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Introduction

Training in the exercises is absolutely necessary, not only for those who are 
going to be orators, but also if anyone wishes to practice the art of poets or 
prose-writers, or any other writers. These things are, in effect, the foundation 
of every form of discourse.

Theon

The Place of the Progymnasmata in Graeco-Roman 
Rhetorical Education

Literacy in the ancient Graeco-Roman world was inextricably bound to the theory 
and practice of rhetoric. It is conventional to speak of a tripartite educational 
system from Homeric times to its fullest expression in the Hellenistic period and 
beyond into late antiquity.1 At the primary level, (mostly) boys and (some) girls, ages 
roughly seven to eleven and presumably mostly of elite status (with an occasional 
slave or middling-class individual),2 learned their alphabets, copied lists and short 
passages (which they could not read), and learned to write their names, all activities 
aimed at acquiring some basic literary competence and improving handwriting.3 
At the secondary level, aristocratic boys and (fewer) girls, roughly aged eleven to 
fifteen, continued to practice handwriting, often copying lists “made up of names 
of gods, Homeric heroes and even philosophers, [which] also supplied students 
with cultural knowledge.”4 But now the student began reading, especially Homer 
and the Greek poets. Study of grammar, noun declensions, inflection (running a 
sentence or saying through all the cases and numbers), culminated in elementary 
composition, which might include letters to parents. The third and tertiary level 
of rhetorical education in the ancient world was populated by an ever-dwindling 
number of students, now composed almost entirely of the male elite, who were in 
their mid- to late teens (fifteen to nineteen). The aim now was to prepare orators 
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for declamation and a public life in the court system or politics, or both.5 The 
rhetorical handbooks attributed to luminaries such as Cicero and Quintilian were 
aimed at this last level of declamation.

Until recently, it was thought that these levels were idealized into uniformly 
discrete and self-contained units (in separate classrooms, if not separate spaces 
entirely).6 Raffaella Cribiore and others, working especially with the material 
remains (tablets, ostraca, papyri) of actual classroom activities, have demonstrated 
a fluidity in what, when, and how students learned.7 The implementation of the 
tripartite educational system varied from locale to locale. The school of Libanius 
in Antioch, for example, ran all three levels of education concurrently, perhaps 
even in the same classroom. Thus, older students, working in the tertiary stratum, 
could serve as models for the younger students at the primary and secondary 
levels, assisting the teacher, and at times even substituting for him (see Libanius, 
Ep. 1408).8 In many cases, and anachronistically speaking, the result, perhaps 
prompted as much by necessity as intention, was something of a cross between 
the proverbial one-room schoolhouse and the Montessori educational philosophy 
of the mixed-age classroom.

Within this fluid structure, students would encounter the preliminary exer-
cises, the progymnasmata, intended to facilitate the transition between the study 
of grammar and the engagement of rhetoric proper.9 Typically, these exercises were 
associated with the beginning of the tertiary level of education, though it is quite 
possible that the exercises were introduced at some point during the secondary level, 
and given what we now know of the fluidity of the educational system, the exact 
location of the exercises in the system might be viewed as somewhat irrelevant.10 
After all, when the orator Quintilian was asked when a student should be sent to 
the rhetor, he responded “When he is fit!” (Inst. 2.1.7).11

The progymnasmata were “handbooks that outlined ‘preliminary exercises’ 
designed to introduce students who had completed basic grammar and literary 
studies to the fundamentals of rhetoric that they would then put to use in compos-
ing speeches and prose.”12 As such, these graded series of exercises were probably 
intended to facilitate the transition from grammar school to the more advanced 
study of rhetoric.13 Four of these progymnasmata from the first to fifth centuries 
CE, have survived.14 What is important about these writings is that some of the 
exercises in the progymnasmata are clearly intended to embrace both written and 
oral forms of communication. The epigraph by Theon at the beginning of this 
chapter makes that point clear: “Training in the exercises is absolutely necessary, 
not only for those who are going to be orators, but also if anyone wishes to practice 
the art of poets or prose-writers, or any other writers. These things are, in effect, 
the foundation of every form of discourse” (Prog. 70.24–30).15

Thus, though the rhetorical handbooks and the progymnasmata often address 
the same topics, the progymnasmata, aimed as they are to equip young students 
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with the building blocks of communication, both written and oral, serve as a kind 
of filter for the handbooks to sift out what comments might be more appropriate 
for written communication.

Furthermore, George Kennedy has commented:

The curriculum described in these works, featuring a series of set exercises of 
increasing difficulty, was the source of facility in written and oral expression 
for many persons and training for speech in public life. . . . Not only the secular 
literature of the Greeks and Romans, but the writings of early Christians beginning 
with the gospels and continuing through the patristic age, and of some Jewish 
writers as well, were molded by the habits of thinking and writing learned in schools.16

If the last part of Kennedy’s comment is true, and we think that it is, then a 
thoroughgoing investigation into the rhetorical conventions of the New Testament 
writers is warranted.17 It is important to tease out the implications of this fact for 
understanding the impact of early Christian writings upon their authorial audi-
ence, who presumably also knew how to respond appropriately (if unconsciously) 
to the effects of persuasive rhetoric.

