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THE ADDRESSEES OF AELIUS ARISTIDES, 
ORATIONS 17 K AND 21 K* 

Among Aristides' extant works there are five speeches concerning the city of Smyrna, 
namely the first Smyrnaean oration (17), a monody for Smyrna (18), a letter to 
Marcus and Commodus concerning Smyrna (19), a palinode for Smyrna (20) and the 
second Smyrnaean oration (21). The historical context and purpose of Orr. 18, 19 and 
20 are well known and uncontroversial. In contrast, although the dating of Orr. 17 
and 21 relative to the others is not in doubt, their context and purpose have been 
divergently interpreted. In this note I will reargue the case that the dominant modern 

scholarly tradition, which conceives the speeches as invitations to the emperors 
Marcus and Commodus respectively to visit Smyrna, is wrong. Rather the speeches 
were addresses of welcome to two proconsuls, father and son, on their respective 
arrivals in Smyrna. Secondly, I will briefly indicate the general significance of this 
identification. 

THE CHRONOLOGY OF THE SMYRNAEAN ORATIONS 

These orations, as published, stand in chronological order. Or. 17 cannot be precisely 
dated, but provides a rich, if allusive, description of the renowned splendour of 
Smyrna (esp. sections 9-22) before the destruction caused by the famous earthquake 
of A.D. 178.1 Orr. 18, 19 and 20 are all intimately connected to the earthquake and its 
aftermath. Or. 18 contains Aristides' lament for Smyrna, and 19, written a day after 
the event, is the famous letter to the emperors Marcus and Commodus which begs for 
imperial aid. Or. 20, the palinode, contains references both to the generous response 
of the emperors to Smyrna's plight and to the process of rebuilding and reconstruction 
which is apparently well under way, if not complete.2 Or. 21, also, postdates the 
earthquake and contains reference to the generosity of the emperors. Reconstruction 
has now so far advanced that Aristides can devise a neat conceit. In the past it had 
been impossible to conceive of a more beautiful city than Smyrna. That conception 
has now been proved false, since the rebuilt city can be deemed superior to its former 
state.3 

THE ADDRESSEES OF ORATIONS 17 AND 21 

If the relative chronology of the five Smyrnaean orations is uncontroversial, it is, also, 
clear that Orr. 17 and 21 are closely interconnected. In Or. 21.3. Aristides reminds the 
addressee that, previously 'during the first office which he shared with his father', he 
has heard Aristides speak of the history and beauty of Smyrna.4 Aristides then 
proceeds (sections 3-5) to paraphrase elements of Or. 17 (esp. sections 3-10 and 22). 
He ends Or. 21 by noting the good fortune that the addressee has 'exactly renewed' 

* All references are to the 1898 edition of Aristides by Bruno Keil. 
1 A.D. 178 is the traditional date. For ingenious argumentation for a date of early A.D. 177 see 

C. A. Behr, Aelius Aristides and the Sacred Tales (Amsterdam, 1968), p. 112, n. 68. The exact 
date of the earthquake does not affect the relative chronology of the speeches. 

2 See especially sections 5-11 (the emperors' generosity) and 21-3 (reconstruction). 
3 Or. 21.11. 4 KaTa' rT!v 7rpoTrqr ...... apX-v, V To 7ra-rpt avvrjpXEs. 
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(aKptfilc avavecoaaaOat) his father's office by his stay in Smyrna.5 The addressees 

of Orr. 17 and 21, then, were father and son, the latter having been present with his 
father at the delivery of Or. 17. By the date of Or. 21, the son has come to hold the 
same office as his father had. 

