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Abstract: Emanuele Tesauro’s Il cannocchiale aristotelico (The Spyglass of Aristotle) is widely consid-
ered a masterpiece of the Baroque, mainly because of his theory of metaphor as a cognitive tool. But
this work is much more than that. Tesauro presents his volume as the ultimate interpretation of
Aristotle’s rhetorical art, which is clearly not the case. Indeed, his work is a polycentric discourse on
a revolutionary theory of rhetoric that goes beyond any previous treatise written on the subject,
including Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Despite his relevance in the history of rhetorical theories, Tesauro’s
work is still waiting for a comprehensive study of its own as well as investigations of some of its
specific aspects. Furthermore, the majority of the existing studies of Tesauro are in Italian (with only
very few in English), which makes it difficult for this text to reach an international public. This essay
explores what seems to be a specific aspect that has so far been almost completely neglected: the
role played by the ancient sophists in the Cannocchiale aristotelico and in the history of rhetoric that
Tesauro redesigns. Tesauro proclaims his fidelity to Aristotle but actually contradicts Aristotle’s
anti-sophistic approach. During this analysis, we will discover even more about Tesauro’s pro-so-
phistic attitude: he grounds the climax of Latin rhetorical tradition in Greek sophistry. This positive
assessment of the ancient sophists, especially Thrasymachus and Gorgias of Leontini, coexists with
a critique of Socrates. Except for Sperone Speroni, no other early modern Italian author—or Euro-
pean author—has proposed this radical inversion of the canon established by Plato. This reversal
makes Tesauro a relevant case study in the on-going exploration of the legacy of ancient sophists in
Western literature.
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1. Introduction

The role of the sophistic tradition in the building of Renaissance culture has recently
emerged as a fruitful line of research, especially with regard to the 15th and 16th centuries,
when the ancient sophists were revitalized by the humanists’” works of translation, and
their works were, as a result, widely discussed throughout the Renaissance. NeoLatin and
Italian literature was at the center of this process of revitalization, in which the names of
Leonardo Bruni, Marsilio Ficino, Pietro Bembo, Erasmus of Rotterdam, Sperone Speroni
and Jacopo Mazzoni, among many others, have a central place. The magnitude of the re-
ception of the sophistic tradition and its consequences for the Renaissance is now an es-
tablished research subject, especially for literary production in Italy and France.! Less ef-
fort, however, has been devoted to the Italian literature of the 17th century, the so-called
Baroque period. Because the Baroque is widely recognized as the climax of rhetorical
speculation and activity in Europe, one can advance the general hypothesis that the “so-
phistique sacrée” studied by Marc Fumaroli in French and Italian literature may not be the
only form of sophistry in that period.? While we await a broader exploration of Baroque
Italian literature, this paper limits itself to a single classic in the history of rhetoric: Eman-
uele Tesauro’s Il cannocchiale aristotelico.
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Tesauro’s Il cannocchiale aristotelico is a work that enjoyed wide success in Italy and
Europe up to the 18th century, with at least 20 editions published in Italy between 1654
(the editio princeps) and 1702, with the major part of them having been published in Venice,
a cultural hub for the whole of Europe and home to a very efficient printing industry since
the beginning of the 16th century. A complete Latin translation of the volume was pub-
lished in 1698, leading to the wide circulation of this work in Europe.® We choose the 1670
edition for our analysis because it follows the last will of the author and presents the latest
and most complete version of the text, including a magnificent anti-porta that represents
the emblematic portal or point of entry to the volume.

Since the rediscovery of Tesauro by Benedetto Croce in the early 20th century, the
scholarly production on Tesauro has been mostly in Italian. The paucity of scholarly work
on Tesauro in other languages, especially English and French, explains why this Baroque
master of rhetorical theory has not garnered the international attention his work deserves.
There is no study, for example, of the presence of sophistry in Tesauro’s works, with the
exception of a few mentions in studies on the Il cannocchiale. No English monograph has
ever been dedicated to this author, although there are some very fine essays.* Even in
international anthologies with broad coverage there is no mention of Tesauro, which has
also limited international recognition of Tesauro’s work on rhetoric. In fact, despite the
relevance of Tesauro’s I cannocchiale in the history of early modern rhetoric, there exists
only one published monograph on this work, though a brilliant monograph by Maicol
Cutri may soon be published.