The progymnasmatists are both descriptive and prescriptive. The forms existed 
long before the textbooks, as did the names for them and practices associated with 
them. Many are even pan-Mediterranean, existing outside the confines of Greek 
and Roman literature—so much so that Philo and Josephus believed the Greeks 
stole all rhetoric generally from Moses! The correspondence between progym-
nastic theory and Mediterranean practice, then, is not unidirectional or strictly 
direct.18 Theory could directly shape practice or vice versa. They undoubtedly had 
a mutually formative and standardizing effect on one another as we approach the 
first century CE. And theory and practice together could—directly or indirectly—
shape the subsequent practice of later theory. All of that is to say that a New 
Testament writer could gain familiarity with and competence in a progymnastic 
form through any number of means (all of which are complementary and not 
necessarily exclusive of the others—but none of which is requisite for the corre-
spondences we may see). Rhetoric, as they say, was “in the air,” and some of the air 
breathed by early Christian writers may well have been in the schoolrooms of the 
progymnasmatists. Our accounts of correspondence assume from the beginning 
the possibility of all of these factors, and the certainty of none. 

The Scope and Structure of This Book

The structure, arguments, and comparisons of this book are drawn primarily from 
the Progymnasmata of Aelius Theon of Alexandria (ca. 50–100 CE), the only 
textbook roughly contemporary to the New Testament writers.19 We are not, of 
course, suggesting any kind of literary dependence between the early Christian 
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writers and Theon but rather that Theon’s text conveniently represents the kind 
of rhetorical exercises practiced in the first century, many of which, in fact, had 
been practiced as early as the first or second centuries BCE.20 Thus, we assume 
that most of what Theon says about these rhetorical exercises was not unique to 
Theon. This assumption is buttressed by occasional appeal to the discussions in 
the rhetorical handbook tradition, which, while discussing specifically rhetorical 
speech, have remarkable similarity to Theon’s text at a number of points.

The extant Greek manuscripts of Theon preserve twelve chapters; the Arme-
nian versions add another five chapters.21 The first two chapters consist of a brief 
preface, summarizing the contents that follow, and a philosophy “On the Education 
of the Young” that we have already cited. Theon’s presentation is unique among the 
extant progymnasmata in that it is addressed to the teacher and not the students 
and in its order and numbering of the exercises. Table 1 conveniently summarizes 
the differences:22

Table 1. Order of Treatment of Progymnasmata in Extant Treatises

Exercise Theon 
(1st c. CE)

Ps.-Hermogenes 
(3rd/4th c. CE)

Aphthonius 
(4th c. CE)

Nicolaus 
(5th c. CE)

Chreia 1 3 3 3

Maxim 1* 4 4 4

Fable 2 1 1 1

Narrative 3 2 2 2

Refutation 3† 5 5 5

Confirmation 3† 5 6 5

Common-place 4 6 7 6

Ekphrasis 5 10 12 10

Speech-in-
character

6 9 11 9

Encomium 7 7 8 7

Invective 7‡  - 9 7

Syncrisis 8 8 10 8

Thesis 9 11 13 11

Law 10 12 14 12

* Treated as a form of the Chreia.
† Refutation and confirmation are discussed by Theon in connection with narrative.
‡ Encomium and invective are treated together as parts of one exercise by Theon.

In this book, we deal extensively with seven of these preliminary exercises, in 
the order originally preserved by Theon: chreia (chapter 1), fable (chapter 2), narra-
tive (chapter 3), ekphrasis (chapter 4), speech-in-character (chapter 5), encomium 
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(chapter 6), and syncrisis (chapter 7). We will reserve explanation of these exercises 
for the chapters devoted to an analysis of their theory and practice. At this point, 
it is important to observe that we have only treated two kinds of exercises: 

1.	 the preliminary exercises common to all four theorists and Quintilian and 
thus having a fixed place in the curriculum: chreia, fable, narrative (maxim, 
too—but we have followed Theon in treating it as part of chreia);

2.	 the “larger and more ambitious exercises” (Quintilian’s phrase for those 
exercises that he says are sometimes taught by rhetors, and sometimes—to 
his great disapproval—by the grammatici; Inst. 1.9.6) (a) that are attested 
by all four Greek theorists (thereby eliminating idiosyncratic or late exer-
cises) and (b) that are in our judgment at least as important to the theory 
and practice of composition as to that of declamation: ekphrasis, speech-in-
character, encomium (we follow Ps.-Hermogenes in including invective 
within encomium), and syncrisis.

