Roman Wit and “Greek” Theory in Cicero’s De Oratore
In their 2001 edition of Cicero's De Oratore, May and Wisse note that the dialog has often been criticized for repetitiveness due to its frequent practice of visiting a single topic multiple times in the course of its dramatized conversations.  Against this charge, the pair argues that such repetition is part of a conscious strategy through which complex and novel ideas can be gradually developed in order to make them more palatable for a Republican audience hostile to abstract “Greek” theorizing.  A model test for this hypothesis would seem to be the three separate occasions on which Caesar Strabo explicitly defines the two genera of humor (facetiae) in the digression on wit from the dialog’s second book: 2.218, 239 and 248.  But in this particular sequence of definitions, both May and Wisse—as well as Fantham 2004, another sympathetic reader—see a lack of consistency unrelated to any constructive, thematic purpose.  Instead, all three posit that 2.218 introduces an initial division between cavillatio, a diffuse type of humor spread throughout a speech (aequabiliter in omni sermone fusum), and dicacitas, or quick witticisms (peracutum et breve).  This contrast in delivery time, however, is later replaced at both 2.239 and 248 by a division rooted in source material, distinguishing humor dependent on content (in re) from that on word choice (in verbo).  Against this consensus, I argue that the initial definition of humor's two genres at 2.218, when considered together with the illustrative examples that follow it, actually conforms to the later source-based divisions at 2.239 and 248.  Further, rather than reflecting inconsistency, the change in terminology contributes to Cicero’s goal of repackaging rhetorical theory for a potentially hostile Roman audience.
Soon after introducing cavillatio, Caesar glosses the term as perpetua festivitas (2.219), which only seems to underscore a focus on delivery time instead of source material.  Caesar, however, goes on to characterize a faculty for humorous impersonation as central to perpetua festivitas, and then contrasts this with the gift for instant retorts on which dicacitas depends.  This is a distinction that will be picked up in his subsequent discussion of res-based humor at 2.239ff., where success in the res-based genre again correlates to a speaker’s imitative abilities.  Similarly, at 2.264ff., a series of notable res-based jokes depend on the related skill of humorously portraying oneself as reacting in an unexpected but believable manner to an opponent’s comments.  Impersonation, therefore, including exaggerated self-representation, is equally at the center of cavillatio and res-based humor, suggesting continuity between the two.  Analogously, Caesar’s examples illustrating both dicacitas and verbum-based humor consist exclusively of rapid one-liners that exploit clever word-play, in each case stressing concision as key to paronomasia’s effectiveness.
The single developed example Cicero provides of cavillatio (2.223-5) further strengthens the connection between this genre and a res-based humor that exploits representation.  After Caesar relates an instance of dicacitas that his fellow interlocutor Crassus once used in a speech against the spendthrift Brutus, Caesar remarks that Crassus also employed non minus iucunda illa perpetua (2.223), evoking the perpetua festivitas of cavillatio.  As an illustration, he recounts how Crassus further deflated Brutus by wittily reinterpreting quoted passages from a book by the latter’s father as comments on the son’s profligacy.  In form, the anecdote closely resembles Caesar’s subsequent res-based examples in its unexpected manipulation of outside testimony.  It does not, however, fit into a genre of humor spread out through an entire speech, as has traditionally been argued for cavillatio from its definitions as aequabiliter in omni sermone fusum and something perpetuum.  Instead, I argue that sermone should be understood as referring not to an entire oration, but to any discreet anecdote within it.  Viewed in this manner, cavillatio anticipates and conforms to the requirements for res-based wit: in both categories humor is aequabiliter fusum throughout insofar as it is the anecdote’s cumulative content—including exaggerated presentation or reaction—that is funny, instead of the humor residing in some localized manipulation of words within a larger narrative.

Rabbie 1986 has noted that cavillatio and dicacitas have an “old-fashioned” ring, and Caesar himself remarks that the former is a veteribus (2.218).  In a dialog explicitly concerned with presenting rhetorical theory to a Republican audience wary of Greek sophistry, I suggest that beginning a nuanced reflection on the categories of wit by locating these within traditional Roman thought makes sense.  Setting out from established vernacular, Cicero can then move on to more abstract and effective definitions that are, nevertheless, contiguous with Roman cultural categories, and therefore less at risk of alienating a Republican audience.
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