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THE THREE LATIN SOURCES
FOR THE CLASSICAL

ART OF MEMORY'!
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T a banquet given by a nobleman of Thessaly named
Scopas, the poet Simonides of Ceos chanted a lyric
poem in honour of his host but including a passage in
praise of Castor and Pollux. Scopas meanly told the

poet that he would only pay him half the sum agreed upon for the
panegyric and that he must obtain the balance from thetwin gods
to whom he had devoted half the poem. A little later, a message was
brought in to Simonides that two young men were waiting outside
who wished to see him. He rosefrom the banquet and went out but
could find no one. During his absence the roof of the banqueting
hall fel in, crushing Scopas and dl the guests to death beneath the
ruins; the corpses were so mangled that the relatives who came to

! The English trandations of the three Latin sources used are thosein
the Loeb edition of the classics: die Ad Herennium is translated by H.
Caplan; the De oratore by E. W. Sutton and H. Rackham; Quintilian's
Inuitutio oratorio by H. E. Butler. When quoting from these translations
I have sometimes modified them in the direction of literalness, particu-
larly in repeating the actual terminology of the mnemonic rather than in
using periphrases of the terms.

The best account known to me of the art of memory in antiquity is
that given by H. Hajdu, Das Mnemotechnische Schriftum des Miitelalters,
Vienna, 1936. | attempted a brief sketch of it in my article 'The Cicero-
nian Art of Memory' in Medioeve e Rinascimento, Studi in onore di Bruno
Nardi, Florence, 1955, |1, pp. 871 ff. On the whole, the subject has been
curiously neglected.

C—A.O.M. |



THREE LATIN SOURCES FOR THE CLASSICAL ART OF MEMORY

teke them away for buria were unable to identify them. But
Simonides remembered the places at which they had been sitting
at the table and was therefore able to indicate to the relatives which
were their dead. The invisble callers, Castor and Pollux, had
handsomely paid for their share in the panegyric by drawing
Simonides away from the banquet just before the crash. And this
experience suggested to the poet the principles of the art of memory
of which he is said to have been the inventor. Noting that it was
through his memory of the places at which the guests had been
sitting that he had been able to identify the bodies, he redised that
orderly arrangement is essentia for good memory.

He inferred that persons desiring to train this faculty (of memory)
must sdlect places and form mental imeges of the things they wish
to remember and store those images in the places, so that the order
of the placeswill preserve the order of the things, and the images of
the things will dencte the things themsdves, and wc shdl employ
the places and images respectively as a wax writing-tablet and the
letters written on it.

The vivid story of how Simonides invented the art of memory is
told by Ciceroin his De oratore when he is discussing memory as
one of the five parts of rhetoric; the story introduces a brief des-
cription of the mnemonic of places and images (loci and imagines)
which was used by the Roman rhetors. Two other descriptions of
the classca mnemonic, besides the one given by Cicero, have
come down to us, both dso in treatises on rhetoric when memory
as a part of rhetoric is being discussed; one is in the anonymous
Ad C. Herennium libri IV; the other is in Quintilian's Institutio
oratorio.

The first basic fact which the student of the history of the clas-
sicd art of memory must remember is that the art belonged to
rhetoric as a technique by which the orator could improve his
memory, which would enable him to deliver long speeches from
memory with unfailing accuracy. And it was as a part of the art of
rhetoric that the art of memory travelled down through the Euro-
pean tradition in which it was never forgotten, or not forgotten
until comparatively modern times, that those infallible guides in
al human activities, the ancients, had laid down rules and precepts
for improving the memory.

2 Cicero, De oratore, |1, Ixxxvi, 351-4.
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It is not difficult to get hold of the general principles of the
mnemonic. The first step was to imprint on the memory a series
of loci or places. The commonest, though not the only, type of
mnemonic place system used was the architectural type. The
clearest description of the process is that given by Quintilian.® In
order to form a series of places in memory, he says, abuilding isto
be remembered, as spacious and varied a one as possible, the fore-
court, the living room, bedrooms, and parlours, not omitting
statues and other ornaments with which the rooms are decorated.
The images by which the speech is to be remembered—as an
example of these Quintilian says one may use an anchor or a
weapon—are then placed in imagination on the places which have
been memorised in the building. This done, as soon as the memory
of the facts requires to be revived, al these places are visited in
turn and the various deposits demanded of their custodians. We
have to think of the ancient orator as moving in imagination
through his memory building whilst he is making his speech, draw-
ing from the memorised places the images he has placed on them.
The method ensures that the points are remembered in the right
order, since the order is fixed by the sequence of places in the
building. Quintilian's examples of the anchor and the weapon as
images may suggest that he had in mind a speech which dedlt at
one point with naval matters (the anchor), at another with military
operations (the weapon).

There is no doubt that this method will work for anyonewhois
prepared to labour serioudy at these mnemonic gymnastics. |
have never attempted to do so mysdf but | have been told of a
professor who used to amuse his students at parties by asking each
of them to name an object; one of them noted down al the objects
in the order in which they had been named. Later in the evening
the professor would cause general amazement by repeating the list
of objects in the right order. He performed his little memory feat
by placing the abjects, as they were named, on the window sill, on
the desk, on the wastepaper basket, and so on. Then, as Quintilian
advises, he revisited those places in turn and demanded from them
their deposits. He had never heard of the classicd mnemonic but
had discovered his technique quite independently. Had he ex-
tended his efforts by attaching notions to the objects remembered
on the places he might have caused till greater amazement by

3 Ingtitutio oratorio, X1, ii, 17-22.
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delivering his lectures from memory, as the classical orator
delivered his speeches.

Whilst it is important to recognise that the classical art is based
on workable mnemotechnic principles it may be misleading to
dismiss it with the label 'mnemotechnics’. The classical sources
seem to be describing inner techniques which depend on visual
impressions of almost incredible intensity. Cicero emphasises that
Simonides' invention of the art of memory rested, not only on his
discovery of the importance of order for memory, but aso on the
discovery that the sense of sight is the strongest of all the senses.

