, 120c).15 Thus, the epideictic topic of blame or condemnation also figures into the proceedings. Further connecting these forensic processes to the act of writing, Plato adds, “when they had given judgement, they wrote the judgements” on a golden tablet (120c). Additionally, they deliberate, or “take counsel in public affairs” (119d).16 Another especially vivid component of these proceedings was a period of praise and oath-giving to the pillar on which the grammata of Poseidon was written. Plato describes these ceremonial procedures where participants coat the writing in a blood sacrifice. In terms of ceremonial condemnation, it is noted that “inscribed upon the pillar, besides the laws, was an oath which invoked mighty curses upon them that disobeyed” (119e).17 There are numerous other features at work in Plato’s description, but most relevant to this argument is the essentially rhetorical nature of the Atlantean assemblies.

At their assemblies the Atlanteans engage in rhetorical practices consistent with the three ancient genres of rhetoric as classified by Aristotle’s On Rhetoric (2006, p. 1358b). Thus, the Atlanteans engage in processes whose central preoccupation is the past, as in the forensic genre, inquiring into past transgressions against the writing of Poseidon. Likewise, they deliberate “about public affairs,” as in the legislative genre, whose preoccupation is the future. Plato uses the same word to describe the deliberative nature of counsel the Atlanteans engage in (ἐβουλεύοντο) in Critias (119c). Plato uses the same word Aristotle (2006) uses to describe the deliberative genre (1358b). Additionally, much time is devoted to descriptions of the Atlanteans ceremonial offerings of praise or Page 167 →blame, mainly through the giving and taking of oaths and other reaffirmations of the power and binding nature of Poseidon’s writings. While ritual sacrifice and oath-giving may seem a far cry from the genre of epideictic speech, it is worth considering them in the context of Aristotle’s means of proof in the epideictic genre when looking at Atlantean rituals. In On Rhetoric, Aristotle (1358b) explained that epideixis encompasses the way “all speakers praise and blame regarding existing qualities, but they often also make use of other things, both reminding [the audience] of the past and projecting the course of the future.”18 Part of these ceremonial proceedings was an affirmation that each “should never take up arms against one another” and in the event of an attack, they take counsel (βουλευόμενοι) together regarding public affairs (κοινῇ, or polity; Critias 120c–d). Thus, the Atlanteans blend the past and the future in praise and affirmation of their ancient laws, attendant to ceremonial speech and, as Aristotle puts it, “other things.” The model of the Atlantean system is deliberative, forensic, and epideictic, while at the same time being scriptocentric. These seemingly anomalous details strongly suggest the rhetorical nature of the Atlantean system of human government. Their details significantly support an interpretation that Critias, in its intended form, argued for the indispensable nature of a rhetorical system of human affairs that existed in antediluvian Atlantis.

Plato, therefore, intended his skema to be a type of rhetorical principle by which mythmakers use analogies. These analogies could be directed to illustrative or argumentative purposes. He suggests this skema is a categorical correspondence between similar things. Plato’s analogical metaphor, in this case, is the Atlantic myth. The categorical pairing of species to genus throughout the narrative is only partially complete because we received the mutilus text. To decipher Plato’s intent, this argument offers the suggestion one such analogy is of between an antediluvian society, whose culture is based around written memory and rhetorical processes, which is Atlantis. The paired categorical comparison is with a subsequent postdiluvian society, where there has been a loss of its written and rhetorical continuity, namely Greece. This is not the only analogy but is presumably a higher categorical comparison into which others fall. Use of fourth-type metaphors is functionally necessary to illustrate complex comparisons. In On Rhetoric, Aristotle (2006) explains, “In some cases there is no corresponding term within the analogy, but a likeness will be expressed” (1457b.14). This complex set of analogies that form an argument in the Atlantis myth therefore requires an extended metaphor for their analogical skema.

Page 168 →Plato’s analogical mythmaking has central relevance to the argument of this book because Plato was operating in a long persuasive tradition that began as early as Sumerian literate culture. Consider the analogical use of narratives and divine exemplars in Egypt and Sumeria that long preceded Critias. Plato was using similar complex analogies to convey the nature of rhetoric and writing as the myths of Thoth, Enmerkar, and Lugalbanda that came before. Certainly, the incomplete myth in Timaeus did not wholly concern the role of writing and rhetoric. Those surviving parts provide only a tantalizing suggestion about Plato’s increasingly complex position on the nature of writing and rhetoric in later life. One can make several conclusions from the relatively sparse details of Critias’s narrative in Timaeus and Critias. First, they provide us with suggestive clues about the operation of mythic analogical skema in Plato’s other works as a persuasive tool. Plato uses the term skema to reflect a relationship between myth and reality that may be seen as analogical, distinct from the muthos used elsewhere in his dialogues. In this way, the Atlantis myth concerns the nature of rhetorical action within humanity in social groupings, particularly in the presence of writing. Like the myth of Theuth, the Atlantis myth invokes similar elements related to memory, writing, and myth, which strongly suggests it was intended as a kind of qualification to Plato’s other statements on the relationship of these subjects. Based on the myth and its prolegomenon offered by Critias related to other topics in the rhetorical dialogues of Plato, we narrow the spectrum of this analysis. The three topics we might examine are writing, memory, and the maturity of civilizations.