Two distinct views about the character of the official position held by the two 
addressees have emerged in the modern literature. A. Boulanger in his classic work of 
1923 on Aristides interpreted (with some hesitation) Or. 17 as an address to Marcus 
Aurelius designed to encourage him to visit Smyrna.6 Or. 21 was, in turn, an address 
to Commodus, as sole emperor, designed to encourage him to visit Smyrna.7 In 
contrast Wilamowitz, in his review of Boulanger and in his famous article on 
Aristides, was the first to argue that the addressees of Orr. 17 and 21 were both 

proconsuls of Asia, the addressee of Or. 21 having served as legate to his father during 
his father's proconsulship.8 Despite the auctoritas of Wilamowitz, the majority of 
modern accounts which have paid any attention to this problem have continued to 

uphold the traditional view. So Cadoux in his book on ancient Smyrna followed 

Boulanger.9 Similarly the major account of second- and third-century Greek 
literature by B. Reardon describes, without hesitation, Orr. 17 and 21 as 'invitations' 
to Marcus and Commodus respectively to visit Smyrna.10 To my knowledge only 
C. A. Behr in his ingenious and learned work on Aristides has taken up and 
developed Wilamowitz's hypothesis.'1 

'A brief examination of the content of the speeches, especially of Or. 21, will show 
the difficulties inherent in the view that they were either invitations to visit Smyrna 
(rather than speeches of welcome delivered in Smyrna) or addressed to Marcus and 
Commodus respectively. Although Or. 17 considered in isolation could be construed 
as either an invitation or a speech of welcome, Or. 21 is quite explicit.12 Aristides 
begins with an apology that he cannot be present in Smyrna to deliver his speech in 
person. This absence deprives him of the opportunity both of being with the addressee 
and of enjoying the newly restored city.13 This passage of itself refutes the notion that 

5 Or. 21.16. 
6 A. Boulanger, Aelius Aristide et la Sophistique dans la province de l'Asie au IIieme Siecle de 

notre ere (Paris, 1923), pp. 384-5, cf. p. 161. He can describe this identification as the then 
'commune opinion', though he notes the possibility that the addressee was a proconsul (p. 385 
n. 4). 7 A. Boulanger, op. cit. (n. 6), pp. 389-90, cf. pp. 161-2. 

8 U. v. Wilamowitz-M6llendorf, review of Boulanger in Kleine Schriften, iii (Berlin, 1969), 
pp. 420-5 at 424 and 'Der Rhetor Aristides', op. cit., pp. 426-53 at 452-3. Wilamowitz had 
gained this idea from the Russian scholar Turzewitsch. 

9 C. Cadoux, Ancient Smyrna (Oxford, 1938), p. 278 (Or. 17) and p. 284 (Or. 21) though he 
conjectures that Or. 21 was never delivered. Compare R. Pack, 'Two Sophists and Two 
Emperors', C.P. 42 (1947), 17-20 at pp. 17 and 19. 

10 B. P. Reardon, Courants Litteraires Grecs des IIe et IIIe siecles apres J.C. (Paris, 1971), p. 
134, who cites both Wilamowitz and Behr in his bibliography. 

" C. A. Behr, op. cit. (n. 1), esp. p. 91 note la; cf. idem, P. Aelius Aristides. The Complete 
Works, ii (Leiden, 1981) at p. 356 and pp. 361-3. For equivocation, see L. Pernot, Les Discours 
Siciliens d'Aelius Aristide (New York, 1981), p. 10 ('grands personnages'). 

12 The phraseology of Or. 17.7 may however, indicate the governor's presence: 7roAAovs 8'a v 
rts avrrs EXot AE'yewv a'ycvas KaL taAAovs, KaL $r4 TroVs TreAevraTovS rovs vTrrep VJ1u0Cv Kat cavv v4tv 

Evr 7avrT Tru rapaardvt 7TroAA7gs rtvoS Epyov aXoA\s tr)ly'/7aaaOat. dAAa T' El rrepL TaVCTa 