It has been sagacioudy discerned by Simonides or dse discovered
by some other person, that the most complete pictures are formed
in our minds of the things that have been conveyed to them and
imprinted on them by the senses, but that the keenest of dl our
senses is the sense of sight, and that consequently perceptions
received by the ears or by reflexion can be most eesily retained if
they are also conveyed to our minds by the mediation of the eyes.*

The word 'mnemotechnics' hardly conveys what the artificial
memory of Cicero may have been like, as it moved among the
buildings of ancient Rome, seeing the places, seeing the images
stored on the places, with a piercing inner vision which immedi-
ately brought to his lips the thoughts and words of his speech. |
prefer to use the expression 'art of memory' for this process.

We moderns who have no memories at all may, like the pro-
fessor, employ from time to time some private mnemotechnic not
of vital importance to us in our lives and professions. But in the
ancient world, devoid of printing, without paper for note-taking
or on which to type lectures, the trained memory was of vital
importance. And the ancient memories were trained by an art
which reflected the art and architecture of the ancient world, which
could depend on faculties of intense visual memorisation which we
have lost. The word 'mnemotechnics’, though not actually wrong
as a description of the classical art of memory, makes this very
mysterious subject seem simpler than it is.

An unknown teacher of rhetoric in Rome® compiled, circa 86-
82 B.C, a useful text-book for his students which immortalised,

* De oratore, |1, Ixxxvii, 357.
5 On the authorship and other problems of the Ad Herennium, see the
excellent introduction by H. Caplan to the Loeb edition (1954).
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not his own name, but the name of the man to whom it was dedi-
cated. It is somewhat tiresome that this work, so vitally important
for the history of the classicd art of memory and which will be
constantly referred to in the course of this book, has no other title
save the uninformative Ad Herennium. The busy and efficient
teacher goes through the five parts of rhetoric (inventio, dispositio,
elocutio, memoria, pronuntiatio) in arather dry text-book style. When
he comes to memory® as an essential part of the orator's equipment,
he opens his treatment of it with the words: 'Now let usturn to the
treasure-house of inventions, the custodian of al the parts of
rhetoric, memory.' There are two kinds of memory, he continues,
one natural, the other artificial. The natural memory is that which
is engrafted in our minds, born simultaneously with thought.
The atificid memory is a memory strengthened or confirmed by
training. A good natural memory can be improved by this dis-
cipline and persons less well endowed can have their wesk memo-
ries improved by the art.

After this curt preamble the author announces abruptly, 'Now
we will spesk of the artificid memory.'

An immense weight of history presses on the memory section of
Ad Herennium. It is drawing on Greek sources of memory teach-
ing, probably in Greek treatises on rhetoric al of which are lost. It
isthe only Latin treatise on the subject to be preserved, for Cicero's
and Quintilian's remarks are not full treatises and assume that the
reader is dready familiar with the artificid memory and its
terminology. It is thus really the main source, and indeed the only
complete source, for the classcal art of memory both in the Greek
and in the Latin world. Its role as the transmitter of the classca
art to the Middle Ages and the Renaissance is dso of unique
importance. The Ad Herenniumwas awell known and much used
text in the Middle Ages when it had an immense prestige because
it was thought to be by Cicero. It was therefore believed that the
precepts for the artificid memory which it expounded had been
drawn up by 'Tullius' himsdf.

In short, all attempts to puzzle out what the classicad art of
memory was like must be mainly based on the memory section of
Ad Herennium. And dl attempts such as we are making in this
book to puzzle out the history of that art in the Western tradition

5 The section on memory is in Ad Herennium, 111, xvi-xxiv.
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must refer back constantly to this text as the main source of the
tradition. Every Ars memorativa treatise, with its rules for 'places,
its rules for 'images, its discussion of ‘'memory for things' and
'memory for words), is repeating the plan, the subject matter, and
as often as not the actual words of Ad Herennium. And the astonish-
ing developments of the art of memory in the sixteenth century,
which it isthe chief object of this book to explore, till preserve the
'Ad Herennian' outlines below al their complex accretions. Even
the wildest flights of fancy in such a work as Giordano Bruno's
De umbris idearum cannot concedl the fact that the philosopher of
the Renaissance is going through yet once again the old, old
business of rules for places, rules for images, memory for things,
memory for words.

Evidently, therefore, it is incumbent upon us to attempt the by
no means easy task of trying to understand the memory section of
Ad Herennium. What makes the task by no means easy is that the
rhetoric teacher is not addressing us; he is not setting out to
explain to people who know nothing about it what the atificid
memory was. He is addressing his rhetoric students as they
congregated around him circa 86-82 B.C,, and they knew what he
was talking about; for them he needed only to rattle off the 'rules
which they would know how to apply. We are in a different case
and are often somewhat beffled by the strangeness of some of the
memory rules.

In what follows | attempt to give the content of the memory
section of Ad Herennium, emulating the brisk style of the author,
but with pauses for reflection about what he is telling us.

The atificid memory is established from places and images
{Congtat igitur artificiosa memoriaexlociset imaginibus), the stock
definition to be forever repeated down the ages. A locusis a place
easily grasped by the memory, such as a house, an intercolumnar
space, a corner, an arch, or the like. Images are forms, marks or
simulacra{formae, notae, simulacra) of what wewish to remember.
For instanceif wewish to recal the genus of ahorse, of alion, of an
eagle, we must place their images on definite loci.

The art of memory islike an inner writing. Those who know the
letters of the alphabet can write down what is dictated to them and
read out what they have written. Likewise those who have learned
mnemonics can s&t in places what they have heard and deliver it
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from memory. 'For the places are very much like wax tablets or
papyrus, the images like the letters, the arrangement and disposi-
tion of the images like the script, and the ddivery is like the
reading.’

If we wish to remember much material we must equip ourselves
with alarge number of places. It is essentid that the places should
form a series and must be remembered in their order, so that we
can start from any locus in the series and move either backwards
or forwards from it. If we should see a number of our acquain-
tances standing in a row, it would not make any difference to us
whether we should tell their names beginning with the person
standing at the head of the line or at the foot or in the middle. So
with memory loci. 'If these have been arranged in order, the result
will bethat, reminded by theimages, we can repeat oraly what we
have committed to the loci, proceeding in either direction from any
locusweplease.'

The formation of the loci is of the greatest importance, for the
same sat of loci can be used again and again for remembering
different material. The images which we have placed on them for
remembering one set of things fade and are effaced when we make
no further use of them. But the loci remain in the memory and
can be used again by placing another set of images for another set
of material. The loci are like the wax tablets which remain when
what is written on them has been effaced and are ready to be
written on again.