In the Atlantis myth, Plato creates analogical relationships among many categories of the collective human condition. These analogies express the condition of humans past and present, literate and nonliterate, and in a state of remembrance and forgetting, representing analogical relationships in and among them. This complexity is precisely why Critias deserves further study: Plato likens these conditions to those in Atlantis, as social continuity, collective memory as maturity, and collective self-determination. The Atlantis myth posits that humanity gains a collective cultural memory through writing, and the past assumes rhetorical power over the future. These arguments alternately contrast with and complement Plato’s critique of writing in Phaedrus (1914) and Letter VII (1925). If one accepts that the speech of Critias creates previously undiscovered developments in Plato’s theory of rhetoric, a more general observation is necessarily implicit in the nature of Plato’s rhetorical theory. This is especially interesting because it represents a development in his philosophy of writing ten years after those expressed in Phaedrus. In addition, Plato offers Page 169 →a practical demonstration of the rhetorical operations of myth as a skema. It represents another (of many) paradoxes within Plato’s theory of rhetoric which results in disagreement among modern commentators. Timaeus-Critias represents a qualifying statement about the role of writing when human life and memory fail, individually or collectively.




Atlantis as a Relational Rhetorical Myth


Plato’s narrative is filled with analogical relationships and themes that this analysis does not explore and still more that it cannot explore, given the fragmentary nature of the dialogue. However, if the hymn and prolegomenon of Critias are examined in relation to other topics in the rhetorical dialogues of Plato, a common pattern of relation begins to appear. The three topics we might examine are writing, memory, and the maturity of civilizations; they could be expressed as binary relationships, such as writing and preliteracy and memory and forgetting. In the narrative of the rise and fall of Atlantis, then, Plato creates an analogical relationship with mutual interplay among many distinct categories. These analogies express the condition of humans past and present, whether literate and nonliterate, or in a state of remembrance and forgetting. Such analogies do not represent a binary correspondence but constitute a system of analogical relationships in and among the elements of comparison. By way of example, an analogically comparative relationship is created between literate societies and forgetful societies as well as societies young and mature. But Plato does not always cast one set of these “binaries” as categorically positive and their opposite wholly negative. Such complexity is precisely why Critias deserves further study: Plato likens each of these conditions to those in Atlantis, with particular attention to social continuity, collective memory as “maturity,” and collective self-determination. Plato also creates analogies between categories we might think of as only one side of a binary relationship through analogy. Rhetoric, therefore, exists at the nexus of these mythological analogies.

Thematically, the myth of Critias presents a paradox in contrast to Phaedrus and its critique of writing. While Theuth’s invention of writing is critiqued as deleterious to memory, the memory of Atlantis, upon which the organization of people relies for the continuity of civilization, is wholly dependent on writing. Recall that the main theme of Critias’s narrative was to describe humankind’s structural condition. One might argue that Plato’s position in Critias, in contrast to Phaedrus, is that humanity utterly depends on the power of Page 170 →writing to achieve and maintain stable societies, resulting in collective memory. In Plato’s account of prehistory, the only persuasion among humans was that of the gods on disorganized groups of humans; but Plato seems to imply they achieved self-determination in subsequent societies only by virtue of writing and coordinated activity surrounding written artifacts that were essentially rhetorical in nature. History, portrayed as a set of successive disasters, resulted in writing and myth as humanity’s only recourse to perpetuate civilization. It was only because older humans might rhetorically move subsequent generational survivors through the power of writing and myth that human civilization could again exist in an organized state. Moreover, Critias’s myth posits that humanity gains a collective cultural memory only by virtue of writing, and thereby the past assumes rhetorical power over the future. These arguments alternately contrast with and complement Plato’s (1914) critique of writing in Phaedrus and Letter VII (1925). Suppose one accepts that the speech of Critias creates new paradoxes in Plato’s theory of rhetoric. In that case, a more general observation is necessarily implicit in the sometimes paradoxical nature of Plato’s rhetorical theory, the least of which is that it represents a development in his philosophy of writing ten years older than that expressed in Phaedrus. Perhaps it suggests that, at some fundamental level, Plato realized myth was a rhetorically viable method of rhetorically conveying truth apart from apodeictic means. While many paradoxes within Plato’s theory of rhetoric often result in disagreement among modern commentators, perhaps they show that Plato himself might have been entirely at ease with its paradoxical nature.

