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ABSTRACT 
 
 

According to Greek mythology, when the god of opportunity appears, there is but an 

instant in which a person must seize him in order to take advantage of the god’s 

beneficence. If the moment is missed, the god passes by, finalizing the loss of 

opportunity. As a rhetorical concept, kairos emphasizes the importance of seizing—even 

creating—opportunities in a manner that is situationally effective and appropriate. 

Though kairos is often discussed as a single, pivotal moment of opportunity, this study 

argues that in order to better understand kairos and its role in rhetorical studies, the 

concept must be understood much more expansively. 

One of the central ways in which this dissertation broadens the concept of kairos is by 

acknowledging the long-standing conceptual and iconographic link between kairos and 

metanoia. In artwork and epigrams, the god of opportunity is often depicted with a 

female figure named Metanoia who brings elements such as repentance, reflection, 

regret, and transformation into the kairotic moment. Additionally, exploring the 

connections between kairos and metanoia introduces the concepts of metis (cunning or 

skill) and akairos (the inopportune) into kairos. Thus this dissertation expands the realm 

of kairos to include both opportune and inopportune moments that the savvy (or metis-

endowed) rhetor can navigate. 

In addition to acknowledging the vital roles that metanoia, metis, and akairos play in 

the kairotic moment, this dissertation argues that an expanded theory of kairos offers new 

avenues for studying and employing emotion in the field of rhetoric and composition. In 

particular, it introduces the concept of akairos as both a rhetorical strategy (akairotic 
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rhetoric) and an entry point into analytical discussions of the ways in which emotion 

functions on both individual and societal levels to alter perceptions of the possible. This 

dissertation argues that an expanded theory of kairos, one that recognizes the importance 

of akairos, extends the options for emotion as rhetorical device by challenging the 

etiquettes of emotion that traditional theories of kairos maintain. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCING EMOTION AND KAIROS 

 
“I am for you what you want me to be at the moment you look at me in a way you’ve 
never seen me before: at every second.”  —Helene Cixous  
 

At the 2003 Conference on College Composition and Communication in New 

York City, Della Pollock gave a keynote address about the “Performative I” in which she 

demonstrated the power and importance of disrupting audience expectations through 

what she called “nervous writing.” To illustrate the “nervousness” she was promoting, 

Pollock told a story about a unique Carol Channing performance of Hello Dolly. Pollock 

transported her audience directly into the moment she was referring to, seating the 

audience in the front row for the show-stopping number in which Channing glides down 

a golden staircase, all feathers and jewels, belting out “Hello Dolly.” Through her 

language and flourish, Pollock had her audience on the edge of theater seats, waltzing 

step by step down those stairs with Pollock/Channing. As Pollock tells it, in this 

particular performance, Channing reached the bottom of the staircase, stopped, and 

looked directly at the audience. She paused—everything paused—for a beat and then 

Channing said: “Let’s do that again,” promptly turning around and heading right back up 

those sparkling stairs. 

The image of a fully decked-out Carol Channing running back up that show-

business staircase, stunning audience and orchestra, thrills me. It thrilled me when I heard 

Della Pollock describe it five years ago, and it continues to thrill me every time I think 
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about it. I may never know whether or not the story is true, but I don’t need to. The point 

lies in the possibility. 

Pollock’s Carol Channing story illustrates the importance of moments of 

disruption that invite people to see and feel differently. In the story Channing had a clear 

path that she was supposed to follow—a worn path that she knew well after years of 

performance. However, according to Pollock, Channing stopped and went in a new 

direction, seizing the moment in a way that moved both Channing and her audience into a 

different space. Moments that move people in such a way have a long history that reaches 

all the way back to the classical era. In particular, Carol Channing’s decision to stop and 

look out at that audience can be interpreted through the lens of three ancient Greek 

concepts: kairos (the opportune moment), metanoia (spiritual/emotional transformations), 

and akairos (the inopportune moment ).1 In this dissertation I will weave these ancient 

rhetorical concepts together to explore the possibilities that exist in the moments that 

people seize and the moments that they miss seizing. In other words, I will expand the 

concept of kairos in a way that creates a space for missed moments or moments that defy 

expectation.   

In expanding the concept of kairos, I begin by illustrating the inextricable link 

between kairos and emotion. Along with their roles as rhetorical tools, kairos and 

emotion are forces that move through people’s daily lives. Instead of working to tie either 

concept down, this dissertation will explore the interplay between kairos and emotion. 

