Fable and Rhetoric in Petronius: Rethinking the Widow of Ephesus
Scholars routinely identify Petronius’ story of the Widow of Ephesus (Sat. 111-12) as an example of the ancient Milesian Tale (e.g. Walsh, 1970, Bakhtin 1981, Harrison 1998, Courtney 2001). Several difficulties hound this thesis. Only one word from Aristides’ Μιλησιακά has survived, combined with ten small fragments of Sisenna’s Latin translation, and the brief testimony of Plutarch, Ovid, and Ps.-Lucian. Thus, there are no extant, secure examples of the Milesian Tale to which we could compare the Widow of Ephesus. Further, the Milesian Tale is poorly defined as a genre, and even its status as such has begun to be called into question (Dowden 2001). There is no assured link between Petronius and the Milesian Tale at all. But if the Widow of Ephesus is not a Milesian Tale, what is it? 

In this paper I argue that the Widow of Ephesus can profitably be read as a fable (fabula, μῦθος) that has been elaborated under the influence of the rhetorical curriculum. Recent scholarship has shown connections between the ancient novel and rhetoric (Laird 2008, Fernández-Garrido 2009). Petronius’ interests in rhetoric are well-attested, and can be seen from the setting of the earliest extant episode in the Satyrica at a rhetoric school (Sat. 1-5; cf. Kennedy 1978). Moreover, fables had been an important part of rhetoric since Aristotle (Rh. 2.20) noted their usefulness as persuasive exempla. In the rhetorical curriculum, the exercise in fable was prescribed early in a student’s career, and included practice in stating the fable, expanding it, and confirming it. Quintilian (Inst. 1.9.2) incorporated practice with fables into his curriculum, including abridgement and embellishment. Latin theorists also noted the usefulness of fables when dealing with certain audiences. Fables, they explained, roused laughter and were especially successful among the rustic and uneducated (Rhet. Her. 1.6.10, Cic. Inv. 1.17, Quint. Inst. 5.11.19). 
The Widow of Ephesus was part of the ancient fable tradition. Phaedrus had told the same story (vidua et miles, App. 15) just decades before Petronius, and a primeval form of the fable survives in the Vita Aesopi G (Aes. 388; cf. Perry 1962). Believing that these works offer the best evidence for the Widow of Ephesus’ ancient generic identity, I argue that Petronius’ version shows clear symptoms of a fable that has been altered under the influence of the rhetorical curriculum. Eumolpus uses the story of the Widow of Ephesus as an exemplum to support his claims about the fickleness of women (Sat. 110.7). Comparing the story in Petronius to that of Phaedrus, Petronius seems to have expanded the basic fable much the same way as Ps.-Hermogenes (Prog. 2) did in his fable of the Apes and the City, by adding direct discourse and details (such as appropriate setting and character actions) that make the fable more credible (cf. Nicol. Prog. 7). The reactions of Eumolpus’ audience are described in terms of laughter (risu 113.1; non….risit 113.2), and his story finds the most favor among the sailors, the most rustic part of the audience. This close correspondence between Petronius’ fable and the rhetorical curriculum both illuminates the generic identity of a central episode in the extant Satyrica and adds to our growing understanding of the intimate connection between rhetoric and the ancient novel.
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