Consider, then, that Plato’s narrative of Atlantis in Timaeus-Critias represents a confluence of the rhetorical mythic tradition. In it, we see the way that Plato theorizes myth through the words of the Egyptian Priest of Sais. Plato holds forth (as he did in Phaedrus) that myth conveys truth propositions through rhetorical devices. The notion that the truth propositions of myth are conveyed in the “form” or shape of myth is akin to the perfunctory rebuke of Socrates: the external character or provenance of the myth is only a tropic “form,” a garment that dresses the implicit truth proposition. To Plato, those who conflate myth with historicity or verisimilitude have wholly missed the point and conflated form with substance. The ahistorical nature of myths as truth proposition apply equally to the myths of Enmerkar or Setne: they didactically operate using contextualized analogies for rhetoric and its innate or relational properties. Moreover, Plato constructs his rhetorical myth according to the very model he sets forth: the skema of his logos regards the contextual place Page 171 →of rhetoric in human culture and obeys the same rules for rhetorical deployment as the other rhetorical myths. While his statement regarding the proper place of rhetoric in individual knowledge of rhetoric is reflected in the Theuth myth in Phaedrus, in Timaeus-Critias we see rhetoric situated collectively and relationally: rhetoric is thereby given a relational significance to humans that it does not find in Plato’s other dialogues. The dual character of these statements on the nature of rhetoric represents a clouded reflection of similar traditions in Egypt and Sumer, two cultures that devoted specific myths and mythemes to convey the identification of rhetoric and the relational nature of rhetoric in human life. Plato’s adaptation of this tradition is not offered as a novel one; it is an adaptation of traditions already in circulation in the ancient world in which the rhetoric had a definitional existence in myth.

Consider, likewise, Plato’s Atlantis as a kind of apologetic for the tradition of myth in relation to rhetoric in other cultures—notably Egypt—in contrast to Greek culture. When the priest of Sais chides Solon for the character of his people who lack reliance on written tradition and myth, he likens them to children. He states the Greek belief system is in error because no part is “derived from old tradition,” such as mythic accounts of rhetoric in more ancient cultures. Perhaps the Priest of Solon serves as an exemplar to remind the Greeks that ancient cultures far in advance of their own had rhetorical traditions—and attendant myths—and to chide them for their cultural amnesia. Both the myth of Theuth and that of Atlantis are of fictitiously Egyptian provenance but are intimately related to the nature of rhetoric and its functional place in society. The priest, himself Egyptian, and an archival attendant of more ancient traditions, must remind Solon of some central truth contained in the skema of a myth, itself one lesson of the dialogue. Atlantis is a cautionary tale concerning what befalls a people when they abandon the rhetorical practices that harmonize and sustain their civilization. That the Atlanteans, in their fallen condition, effectively lost some vital spirit of the divine suggests a kind of rhetorical forgetfulness and seems also a nod to ancient traditions that holds rhetoric has always been associated with the gods. In Plato’s dramatistic cosmos, the gods keep their old places very close to rhetoric. As the functional mythemes of the Egyptian tradition, the gods are not forgotten even in the unique intellectual climate of fourth-century Athens. While we may never know how extensive Plato’s knowledge of the mythic tradition of Egypt was, these episodes represent strong evidence that he operated in the context of a mythic rhetorical tradition that was very old indeed and employed them for his protreptic ends.

Page 172 →In the conclusion of this work, I summarize and synthesize the previous chapters but note that the rhetorical myths covered here represent only a limited geographical and temporal selection I highlight because of their synchronic history but persistent connectivity. It is evident that Plato, the mythmaker, represented one key figure that perpetuated this tradition in a tortuous but unbroken path from 2650 bce to his own time and milieu, a path that takes us from Uruk to Athens and from Athens to Atlantis.






Conclusion


An Apologia for the Persistently Magical

Page 173 →This book was originally conceived as a synchronic history of rhetoric from 2650 to 355 bce, but in reality, it was a history of the relationship of two ideas. Most histories constitute a series of chronologically arranged events presented, each with some element of narrative causal relation. Mythic history, however, possesses historical verisimilitude precisely because its accounts never actually happened in the physical space we inhabit. The last chapter represented not a conclusion, but a placeholder that showed how ancient forms of myth shaped both Plato’s theory of myth and the way he used myth for rhetorical ends. Plato concluded that myths, which obeyed a skema, operated like a grammatical shape of truth. But in Plato’s perception, many other symbolic artifacts such as art or music might have a skema; he did not assert any symbolic form, but myth conveyed innate truths. These truths existed because they were retold in the same forms to deliver differing content. His theory suggests that he, too, created rhetorical myths cut from the same conceptual cloth of truth in the narrative of Critias. Over several millennia, rhetorical myths varied in detail and culturally situated function but tended to appear in eerily similar forms.

Arguably, this book is an extension of Barry Sandywell’s (2013) observation that rhetoric, long cast as a logocentric phenomenon, is akin to philosophy’s origins, namely as a “system of rational knowledge that has its origins in the sacred ethos of Greek myth” (p. 1). Cultural spaces that preceded and followed the mythic world of the Hellens were ones “in which our distinctions between the ‘natural’ and the ‘supranatural’ have no relevance” (p. 1). Rhetoric, like Sandywell’s image of early Greek philosophy, enfolds “experiences, values, and institutions that are older and other than the language” which was “older even than the Homeric world” as “the matrix of everything Hellenic” (p. 1). This book has attempted to provide a lens of analysis for the myths of specific cultures and historical periods to provide a more lucid image of rhetoric in Egypt, Sumer, and Greece. I suggest in conclusion that there exists a vast reservoir of Page 174 →material from other cultures and times outside the scope of this volume, which warrant further scrutiny.