In order to make sure that we do not err in remembering the
order of theloci itisuseful to give each fifth locus somedistinguish-
ing mark. We may for example mark the fifth locus with a golden
hand, and place in the tenth the image of some acquai ntance whose
name is Decimus. We can then go on to station other marks on
each succeeding fifth locus.

It is better to form one's memory loci in a deserted and solitary
place for crowds of passing people tend to weaken the impressions.
Therefore the student intent on acquiring a sharp and well-
defined set of loci will choose an unfrequented building in which to
memorise places.

Memory loci should not be too much like one another, for
instance too many intercolumnar spaces are not good, for their
resemblance to one another will be confusing. They should be of
moderate size, not too large for this renders the images placed

7
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on them vague, and not too smal for then an arrangement of
images will be overcrowded. They must not be too brightly
lighted for then the images placed on them will glitter and dazzle;
nor must they be too dark or the shadows will obscure the images.
The intervals between the loci should be of moderate extent,
perhaps about thirty feet, 'for like the externa eye, so the inner
eye of thought is less powerful when you have moved the object
of sight too near or too far away'.

A person with a relatively large experience can easily equip
himself with as many suitable loci as he pleases, and even a person
who thinks that he does not possess enough sufficiently good loci
can remedy this. 'For thought can embrace any region whatsoever
and in it and at will construct the setting of some locus.' (That
is to say, mnemonics can use what were afterwards cdled
fictitious places, in contrast to the 'real places of the ordinary
method.)

Pausing for reflection at the end of rules for places | would say
that what strikes me most about them is the astonishing visua
precision which they imply. In a classicdly trained memory the
space between the loci can be measured, the lighting of the loci
is dlowed for. And the rules summon up a vision of a forgotten
socia habit. Who is that man moving dowly in the londly building,
stopping at intervals with an intent face ? He is a rhetoric student
forming a set of memory loci.

'‘Enough has been said of places, continues the author of Ad
Herennium, 'now we turn to the theory of images.' Rules for
images now begin, the first of which is that there are two kinds of
images, one for 'dungs’ (res), thee other for 'words' (verba). That
is to say 'memory for things' makes images to remind of an argu-
ment, a notion, or a 'thing'; but 'memory for words' has to find
images to remind of every single word.

| interrrupt the concise audior here for a moment in order to
remind the reader that for the rhetoric student 'things' and 'words
would have an absolutely precise meaning in relation to the five
parts of the rhetoric. Those five parts are defined by Cicero as
follows:

Invention is the excogitation of true things (res), or things amilar

to truth to render oné's cause plausible; dispostion is the arrange-

ment in order of the things thus discovered; docution is the
accomodation of suitable words to the invented (things); memory
8
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is the firm perception in the soul of things and words; pronuncia-
tion is the moderati ng7 of the voice and body to suit the dignity of
the things and words.

'Things' are thus the subject matter of the speech; 'words' are the
language in which that subject matter is clothed. Areyou aiming at
an artificial memory to remind you only of the order of the notions,
arguments, 'things' of your speech ? Or do you aim at memorising
every singleword initin the right order ? Thefirst kind of artificial
memory is memoria rerum; the second kind is memoria verborum.
The ideal, as defined by Cicero in the above passage, would be to
have a 'firm perception in the soul' of both things and words.
But 'memory for words' is much harder than 'memory for things';
the weaker brethren among the author of Ad Herenmum's rhetoric
students evidently rather jibbed at memorising an image for every
single word, and even Cicero himself, as we shall see later,
allowed that 'memory for things' was enough.

To return to the rules for images. We have already been given
the rules for places, what kind of places to choose for memorising.
What are the rules about what kind of images to choose for memo-
rising on the places ? We now come to one of the most curious and
surprising passages in the treatise, namely the psychological
reasons which the author gives for the choice of mnemonic images.
Why isit, he asks, that some images are so strong and sharp and so
suitable for awakening memory, whilst others are so weak and
feeble that they hardly stimulate memory at all ? We must enquire
into this so as to know which images to avoid and which to seek.

Now nature hersdlf teaches us what we should do. When weseein
every day life things that are petty, ordinary, and banal, we
generally fail to remember them, because the mind is not being
stirred by anything novel or marvellous. But if we see or hear
something exceptionally base, dishonourable, unusual, great, un-
believable, or ridiculous, that we are likely to remember for along
time. Accordingly, thingsimmediate to our eye or ear we commonly
forget; incidents of our childhood we often remember best. Nor
could this be so for any other reason than that ordinary things
eadily dlip from the memory while the striking and the novel stay
longer in the mind. A sunrise, the sun's course, a sunset are

" De inventione, 1, vii, 9 (translation based on that by H. M. Hubbell
in the Loeb edition, but made more literal in reproducing the technical
terms res and verba).
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marvellous to no one because they occur daily. But solar eclipses
are a source of wonder because they occur seldom, and indeed are
more marvellous than lunar eclipses, because these are more fre-
guent. Thus nature shows that she is not aroused by the common
ordinary event, but is moved by a new or striking occurrence. Let
art, then, imitate nature, find what she desires, and follow as she
directs. For in invention nature is never last, education never first;
rather the beginnings of things arise from natural talent, and the
ends are reached by discipline.

We ought, then, to sat up images of a kind that can adhere lon-
gest in memory. And we shall do so if we establish similitudes as
striking as possible; if we set up images that are not many or vague
but active (imagines agentes); if we assign to them exceptional
beauty or singular ugliness; if we ornament some of them, as with
crowns or purple cloaks, so that the similitude may be more dis-
tinct to us; or if we somehow disfigure them, as by introducing one
stained with blood or soiled with mud or smeared with red paint,
so that its form is more striking, or by assigning certain comic
effects to our images, for that, too, will ensure our remembering
them more readily. The things we easily remember when they are
real we likewise remember without difficulty when they are fig-
ments. But this will be essentill—again and again to run over
rapidly in the mind al the original places in order to refresh the
images®

Our author has clearly got hold of the idea of helping memory by
arousing emotional affects through these striking and unusual
images, beautiful or hideous, comic or obscene. And it is clear that
he is thinking of human images, of human figures wearing crowns
or purple cloaks, bloodstained or smeared with paint, of human
figures dramatically engaged in some activity—doing something.
We feel that we have moved into an extraordinary world as we run
over his places with the rhetoric student, imagining on the places
such very peculiar images. Quintilian's anchor and weapon as
memory images, though much less exciting, are easier to under-
stand than the weirdly populated memory to which the author of
Ad Herennium introduces us.

