Arrian’s Prefaces as a Critique of the Notion of a Canon

The preface to Arrian’s Anabasis is well known for its uncommonly explicit discussion of the source material upon which the history is founded (e.g. Bosworth 1980 p. 16, Hornblower 1991 p. 59, Hammond 1993 p. 189).  Arrian’s declaration of his reliance on Ptolemy and Aristobulus is a sweeping statement of a debt to specific earlier authors that has few, if any, parallels in the work of other ancient historians, but several parallels can be indentified in other works of Arrian himself. In this paper, I will show that Arrian regarded an overt discussion of his source material as a sort of trademark prefatory technique, and that this technique reveals Arrian’s exceptionally strong sense of his own ability to take a place in the canon of Greek literary classics.


The prefaces of the Anabasis and Cynegeticus share the same grammatical structure and sequence of thought.  In each work, a pair of relative clauses constructed in parallel (ὅσα…ὅσα δὲ…) first introduces Arrian’s chief source material and then describes what he intends to contribute in addition.  In the Anabasis (praef. 1), the first clause states that whatever (ὅσα) Ptolemy and Aristobulus both wrote, Arrian will record as true while the second states that he will evaluate whatever they wrote (ὅσα δὲ) that was not the same and record whichever version was more trustworthy and worth telling.  In the Cynegeticus (1.1-4), again using two parallel relative clauses, Arrian first lists those things which (ὅσα) Xenophon had addressed in his own work of the same title before explaining that he will differ by discussing those things which (ὅσα δὲ) Xenophon left out due to ignorance, specifically advances in the art of hunting that had taken place after the composition of the earlier treatise. Thus both the Anabasis and the Cynegeticus begin with a pair of relative clauses stating what the sources did and what Arrian will do differently.  The ὅσα…ὅσα δὲ construction is unmistakable.  


A similar construction is at work in the letter to Lucius Gellius which functions as a preface for Arrian’s Discourses of Epictetus. The construction is inverted in this letter, however, owing to Arrian’s desire to present the Discourses as the words of Epictetus himself (Ep. ad Gell. 1-3).  Instead of a pair of relative clauses, Arrian first offers a denial of an active role in the composition and publication of the work (Οὔτε συνέγραψα…οὔτε ἐξήνεγκα) and then claims to have written whatever (ὅσα) he heard Epictetus saying.  The same separation between source and author remains, but in this case Arrian has expressed that separation in a slightly different manner (οὔτε… οὔτε…ὅσα δὲ rather than ὅσα…ὅσα δὲ) in order to stress the genuineness of the Epictetan philosophy of the Discourses.  However, through a reference to Thucydides’ discussion of his method for writing speeches (1.22.1) that has not previously been recognized and a shift in his usage of the verb συγγράφειν later in the letter (Ep. ad. Gell. 5), Arrian makes clear that he wishes to claim credit for the composition after all.  Thus in three separate cases, and, indeed, three separate genres, Arrian has used the same introductory structure to justify the production of his new compositions and boast of his literary prowess.  The unifying theme is that in each case Arrian’s source material is in some way insufficient by itself.  Ptolemy and Aristobulus left imperfect records of Alexander’s deeds which Arrian will correct; Xenophon left an imperfect treatise on hunting which Arrian will bring up to date; and Epictetus never wrote anything down at all.

A narrowly defined canon of classical models was a cause of anxiety for many literary figures of Roman Greece (Anderson 1993 pp. 69-85, Schmitz 1997 pp. 220-231) and sometimes led them to seek obscure material to avoid direct competition with the great writers of the past (e.g. Plutarch, Nicias 1.5).  In his prefaces, Arrian stressed the deficiency of earlier literature and the need for updates in light of subsequent developments.  This uncommonly irreverent attitude towards the canon underscores not just the possibility of creating something new, but the absolute necessity of doing so, even at the cost of replacing an acknowledged master like Xenophon.  
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