Rhetorical myths shaped rhetorical history or perhaps reflected the rhetorical theory already present in their culture in memorable forms. Mythic forms of rhetorical theory, or myths deployed for rhetorical ends, represent a diverse but attenuated tradition in geographic and temporal proximity to one another. One must consider the general patterns occurring across these cultures to understand how rhetorical myths treated their more specific messages. In the cultures this volume has examined, rhetorical myths have engaged the ontological nature of rhetoric and its relational role to other definite beings, both concrete and abstract. Nearly all of them use exempla, whether in the form of persons, gods, or even cities, to stand in analogically for rhetorical concepts. They impose a relationship between human symbolic action, other beings, and concepts and often attribute rhetoric’s being and origin to a conceptually distinct world.

But this book might be misconstrued by some to infer from its thesis that myths are simple fabrications deployed to further human rhetorical ends. I have resisted an impulse toward theories of mythography, relying on a descriptive and historicizing account. I would briefly address mythographic matters in the context of rhetoric. Bruce Lincoln (2024), one of the most revered living scholars of myth, has recently explained that he rejected a view of myth as a storehouse of wisdom from which other human ideas arose; in mid-career he viewed them for “the way they normalized, legitimated, and thus helped reproduce asymmetric social structures and practices that are rigidly hierarchic … oppressive … exploitative” (p. 62). Initially, he was uncertain “whether myth reﬂects and helps reproduce local realities, mystiﬁes and legitimates otherwise indefensible aspects of reality, or constructs the consciousness through which “reality” is perceived” (p. 63). He ultimately concluded that myth does “all three” (p. 63). But Lincoln’s perspective omits a foundational part of myth he once acknowledged. He has grown to see the perspective of myth as a manifestation of collective, nonlocal forces as antiquated. I posit this discarded perspective on myth is not only viable but indispensable to understanding mythic rhetorical processes. To dismiss the fundamentally magical character of the transcultural operations of myth reflects a degree of cynicism rampant in our time and one that has served us poorly (see Eliade, 1957). This is equally true of a view of rhetoric as a largely transactional persuasive enterprise.

Mythic framers of rhetoric often conveyed a belief that ideas possessed their own independent existence. Often, they interrogated or dialectically engaged Page 175 →the proposition. Among these ideas was the nature of rhetoric. The history of rhetoric itself is a history of individuals and their relationship to an idea, as well as how they use, adapt, and transmit that idea into new forms for specific purposes. In ancient cultures, rhetorical myths played a fundamental role in shaping and expressing concepts, understanding the real, and functioning as tools for collective persuasion. To take one of Lincoln’s three perspectives as exemplary, it would be a tremendously reductive and transactional view of myth to allege that they only represented a hegemonic reification of power structures. It would be equally reductive and transactional to say the same of rhetoric. A single perspective would not only be a cynical view of myth but also of rhetoric. Likewise, a fundamentally transactional view of rhetoric and myth marginalizes deep strata of human impulses and experience. Ironically, such a perspective intellectually impoverishes us all with each new transaction. Ultimately, myths conveyed perceptual and conceptual rhetorical principles and utilized distinctive rhetorical techniques. Myths were likewise instrumental in conveying rhetorical concepts that extended beyond the narrative details or characteristics of the mythical figures they depicted. However, the improbable similarity of rhetorical myths leaves a profound lacuna and an open question about myth itself that might never find a conclusive and authoritative answer.

I offer the following speculative rumination that the reader may consider secondary, but I would argue it is primary if we extend these findings beyond rhetoric. On its surface, this book is a synchronic analysis of how myth shaped the ancient world’s rhetoric and how rhetoricians used myths. Scratch the surface and you will find something far more mysterious. The foregoing chapters have reexamined the implications of ancient rhetoric, extending its historical measure considerably backward in time. Yet this book does not posit that myth is the origin of human rhetorical thought. What this book suggests is the existence of a fabric within the deep latent mental structure of humanity. This latent fabric of collective awareness ultimately does not derive from human motives or cultures alone. Some fundamental force exists outside of simple historical causation or human desire that impels humans to make myths about the nature of persuasion, writing, and speech. The use of myth to explain rhetorical processes is one thread of this fabric representing a human need to conceptually address the being of rhetoric and its relations. Egypt, Sumeria, and Greece represent early evidence of a reflective consideration on the nature of persuasion and the manipulation of symbolic forms. But they are merely the first recorded manifestation of a pervasive phenomenon that may comprise part of what makes us fundamentally human. The forms of these myths are Page 176 →attempts to make meaning and order on webs of conceptual and individual relations. They also address rhetoric as a force that exists outside of humans and the human systems in which rhetoric operates. But this book points to the existence of a rhetoric that is older and far stranger than this book can comprehensively convey.