It is one of the many difficulties which confront the student of
the history of the art of memory that an Ars memorativa treatise,
though it will always give the rules, rarely gives any concrete

8 Ad Herennium, 111, xxii.
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application of the rules, that is to say it rarely sets out a system of
mnemonic images on their places. This tradition was started by the
author of Ad Herennium himself who says that the duty of an
instructor in mnemonics is to teach the method of making images,
give a few examples, and then encourage the student to form his
own. When teaching 'introductions’, he says, one does not draft a
thousand set introductions and give them to the student to learn
by heart; one teaches him the method and then leaves him to his
own inventiveness. So also one should do in teaching mnemonic
images.’ Thisis an admirable tutorial principle though one regrets
that it prevents the author from showing us a whole set or gallery
of striking and unusual imagines agentes. We must be content with
the three specimens which he describes.

Thefirst is an example of a'memory for things' image. We have
to suppose that we are the counsel for the defence in a law suit.
'The prosecutor has said that the defendant killed a man by poison,
has charged that the motive of the crime was to gain an inheritance,
and declared that there are many witnesses and accessories to this
act." We are forming a memory system about the whole case and
we shall wish to put in our first memory locus an image to remind
us of the accusation against our client. Thisis the image.

We shall imagine the man in question as lying ill in bed, if we
know him personaly. If we do not know him, we shall yet take
some one to be our invalid, but not a man of the lowest class, so
that he may cometo mind at once. And we shall place the defendant
at the bedside, holding in his right hand a cup, in his l&ft, tablets,
and on the fourth finger, aram'’s testicles. In this way we can have
in memory the man who was poisoned, the witnesses, and the
inheritance.™

The cup would remind of the poisoning, the tablets, of the will or
the inheritance, and the testicles of the ram through verbal
similarity with testes—of the witnesses. The sick man is to be like
the man himself, or like someone else whom we know (though not
one of the anonymous lower classes). In the following loci we

* 1bid., 111, xxiii, 39.

% 9bid., 111, xx; 33. On the translation of medico testiculos arietinos
tenement as 'on the fourth finger a ram's testicles, see the translator's
note, Loeb edition, p. 214. The digitus medicinalis was the fourth finger
of the left hand. Mediaeval readers, unable to understand medico, intro-
duced a doctor into the scene; see below, p. 65



THREE LATIN SOURCES FOR THE CLASSICAL ART OF MEMORY

would put other counts in the charge, or the details of the rest of
the case, and if we have properly imprinted the places and images
we shall easly be able to remember any point that we wish to
recall.

This, then, is an example of a classca memory image—con-
sisting of human figures, active, dramatic, striking, with acces-
sories to remind of the whole 'thing' which is being recorded in
memory. Though everything appears to be explained, | yet find
this image baffling. Like much else in Ad Herennium on memory
it seems to belong to aworld which is either impossible for us to
understand or which is not being really fully explained to us.

The writer is not concerned in this example with remembering
the speeches in the case but with recording the details or 'things' of
the case. It is as though, as alawyer, heis forming afiling cabinet
in memory of his cases. The image given is put as a label on the
first place of the memory file on which the records about the man
accused of poisoning are kept. He wants to look up something
about that case; he turns to the composite image in which it is
recorded, and behind that image on the following places he finds
the rest of the case. If this is at al a correct interpretation, the
artificiad memory would now be being used, not only to memorise
speeches, but to hold in memory a mass of material which can be
looked up at will.

Thewords of Cicerointhe De oratorewhen heis spesking of the
advantages of the atificid memory may tend to confirm this
interpretation. He has just been saying that the loci preserve the
order of the facts, and the images designate the facts themselves,
and we employ the places and images like a wax writing tablet
and the letters written on it. 'But what business is it of mine', he
continues, 'to ecify the value to a speaker and the usefulness and
effectiveness of memory ? of retaining the information given you
when you were briefed and the opinions you yourself have formed ?
of having al your ideas firmly planted in your mind and dl your
resources of vocabulary neatly arranged, of giving such close
attention to the instructions of your client and to the speech of the
opponent you have to answer that they may seem not just to pour
what they say into your ears but to imprint it on your mind?
Consequently only people with a powerful memory know what
they are going to say and for how long they are going to spesk
and in what style, what points they have aready answered and
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what still remains; and they can dso remember from other cases
many arguments which they have previoudy advanced and many
which they have heard from other people.™

We are in the presence of amazing powers of memory. And,
according to Cicero, these natural powers were indeed aided by
training of the type described in Ad Herennium.

The specimen image just described was a 'memory for things
image; it was designed to recall the 'things' or facts of the case and
the following loci of the system would presumably have held other
'memory for things' images, recording other facts about the case or
arguments used in speeches by the defence or the prosecution. The
other two specimen images given in Ad Herennium are ‘'memory
for words' images.

The student wishing to acquire 'memory for words begins in
the same way as the 'memory for things' student; that is to say he
memorises places which are to hold his images. But he is con-
fronted with a harder task for far more places will be needed to
memorise dl the words of a speech than would be needed for its
notions. The specimen images for ‘'memory for words' are of the
same type as the 'memory for things image, that is to say they
represent human figures of a striking and unusual character and in
striking dramatic Situations—imagines agentes.

We are setting out to memorise this line of verse:

lam domum itionem reges Atridae parant™
(And now their homecoming the kings, the sons of Atreus are
making ready)

The line is found only in the quotation of it in Ad Herennium and
was either invented by the author to exhibit his mnemonic tech-
nique or was taken for some lost work. It is to be memorised
through two very extraordinary images.