Thus, we have joined Quintilian in leaving common-place, thesis, and introduction 
of the law for the rhetors (Inst. 1.9.1–6).23 And we have joined Theon in including 
treatment of refutation and confirmation, but only in connection with narrative, 
and not as an exercise unto itself as we find in the other progymnasmatists. Finally, 
because we have focused on what the progymnasmata can teach us about ancient 
compositional practices, we are not dealing with issues typically taken up in the 

“third-level” handbooks (e.g., Quintilian and Rhetorica ad Herennium, inter alia)—
namely, figures of speech and thought and the form and function of declamation 
or speeches.24

It is worth pausing, however, to discuss briefly two rhetorical strategies that 
are not exercises proper but are devices used within one or more exercises and 
the influence of which can be detected in the New Testament. We will return to 
these devices as they emerge in our discussion of the exercises.

(1) Inflection. Every beginning language student is aware that Greek is a highly 
inflected language, but, in light of the progymnasmata, the significance of that 
fact for NT interpretation has not been fully appreciated.25 Inflecting the main 
subject or topic (klisis) was one of the first exercises taught to beginning students 
of elementary rhetoric and provided a transition from the study of grammar to the 
study of rhetoric since the exercise focused on the rhetorical function of inflection.26 
Theon gives a rather full description of how such inflection is to take place in his 
discussion of chreia and fable and refers back to it in his discussion of narrative 
(85.29–31). In his chapter on “Fable,” Theon asserts:

Fables should be inflected, like chreia, in different grammatical numbers and 
oblique cases. . . . The original grammatical construction must not always be 
maintained as though by some necessary law, but one should introduce some 
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things and use a mixture (of constructions); for example, start with one case and 
change in what follows to another, for this variety is very pleasing. (74.24–35, 
74–75; cf. also 101.10–103.2)

Quintilian (Inst. 9.1.34) also comments briefly on the use of inflection as a 
rhetorical device.27 Following a discussion of the effects of repetition, he suggests: 

“Other effects may be obtained by the graduation or contrast of clauses, by the 
elegant inversion of words, by arguments drawn from opposites, asyndeton, para-
leipsis, correction, exclamation, meiosis, the employment of a word in different cases 
(in multis casibus), moods and tenses.” And again at 9.3.37:

At times the cases and genders of the words repeated may be varied, as in “Great 
is the goal of speaking, and great the task, etc.”; a similar instance is found in 
Rutilius, but in a long period. I therefore merely cite the beginnings of the 
clauses. “Pater hic tuus? Patrem nunc appellas? Patris tui filius es?” [“Is this 
your father? Do you still call him father? Are you your father’s son?”] This figure 
may also be effected solely by change of cases, a preceding which the Greeks 
call πολύπτωτον [polyptōton].

What Theon calls klisis, Quintilian refers to as polyptōton; but the phenomenon is 
the same. Inflection was more than just an ornamental figure of style designed to 
please the aesthetic tastes of the audience. In fact, Quintilian included inflection 
in his discussion of figures of thought, a “class of figure, which does not merely 
depend on the form of the language for its effect, but lends both charm and force 
to the thought as well” (9.3.28 [Russell, LCL]).28 The function of inflection was 
for emphasis (see Quintilian, Inst. 9.3.67) and to attract the audience’s attention 
to the subject under discussion (9.3.27). We should not, however, view the use of 
inflection as a particularly elegant rhetorical device. Rather, inflection was one 
of the first rhetorical devices practiced by the beginning student of rhetoric, who 
quickly passed on to more challenging exercises.29 In fact, Quintilian recognized 
that inflection and other figures like it “derive something of their charm from their 
very resemblance to blemishes, just as a trace of bitterness in food will sometimes 
tickle the palate” (9.3.27 [Russell, LCL]).30 But its “ordinary” nature might argue for 
its effectiveness as a rhetorical device in signaling the importance of the inflected 
term for the understanding of the narrative in which it is couched. Certainly, this 
seems to be that for which Theon hoped. In one of the chapters on “Listening to 
What Is Read,” preserved only in the Armenian versions, Theon comments: “In 
listening, the most important thing is to give frank and friendly attention to the 
speaker. Then the student should recall the subject of the writing, identify the 
main points and the arrangement, finally recall also the better passages” (Prog. 
105–106).31

Any student of elementary rhetoric then would have been accustomed to 
inflecting the main topic or subject of a chreia, fable, or narrative, and presumably 
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an ancient audience would have been naturally, almost instinctively, able to iden-
tify the main subject by hearing the topic inflected in the various cases of the 
Greek noun.32

(2) Paraphrase. This expansion through repetition reflects a well-known rhetor-
ical exercise known as “paraphrase” (paraphrasis) in which a writer would “change 
the form of expression while keeping the thoughts” (Theon, Prog. 107). There 
were four kinds of paraphrase: “variation in syntax, by addition, by subtraction 
and by substitution” or by any combination of these four (Prog. 107–108). In his 
introduction Theon addresses objections to the practice of paraphrase:

The argument of opponents is that once something has been well said it cannot 
be done a second time, but those who say this are far from hitting on what is 
right. Thought is not moved by any one thing in only one way so as to express 
the idea that has occurred to it in a similar form, but it is stirred in a number 
of different ways. (Prog. 62)

Furthermore, paraphrase could be undertaken “by a poet of his own thoughts 
elsewhere or paraphrase by another poet and in the orators and historians, and 
in brief, all ancient writers seem to have used paraphrase in the best possible way, 
rephrasing not only their own writings but those of each other” (Prog. 62).