Thus, when we consider, more specifically, the scholarship on the sophistic tradition
in Il cannocchiale, we encounter a few pages on the sophistic nature of Tesauro’s discourse
and no investigation of the presence or use of specific sophists, such as Gorgias of Leon-
tini, in the volume.® The aim of this essay, then, is to examine the role of the sophists in
Tesauro’s 1l cannocchiale—in particular, Thrasymachus and Gorgias—and assess how the
discourse about these sophists is contextualized in the broader purpose of his work, which
is to advance the ultimate interpretation of Aristotle’s Rhetoric. After a brief introduction
to some aspects of the Il cannocchiale, starting with an enigmatic element in the anti-porta,
I will provide a close reading of a few passages in which Tesauro uses the ancient Greek
sophists to rewrite the history of rhetoric. In the process one will notice the peculiarity of
Tesauro’s style of argumentation, which was possibly influenced by the “leggere col
rampino” (“reading with the grapnel”) strategy fostered by Giambattista Marino.”

2. An (Almost) Aristotelian Spyglass

Tesauro’s Il cannocchiale can be described as an attempt to build a universal semiotic
by which all reality is conceived as a system of rhetorical elements produced by God, the
first rhetorician, and then, subsequently, by Nature. Man imitates God and Nature’s rhe-
torical activity with his intellect, which is made to produce signs and the relations among
them to expand the variety of meanings in any field of human life. This activity is possible
thanks to the extraordinary nature of the human intellect and its expressive tools, verbal
and non-verbal alike. In this respect, Tesauro walks in the footsteps of the humanist idea
of the superior dignity of man. Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, to mention two
iconic figures of 15th-century humanism, are not explicitly cited in the text, but the whole
treatise is clearly inspired by their idea—which goes back to Isocrates and Quintilian—of
a superior human dignity that elevates man above other beings by virtue of his participa-
tion in the divine. While no specific chapter is focused on this, this human superiority
emerges consistently in Tesauro’s prose. For example, in Trattato de’ ridicoli, Capitolo XII,
which is dedicated to the genre of comedy, Tesauro claims that there is nothing to be
ashamed of in discussing low subjects, since the human intellect is like the sun: it sheds
light on a lower world without being affected by it. Even more, the intellect is part of the
highest nature, God’s mind, which created the most divine of all creatures from mud:
“Hence you should not be disgusted with philosophizing over filthy matters; to pluck
almost from the mud the gems of a noble art: the ray of human intellect being similar to
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that of the sun, which has the privilege of always passing among the filthiness while it
remains clean. Nay, the human mind partakes of the divine; who with the same divinity
dwells in the swamps and in the stars, and of the most sordid lotus fabricated the most
divine of corporeal creatures”.® The theme of man as a miracle and the most admirable of
God’s creatures is clearly the condition for his ability to create wonderful rhetorical and
poetic artifacts. Ficino and Pico never strongly connected this human dignity to a theory
and practice of rhetoric, so we can interpret Tesauro’s discourse as an original variation
sub specie rhetoricae of a typical humanistic subject.

Considered in its whole complexity, Il cannocchiale aims at building a theoretical
framework for a new rhetorical epistemology, which serves the purpose of guiding the
reader to produce marvelous and persuasive figures. The Il cannocchiale intends to offer,
in fact, not only a manual for rhetoricians but also a new gnoseological approach to inter-
pret the entire world, an approach that is very far from Galileo Galilei’s metaphor of na-
ture as a book. Indeed, for Tesauro, nature is not exclusively written in mathematical and
geometrical signs that only scientists can understand, as Galilei proposes in Il saggiatore,
but rather in words and images meant to be interpreted figuratively by the human intel-
lect. In this world of signs of any kind, the rhetorician is equipped with the knowledge
and skills to build new marvelous and meaningful connections to teach and delight others.
If one looks at it from Tesauro’s inclusive perspective, Galilei’s interpretation of nature
might be considered as one of many viewpoints but surely not the most amazing or only
true one.