One is 'Domitius raising his hands to heaven while he is lashed
by the Marcii Reges. The trandator and editor of the text in the
Loeb edition (H. Caplan) explains in a note that 'Rex was the
name of one of the most distinguished families of the Marcian
gens; the Domitian, of plebeian origin, was likewise a celebrated
gens. The image may reflect some street scene in which Domitius

1 De oratore, 11, Ixxxvii, 355. _
2 Ad Herennium, 111, xxi, 34. See translator's notes on pp. 216-17 ™
the Loeb edition.
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of the plebeian gens (perhaps bloodstained to make him more
memorable) is being beaten up by some members of the dis-
tinguished Rex family. It was perhaps a scene which the author
himself had witnessed. Or perhaps it was a scene in some play. It
was a striking scene in every sense of the word and therefore
suitable as a mnemonic image. It was put on a place for remember-
ing this line. The vivid image immediately brought to mind
'‘Dornitius-Reges and this reminded by sound resemblance of
‘domum itionem reges. It thus exhibits the principles of a
'memory for words' image which brings to mind the words which
the memory is seeking through their sound resemblance to the
notion suggested by the image.

We al know how, when groping in memory for a word or a
name, some quite absurd and random association, something
which has 'stuck’ in the memory, will help us to dredge it up. The
classca art is systematising that process.

The other image for memorising the rest of the line is 'Aesopus
and Cimber being dressed for the roles of Agamemnon and
Menelaus in Iphigenaia’. Aesopus was a well-known tragic actor,
a friend of Cicero; Cimber, evidently aso an actor, is only men-
tioned in this text.”® The play in which they are preparing to act
adso does not exist. In the image these actors are being dressed
to play the parts of the sons of Atreus (Agamemnon and Menelaus).
It is an exciting off-gage glimpse of two famous actors being made
up (to smear an image with red paint makes it memorable accord-
ing totherules) and dressed for their parts. Such ascene has dl the
elements of a good mnemonic image; we therefore use it to
remember 'Atridae parant’, the sons of Atreus are making
ready. This image immediately gave the word 'Atridae’ (though
not by sound resemblance) and aso suggested 'making ready’
for the home-coming through the actors making ready for the
stage.

This method for memorising the verse will not work by itsaf,
says the author of Ad Herennium. We must go over the verse three
or four times, that is learn it by heart in the usua way, and then
represent the words by means of images. 'In this way art will sup-
plement nature. For neither by itself will be strong enough,
though we must note that theory and technique are much the

13 | oeb edition, translator's note, p. 217.
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more reliable.™ The fact that we have to learn the poem by heart
as well, makes 'memory for words' a little less baffling.

Reflecting on the 'memory for words' images, we note that our
author seems now concerned not with the rhetoric students' proper
business of remembering a speech, but with memorising verse in
poems or plays. To remember a whole poem or a whole play in
this way one has to envisage 'places extending one might almost
say for miles within the memory, 'places’ past which one movesin
reciting, drawing from them the mnemonic cues. And perhaps that
word 'cue’ does give a clue to how the method might be workable.
Did one redly learn the poem by heart but set up some places with
‘cue’ images on them at strategic intervals ?

Our author mentions that another type of 'memory for words
symbol has been elaborated by the Greeks. ‘I know that most of
the Greeks who have written on the memory have taken the course
of listing images that correspond to a great many words, so that
persons who wished to learn these images by heart would have
them ready without expending efort in a search for them."™ It is
possible that these Greek images for words are shorthand symbols
or notae the use of which was coming into fashion in the Latin
world at this time."® As used in mnemonics, this would pre-
sumably mean that, by a kind of inner stenography, the shorthand
symbols were written down inwardly and memorised on the
memory places. Fortunately our author disapproves of this method,
snce even a thousand of such ready-made symbols would not
begin to cover dl thewords used. Indeed, heis rather lenient about
'memory for words' of any kind; it must be tackled just because it
is more difficult than 'memory for things. It is to be used as an
exercise to strengthen 'that other kind of memory, the memory for
things, which is of practical use. Thus we may without effort pass
from this difficult training to ease in that other memory.'

The memory section closes with an exhortation to hard work.

1 Ad Herennium, loc. cit.

" 1bid., 11, xxiii, 38.

16 Cicero is said by Plutarch to have introduced shorthand to Rome;
the name of his frcedman, Tiro, became associated with the so-called
'‘Tironian notes'. See The Oxford Classical Dictionary, article Tachy-
graphy; H. J. M. Milne, Greek Shorthand Manuals, London, 1934,
introduction. There may be some connection between the introduction
of Greek mnemonics into the Latin world, reflected in Ad Herennium, and
the importation of stenography at about the same time.
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'In every discipline artistic theory is of little aval without un-
remitting exercise, but especidly in mnemonics, theory is amost
vaueless unless made good by industry, devotion, toil, and care.
You can make sure that you have as many places as possible and
that these conform as much as possible to the rules; in placing the
images you should exercise every day."’

We have been trying to understand inner gymnastics, invisible
labours of concentration which are to us most strange, though the
rules and examples of Ad Herennium give mysterious glimpses
into the powers and organisation of antique memories. We think
of memory fests which are recorded of the ancients, of how the
elder Seneca, a teacher of rhetoric, could repeat two thousand
names in the order in which they had been given; and when a
class of two hundred students or more spoke each in turn a line of
poetry, he could recite al the lines in reverse order, beginning
from the last one said and going right back to the first.®® Or we
remember that Augustine, dso trained as a teacher of rhetoric,
tells of a friend caled Simplicius who could recite Virgil back-
wards." We have learned from our text-book that if we have
properly and firmly fixed our memory places we can move aong
them in either direction, backwards or forwards. The artificia
memory may explain the awe inspiring ability to recite backwards
of the elder Seneca and of Augustine's friend. Pointless though
such feats may seem to us, they illustrate the respect accorded in
antiquity to the man with the trained memory.

Very singular is the art of this invisible art of memory. It
reflects ancient architecture but in an unclassical spirit, concen-
trating its choice on irregular places and avoiding symmetrical
orders. It is full of human imagery of a very persond kind; we
mark the tenth place with aface like that of our friend Decimus; we
see anumber of our acquaintances standing in a row; we visualise
a sck man like the man himsdf, or if we did not know him, like
someone we do know. These human figures are active and
dramatic, strikingly beautiful or grotesque. They remind one more
of figures in some Gothic cathedral than of classica art proper.
They appear to be completely amoral, their function being solely
to give an emotional impetus to memory by their persona

17 Ad Herennium, ill, xxiv, 40.
18 Marcus Annaeus Seneca, Controversiarum Libri, Lib. I, Praef. 2.
% Augustine, De anima, lib. 1V. cap. Vii.
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idiosyncracy or their strangeness. This impression may, however,
be due to the fact that we have not been given a specimen image of
how to remember, for example, the 'things' justice or temperance
and their parts, which are treated by the author of Ad Herennium
when discussing the invention of the subject matter of a speech.?®
The dusiveness of the art of memory is very trying to its historian.