Theon gives several examples of paraphrase as restatement, even suggesting the 
device could be used for clarification: “Thucydides (1.142.1) said, ‘in war, opportu-
nities are not abiding,’ while Demosthenes (4.37) paraphrased this, ‘opportunities 
for action do not await our sloth and evasions’ ” (Prog. 108). In his discussion of 
conversio, Quintilian advises that students of rhetoric

should learn to paraphrase Aesop’s fables . . . in simple and restrained language 
and subsequently to set down the paraphrase in writing with the same simplic-
ity of style; they should begin by analyzing each verse, then give its meaning 
in a different language, and finally proceed to a freer paraphrase in which 
they will be permitted now to abridge and now to embellish the original, so 
far as this may be done without losing the poet’s meaning. He should also 
set to write aphorisms, chreiae, and delineations of character, of which the 
teacher will first give the general scheme, since such themes will be drawn 
from their reading. In all of these exercises the general idea is the same, but 
the form differs. (1.9.2–3)33

Paraphrase was similar to translation from one language to another, and they are 
often discussed in relation to each other (cf. Quintilian, Inst. 10.5.2–3 on trans-
lation, which immediately proceeds a discussion of paraphrase in 10.5.4–11). We 
will return to the importance of paraphrasis for New Testament studies in the 
subsequent chapters, especially chapter 3 on “Narrative.”34
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The Progymnasmata and Moral Formation:  
“Homer” or “Moses”?

Finally a word about the ethos culture of rhetoric. According to Raffaella Cribiore, 
education in the ancient world (not unlike today in many quarters) “was based on 
the transmission of an established body of knowledge, about which there was wide 
consensus.”35 The transmission of traditional values included also the formation 
of the moral character of the students (or audience). Todd Penner has observed:

We need to appreciate fully the kind of pedagogical environment that is being 
fostered in this environment. Like most, if not all, educational systems, there 
is an underlying moral vision being perpetuated, wherein both student and 
material are being closely drawn together so as to mold the student. It is thus a 
culture of repetition—of one time great moments from the past repeated over 
and over again in each new student present. It is also a culture of moral suasion—
the patterns that are repeated, as well as the act of repetition itself, contain not 
only an implied theory of psychological development, but, more to the point, 
also an appreciation and assessment of events and narratives in fundamentally 
moral terms—as good and bad, in both literary and rhetorical quality, as well 
as in terms of the value systems being perpetuated.36

Theon of Alexandria confirms this point several times: “Surely the exercise in 
the form of the khreia (or anecdote) not only creates a certain faculty of speech but 
also good character [ethos], while we are being exercised in the moral sayings of 
the wise” (Prog. 60.18; see also 71.6; 78.9). In a similar vein, Pseudo-Hermogenes 
argues for fable as the first of the exercises to be encountered by students because 
of its value in moral formation: “Fable (mythos) is regarded as the first exercise 
to be assigned to the young because it can bring their minds into harmony for 
the better. In this way they think to form students while tender” (Prog. 1). Thus, 
beyond acquiring facility in grammar and rhetoric, a fortunate by-product of the 
rhetorical exercises from the teacher’s point of view was the shaping of moral 
habits that reflected the prevailing cultural values of the day.

The anonymous writer of Rhetorica ad Herennium (first century BCE) agreed 
with this view: “Even if, in public speaking, we have not reached our goal, we shall 
miss but little of the wholly perfect life” (4.56.69). In the pursuit of the “wholly 
perfect life,” negative character traits—dishonoring parents, betraying friends, 
greed, and shameful behavior, in general—were to be avoided (4.14.20–4.28.38).37 
On the positive side, support of the state was a common feature of moral exhor-
tation among the rhetoricians (see Rhet. Her. 4.8.19). Quintilian likewise agrees 
with the moral goal of rhetorical education: “I am proposing to educate the perfect 
orator, who cannot exist except in the person of a good man. We therefore demand 
of him not only exceptional powers of speech, but all the virtues of character as 
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well” (Inst. 1.proem.9 [Rackham, LCL]). For Quintilian, to be a good orator was 
to be a good man:

What will he do in an encomium, unless he understands honour and shame? 
How can he urge a policy unless he has a grasp of expediency? How can he plead 
in the law courts if he knows nothing about justice? Again, does not oratory 
also call for courage, since we often have to speak in the face of threats of public 
disorder, often at the risk of offending the powerful, and sometimes even . . . 
with armed soldiers all around? So, if it is not a virtue, oratory cannot even be 
complete. (2.20.8 [Rackham, LCL])38

Most, if not all, early Christians who were literate acquired the ability to read 
and write through rhetorical education in some form or fashion, through which 
they also learned ethos argumentation (i.e., how to shape the moral character of 
their audiences).