Tp[3eaOat; a'ls !ev yap EUTl T()V 7Tr'eEov ev ,ttvOots 7 
Tqyl7y7aertv 77 tLAortlita, els Tara ECLT KOS 

dvaxcWpeLv, 7TtgS SE eOVVg o60flOEta XELpouTral KaL OVK iEa ~rTElV Ta lpXa?^a, rt' oel TraV'TrT 
ae/J.vvveiv a7rO TrA)V 7rapEAOdvrTv, iAA' oov Trep7l7yeLaOai [KaOaTrep Ol TrS XELtpO EXOVTEre,] 

tJLaprvpa rov OEaT'v TOrv Aoycov 7TrOLOVtEVOV; 
13 Or. 21.1 'E[fovoAdoirv av, c Oavtfidate, tLdaAtara uExv Trv 7roAtv o'av KaTeAL7res TroLavT'r7v 

pavr7vat, el oE ts7j, Trap&v avTos 7roLiotOal Tovs Aoyovvr, lv' dioorEpto) ;KE`poal.vov, aoL Tre 
avvcv Kat r7g vvv avtovaLr r)flLV 7roAeWsc aTroavacv Ta ytyvo'peva. 

16-2 
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Or. 21 was an invitation rather than a speech of welcome. Furthermore the references 
back to the earlier speech which the addressee had heard with his father strongly 
imply that father and son had been present in Smyrna on that occasion.14 If Or. 21 
was not an invitation, a further difficulty supervenes for the traditional interpretation, 
namely that on no occasion after the earthquake of 178 did Commodus visit Smyrna 
or plan to do so (as far as we know). Marcus and Commodus had set out from Rome 
for the second German expedition on 3 August 178. After Marcus' death in March 
180 Commodus conducted peace negotiations before returning to Rome in October 
180. He was never to leave Italy again.15 

These objections are probably sufficient to refute the hypothesis that the addressees 
were Marcus and Commodus. A final decisive objection can be elicited from the 
internal evidence of Or. 21. On three occasions Aristides refers to the emperors (sc. 
Marcus and Commodus) in the third person. In section two he notes he was the first 
to write to the emperors on behalf of Smyrna, only a single day after the earthquake 
(the letter preserved as Or. 19); in section nine he celebrates the help provided 'in 
word and deed' by the emperors to Smyrna and in section twelve the emperors are 
characterised as the new founders of the city. These references imply both that 
Marcus and Commodus are still joint emperors (at least as far as Aristides knows) 
and that the addressee is to be differentiated from them.16 

If obstacles of internal sense and historical context stand in the way of the 
traditional identification, no similar problems inhere in the hypothesis that the 
addressees were proconsuls, father and son, who were visiting Smyrna. Proconsuls of 
Asia during their year of office routinely toured their province for the purpose of 
holding assizes. Smyrna was an assize-centre which each proconsul would be expected 
to visit.17 Proconsuls of Asia (and of Africa) were assisted by three legates as well as 
a quaestor, and it was not unusual for them to choose a close relation, such as a son, 
as a legate.18 

If these arguments are correct, it could be attractive to try to identify the two 
proconsuls. Behr, with typical ingenuity, suggested that the addressee of Or. 17 was 
P. Cluvius Maximus Paullinus.19 On a variety of grounds the identification must be 
rejected.20 A more plausible candidate is provided by C. Pompeius Sosius Priscus 
(cos. ord. 149) who was probably proconsul in the early 160s. His son served as legate 
to him, became cos. ord. in 169 and proconsul of Asia at an unknown date which is 
conventionally given as c. 184, but could have been earlier.2' Such an identification 

For Aristides' custom, later in his life, of not delivering his speeches in person see C. A. Behr, 
op. cit. (n. 1) (1968), pp. 113-14. 14 Note Or. 21.3 and 5. 

15 See only H. Halfmann, Itinera Principum (Stuttgart, 1986). 
16 Cf. C. A. Behr, op. cit. (n. 1) (1968), p. 91 n.l.a and pp. 113-14. 
17 In general see G. P. Burton, 'Proconsuls, Assizes and the Administration of Justice under 

the Empire', JRS 65 (1975), 92-106 with literature. 
18 See B. Thomasson, Die Statthalter des romischen Provinzen Nordafrikas von Augustus bis 

Diocletianus, i (Lund, 1960), pp. 58-64 and W. Eck, Senatoren von Vespasian bis Hadrian, 
(Munich, 1970), pp. 45-7. 