Il cannocchiale opens with an anti-porta (Figure 1) that, as an emblema of the entire book,
summarizes in allegorical terms its content and meaning. Two almost identical women
are seated across from one another. On the left is the art of poetry (Poesia), while on the
right we find the art of painting (Pictura). Poesia is assisted by an old man, Aristotle, who
holds up a spyglass before her eyes—a metaphor for his Rhetoric—so she can look at the
sunspots on the top-right corner of the emblem. The title of the Il cannocchiale—The Spy-
glass of Aristotle—is a metaphor and an oxymoron at the same time. The invention of the
spyglass, the instrument Galilei pointed towards the sky for the first time and, since then,
the symbol of the scientific revolution, is attributed to Aristotle, the figure who (according
to the new science) built a false representation of the world that was believed for centuries,
and against which Galilei fought. In Tesauro’s rhetorical twist, the “cannocchiale” becomes
“aristotelico” and now stands for the ancient art of rhetoric. If Galilei’s spyglass allows us
to see the sunspots, Aristotle’s (metaphorical) spyglass allows us to find the perfections
and imperfections of any rhetorical product. The figurative meaning of this instrument is
made clear in chapter one when Tesauro declares that he is going to analyze the source of
wit (argutezza) and the structure and workings of the arts that exploit it by words and
images. His guide will be the “divine Aristotle,” called in the treatise the author (I"Autore),
implying two meanings: author of the main reference (his Art of Rhetoric) and the main
auctoritas as a reliable source of knowledge. His rhetorical spyglass will reveal all the per-
fections and imperfections of eloquence: “The divine Aristotle, who every rhetorical secret
minutely searched and taught to those who attentively listen to him. Such that we may
call his rhetorics a most limpid spyglass to examine all the perfections and imperfections
of Eloquence. Speaking therefore of the whole Rhetorical Art, which many denied could
be taught to us except by mother nature alone, he said: one can surely find this art, if he
considers different compositions, of which, either by chance or by industry, some are good
and others evil, and knows with his intellect how to subtly investigate the reasons why
these are good and those defective: some provoke nausea and others applause”.?

But this relationship with Aristotle is more complex than we might think, as we can
see already at the very beginning of the volume. I will avoid the temptation to provide an
interpretation of the entire anti-porta (Figure 1) and instead point out a detail that seems
to contradict the principle of verisimilitude one would generally expect in a Baroque
work. Looking at the title page, we see the sunspots without the telescope held by Poesia.
In other words, the reader sees what is not supposed to be seen without the spyglass. In



Humanities 2024, 13, 33

4 of 12

the scholarship on the interpretation of the anti-porta, this contradiction has never at-
tracted attention even though it illuminates how the Il cannocchiale positions itself towards
the reader. My hypothesis is that this detail in the anti-porta, right where we are about to
enter the book, points to the involvement of the reader in the author’s point of view: from
there on, we are within the perspective offered by Tesauro’s spyglass, which makes it pos-
sible for us to see the sunspots and the Aristotelian spyglass pointed toward them at the
same time. Tesauro thus offers the reader a bifocal effect: we are already captured by his
perspective, already inside the rhetorical machine he built, and we see through his spy-
glass what poetry sees through Aristotle’s spyglass. From now on, as readers, we will
participate in Tesauro’s rhetorical interpretation of Aristotle’s rhetoric and poetics, which
brings us to Tesauro’s use of Aristotle in service of his own rhetorical theory.

Figure 1. Emanuele Tesauro. Il cannocchiale aristotelico. Torino, 1670.

Without doubt, Tesauro presents himself as a trustworthy interpreter of Aristotle’s
works, from which he consistently quotes passages in Latin translation, especially from
the Rhetoric, in the margins of Il cannocchiale. Furthermore, he repeatedly praises Aristo-
tle’s authority throughout the volume. Tesauro aims at persuading the reader that his
book will unveil the richness of the most precious secrets of Aristotle’s rhetorical art for
the first time. Ironically enough, this self-presentation is reflected in (Green and Murphy
2006) extremely useful catalogue of Renaissance works on rhetoric, as the Il cannocchiale
appears among the commentaries on Aristotle, accordingly with the complete title of the
work: “The Aristotelian spyglass or idea of the argute and ingenious elocution which
serves to the whole oratory, lapidary and symbolic art, examined with the principles of
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the divine Aristotle by the Count and Knight of the Grand Cross D. Emanuele Tesauro,
Patrician of Turin.”10

As a matter of fact, Tesauro uses Aristotle to expose his own ideas. A summary of the
main elements of his revolutionary rhetoric in Il cannocchiale is beyond the scope of this
essay, but we can clearly see the distance from Aristotle in the core message of the volume:
all levels of reality are involved in a universal semiosis that comprises everything. Accord-
ing to Tesauro, from God’s verbum and natural phenomena to any arts invented by man-
kind, the entire world is interpretable in rhetorical and poetical terms. We are exposed
here to a literary trompe I'oeil effect by which we are invited to see a comment on Aristotle
in what is in fact an original work built on a manipulative reading of Aristotle. One of the
devices Tesauro uses to support this reading is the sequence of quotes from Aristotle’s
Rhetoric and Poetics that he lists at the margins of his text along the whole volume, which
are supposed to be evidence for his rigorous method of interpretation.