Despite these laudatory exhortations to virtuous living by the rhetoricians, the 
moral vision propagated by the Graeco-Roman rhetorical tradition, including the 
progymnasmatists, was—in modern terms—elitist, racist, and sexist. The ideal 
was the free male Roman citizen against whom all others were deemed inferior.39 
The New Testament writers at times reflect the mores and ethos passed down, 
and not infrequently forcibly imposed, by the dominant Roman culture. But there 
is also evidence that, at times, early Christians resisted this moral vision and 
invoked the methods and categories of rhetorical argument in order to subvert 
or overturn them, a rhetorical move of ethos-argumentation that they no doubt 
learned from the very teachers of grammar and rhetoric whose moral vision they 
so severely challenge.40 Their use of rhetoric, in these cases, is aimed at forming 
the moral character and theological vision of the Christian community, already in 
the process of being shaped by the Jewish Scriptures. Thus, while ancient Graeco-
Roman rhetoric is helpful in discerning the mode and method of early Christian 
communication, the meaning is thoroughly grounded in those Jewish Scriptures 
and its interpretive streams, in which they (or most of them) understood Jesus to 
stand. That is why, simply put, the New Testament writers regularly quote and 
allude to the Jewish Scriptures in their writings (refracted through a christolog-
ical lens) and only rarely appeal to “pagan” sources (cf. Acts 17:28). Or to put it 
differently, “Moses,” not “Homer,” was the “Bible”—the source of authority—for 
early Christian faith and practice, even if that faith and practice were communi-
cated through thoroughly Hellenized rhetorical devices.41 And this is no small 
matter, since medium and message are inextricably intertwined. Understanding 
the medium will assist in tracking the message.42 So we turn now to a primer in 
theory and practice of the preliminary exercises.
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Chreia
Revealing Essentials 

through Word and Deed

What is the chreia?
A concise reminiscence associated with some character.

Why is the chreia a “reminiscence”?
Because it is remembered so that it may be recited.

Why “concise”?
Because often, once it has been expanded, it becomes a narrative or some-
thing else.

Why “with a character”?
Because often without a character a concise reminiscence is a maxim or some-
thing else.

Why is it called a “chreia”?
Because of its being useful, not because the other exercises do not have this 
quality, but because of its excellence, the name is a proper one instead of a 
common one.1

The chreia was widespread in antiquity. Some estimates put the number of 
chreia from antiquity in excess of one thousand.2 Their popularity has continued 
into the modern period, at least in the form of scholarly analysis. Unlike many 
of the exercises in the progymnasmata, the classroom exercise on chreia has 
garnered much attention by New Testament scholars, especially over the past 
thirty-five years owing to the pioneering work of Ronald Hock and Edward 
O’Neil under the auspices of the Hellenistic Texts Seminar sponsored by the 
Claremont Institute for Antiquity and Christianity and the Society of Biblical 
Literature Pronouncement Stories Seminar under the leadership particularly 
of Vernon Robbins.3
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Theory
Chreia Definition(s)

Theon asserts “a chreia is a brief saying or action making a point, attributed to 
some specified person or something corresponding to a person” (Prog. 96). Later 
progymnasmata have similar but not identical definitions. Aphthonius, for exam-
ple, defines a chreia as a “brief recollection, referring to some person in a pointed 
way” (Prog. 23). That this recollection (or “reminiscence,” apomnēnomeuma) can 
take the form of word or deed is made clear by Pseudo-Hermogenes: “A chreia is a 
recollection of a saying or action or both, with a pointed meaning, usually for the 
sake of something useful” (Prog. 6). Nicolaus is even more precise: “A chreia is a 
pointed and concise saying or action, attributed to some specific person, reported 
for the correction of some things in life” (Prog. 19). Thus, a chreia shares certain 
features in common with the extant progymnasmata:

(1) The chreia is concise; typically, chreia consist of only one (at times, complex) 
sentence, though it can be more than a single sentence (as in a question-and-answer 
chreia; see below).4

(2) Distinct from the maxim, which seems to function as a general proverb, 
the chreia is typically attributed to a specific character. Usually the character is a 
specific person, but occasionally a chreia may be attributed to a group of persons 
or a representative of a group—for example, “A Laconian, when someone asked 
him where the Cacedaimonians set the limits of their land, showed his spear” 
(Theon, Prog. 99).5