Though the mediaeva tradition which assigned the authorship
of Ad Herennium to 'Tullius' was wrong in fact, it was not wrong
in its inference that the art of memory was practised and recom-
mended by "Tullius'. In his De oratore (which he finished in 55
B.C) Cicero treats of the five parts of rhetoric in his elegant, dis-
cursive, gentlemanly manner—a manner very different from that
of our dry rhetoric teacher—and in this work he refers to a
mnemonic which is obvioudy based on the same techniques as
those described in Ad Herennium.

The first mention of the mnemonic comes in Crassuss speech
in thefirst book in which he says that he does not dtogether didike
as an ad to memory 'that method of places and images which is
taught in an art.’”* Later, Anthony tells of how Themistocles
refused to learn the art of memory 'which was then being intro-
duced for the first time' saying that he preferred the science of
forgetting to that of remembering. Anthony warns that this
frivolous remark must not 'cause us to neglect the training of the
memory'.?* The reader is thus prepared for Anthony's later bril-
liant rendering of the story of the fatd banquet which occasioned
the invention of the art by Simonides—the story with which |
began this chapter. In the course of the discussion of the art of
memory which follows Cicero gives a potted version of the rules.

Consequently (in order that | may not be prolix and tedious on a
subject that is wel known and familiar) one must employ a large
number of places which mugt be wdl lighted, dearly st out in
order, at moderae intervas gpart (locis est utendum multis, illu-
stribus, explicatis, modicisintervallis); and imegeswhich are active,
sharply denned, unusud, and which have the power of speedily

20 Ad Herennium, 111, iii.
2! De oratore, I, xxxiv, 157.
22 |pid., 11, Ixxiv, 299-300.
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encountering and penetrating the psyche {imaginibus autem
agentibus, acribus, insignitis, quae occurrere celeriterque percutere
animum possint).”

He has boiled down rules for places and rules for images to a
minimum in order not to bore the reader by repeating the text-
book instructions which are so well known and familiar.

Next he makes an obscurely worded reference to some extremely
sophisticated types of memory for words.

... the ahility to use these (images) will be supplied by practise
which engenders habit, and (by images) of similar words changed
and unchanged in case or drawn (from denoting) the part to denot-
ing the genus, and by using the image of one word to remind of a
whole sentence, as a consummate painter distinguishing the
position of objects by modifying their shapes.®*

He next speaks of the type of memory for words (described as
'Greek’ by the author of Ad Herennium) which attempts to memo-
rise an image for every word, but decides (like Ad Herennium) that
memory for things is the branch of the art most useful to the orator.

Memory for words, which for us is essential, is given distinct-
ness by a greater variety of images (in contrast to using the image
of one word for a whole sentence of which he has just been speak-
ing); for there are many words which serve as joints connecting
the limbs of a sentence, and these cannot be formed by any use of
similitudes—of these we have to model images for constant em-
ployment; but a memory for things is the specia property of the
orator—this we can imprint on our minds by a skilful arrangement
of the several masks (singulis personis) that represent them, so that
we may grasp ideas by means of images and their order by means of
places.®

The use of the word persona of the memory-for-things image is
interesting and curious. Does it imply that the memory image
heightens its striking effect by exaggerating its tragic or comic
aspect, as the actor does by wearing a mask ? Does it suggest that
the stage was a likely source of striking memory images ? Or docs
the word mean in this context that the memory image is like a
known individual person, as the author of Ad Herennium advises,
but wears that personal mask only to jog the memory ?

2 |bid., I, Ixxxvii, 358.
2bid., loc. cit.
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Cicero has provided a highly condensed little Ars memorativa
treatise bringing in al the points in their usual order. Beginning
with the statement, introduced by the Simonides story that the art
consists in places and images and islike an inner writing on wax, he
goes on to discuss natural and artificial memory, with the usual
conclusion that nature can be improved by art. Then follow rules
for places and rules for images; then the discussion of memory for
things and memory for words. Though he agrees that memory for
things is alone essential for the orator he has evidently put himself
through a memory for words drill in which images for words move
(?), change their cases (?), draw a whole sentence into one word
image, in some extraordinary manner which he visualises within,
as though it were the art of some consummate painter.

Nor is it true as unskilled people assert {quod ab inertibus dicitur)

that memory is crushed beneath a weight of images and even

what might have been retained by nature unassisted is obscured:

for | have mysdf met eminent people with amost divine powers
of memory (summos homines et divinaprope memoria), Charmadas at
Athens and Metrodorus of Scepsis in Asia, who is said to be still

living, each of whom used to say that he wrote down what he
wanted to remember in certain places in his possession by means

of images, just as if he were inscribing letters on wax. It follows
that this practice cannot be used to draw out the memory if no

memory has been given by nature, but it can undoubtedly summon

it to come forth if it is in hiding.?®

From these concluding words of Cicero's on the art of memory we
learn that the objection to the classical art which was aways raised
throughout its subsequent history—and is still raised by everyone
who is told of it—was voiced in antiquity. There were inert or lazy
or unskilled people in Cicero's time who took the common sense
view, to which, personally, | heartily subscribe—as explained
earlier | am a historian only of the art, not a practitioner of it—that
all these places and images would only bury under a heap of rubble
whatever little one does remember naturally. Cicero is a believer
and a defender. He evidently had by nature a fantastically acute
visual memory.

And what are we to think of those eminent men, Charmades and
Metrodorus, whom he had met whose powers of memory were

% |pid., I, Ixxxviii, 360.
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‘amost divine ? As well as being an orator with a phenomenal
trained memory, Cicero was in philosophy a Platonist, and for the
Platonist memory has very special connotations. What does an
orator and a Platonist mean when he spesks of memories which arc
‘amost divine' ?