For example, the classical concept of kairos, when narrowly defined as “the opportune 

                                                
1 These are rough definitions that serve simply as starting points for this project. As this dissertation will 
reveal, kairos, akairos, and metanoia resist in every instance easy definition. 
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moment,” can diminish the transformative nature of emotions such as regret, guilt, and 

shame by placing all of the potential for growth and movement on a single decisive 

moment or reaction. Expanding the concept of kairos to include the important role of 

missed or poorly executed moments (akairos) opens the door to the reconsideration of 

actions and emotions that are often deemed “inappropriate.” Studying the partnership 

among kairos, akairos, and metanoia involves acknowledging the full gamut of 

emotional experience that influences transformation and critical consciousness. 

Therefore, in this dissertation I begin by arguing that there is a fundamental, though 

largely unexplored, connection between emotion and kairos. Examining the two concepts 

together reveals the ever-present and always dialectical relationship that they share.   

Yet, establishing the link between kairos and emotion is simply a starting point. 

Though the concepts of kairos and emotion intersect in important ways in rhetorical 

theory, they serve a broader purpose in expanding the concept of the kairotic moment.2 

Kairos is understood as an opening or opportunity that exists within a kairotic moment, 

but it is important to note that the kairotic moment holds opportunities beyond kairos. 

Focusing solely on the concept of kairos in rhetoric scholarship and curricula presents a 

narrow conceptualization of opportunity, upholding limited ideals of desirable timing and 

behavior. Expanding the concept of kairos to recognize the other opportunities for 

transformation that exist in kairotic moments, can open a space for new scholarly 

conversation and classroom practice in rhetoric and composition studies. In particular, a 
                                                
2 Though I use the term “moment” throughout this dissertation, the expanded theory of kairos that I present 
should not be thought of as an infinitesimally short space of time. As this dissertation reveals, the temporal, 
spatial, and spiritual elements of kairos constitute an entire experience that is marked by emotion, fortune, 
and skill. 
 



 12 

theory of kairos that acknowledges the role of the inopportune in the kairotic moment can 

create new avenues for emotion, both as a rhetorical device and a site for analysis. 

Approaching inopportunity as a topic of study in rhetoric and composition means 

stepping away from the more comfortable and carefully mapped realm of the opportune 

to enter ambiguous, often less desirable, spaces that are charged with emotion and 

infused with a sense of risk. 

 

Discovering Kairos and Emotion 

I discovered the concept kairos through emotion. My interest in personal writing 

developed into a passion for feminist theory and feminist approaches to academic 

discourse, which then led me to an exploration of the history of pathos in the rhetorical 

tradition. Initially, I sought out scholarship that sparked my own emotions, focusing on 

works that moved me on an emotional level. I celebrated the passionate courage that I 

heard in Cheryl Glenn’s work and reveled in each syllable of Helene Cixous’ writing. I 

felt particularly drawn to Patricia Bizzell and Jacqueline Jones Royster’s arguments that 

scholars should recognize the important role that “emotional connections” and 

“passionate attachments” play in their scholarship. However, once I realized the central 

role that emotion and emotional attachment were playing in my work, it became clear 

that I could not continue to pursue my interests without complicating my understanding 

of “emotion” itself. 

At the beginning of my research process, I claimed emotion as a source of power 

and individuality. When emotion entered into my teaching or scholarship, it was always 
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in very personal ways. I fought for the right to express my emotions in my academic 

writing, and I encouraged my students to do the same. However, after reading Lynn 

Worsham’s work, my understanding of emotion and its relationship to the body shifted 

dramatically. Worsham exposes the ways in which emotion operates as a social construct, 

reinforcing race, gender, and class inequities in a society. She refers to emotion as a 

“phantom limb” in rhetoric and composition scholarship that “remains undertheorized 

and mystified in many important respects” (233). In “Going Postal: Pedagogic Violence 

and the Schooling of Emotion,” Worsham draws on the Greek word paideia (or 

“dominant pedagogy”) to discuss the various “pedagogies of emotion” that play out in 

school, workplace, and family environments. For example, Worsham argues, “[T]he 

dominant pedagogy of emotion refuses the expression of anger by subordinates. More 

importantly, it schools anger to turn inward so as to become silent rage or passive 

bitterness, where the energy for political action can be derailed in the pathos of the 

personal” (225). The dominant pedagogy is perpetuated through what Worsham refers to 

as the “schooling of emotion,” a silent training in appropriate versus inappropriate 

emotional response that ultimately maintains systems of power, solidifying categories of 

race, class, gender, and sexuality—all the time guarding against the disruption of those 

categories. 