Consider an early assertion of this book: the rhetorical function of myth gestures to the epistemic limits of verifiable human knowledge. If human knowledge were a glass of still water, the rhetorical function of myth is to gesture at the depth, width, height, and circumference of the glass itself, to define the ontological beginning of this knowledge. There exist verifiable connections between Sumeria and Egypt sufficient to explain the appearance of Seshat at the same time as Nisaba. There likewise exist demonstrable connections with Egypt to explain the presence of Thoth in Greece or why Ptolemaic Hellene conquerors identified Seshat as a rhetorical goddess. Common ideal objects, personifications, and anthropomorphic analogies exist in Thoth, Enmerkar, Nisaba, Seshat, and many others. In our contemporary perspective, we do not credit that these mythic entia ever really existed, but we certainly credit the ideas they represented as real. Plato (1925) himself advanced his protreptic arguments with myth because myth might convey a skema muthos of truth: myths could convey truth because they took on an analogical “shape” or “form” of the truth for which historical or rational proofs are absent (see Timaeus, p. 107d–e). Plato explained that the continuous life of myths over time largely owed to their necessity: they exist in a highly memorable form to convey truth when the arts of writing are lost (p. 109a–d). Both Aristotle and Plato assert that certain myths have the same uncanny power; they represent the form of a concept and seem to move in discourse with a life of their own, even when their utility is exhausted. In his theory of myth, Plato reified a traditional form of rhetorical expression he put into practice. Arguably, however, it was consistent with the perspective of other ancient cultures tailored to fit a fresh protreptic aim.

While these patterns of mythic thought were a causal force in the history of rhetoric, there remains a wholly different sort of entia at play that gave impetus to them. Once spoken, myths may come and go, may seem to die, transform, and are later reborn. Consider first the proposition in this book that ancient peoples’ viewed ideas as possessing autonomy or even possessing personalities of their own. Then consider only some examples outside this history’s geographical and temporal scope. In cultures, most historians categorize them separately from the interconnected ones examined herein, and similar myths exist. Though we conventionally believe myths have no life of their own, Page 177 →their structural similarity has a kind of reproductive life that informs our understanding of causation, time, and historical logic. Recall the ontological mythmaking of the Torres Strait and the Western Desert discussed in the introduction. Because contemporary myths are examined through the lens of wholly different ontological and metaphysical assumptions than their creators, we have fundamentally lost access to a world they so readily perceive (Stanner, 1979, p. 29). Yet in our discourse, we have paradoxical and fundamental beliefs in the autonomy and agency of Tjukurrpa-like entia in our own conceptual life (e.g., “justice”), and we elevate these abstract entia to an actuated mythological presence (Roheim, 2017). No group of people, for example, has ever arrived at an agreed upon definition of justice. Yet this idea is persistent in our discourse: this autonomous idea of an ideal world intrudes incorrigibly into our assumptions and everyday activities.

Other ancient myths in radically different cultural contexts represented structurally similar narratives deployed for rhetorical ends. The myth of Cangjie (蒼頡) and primary sources such as the Shuowen Jiezi (1870; 說文解字), Lunheng (論衡), Huainanzi (淮南子), and Hanfeizi (韓非子) provide a composite image of his mythic narrative. There is no single text with the “complete” myth; it seems to have accumulated details over time, but a primary source may exist from which all others borrowed details. The Xunzi, a comprehensive presentation of Confucian thought, states that the script developed by Cangjie was the earliest to be fully transmitted from antiquity. The Lunheng elaborates that this development enabled humans to finally progress and improve themselves. Additionally, the Huainanzi recounts that upon the completion of Cangjie’s work, ghosts cried throughout the night, and the heavens showered millet upon the earth. Hauinanzi reads, “When Cangjie created the characters, millet fell from the heavens and the ghosts wailed in the night, and as human wisdom increased, the virtue of the humankind diminished” (Schwenger, 2019, 91). Han Fei’s mention of Cangjie dates from the mid-third century bce and is one of the earliest. In chapter 49, Han Fei discusses rhetorical principles associated with counsel, the rules for civil governance, and their relationship to the original characters and their lexicographical meanings.

In ancient times, when Cangjie invented writing, he called acting in one’s own interest si; what opposes si, he called gong. So Cangjie certainly knew already that gong and si oppose each other (Chen, 2004, 19.49.1105). But the conceptual substructure of rhetorical myth would suggest that both newer and much older versions are both true and untrue in equal measure. To inquire which set of true falsehoods is the most authentic does not bring us nearer to Page 178 →their central truth propositions. They possess a life as independent ideas into which new details are often embroidered. The postface of Xu (xù 敘) states: “The Scribe of the Yellow Emperor, Cangjie, observing the traces of the footprints and tracks of birds and wild animals, understood that their linear structures could be distinguished by their differences. When he first created writing by carving in wood, the hundred officials became regulated, the myriad things became discriminated… . This is saying that wen 文 ‘cultured pattern’ (writing) is a means to disseminate education and illuminate ethical influence for the king at court” (O’Neill, 2016, p. 259).