(3) A third characteristic, aptness, may apply to the suitability of the chreia 
for the situation at hand, or it may refer to the aptness of the chreia in disclosing 
something about the essence of the character to whom the chreia is attributed. 
Hermogenes and Nicolaus (above) seem to be referring to a “well-aimed” quality 
of the statement (or action), while Aphthonius (see above) seems to speak of the 
aptness of the attribution.6 Kennedy’s translation of Theon (“a brief saying or 
action making a point”) would fit the former category, although the prepositional 
phrase met’ eustochias (“making a point”) is placed between “brief saying or action” 
and “attributed to some specific person” and could modify either noun phrase or, 
conceivably, even both.7

Each progymnasmata approaches the classroom exercise of chreia in other, 
distinctive ways. Only Theon treats chreia as the first of the classroom exer-
cises, reasoning that it “is short and easily remembered” (Prog. 6).8 Nicolaus 
recognizes that “there are some who assign it [chreia] before both fable and 
narrative” but attributes the sequence to the rationale that the chreia exercise 

“should be put first since it shows the way to good and avoidance of evil” (Prog. 
18). Also, rather than using the more usual “saying” (logos), Theon refers to the 
chreia as a “statement” (apophasis), the term typically used to define a maxim (cf. 
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Aphthonius, Prog. 4). Since Theon, unlike the other progymnasmatists, does not 
include a separate chapter on maxims, this gesture toward the maxim allows 
him to indicate the close relationship between the two forms.9 Aphthonius has 
the shortest definition of chreia (only nine words in Greek), but he does include 
an etymology, indicating it is so-called because it is “useful” (chreiōdēs). Nicolaus 
clarifies that while chreia are useful, it is not because “the other progymnasmata 
do not fulfill some use, but either because it has been especially honored with 
this common name as characteristic, in the way that Homer is called ‘the poet’ 
and Demosthenes ‘the orator,’ or because originally someone made use of it 
primarily from some circumstance and need” (Prog. 20; cf. Theon, Prog. 97). 
Nicolaus observes that some theorists claim “chreias are transmitted because 
of some utility and some only because of their charm” (Prog. 21), though he 
finds that even those that appear designed only for pleasantry “seem to contain 
good advice” and thus some utility (Prog. 21).10

Chreia Classifications

All the extant progymnasmata list the principal classifications of the chreia: 
there are sayings chreias, action chreias, and mixed chreias, which consist of 
both sayings and action (Theon, Prog. 97; Ps.-Hermogenes, Prog. 6; Aphthonius, 
Prog. 23; Nicolaus, Prog. 20). The following epithet attributed to Isocrates, very 
popular in antiquity, is an example of a sayings chreia: “The root of education 
is bitter but the fruits are sweet” (Aphthonius, Prog. 23; cf. Ps.-Hermogenes, 
Prog. 7; Libanius, Prog. 8.82–97). Theon gives the following as an example of a 
chreia of action: “When Diogenes the Cynic philosopher saw a boy eating fancy 
food, he beat his pedagogue with his staff” (Prog. 98–99; cf. Nicolaus, Prog. 20; 
Libanius, Prog. 1.2).11 Pseudo-Hermogenes cites a similar chreia to illustrate a 
mixed chreia that contains both an action and a saying: “Diogenes, on seeing 
an undisciplined youth, beat his pedagogue and said, ‘Why did you teach him 
such things?’ ” (Prog. 6; cf. Aphthonius, Prog. 23).12 Theon’s understanding of a 
mixed chreia differs from that of Nicolaus. For Theon, the verbal aspect of a mixed 
chreia can occur in the circumstances that prompt the action. So under mixed 
chreias, Theon cites this chreia: “A Laconian, when someone asked him where the 
Lacedaimonians set the limits of their land, showed his spear” (Prog. 99). The fact 
that the Laconian’s action of displaying his spear was prompted by a verbal ques-
tion, for Theon, qualifies the chreia as “mixed”—that is, with both actional and 
verbal features. For Nicolaus, a similar chreia is a mixed chreia only because the 
Laconian not only shows his spear but also speaks, “When a Laconian was asked 
where the walls of Sparta were, holding up his spear, he said, ‘There’ ” (Prog. 20). 
Pseudo-Hermogenes shares Nicolaus’ view that a mixed chreia “requires both an 
action and a saying of the character.”13
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Aphthonius includes only these principal classifications, and Pseudo-
Hermogenes and Nicolaus allude to further categories, but only Theon subdivides 
the categories of chreia into a rather complex system of classification. Theon divides 
the sayings chreia into two subcategories. There is the unprompted, declarative 
statement (apophantikon) and the responsive statement (apokritikon). The declar-
ative statement is typically introduced with a finite verb and without reference to 
a specific situation.14 Theon’s example is this: “Isocrates the sophist used to say 
that those of his students with natural ability were children of gods” (Prog. 97). 
The responsive sayings chreia is typically introduced by a participle of seeing:15 
“Diogenes, the Cynic philosopher, seeing a rich young man who was uneducated, 
said ‘He is dirt plated with silver’ ” (Prog. 97).