The reader can certainly appreciate the erudition of the author of Il cannocchiale, a
former Jesuit who was equipped with deep knowledge of his authors and auctoritates, but
his use of these authors, including the ‘Autore’ (i.e., Aristotle), is intended as a pretext to
craft his own rhetorical theory on an original and erudite interpretation of the ancient
philosopher. This is a sophistic operation in itself that could be an intriguing subject for
an essay, but my intention here is rather to analyze the mechanism by which an anti-so-
phistic author —as Aristotle clearly is—can become a pro-sophistic one in Tesauro’s text.
We will begin by looking at the presence of sophistic rhetoric at the beginning of the I
cannocchiale and at the parallel criticism of Socrates.

3. Sophistic Excellence and Socrates’ Madness

The first time the sophistic tradition is mentioned in the text is in the second sub-
chapter (“Nome dell’argutezza”) of chapter one, dedicated to the exploration of the origin
of the name argutezza.! Tesauro proposes a mapping of all the translations from Greek to
Latin and Italian of the words related to it, from the Aristotelian schema and apophthegma
to the Ciceronian concinnitas and argutia and the Italian motto arguto and concetto arguto, in
a vortex of names that, according to Tesauro, are connected to each other across authors
and centuries. A climax in this rhapsodic history of ideas and terms surrounding the ar-
Qutezza is the era of sophists, who brought rhetoric to its artistic pinnacle with their epi-
deictic eloquence. One passage focuses on the excellence of their style, which won the
favour of the judges, which was also praised by Cicero: “And which style was sharper and
more ingenious than that of the Sophists, and Declamators, who composing only by os-
tentation of sharp wit, made of every clause an argument, of every argument a concept,
and with their concepts obtained from the judges the victory: Nihil est (says Tullius) quod
illi non assequantur suis Arqutijs. They came finally with the same name after Persius, Quin-
tilian and Aulus Gellius, who telling us that Favorinus praised the fever, added: Expergifi-
cando ingenio, vel exercendis Arqutijs.”12

After the first generation of sophists, a second generation of Greco-Roman sophists
emerged, who performed their eloquence during the so-called Second Sophistic. At the
beginning of this passage in Il cannocchiale, the sophists are praised for being able to con-
vince the judge “per ostentation d’'ingegno” (for, but also by, the pleasure of showing their
skillfulness). At the end of the passage, epideictic (or demonstrative) rhetoric is high-
lighted by the example of Favorinus’ oration in praise of fever. Tesauro knew very well
that among the three genres of rhetoric treated in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, namely, deliberative,
judicial, and epideictic, the third —typical of the sophistic tradition evoked in Tesauro’s
passage—is the least esteemed genre and widely viewed as the “Cinderella” of the three
genera.’® The rhetorical turn of the Renaissance, fueled by the rediscovery of the ancient
sophists in the 15th and 16th centuries, elevated the epideictic genre above the other two,
as is evident, for example, in Sperone Speroni’s Dialogo della retorica (1542), in which epi-
deictic rhetoric is compared to a sun that projects its warm, lively rays upon deliberative
and judicial rhetoric and thus as the eye of the entire rhetorical art.’* This was already a



Humanities 2024, 13, 33

6 of 12

significant deviation from Aristotle’s text before the Baroque age. In this respect, Tesauro
inherits a special attention to the demonstrative genre from the previous century and em-
phasizes its function in creating a sense of the marvelous. Going back to the quoted pas-
sage from Il cannocchiale, the most interesting part is Tesauro’s discussion of the sophists’
ability to make a “concept” from every argument. “Concetto” is a classical key term in
Baroque literary culture, while the “concettismo” was the new poetics initiated in Italy at
the end of the 16th century.!> This reconnecting of the sophistic tradition to a fulcrum of
Baroque poetics is an important contribution by Tesauro, who brings the ancient sophists
into his work as precursors of the “concettismo” even as he projects, retrospectively, this
same “concettismo” onto ancient Greece.

