
Toward a Third Sophistic:  Methodius of Olympus

Even after the shift toward Christianity under Constantine, the art of rhetoric successfully maintained an important place in the expression of culture and power in various aspects of the Roman Empire, especially in the realms of pedagogy, religion, philosophy, and literature. After the Second Sophistic (late 1-3rd c. CE), late antiquity witnessed yet another surge in rhetorical output in both Greek (e.g., Libanius, Himerius, Themistius, Julian, Procopius of Gaza, Choricius) and Latin (e.g., the Panegyrici Latini, Symmachus, Ausonius, Marius Victorinus). This development in the second and third centuries, as evidenced in the combination between traditionally ‘pagan’ and Judeo-Christian writings, further led up to the fourth and fifth-century  resurgence of Christian rhetoric as represented by the works of Eusebius of Caesarea, the Cappadocian Fathers, and John Chrysostom (in Greek), and Lactantius, Ambrose, and Augustine (in Latin). This regeneration would endure for at least another century: before the end of the sixth century, for example, the corpus of Hermogenes would achieve canonical status.

Classical scholarship over the past decade has increasingly come to identify this later period as the “Third Sophistic” (cf. L. Pernot (2000), G. Nagy (2001), E. Amato (2006), P.-L. Malosse and B. Schouler (2009)
). Taken as analogous with the Second Sophistic of Philostratus, this recent formulation may perhaps stress commonalities at the expense of important differences of perspectives, but this era of literary and pedagogical renewal is nonetheless worthy of examination as a cohesive whole, perhaps best by means of theme, topic, or a specific author. 

To that end, this paper will bring to light a lesser-known example of this Third Sophistic literary movement: Methodius of Olympus (died c. 311 CE). I propose very briefly to define and contextualize the Third Sophistic, by means of introducing (and in order to introduce) Methodius of Olympus (died ca. 311 CE) as an essential example of such authors. His Symposium, based on Plato’s work of the same name, depicts a meal of ten virgins in the garden of Arete, at which each of the participants extols Christian virginity and its sublime excellence; his work concludes with a hymn on Jesus as the Bridegroom of the Church. I will bring to light a few important parallels (both ideological and linguistic) between the Classical and Byzantine dialogues and choice examples of some of their most striking differences. This paper will be presented to explore a small part of the connection between Classical Greece and a unified movement of Christian literature in the Byzantine East, by means of one of its most interesting representatives from the late 3rd and early 4th centuries CE.
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