Much like the myth of Thoth, the mythic character of Cangjie provides the technology of writing and the means to make categorical distinctions between a world of related things. Another commentary advances a nuanced interpretation of the episode. The structural similarity of Cangjie’s narrative to Sumerian myths is striking, and its general similitude to the story of Enmerkar has been the subject of inquiry (see, e.g., Yushu, 2006, 2010; Yushu et al. & Yinghui, 2009). Perhaps Cangjie’s marked similarity to Enmerkar is an outgrowth of the deep strata of mythic consciousness itself to recursively grapple with the mystery of symbolic action.

The myth of Cangjie demonstrated a distinct connection between the means of persuasion and natural signs, and as in Sumerian culture, very overtly connected the presence of liminal actions and writing to social organization. In the details syncretically composing the myth, Cangjie wanders in the wilderness and is temporally in a space unrelated to his ordained social position and his customary geography. Cangjie is liminal agent between categorical spheres of knowledge, in this case, natural signs or the path of the stars themselves. Like ritual liminars in preliterate society, he must travel to discover and manipulate symbols to return to the Yellow Emperor. Many similar ancient accounts in China or India share a general similitude. The goddesses are likewise present. In India they occur notably in the Ramayana and in the goddess Saraswati (Goldman, 1984). Saraswati makes her first appearance in the Rigveda and was said to exist on the tip of a poet’s tongue. Her cult spread to Japan, China, Myanmar, Nepal, Indonesia, and Cambodia (see, e.g., Ludvik, 2001). In fact, her name in Chinese might be precisely translated “Great Eloquence Deity” (Ludvik, 2001, p. 228). The world is fairly bristling with rhetorical myths and reflections upon the rhetorical nature of myth.

First, collectively, these accounts show that they have an inextricable place in the textual corpus of rhetorical myth and that those myths, in number, exceed the sheer scalar limitations imposed by only one book. As to their true Page 179 →nature, a rhetorician with a true grasp of Sinological or Vedic scholarship could grapple with the historical, cultural, and linguistic milieu of their origins. Likewise, they could elaborate the philosophical perspectives that underpin these myths. In so doing, they might expand the idea of rhetorical myths and by extension, the history of rhetoric. Nor are these the only cultures that possess rhetorical myths. The presence of rhetorical myths of strikingly related character suggests their presence elsewhere. Take, for example, the gods who patronized rhetoric in many other ancient cultures: Tyr, in ancient Armenian myth, was the god of rhetoric. What do we know of Tyr? This accounting is, and must be, limited because the rhetorical gods of Africa, North America, Meso-America, and Australasia are likely without number.1 The gods of our collective Dreamtime get lonely for people and press against the margins of our scholarly awareness.

Yet another example of the operation of rhetorical myth in the ancient Chinese textual corpus is in the Zhuangzi. Regarding the relationship of truth propositions in mythic accounts, Zhuangzi states that “The understanding of the men of ancient times went a long way. How far did it go? To the point where some of them believed that things have never existed” (Watson, 2013, p. 11). This observation is contained in an observation about the relationship of right speech to the nature reality itself, often translated as “the Way.” Many other ancient rhetorical myths exist. They do not represent a linear or evolutionary narrative from a single source, but a manifestation of our collective dreams from the deep structure of myth. To Austro-Aboriginal people, myths are a turiku of the dreaming to transmit principals that preexisted humans. Such principles live autonomously in a world that occupies the same space as the visible one. Tjukurrpa is not just a parallel reality, but a set of laws; sometimes when discussing it, Austro-Aboriginal sources have said “It’s a big law. We must sit down alongside that Law like all the dead people who went before us” (F. R. Myers, 1991, p. 53). The sheer scale of global rhetorical myths therefore requires a limited historical survey as a beginning, to understand the influence, nature, and transmission of rhetorical concepts omitted from conventional histories.

A central assertion of many rhetorical myths is that our capacity to use symbols is of numinous origin and exists in sacred liminal space. This space exists between us and other entia, whether concrete or abstract. While this may evoke a degree of instinctive trepidation in the contemporary mind beset by academic reality, this trepidation owes largely to our materialist and rationalist ontology. Conversely, the ancient assertion of mythic reality was meant to convey a more pertinent observation about our collective nature. They expressed this reality Page 180 →in mythic conventions because the sacred nature of consciousness derives from the human capacity for rhetorical agency. It was not merely a space we occupy but might share with relationally ontological entities. Our ability to transgress this relational space through symbols is ontological in nature because it is what we are. A reductive expression of rhetoric to a merely functional or transactional set of operations would be a blasphemy of the highest order to ancient people. Sadly, this is often the way in which rhetorical power has been theorized in a technologized and commodified world.