We find the counterpart to this praise of the sophists at the beginning of chapter two
when Tesauro defines the argutia archetipica, or archetypical image. That is what we picture
in our imagination before depicting it in actual forms and colours to be communicated to
our interlocutor. Because of our human nature, we cannot communicate directly from our
imagination to the interlocutor, which creates the need to practice the rhetorical arts to
delight our audience. Following anecdotes reported by several sources, including Cicero,
Vitruvius, and Lucian, Tesauro blames Socrates, who wished that human beings had a
small window on their chest to exchange concepts (“concetti”) without linguistic means.
According to Tesauro’s reading of the sources, Socrates thought that language confuses
human communication and betrays our intentions. But Nature, Tesauro argues, could
compose an apologetic speech saying that if Socrates” wish came true, she would deny
human beings of all the delight coming from the performance of eloquence. In the per-
sonification of Nature as an orator defending herself against the twisted wish of Socrates,
Tesauro suggests an image of a distorted man who went against Nature. Since Plato, Soc-
rates has usually been considered the example of a philosopher who struggled against the
sophistic tradition of his time. But there is at least one early modern precursor who ob-
jected to this interpretation of the sophists and attacked Socrates for his warped nature
and way of thinking. This is, again, Speroni, who wrote two “trattatelli”, In difesa dei sofisti
and Contra Socrate, to argue, against Socrates and Plato, for the fundamental role of soph-
ists in the ancient republics.’® What is interesting here is the similar position in the II can-
nocchiale: Tesauro praises the sophists’ eloquence while attacking Socrates” philosophy,
although Tesauro’s purpose is not to emphasize the importance of sophistic rhetoric for
political life but rather to reveal the function of eloquence as a means to produce wonder
and learning. It is worth citing the entire passage from Il cannocchiale within which Socra-
tes” foolishness is contextualized: “Archetypal wit is that which we paint in our souls by
thinking, as if imagining I say to myself: I take a porcupine hurling its arrows around me,
to threaten my enemies, both near and far. And this archetypal wit is that whose effect we
intend to color in the soul of others by outward symbols, not being permitted to pass it on
from spirit to spirit, without the ministry of the senses. And this was the foolish anger of
Socrates, blaming nature for not having opened a little window in the chest of men to see
face to face the original of their concepts, without interpretation of lying language; whose
translations are often betrayals. Against which complaint, nature could compose her apol-
ogetic; answering that she would at one and the same time defraud the ingenious of the
delight of so many beautiful arts of speech.”?”

4. The Sophistic Roots of Latin Eloquence

The brief but relevant mention of the sophistic tradition at the beginning of Il cannoc-
chiale is not an isolated case in the volume. On the contrary, Tesauro expands on this when
he analyzes in more detail the characteristics of sophistic eloquence and its place in the
history of ancient rhetoric. Because of the importance of the passage involved in Tesauro’s
argumentation in defense of sophists, I present the entire text in translation in an Appen-
dix A at the end of this essay.

This text is in the section titled Harmonic figures (FIGURE HARMONICHE). Further-
more, this section is the major part of chapter four, titled Formal cause of the wit. On the
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figures (CAGION FORMALE DELL’ARGUTIA. Circale figure), a quite long chapter (Tesauro
2000, pp. 121-206) that examines different types of rhetorical figures that can be consid-
ered witty (not all of the figures, of course, can be considered so). Tesauro claims that this
examination requires the retracing of the true genealogy of rhetorical figures. After a long
journey through numerous definitions given by ancient authors, among whom Aristotle
is considered to be the most reliable source, Tesauro concludes that rhetorical figures are
means by which one transforms a normal instance of communication into an appealing
oration by making it an enjoyable learning of a novelty, so that the listener can learn by
enjoying and enjoy by learning: “I conclude that the rhetorical figures are nothing other
than a pilgrim quirk, varying the oration from the everyday and vulgar style so that it has
teaching combined with novelty, and the listener at the same time learns by enjoying and
enjoys by learning”.'8 Furthermore, human beings are satisfied at the levels of sensibility,
affection, and intelligence, and we therefore have three different genres of figure (HAR-
MONICO, PATETICO, ET INGEGNOSO)," each appealing to one of these three forms of
satisfaction. The “harmonious” figures are meant to appeal to the hearing with the har-
monic resonance of the sentence. The rest of the chapter is therefore dedicated to this genre
of figure. Tesauro points out that for a long time in ancient Greece orators used a “pend-
ing” oration (ORATIONE PENDENTE) characterized by long, wordy, uniform, and mo-
notonous prose with no attention to the pleasing of the ears, which had already been crit-
icized by Aristotle. In this type of speech there was only a period at the end of the entire
piece, with no pause and breathing during the process, as if it were but the sound of cica-
das.? This style influenced the Latin orator as well as the first Italian vernacular writers,
including Giovanni Boccaccio and some historians.?! But not all Greek orators followed
the mainstream. Two great orators, Thrasymachus and Gorgias, diverged and initiated a
new style that forever changed the history of rhetoric as a practice. And here begins the
part that is most interesting to us and that can be read in the Appendix A.