The name of the mysterious Metrodorus of Scepss will reverbe-
rate on many later pages of this book.

Cicero's earliest work on rhetoric was the Deinventione which he
wrote about thirty years earlier than the De oratore, at about the
same time that the unknown author of Ad Herennium was com-
piling his text book. We can learn nothing new from the De
inventione about Cicero on the artificid memory for the book is
concerned with only the first part of the rhetoric, namely inventio,
theinventing or composing of the subject matter of a speech, the
collection of the 'things with which it will deal. Nevertheless the
Deinventione was to play a very important part in the later history
of the art of memory because it was through Cicero's definitions
of the virtues in this work that the artificia memory became in the
Middle Ages a part of the cardinal virtue of Prudence.

Towards the end of the De inventione, Cicero defines virtue as'a
habit of mind in harmony with reason and the order of nature’ a
stoic definition of virtue. He then states that virtue has four parts,
namely Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, and Temperance. Each of
these four main virtues he subdivides into parts of their own. The
following is his definition of Prudence and its parts:

Prudence is the knowledge of what is good, whet is bad and whet is
neither good nor bad. Its parts are memory, intelligence, foresight
(memoria, intelligentia, providentia). Memory is the faculty by
which the mind recdls what has happened. Intdligence is the
faculty by which it ascertains whet is. Foresight is the facuity bﬁé
which it is seen that something is going to occur before it occurs.

Cicero's definitions of the virtues and their parts in the De
inventione were avery important source for the formulation of what
afterwards became known as the four cardinal virtues. The
definition by "Tullius' of the three parts of Prudence is quoted by
Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas when discussing the vir-
tues in their Summae. And the fact that ‘Tullius' makes memory
a part of Prudence was the main factor in their recommendation

27 Deinventione, 11, liii, 160 (trans. H. M. Hubbell in the Locb edition).
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of the artificid memory. The argument was beautifully sym-
metrical, and related to the fact that the Middle Ages grouped the
De inventione with the Ad Herennium as both by Tullius; the two
works were known respectively as the First and Second Rhetorics
of Tullius. Tullius in his First Rhetoric states that memory is a
part of Prudence; Tulliusin his Second Rhetoric says that there is
an artificia memory by which natural memory can be improved.
Therefore the practice of the artificid memory is a part of the
virtue of Prudence. It is under memory as a part of Prudence that
Albertus and Thomas quote and discuss the rules of the atificid
memory.

The process by which the scholastics switched artificial memory
from rhetoric to ethics will be discussed more fully in a later
chapter.?® | briefly refer to it here in advance because one wonders
whether the prudential or ethica use of artificid memory was
entirely invented by the Middle Ages, or whether it too may have
had an antique root. The stoics, as we know, attached great impor-
tance to the moral control of the fantasy as an important part of
ethics. As | mentioned earlier, we have no means of knowing how
the 'things' Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance, and their
parts would have been represented in the atificid memory.
Would Prudence, for example, have taken on a strikingly beautiful
mnemonic form, apersona like someone that we know, holding or
having grouped round her secondary images to remind of her
parts—on the analogy of how the parts of the case against the man
accused of poisoning formed a composite mnemonic image?

Quintilian, an eminently sensible man and a very good educator,
was the dominating teacher of rhetoric in Rome in the first
century A.D. He wrote his Institutio oratoria morethan a century
after Cicero's De oratore. In spite of the great weight attacliing to
Cicero's recommendation of the artificid memory, it would seem
that its value is not taken for granted in leading rhetorical circlesin
Rome. Quintilian says that some people now divide rhetoric into
only three parts, on the ground that memoria and actio are given to
us by nature not by art'.?® His own attitude to the artificia memory
is ambiguous; nevertheless he gives it agood deal of prominence.

%8 See Chapter |11, below.
3 |ntitutio oratoria, 11, iii, 4.
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Like Cicero, he introduces his account of it with the story of its

invention by Simonides of which he gives a version which isin the
main the same as that told by Cicero though with some variant
details. He adds that there were a good many versions of the story

in Greek authorities and that its wide circulation in his own day is

due to Cicero.

This achievement of Simonides appears to have given rise to the
observation that it is an assistance to the memory if places are
stamped upon the mind, which anyone can believe from experi-
ment. For when we return to a place after a considerable absence,
we not merely recognise the place itsdf, but remember things that
we did there, and recall the persons whom we met and even the
unuttered thoughts which passed through our minds when wewere
there before. Thus, asin most cases, art originates from experiment.

Places are chosen, and marked with the utmost possible variety,
as a spacious house divided into a number of rooms. Everything
of note therein is diligently imprinted on the mind, in order that
thought may be able to run through al the parts without let or
hindrance. The first task is to secure that there shal be no diffi-
culty in running through these, for that memory must be most
firmly fixed which helps another memory. Then what has been
written down, or thought of, is noted by a sign to remind of it.
This sign may be drawn from a whole ‘thing', as navigation or
warfare, or from some 'word'; for what is slipping from memory
is recovered by the admonition of a single word. However, let us
suppose that the sign is drawn from navigation, as, for instance,
an anchor; or from warfare, as, for example, a weapon. These
signs are then arranged as follows. The first notion is placed, asit
were, in the forecourt; the second, let us say, in the atrium; the
remainder are placed in order all round the impluvium, and com-
mitted not only to bedrooms and parlours, but even to statues and
the like. This done, when it is required to revive the memory,
one begins from the first place to run through al, demanding what
has been entrusted to them, of which one will be reminded by the
image. Thus, however numerous are the particulars which it is
required to remember, all are linked one to another asin a chorus
nor can what follows wander from what has gone before to which
it isjoined, only the preliminary labour of learning being required.

What | have spoken of as being done in a house can also be done
in public buildings, or on along journey, or in going through a
city, or with pictures. Or we can imagine such places for ourselves.