Theon further divides the responsive chreia into four subdivisions. Three are 
statements in response to questions, ranging from a simple yes or no to additional 
information to advice or something beyond an answer to the question. For many 
modern interpreters “these distinctions seem too finely drawn,” despite the fact 
that Theon gives examples.16 The fourth subcategory is a chreia made in response 
to a remark or statement rather than a question.17 Beyond these four subdivisions 
is another type or species of sayings chreia, the double chreia, which is “one having 
statements by two persons where either statement makes a chreia by one person.” 
Theon gives this example: “Alexander, the king of Macedon, stood over Diogenes 
when he was sleeping and said, ‘A man who is a counselor should not sleep all 
night,’ and Diogenes responded, ‘A man to whom the people have been entrusted 
and who has many cares’ ” (Prog. 98).18

With regard to the category of sayings chreia, Theon states that they can be 
expressed in a variety of ways, which he lists (with examples): gnomic sayings, 
logical demonstrations, a jest or joke, a syllogism, an enthymeme, an example, a 
prayer or wish, a sign or symbolic expression, a figure or trope, a double entendre 
or ambiguity, a change of subject or metalepsis, or any combination of two or 
more of these expressions (Prog. 99–100).19 Some ancient theorists were less than 
convinced of the pedagogical usefulness of listing various categories of chreia. 
Pseudo-Hermogenes, for example, says, “Much is said by the ancients about 
different kinds of chreia, (for example,) that some of them are declarative, some 
interrogative, some investigative. But now let us come to the point, and this is the 
elaboration (exergasia)” (Prog. 7).

Theon proposes that there are two subcategories of actional chreia: active 
and passive, which function as their names suggest. The protagonist is the main 
actor in an active chreia of action: “When Diogenes the Cynic philosopher saw a 
boy eating fancy food, he beat his pedagogue with his staff” (Prog. 98–99). The 
protagonist is acted upon in a passive chreia of action: “Didymon the flute-player, 
on being convicted of adultery, was hanged by his namesake” (Prog. 99).20 None 
of the theorists proposes further subdivisions for mixed chreia.
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Chreia Manipulation

The ancient theorists do not agree on what the elaboration or manipulation of 
chreias consists of. Again, Theon stands alone in his understanding. He ends his 
chapter on chreia with instructions on how to “practice” or manipulate chreias 
through eight separate exercises: “restatement, grammatical inflection, comment, 
and contradiction, and we expand and compress the chreia, and in addition (at a 
later stage in study) we refute and confirm” (Prog. 101). The practice of expand-
ing and condensing chreia is especially significant. Theon cites a brief chreia: 

“Epaminondas, dying childless, said to his friends, ‘I leave two daughters, the 
victory at Leuctra and that at Mantinea’ ” (Prog. 103–104). He then shows how 
the chreia can be expanded by adding to the information about its speaker and 
circumstances.

Epaminadas, the general of the Thebans, was, you should know, a great man 
in peacetime, but when war with Lacedaimonians came to his fatherland he 
demonstrated many shining deeds of greatness. When serving at Boeotarch at 
Leuctra, he defeated the enemy; and conducting a campaign and contending on 
behalf of his country, he died at Mantinea. When he had been wounded and 
his life was coming to an end, while his friends were bewailing many things, 
including that he was dying childless, breaking into a smile, he said, “Cease your 
weeping, my friends, for I have left you two immortal daughters: two victories 
of my country over Lacedaimonians, one at Leuctra, the elder, the younger just 
begotten by me at Mantinea.” (Prog. 104)21

This complicates the understanding that the sayings of Jesus typically circulated 
as independent sayings that were later couched in a narrative setting, which even-
tually was expanded into more elaborate contexts.22 It is certainly possible that 
some dominical sayings were transmitted that way but not necessarily the case. 
For one trained in the rhetorical tradition of expanding and condensing chreia, it 
is possible that the opposite scenario occurred, namely that a chreia in a longer 
context was condensed.23 From the evidence of Theon and the progymnasmata, it 
is impossible to determine a priori the directional flow of transmission.