I provide here a brief summary of Tesauro’s argumentation, though I leave the reader
the pleasure of having a direct contact with Tesauro’s typical rhetorical style in writing
about rhetoric, an effect that deserves to be enjoyed without a filter (except the translation,
which might be necessary). Tesauro introduces Thrasymachus as the first who perceived
the unpleasantness of the “pending” orations and looked to poetry to find a solution.
Hence, he broke the long orations down into short sentences with intervals and called
them “periods” (PERIODI), which, syntactically, is a relatively independent unit. These
periods could finally bring renewed sweetness to the listeners’ ears, although the ancients
did not know the cause of this effect. After Thrasymachus, a revolution was brought by
Gorgias along the same path, who broke those periods into even shorter pieces and cre-
ated new periods, or clauses, characterized by their concinnity. This gave a poetic rhythm
to the prose, so that the speech became even more delightful and marvelous to listeners.
Gorgias’ style enters Roman eloquence through Cicero, who adopted it in the last years of
his career. This Gorgianic style of Cicero became the model for later Latin authors and, in
fact, in some of them it seemed that Gorgias himself was reborn (“ne’ quali parve rinato
Gorgia Leontino”).

Is this narration historically reliable? It certainly poses some issues related to the way
in which Tesauro treats his sources and manipulates them to achieve his goals. It is not
the intention of this essay to attempt an exploration of these sources, but only to present
the case of Aristotle, the main authority of Il cannocchiale, because this is the author that
Tesauro quotes explicitly and with reference to the specific passages from his works—
most of them being taken from the Rhetoric—that are put in the margins of the Il cannoc-
chiale to direct the reader to the Aristotelian source. By doing so, we will not point to any
exploration of the largest spectrum of Tesauro’s sources. Indeed, such an exploration
would bring us into a very broad area of readings and possibly the labyrinth of an author
with a Jesuit education who bends all his sources to serve a specific purpose. In either
case, we are not interested here in reconstructing the ideal library of Tesauro but in show-
ing how the very author (Aristotle) that Tesauro presents as the highest authority on
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rhetoric can legitimize the rehabilitation of two ancient sophists (Thrasymachus and Gor-
gias), who are consequently viewed as the source of the highest figure of the Latin rhetor-
ical tradition, namely, Cicero. Neither Aristotle nor Cicero would have agreed with this
description of the history of rhetoric, and Tesauro was certainly aware of this fact.

The very passages from Aristotle that Tesauro places in the margins of his text serve
the purpose of Il cannocchiale only if taken out of their context. Indeed, once we read them
in the context of the argumentation of Aristotle’s Rhetoric the manipulative operation per-
formed by Tesauro reveals itself. But the reader is silently invited to believe in the coher-
ency between Tesauro’s text and the paratextual quotes, and in the existence of a secret
message in Aristotle’s words. The reshaping of Aristotle’s intentions includes, among
other things, supporting sophistry instead of condemning it.