19 C. A. Behr, op. cit. (n. 1) (1968), p. 41 n.l.a, a suggestion repeated in idem (1981), pp. 356 
and 361. 

20 For decisive refutation see G. Alfoldy, Konsulat and Senatorenstand unter den Antoninen 
(Bonn, 1977), p. 218, who (inter alia) shows that the younger Paulinus was consul in 152 (not 
162) while the elder Paulinus died before taking up office in Asia. 

21 See G. Alfoldy, op. cit. (n. 20), p. 216 and P. M. M. Leunissen, Konsuln und Konsulare in 
der Zeit von Commodus bis Severus Alexander (Amsterdam, 1989), p. 221. The date of 'um 184' 
is based on the assumption of an average interval of fifteen years between consulship and 
proconsulship. 
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must remain hypothetical until further epigraphic evidence accrues to help fill the 
lacunose fasti of Asia for this period. 

Finally one consequence of the identification of the addressees as proconsuls, 
rather than Marcus and Commodus, deserves emphasis. Proconsuls (indeed all 
provincial governors) like emperors were the recipients of petitions, embassies and 
letters. They also heard forensic speeches during judicial proceedings. They heard 
speeches of a diplomatic and ceremonial character on occasions such as their arrival 
in a city or their attendance at a major festival. Extant examples of forensic speeches 
to proconsuls in the first two centuries of the principate are extremely rare; in fact I 
know of only one, Apuleius' famous Apologia which was delivered before the 
proconsul of Africa, Claudius Maximus, in A.D. 158/9. A priori we should expect 
ceremonial or diplomatic speeches of welcome, delivered to proconsuls as they toured 
their province, to have been extremely common. Ulpian in the second book of his 
treatise on the duties of proconsuls advises them to bear with good humour (non 
gravate) some of the speeches they will hear on arrival in the cities of their province.22 
However the only two other extant examples of such speeches survive in the works 
of Aristides' contemporary from North Africa, Apuleius. In one example Apuleius is 
honouring at Carthage the departing proconsul of A.D. 162/3, Sex. Cocceius 
Severianus Honorinus, who is about to return to Rome. Inter alia Apuleius eulogises 
Honorinus' term of office, his moderation, his example. In the person of his son, who 
has served as his legate, the proconsul has had an incomparable legate who has 
reproduced all his father's virtues as his deputy in Carthage while the proconsul was 
touring the province. No proconsul, therefore, has stayed longer at Carthage! And 
though the whole province mourns their departure, there is the solace that sometime 
in the future the son may return to Carthage as proconsul.23 The second example is 
less informative, but was certainly delivered to another proconsul, Salvidienus 
Orfitus, at Carthage in turn due to leave the province.24 

In short Orr. 17 and 21 are of interest not only as examples of Aristides' mature 
prose style but, also, as very rare examples of a type of diplomatic or ceremonial 
speech of which literally thousands were delivered in the first two centuries A.D., but 
of which the only extant parallels are two works of Aristides' contemporary Apuleius. 

University of Manchester G. P. BU RTON 

22 Digest 1.16.7.pr. The speeches are assumed to consist of commendation of the city and the 
singing of the praises of the proconsul. Note also that Menander Rhetor (Spengel, 377ff.) 
classifies speeches to visiting governors as one of his three categories of Aoyot iTrrarT7'ptot 
(' speeches of arrival'). 

23 Florida 9, esp. 33ff. As R. Saller, Personal Patronage under the Early Empire (Cambridge, 
1982), p. 159, noted, the speech also implies that Apuleius regularly gave such orations. 

24 Florida 17. 
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