For Pseudo-Hermogenes, on the other hand, chreia elaboration consists of 
a single exercise, including an encomium of the speaker (or actor) of the chreia, a 
paraphrase, the cause, contrast, comparison, example, judgment (optional), and 
exhortation (Prog. 8). Chreia elaboration for Nicolaus is very similar to that of 
Pseudo-Hermogenes and consists of (1) praise, (2) paraphrase, (3) statement of 
probability and truth, (4) judgment, and (5) exhortation (optional) (Prog. 24).24 
Chreia elaboration reaches its standard form in Aphthonius and is the basis for 
most later commentators who try to emulate him.25

Following a brief definition of chreia and a simple classification of sayings, 
actional and mixed chreias, Aphthonius advises that one “should elaborate it [the 
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chreia] with the following headings: praise, paraphrase, cause, contrary, compar-
ison, example, testimony of the ancients, brief epilogue” (Prog. 23). He then gives 
the following example:26

A Verbal Chreia (Prog. 23–25)

Isocrates said, “The Root of Education is Bitter but the Fruits are Sweet”

Praise It is right to admire Isocrates for his art; he made its name most 
illustrious, and in his practice he showed how great the art was and 
proclaims its greatness, rather than having been himself proclaimed 
by it. Now it would take a long time to go through all the benefits 
he has brought to human life, whether in proposing laws to kings or 
in advising private individuals, but (we can note) his wise teaching 
about education.

Paraphrase One who longs for education, he is saying, begins with toils, but yet 
the toils end in an advantage. The wisdom of these words we shall 
admire in what follows.

Cause Those who long for education attach themselves to educational 
leaders, whom it is frightening to approach and very stupid to 
abandon. Fear comes on boys both when they are there and when 
they are about to go to school. Next after the teachers come the 
pedagogues, fearful to see and more dreadful when they beat the 
boys. Fright anticipates discovery, and punishment follows fright; 
they go looking for the boys’ mistakes but regard the boys’ successes 
as their own doing. Fathers are more strict than pedagogues, 
dictating the routes to be followed, demanding boys go straight to 
school, and showing suspicion of the market place. And if there is 
need to punish, fathers ignore their natural feelings. But the boy 
who has experienced these things, when he comes to manhood 
wears a crown of virtue.

Contrary If, on the other hand, out of fear of these things someone were to 
flee from teachers, run away from parents, and shun pedagogues, he 
is completely deprived of training in speech and has lost ability in 
speech with his loss of fear. All of these considerations influenced 
Isocrates’ thought in calling the root of education bitter.

Comparison Just as those who work the earth cast the seeds in the ground with 
toil but reap the fruits with greater pleasure, in the same way those 
exchanging toil for education have by toil acquired future renown.

Example Look, I ask you, at the life of Demosthenes, which was the most filled 
with labor of any orator but became the most glorious of all. He 
showed such an abundance of zeal that he took the ornament from his 
head, because he thought the ornament that comes from virtue was the 
best; and he expended in toils what others lavished on pleasures.



	 Chreia	 23

Testimony Thus, one should admire Hesiod’s saying [cf. Works and Days 
289–292] that the road of virtue is rough, but the height is easy, 
the same philosophy as found in the saying of Isocrates; for what 
Hesiod indicated by a “road” is what Isocrates called a “root,” both 
expressing one thought, but with different words.

Epilogue Looking at all this, one should admire Isocrates for his wise and 
beautiful speculation about education.

This lengthy elaboration “more clearly demonstrates to teacher and student alike 
what the elaboration of a chreia ought to look like.”27

Examples from Ancient Literature

There are multitudes of chreias preserved in writings from antiquity, particu-
larly those attributed to philosophers acknowledged as founders of philosophical 
schools.28 There are also extant exercises and commentaries involving the inflection 
and elaboration of chreia within the rhetorical tradition.29 Many of the examples 
that follow are found both in the rhetorical tradition and outside it. For example, 
Lucian’s Demonax alone has over fifty chreia attributed to Demonax, a philosopher 
and Lucian’s teacher.30 Diogenes Laertius’ Lives contain many sayings attributed 
to the philosophers whose lives he presents.31

Sayings Chreia

Declarative. Diogenes Laertius attributes the following declarative statement to 
the Cynic philosopher Diogenes: “the love of money is the mother-city of every 
evil” (Lives 6.50).32

“Isocrates said that education’s root is bitter, its fruit is sweet” (Stobaeus 
2.31.29).33

“[Socrates] used to say that he knew nothing except just the fact of his ignorance” 
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.32).

“For R Eliezer used to say, ‘There is a time to shorten [one’s prayers] and a 
time to lengthen [them]’ ” (Mekhilta Ishmael Vayassa 1).34

Responsive (to an action). “Damonidas the gymnastic teacher whose feet were 
deformed when his shoes had been stolen, said: ‘May they fit the thief ’ ” (Plutarch, 
De aud. poet. 18D).35

Diogenes the Cynic philosopher, on seeing a youth who was the son of an 
adulterer throwing stones into the crowd, said: “Stop, boy! You may unwittingly 
hit your father” (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 6.62).

Responsive (to a question). When Demonax was nearly a hundred years old 
and death was apparently imminent, a man asked him, “ ‘Isn’t it shameful that the 
body of such a man should be exposed as food for birds and dogs?’ [Demonax] 