With this context in mind, we will now analyze the three quotes used by Tesauro in
his discourse on the harmonic figures (reported also in the passage in our Appendix A).
The first passage mentioned by Tesauro is from Rhetoric 3.9, in which Aristotle treats the
structure of the sentence as a part of the broad topic of style. More specifically, in this
chapter Aristotle analyzes the difference between paratactic and hypotactic prose in terms
of effects on the audience. Tesauro quotes a Latin translation (Periodum supinam appello que
uno membro constat) in which Aristotle defines the term that Tesauro translates in Italian
as ‘periodo’. I offer here the English translation of the passage from which Tesauro extracts
one sentence (the one italicized). After a previous passage in which Aristotle defined the
“extended style,” he continues: “This then is the extended style, but the contracted style
is that in periods. By period I mean a clause having a beginning and end in itself and an easily
surveyed magnitude. This is both pleasant and easily learned [...]” (1409a).22

Tesauro then praises this style made of short clauses because of the delight it conveys
to listeners’ ears, and to support his argument he quotes another passage from the Rhetoric
(3.8) in which Aristotle treats prose rhythm as a part of the broader subject of style.
Tesauro quotes the Latin translation (Restat etiam Pean: quo quasi secreto a Trasimaco invento,
incipientes utebantur: sed nesciebant dicere quis esset) of the passage, in which Aristotle treats
the paean genre in the margins of his text. The original context from which this passage
(here italicized) is drawn says: “There remains the paean, which speakers have used from the
time of Thrasymachus, but without being able to say which it was. [...] The other rhythms, then,
are to be rejected for the reasons given and because they are metric; but the paean should
be adopted; for it alone of the rhythms mentioned is not a metre, so that it is the most
easily concealed” (1409a).%

The third and last Latin passage (Ex membris constare dicitur, cum oratio absoluta sit, et
distincta; facilisque respirationis. Membrum vero est altera particula) quoted by Tesauro (and
here italicized) in relation to the “harmonic figures” comes from the same chapter two of
the first quote: “The period is either in clauses or straightforward. Now a clausal style is that
which is complete and partitioned and can be delivered without drawing breath, not in division but
as a whole (the clause being one or other of its parts). By a straightforward period I mean
that with a single clause. Now, both the clauses and the periods should neither taper
away nor be lengthy” (1409b).2* In the same passage of chapter nine we also find a second
definition (the passage highlighted in bold) that could be an additional source of inspira-
tion for Tesauro’s definition of “period,” to be put beside the first of the three quotes listed
above.

Now, if we go back to the full argumentation of Tesauro, reported in our Appendix
A, we notice that he is giving credit to Thrasymachus that is not at all found in Aristotle
text, in which the sophist is simply mentioned to say that at his time the paeanic style was
adopted for rhetorical practice. As a matter of fact, Tesauro uses a few of Aristotle’s sen-
tences to support a broader narrative that praises the periodo and the sophist Thra-
symachus as its founder. And this is in the broader context of Il cannocchiale, in which
Tesauro presents himself as the ultimate interpreter of the true message of Aristotle’s rhe-
torical work. Furthermore, Tesauro’s praise of Thrasymachus is put at the beginning of an
historical excursus that sees Gorgias not only as a step forward in the evolution of rhetoric
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but as its climax: Gorgias is a model for the following orators, among whom the best ones
are presented as virtual pupils of Gorgias in whom Gorgias himself is reborn.

5. Conclusions

If we consider the scope of Emanuele Tesauro’s masterwork, Il cannocchiale Aristo-
telico, there are only a few passages in which the ancient sophists are mentioned. But most
of these passages, including the ones treated in this contribution, praise the sophistic tra-
dition as a source of important revolutionary ingredients in the history of rhetoric. This
approach is difficult to harmonize with the presentation of the II cannocchiale as a trust-
worthy commentary on Aristotle’s philosophy, and in particular his rhetorical theory. As
a matter of fact, in Aristotle’s text on rhetoric there is no praise of the sophists as a category
of rhetoricians, while his discussion of the sophists Thrasymachus and Gorgias—the ones
highlighted by Tesauro in his chapter as sources of the highest Latin eloquence —is always
related to specific questions about their style and offers no praise for them as sophists.