In Feeling Power: Emotions and Education, Megan Boler looks at emotion and 

power in the educational system. In particular, she discusses the ways in which “emotions 

are visibly and invisibly addressed within education, and how emotions reflect particular 

historical, cultural, and social arrangements” (4). She argues that in addition to 
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understanding emotion as a site for social control, there is always the potential for 

political resistance within emotion. Boler seeks to convey the duality of oppression and 

empowerment that exists in emotion through her title, Feeling Power. On one hand, the 

phrase “feeling power” resonates with Worsham’s “schooling of emotion” and the ways 

in which power relations are exercised through the emotions. Boler gives the examples of 

learned emotional responses such as the knowledge that one should not express anger 

toward a boss or the internalization of guilt, shame, or fear that reinforce appropriate 

behavior. On the other hand, the phrase “feeling power” expresses the power that 

individuals have to resist oppression through emotion. Boler believes that “feeling 

power” remains “largely untapped in Western culture in which we learn to fear and 

control emotions,” though she does point to the example of women challenging sexual 

harassment as an illustration of such power (4). In Boler’s work, feeling power involves 

people pushing up against the emotion rules or roles that they have been assigned 

according to race, class, and gender.3 Worsham also acknowledges the duality of 

oppression and resistance that exists within emotion, but both Worsham and Boler agree 

that before the complex power of emotion can be examined, it must be separated from the 

realm of individual bodies. 

Worsham and Boler draw attention to the silence that surrounds and conceals the 

schooling of emotion (or “feeling power”), arguing that emotional responses are a site for 

social control because they are largely understood as a personal, bodily experience rather 

                                                
3 As chapter five will reveal, the concept of “feeling power” is very much a part of akairotic rhetoric. In 
fact, akairotic protest (explored in chapter five) is an example of using “feeling power” as means of 
enacting social change. 
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than as social constructions. The construction of emotion as a form of personal 

empowerment—a fundamental component of a person’s identity or soul—can mask the 

wider ways in which emotion operates on and around people. As long as emotion is 

attached to an individual’s sense of self, the rules that dictate appropriate versus 

inappropriate emotional response can take hold, quieting potentially disruptive emotion 

and sublimating the potential for political resistance that is alive in emotional response. 

According to Worsham, “Ideology binds each individual to the social world through a 

complex and often contradictory affective life that too often remains, for the most part, 

just beyond the horizon of semantic availability, and its success depends on mystification 

or misrecognition of this primary work” (“Afterword” 162). The first step, then, in a 

rhetorical study of emotion, is to break the silence and begin the demystification process 

by working to articulate the ways in which affective lives are shaped. 

After reading Worsham’s and Boler’s work, I became immediately distrustful of 

the emotional responses that I had been celebrating and fighting for in my earlier 

academic work. I immediately interpreted the “schooling of emotion” as unequivocally 

negative, something to be adamantly resisted, and I began my academic crusade toward 

using emotion as a path to critical consciousness. It was at this point in my research 

process that I discovered Dale Jacobs and Laura Micciche’s collection A Way to Move: 

Rhetorics of Emotion and Composition Studies. Jacobs and Micciche’s collection 

provided an invaluable starting point for my investigation into rhetorics of emotion. In 

particular, I gravitated toward Lynn Worsham’s “Afterword” where she explores 

emotional response in terms of the distinction that Toni Morrison makes between feeling 
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touched and being moved. Worsham explains that feeling touched is an emotional 

experience that “goes nowhere and accomplishes nothing except a confirmation of the 

distance between self and other,” a response that serves to block rather than encourage 

critical consciousness (161). The person who is “touched” remains in a state of pity, guilt, 

or sentimentality, expressing compassion or sympathy often without considering the roots 

of the emotional response or seeking a more critical, empathetic perspective. For 

example, Morrison fears that readers of The Bluest Eye become stalled in “the comfort of 

pitying” the main character rather than investigating and implicating themselves in the 

larger issues that oppress the character. Worsham uses this example to show that pity can 

be “a sentiment that offers no vehicle for critical consciousness, no way to move beyond 

the orbit inscribed by the dominant ideologies of race, class, and gender” (161). 

According to Morrison and Worsham, emotions such as pity, shame, regret, or guilt often 

conceal dominant ideologies by arresting people in a self-absorbed emotional state 

(again, the “schooling of emotion” or “feeling power”). 