Rhetoric may be a key to understanding the underlying structure of myth, but myth is likewise key to understanding the history of rhetoric. Rhetorical myth posits that humanity’s exceptional nature owed to its ontological presence in rhetorical agency. Though ancient people conveyed rhetorical precept through metaphor, its central conceit remains valid today. The greatest of our innate human capacities remain rhetorical and is evident in the way we extend symbols in novel and constructive forms to order the world around us. Myth underscored this innate capacity and gestured to our ontological presence in sacred space by virtue of this capacity. The capacity for symbolic action made us participants in another world where our higher cognitive presence had a distinct being. Thus, the proposition that the rhetorical act was also a sacred act remains essential today. In myth, the uniquely human affinity for symbolic action was an expression of rhetorical agency that marked our ontological relationship to a higher order of reality. This expression implicated our capacity to integrate a panoply of experiences in novel and dispositionally rhetorical forms we share in common.
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Notes




Introduction: Rhetoric, Myth, and Rhetorical Myth



	1. Page 182 →Page 183 →See, for example, Stroud (2005), Lloyd (2007), Mao (2010), and Wu (2020).

	2. There is an extensive literature of mythographic theory which has been most comprehensively summarized by Doty (2000), who ultimately concluded that no one theory of myth—which would imply a hermeneutical theory by which we might comprehend their nature—has thus far been unsatisfactory. However, in every case, an attempt to universally command, interpret, or theorize all myth at all times cannot account for their culturally specific origins, hermeneutics, and rhetorical aims over millennia of time. I have attempted throughout this book to reconstruct the mythic perspective specific to each ancient culture represented, using the authority of primary sources, Assyriological scholars, and Egyptological experts, as well as existing scholarship on Plato and myth. I offer no universal explanation or heuristic for the interpretation of all myth, everywhere, at all times, and firmly doubt one will ever be invented or synthesized. To explain the reasons for this conclusion would be an entirely separate work, and such a project would ultimately produce no positive or constructive conclusions. Therefore, this volume attempts a constructive illustration of a very narrow sort of myth, whose analysis is confined to culturally specific contexts and the relations between them.






Chapter 1: Nisaba and the Identification of Sumerian Rhetoric



	1. The translation of Glassner is my own. The original explains: “Dans cette pensée subtile où se conjoignaient la perception sensorielle et laperception cognitive, il s’instaura une dialectique tout en finesse du visible etde l’invisible, de la présence et de l’absence” (p. 44).






Chapter 2: Sumerian Narrative Myth and the Relational Nature of Rhetoric in the Aratta Epics



	1. Veldhuis (1997) and Tinney (1999) place Enmerkar in either the Tetrad or Decad of orks prescribed for scribal training. Whether it was the ultimate or penultimate text, along with the other Enmerkar narratives, has become somewhat disputed in more recent literature (see Delnero 2010). Of the extant texts listed in either the Louvre or Nippur catalogue, the Enmerkar epics remain some of the lengthiest and most complex in those catalogue or lists. Delnero groups them among the “more substantial” of the texts on the curricular lists/catalogues (p. 36).

	Page 184 →2. Enmerkar’s boasts about his sexual prowess are remarkable not merely in the way they reveal the sexual mores and sensibilities of ancient Sumer, but in the linguistic distinction created between the Sumerian word inim and gu, which had related cuneiform symbols. The Sumerian verb gu as “crying out” (in this case, like a waterfowl) is used in contrast to inim; gu usually indicates an inarticulate cry of rejoinder, sometimes in response to physical stimuli. Inim, as I outline here, constituted a verbal interaction that reflected a less physical relational ontology among ontologically defined entities.

	3. For the role of Nabu, see Zimmern and Winckler, 1903, pp. 399–408.






Chapter 5: The Beginnings of Rhetorical Myth in Ancient Greece



	1. Presumably the god Thoth, a syncretically familiar figure in the classical world, mentioned by name in Plato’s Phaedrus (1914, p. 322a–c).

	2. Naucratis was known as Hellenion (Ἑλλήνιον), an outpost founded in the sixth century bce.

	3. Plato’s actual visit or visits to Egypt remain a subject of speculation by modern historians and in any case is not central to this argument, but ancient writers discussed the Egyptian travels associated with his biography with telling consistency. Plato’s extensive travels during his life are attested to in his Seventh Letter. Cicero states in De Rep. that Plato went to Egypt after hearing of the death of Socrates and in De Finibus “to study in Egypt with barbarian priests” (I.16, emphasis added). Quintilian (1920), in Instituio Oratoria, stated that Plato “was not merely content” with the teachings of Athens or the Sicilian Pythagoreans “but even approached the priests of Egypt and made himself thoroughly acquainted with all their secret lore” (1.12.15, emphasis added). The biographer Diogenes Laertius (1925) reports that Plato, after withdrawing from Athens and eventually traveling to Sicily, went “thence to Egypt to see those who interpreted the will of the gods” (3.6, emphasis added). Diodorus Siculus (1989) similarly states that Plato sought knowledge of numbers and astronomy from the priests (sacerdotibus) of Egypt (8.96).

	4. Plato’s relationship to Egypt is most extensively discussed in Vasunia (2001). Although I depart from Vasunia’s interpretation of Thoth significantly, this chapter is heavily indebted to his foundational work.

	5. Burkert (1995) has argued that Greek myth bears a structural and incidental connection to Near Eastern myths, but in the context of rhetoric, Egypt’s rhetorical tradition is far more demonstrable.






