Creative Imitation: The Second Sophistic in Rome


The letters of Marcus Cornelius Fronto offer a glimpse into the relationship that he and Marcus Aurelius had, and the change that occurred as their relationship matured from teacher and student, to subject and emperor. In his letters, there is a distinguished attempt to write archaically and the use of antiquated vocabulary clearly stands out. Fronto clearly viewed Roman antiquity with great interest, which would attribute his zeal for earlier Roman writers and the pristine virtues which they stood for (Champlin 42). However, I will argue that Fronto was highly motivated by the second sophistic movement, which led to his use of antiquated vocabulary and high regard for authors who had written in the Republican days of Rome. 


The second sophistic movement, a term given to the revival of Atticism, and to which the philhellenic emperors were proponents of, saw the rise of Greek culture. The aesthetic value of literature changed from a drive for originality, to a drive for creative imitation (Whitmarsh 1). During the Antonine reign, Fronto was at the head of the literary society in Rome, and his influence with the emperors naturally would have elevated his status among Rome’s elite (Champlin 45). I will argue that Fronto, in his diligent quest for antique values and vocabulary, was reacting to the second sophistic movement that was based in Athens, and was attempting to create a similar trend in Rome. The use of antiquated vocabulary such as gargarissavi (M. Caes. 4.6), a term found in Varro, indicates the deliberate attempt at antiquarianism. Fronto himself was in contact with Greek intellectuals, and must have been influenced by the growing trend to revere Greek culture. Being in the court of the emperors, he would have been a firsthand witness to Hadrian’s obsession with Hellenic culture. Thus, Fronto reacted to the growth of ancient values in Greek culture, with his own archaizing movement in Rome. 
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