We require therefore places, either real or imaginary, and images
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or simulacrawhich must be invented. Images are as words by which
we note the things we have to learn, so that as Cicero says, 'we use
places as wax and images as letters. It will be as wdll to quote his
actual words:—'One must employ a large number of places which
must be well-lighted, clearly set out in order, at moderate intervals
apart, and images which are active, which are sharply denned,
unusual, and which have the power of speedily encountering and
penetrating the mind. Which makes me wonder all the more how
Metrodorus can have found three hundred and sixty places in the
twelve signs through which the sun moves. It was doubdess the
vanity and boastfulness of a man glorying in a memory stronger
by art than by nature.®

The perplexed student of the art of memory is grateful to
Quintilian. Had it not been for his clear directions about how we
are to go through the rooms of a house, or apublic building, or
along the streets of a city memorising our places, we might never
have understood what 'rules for places' were about. He gives an
absolutely rational reason as to why the places may help memory,
because we know from experience that a place does cal up
associations in memory. And the system which he describes, using
signs like an anchor or a weapon for the 'things', or calling up one
word only by such a sign through which the whole sentence would
come into mind, seems quite possible and is within the range of our
understanding. It is in fact what we should call mnemotechnics.
There was then, in antiquity, a practice of which that word can be
used in the sense in which we use it.

The peculiar imagines agentes are not mentioned by Quintilian
though he certainly knew of them since he quotes Cicero's ab-
breviation of the rules which were themselves based on Ad
Herennium, or on the kind of memory practice with its strange
images which Ad Herennium describes. But after quoting Cicero's
version of the rules, Quintilian dares to contradict that revered
rhetorician very abruptly in the totally different estimate which he
gives of Metrodorus of Scepsis. For Cicero, the memory of
Metrodorus was 'almost divine." For Quintilian this man was a
boaster and something of a charlatan. And we learn from Quin-
tilian an interesting fact—to be discussed further later—that the
divine, or pretentious (according to one's point of view) memory

%0 |pid., X1, ii, 17-22.
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system of Metrodorus of Scepsis was based on the twelve signs of
the zodiac.
Quintilian's last word on the art of memory is as follows:

| am far from denying that those devices may be useful for certain
purposes, as for example if we have to reproduce many names of
things in the order in which we heard them. Those who use such
aids place the things themselves in their memory places; they
put, for instance, atable in the forecourt, a platform in the atrium,
and so on for the rest, and then when they run through the places
again they find these objects where they put them. Such a practice
may perhaps have been of use to those who, after an auction,
have succeeded in stating what object they had sold to each buyer,
their statements being checked by the books of the money-takers;
a feat which it is aleged was performed by Hortensius. It will
however be of less service in retaining the parts of a speech. For
notions do not call up images as material things do, and something
else has to be invented for them, although even here a particular
place may serve to remind us, as, for example, of some conversa-
tion which we may have held there. But how can such an art grasp
awhole series of connected words ? | pass by the fact that there are
certain words which it is impossible to represent by any likeness,
for example conjunctions. We may, it is true, like short-hand
writers, have definite images for everything, and may use an in-
finite number of places to recal dl the words contained in the five
books of the second pleading against Verres, and we may even
remember them al as if they were deposits placed in sfe keeping.
But will not the flow of our speech inevitably be impeded by the
double task imposed on our memory ? For how can our words be
expected to flow in connected speech, if we have to look back at
separate forms for each individual word? Therefore Charmadas
and Metrodorus of Scepsis, to whom | have just referred, of whom
Cicero says that they used this method, may keep their systems
for themselves, my precepts will be of a simpler kind.*

The method of the auctioneer who places images of the actual
objects he has sold on memory places is precisely the method used
by the professor whose mode of amusing his students we described
earlier. This, Quintilian says, will work and may be useful for
certain purposes. But the extension of the method to remembering
a speech through images for 'things' he thinks is more trouble
than it is worth since images for 'things' must all be invented. Even

3 bid., X1, ii. 23-6.
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in the simple form of the anchor and weapon type of image he
seems not to advise it. He says nothing of the fantastic imagines
agentes, either for things or words. Images for words he interprets
as memorising shorthand notae on the memory places; this was the
Greek method which the author of Ad Herennium discarded but
which Quintilian thinks that Cicero admired in Charmadas and
Metrodorus of Scepsis.

The 'simpler precepts' of memory training which Quintilian
would substitute for the art of memory consist mainly in the
advocacy of hard and intensive learning by heart, in the ordinary
way, of speeches and so on, but he allows that one can sometimes
help oneself by simple adaptations of some of the mnemonic usages.
One may use privately invented marks to remind one of difficult
passages; these signs may even be adapted to the nature of the
thoughts. 'Although drawn from the mnemonic system' the use of
such signs is not without value. But there is above al one thing
which will be of assistance to the student.

namely to learn a passage by heart from the same tablets on which
he has committed it to writing. For he will have certain tracks to
guide him in pursuit of memory, and the mind's eye will be fixed
not merely on the pages on which the words were written, but on
individual lines, and at times he will speak as though he were read-
ing aloud ... This device bears some resemblance to the mnemonic
system which | mentioned above, but, if my experience is worth
anything, is at once more expeditious and more effective.

| understand this to mean that this method adopts from the
mnemonic system the habit of visualising writing on 'places’, but
instead of attempting to visualise shorthand notae on some vast
place system it visualises ordinary writing as actually placed on the
tablet or page.

What it would be interesting to know is whether Quintilian
envisages preparing his tablet or page for memorisation by adding
to it signs, notae, or even imagines agentes formed according to the
rules, to mark the places which the memory arrives at as it travels
along the lines of writing.

There is thus a very marked difference between Quintilian's
attitude to the artificial memory and that of the author of Ad
Herennium and of Cicero. Evidently the imagines agentes, fantasti-

%2 |pid., X1, ii, 32-3.
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caly gesticulating from their places and arousing memory by their
emotional appeal, seemed to him as cumbrous and useless for
practical mnemonic purposes as they do to us. Has Roman society
moved on into greater sophistication in which some intense,
archaic, amost magical, immediate association of memory with
images has been lost ? Or is the difference a temperamental one ?
Would the artificial memory not work for Quintilian because he
lacked the acute visua perceptions necessary for visual memorisa
tion? He does not mention, as Cicero does, that Simonides
invention depended on the primacy of the sense of sight.

Of the three sources for the classcd art of memory studied in
this chapter, it was not on Quintilian's rationa and critical
account of it that the later Western memory tradition was founded,
nor on Cicero's elegant and obscure formulations. It was founded
on the precepts laid down by the unknown rhetoric teacher.
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