Chapter 6: Plato, Atlantean Rhetoric, Mythic σχῆμα (Schema), and the Speeches of Critias



	1. ἴτε ἀνεπιτήδειός ἐστι.ἐσπουδάκει καθάπερ ἄλλοι, τόν τε λόγον ὃν ἀπ᾽ Αἰγύπτου δεῦρο ἠνέγκατο ἀπετέλεσεν.”

	Page 185 →2. Although not wholly relevant to this discussion, Fowler (2011) triggered an enormous discussion with his article “Mythos and Logos.” This article does not address the tension between the two terms, explicitly, because its focus is principally on what Plato meant by skema muthos.

	3. Brisson put it this way: “images plus ou moins éloignées de ce modèle.”

	4. “μίμησιν μὲν γὰρ δὴ καὶ ἀπεικασίαν τὰ παρὰ πάντων ἡμῶν ῥηθέντα χρεών που γενέσθαι”

	5. See also Phaedrus, p. 275b–d. When Socrates rebukes Phaedrus for questioning the truth of the myth of Theuth, Plato makes clear his conviction that myth need possess neither factual-historical truth nor a demonstrable provenance.

	6. “δεινὸν γάρ που, ὦ Φαῖδρε, τοῦτ᾽ ἔχει γραφή, καὶ ὡς ἀληθῶς ὅμοιον ζωγραφίᾳ.”

	7. “παραδέδοται δὲ παρὰ τῶν ἀρχαίων καὶ παμπαλαίων ἐν μύθου σχήματι καταλελειμμένα τοῖς ὕστερον ὅτι θεοί τέ εἰσιν οὗτοι καὶ περιέχει τὸ θεῖον τὴν ὅλην φύσιν.”

	8. “ἀληθές ἐστι τῶν περὶ γῆν κατ᾽ οὐρανὸν ἰόντων παράλλαξις καὶ διὰ μακρῶν χρόνων γιγνομένη τῶν ἐπὶ γῆς πυρὶ πολλῷ φθορά.”

	9. “ὑμῖν καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις ἄρτι κατεσκευασμένα ἑκάστοτε τυγχάνει γράμμασι καὶ ἅπασιν ὁπόσων πόλεις δέονται, καὶ πάλιν δι᾽ εἰωθότων ἐτῶν ὥσπερ νόσημα ἥκει φερόμενον αὐτοῖς ῥεῦμα οὐράνιον καὶ τοὺς ἀγραμμάτους τε καὶ ἀμούσους ἔλιπεν ὑμῶν.”

	10. “τούτων πέρι καὶ τοὺς λόγους ποιούμενοι, τῶν ἐν τοῖς πρόσθεν καὶ πάλαι ποτὲ γεγονότων ἠμέλουν. μυθολογία γὰρ ἀναζήτησίς τε τῶν παλαιῶν μετὰ σχολῆς ἅμ᾽ ἐπὶ τὰς πόλεις ἔρχεσθον.”

	11. “σχεδὸν γὰρ τὰ μέγιστα ἡμῖν τῶν λόγων ἐν ταύτῃ τῇ θεῷ πάντ᾽ ἐστίν.”

	12. “λέληθεν διὰ τὸ τοὺς περιγενομένους ἐπὶ πολλὰς γενεὰς γράμμασιν τελευτᾶν ἀφώνους.”

	13. “καὶ ἰατρικῆς πρὸς ὑγίειαν ἐκ τούτων θείων ὄντων εἰς τὰ ἀνθρώπινα ἀνευρών.”

	14. “δὲ ἀρετὰς καὶ τοὺς νόμους τῶν ἔμπροσθεν οὐκ εἰδότες, εἰ μὴ σκοτεινὰς περὶ ἑκάστων τινὰς ἀκοάς.”

	15. “ἐδικάζοντό τε καὶ ἐδίκαζον εἴ τίς τι παραβαίνειν αὐτῶν αἰτιῷτό τινα.”

	16. “συνελέγοντο, τῷ τε ἀρτίῳ καὶ τῷ περιττῷ μέρος ἴσον ἀπονέμοντες.”

	17. “ἐν δὲ τῇ στήλῃ πρὸς τοῖς νόμοις ὅρκος ἦν μεγάλας ἀρὰς ἐπευχόμενος τοῖς ἀπειθοῦσιν.”

	18. “(κατὰ γὰρ τὰ ὑπάρχοντα ἐπαινοῦσιν ἢ ψέγουσιν πάντες), προσχρῶνται δὲ πολλάκις καὶ τὰ γενόμενα ἀναμιμνήσκοντες καὶ τὰ μέλλοντα προεικάζοντες.”






Conclusion: An Apologia for the Persistently Magical



	1. For a discussion of one rhetorical myth in Meso-America, see Abbott, 1996, p. 90, in the discussion of Manco Capac. Many other scholars have examined myth and rhetoric in other cultural contexts, such as Richard Johnson-Sheehan and Paul Lynch (2007), in the context of Irish rhetoric.
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