Extrapolating Aristotle’s quotes from their original context, connecting them to a new
text as marginal paratexts, and integrating them in the new narrative built throughout II
cannocchiale are meta-rhetorical strategies, before and above the specific ones within the
text, that Tesauro designed to persuade the reader that his revolutionary rhetorical theory
was already discussed by Aristotle, the ultimate ancient authority on rhetoric. Moreover,
this theory also includes a rehabilitation of the ancient sophists as models and historical
milestones for the rhetorical art in toto. This is how the Aristotelian spyglass reveals itself
to be, in fact, Tesauro’s spyglass. And it is Tesauro’s spyglass that allows readers to see
the sunspots in the anti-porta or emblem that serves as the emblematic exordium to II can-
nocchiale. The perfections and imperfections of rhetoric—and the perception of Aristotle’s
philosophy as well—are a product of Tesauro’s discourse, in which the ancient sophists
and their legacy play a major role, both historically and theoretically, as a turning point in
equipping the art of eloquence with fundamental resources for persuasion.
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Appendix A. Transcription and Translation of a Passage from Il cannocchiale
Appendix A.1. Criteria of the Transcription and Translation

In my transcription and translation of Il cannocchiale I modernize the text for the fol-
lowing aspects: punctuation and use of diacritical marks; use of “u” and “v” as well as “s”
and “f” have been distinguished. But I have kept the use of capital letters because they are
elements of Tesauro’s style that do not pose any obstacle to the understanding of the text
for a modern reader. I also reproduce in the footnotes the Latin citations from Aristotle’s
Rhetoric that Tesauro quotes in the margins of his text in the 1670 editions to support his
discourse. Tesauro’s original text is followed by my English translation. Because of the
unique features of Tesauro’s prose and vocabulary, I have opted for a translation that aims
mainly to make the text accessible, which therefore may diminish the variety and poly-
semy of his prose but will at least make it understandable for a non-specialist or non-
native speaker.

Appendix A.2. Transcription of (Tesauro 2000, pp. 126-27)

FIGURE ARMONICHE. [...] Trasimaco adunque fu il primo ingegno che, osservando la
Pendente Oratione ascoltarsi con altretanta spiacenza con quanto diletto le Liriche Odi erano udite,
avviso seco stesso questa differenza procedere dalla grata vicenda delle pause et dalla soavita delle
poetiche misure. Comincio egli pertanto a minuzzar la massa di quelle anaboliche Clausulone in
brievi'ntervalli chiamandoli PERIODI, cioé Rivolgimenti, ad esempio et misura delle Strofe et
Antistrofe che partivano le Odi Pindariche, sovente respirando et rivolgendosi a capo. Hor queste
sue periodi Ritonde et, come le nomina il nostro Autore,? Supine, quantunque con un sol tratto di
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penna sonoramente corressero et, nascondendo sovente aguisa delle serpi la testa nella coda,
serbassero il verbo in fine, trovo egli nondimeno per virtu della prosodia una segreta modulatione
nel principio, nel corso et nella fine ch'empieva gli orecchi di nuova et maravigliosa dolcezza.?s
Talché gli Uditori, conoscendo l'effetto dell’Arte senza conoscere I’ Arte, godevano ad udirlo et non
sapevano la cagione. Ma come facil cosa e l'aggiugnere agli trovati altrui, Gorgia Leontino, piit
diligente osservatore, fabrico di queste Periodi ritonde Periodi concise? trinciandole in piccole
clausulette, chiamate Membra et Articoli gratiosamente corrispondenti et misurati tra loro. Onde
la Periodo supina e piana, divenendo misurata e concisa, non pit ritonda, né pero mozza, non
metrica né senza metro, non ligata né sciolta dalle poetiche leggi, senza verso, non senza ritmo,
parendo verso a’ prosatori et prosa a’ versificatori, era agli uni et agli altri maravigliosamente
gradita. Entro in pregio fra’ Romani questa pellegrina merce (com’io ti narrai) negli ultimi anni di
Cicerone, il cui stilo tanto si arroto su quella cote forense et si divenne acuto che possiam dire haver
percosso Verre di piatto et Antonio di punta. Quinci egli stesso confesso la belta di queste Periodi
concise, in odio delle ritonde gia sue familiari et favorite, dicendo: Iucundior est Periodus, si est
articulis membrisque distincta;, quam si continuata et producta: quia suas respirationes habet: et
mens respirat cum Oratore: Deinde magis dilucida est, qui memoria facilius tenetur; et magis patet.
Le quali cosiderationi buonamente copio dal nostro Autore. Né senza molta argutezza queste Periodi
figurate et concise chiamo egli CONCINNITATES. Onde di Gorgia disse: Cuius in Oratione
numerum plerumque efficit ipsa Concinnitas. Et allo incontro