In “Conflict and Kitsch,” published in A Way to Move, Wendy Ryden elucidates 

the concept of feeling touched (though she does not use the term) by arguing that 

sentimentality is connected to kitsch, or the “suppression of a difficult truth in favor of a 

more palatable, superficial aesthetic of consensus” (84). Ryden begins her article by 

citing a listserv conversation in which graduate students expressed anger toward the 

American government in the days following September 11th. After several students had 

voiced their frustrations, a student entered the conversation to insist that the others “come 

down from [their] intellectual podium” to join in the mourning and offer much-needed 



 17 

comfort and support. The student was saddened that the listserv was being used for 

“politician-bashing and partisanship” at a time when people should stop to “weep with 

the hurting and to comfort them in meaningful ways” (82). Ryden identifies this student’s 

response as an example of kitsch, a moment in which subversive emotion was quieted—

shamed away by a reminder of the appropriate, “meaningful” emotional response. With 

this reminder, the students who were raising concerns and voicing emotions that called 

larger systems of power into consideration were immediately quieted, pulled back into 

the realm of feeling touched. 

While the concept of feeling touched can be said to maintain a sense of 

complacency, Worsham argues that the notion of being moved works to both expose and 

challenge the inequities that are built into emotion by acknowledging emotion’s potential 

to stir larger social movement and change. Whereas the experience of feeling touched is 

described as one of emotional inertia, being moved implies action or activism. Jacobs and 

Micciche’s collection, which presents essays that address the ways in which societal 

“emotion rules” play out in rhetoric and composition, offers a definition of emotion that 

is based on its Latin root movere, “to move.”4 They discuss emotion in terms of movere 

as a way to promote the tendency or ability to act that is inherent in emotion. The driving 

force behind the theory of movere (or being moved) is to open up the study of emotion to 

include a critical awareness of the ways that people are educated, even indoctrinated, in 

sentimentality (also Ryden’s kitsch or Morrison and Worsham’s feeling touched). In the 

discussion of Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye, Worsham argues that being moved 

                                                
4 Micciche and Jacobs use the word motere in their introduction, which is incorrect. Movere is the correct 
Latin word for “to move.”  
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involves letting “the abstractions of difference, distance, and innocence dissolve” so that 

the role of the schooling of emotion may be revealed (161). Therefore, the being moved 

approach to emotion calls on people to experience, interrogate, and articulate the ways in 

which emotion operates on a social level. 

As much as I am drawn to the concepts of feeling touched and being moved, I fear 

that the transformation and movement alive in the concept of feeling touched can be 

masked when it is placed in opposition to being moved.5 The pity that readers of The 

Bluest Eye may feel, or the shame that the graduate students experienced during the 

listserv conversation, should not be read as devoid of movement. In Worsham and 

Ryden’s essays, the experiences of responding to The Bluest Eye or the graduate students’ 

listserv conversation are presented as missed opportunities. They are moments in which 

something profound could have happened but did not. The anger that the graduate 

students were feeling was leading them to “forbidden places,” places where social 

epiphany, even revolution, could be possible. Such subversive emotion has the potential 

to lift a person’s consciousness beyond the framework of social norms and expectations. 

Of course the students were reigned in, kept in line, and thus their story serves as a 

cautionary tale that encourages readers not to become stalled in the potential 

complacency of emotions such as regret and pity. However, emotions such as regret and 

pity are often misrepresented as stagnant emotional states. To be sure, categories such as 
                                                
5 The word movement, as it is used in this chapter, refers to emotional or internal movement, drawing from 
the classical notion that emotions are “movements of the soul.” Aristotle is the first to explicitly describe 
emotion as a “movement of the soul.”  In On Rhetoric he refers to pleasure as “one form of movement 
(kinesis) of the soul and a collective organization of sensual perception reaching into [an individual’s] 
fundamental nature” (Kennedy 91).  Additionally, Quintilian frames emotion in terms of violent versus 
gentle perturbations of the soul. In the Renaissance emotions are referred to as “disordered movements of 
the soul” or “natural commotions of the soul.” 
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feeling touched and being moved provide a good starting point for a critical investigation 

of emotion, but conforming to these categories ultimately reduces the range of 

transformative potential that is alive in emotions such as fear and shame, regret and pity. 

Problematic categories aside, the Jacobs and Micciche collection, as well as Lynn 

Worsham’s and Megan Boler’s scholarship on emotion, moves me. I feel invigorated and 

challenged by their theories and eager to do the work they are calling on rhetoric and 

composition scholars to do. But this is where it becomes complicated for me. Boler and 

Worsham’s work in particular speaks to the part of me that rails against the idea of 

“inappropriate” emotion—the part of me that cringes when people tell me that I am “just 

being emotional.” This part of me is angry in a way that Jane Tompkins calls “old anger,” 

or “the best anger, the meanest, the truest, the most intense” anger that “has had a long 

time to simmer, to harden, to become adamantine, a black slab that glows in the dark” 

(177). Whenever I am silenced or critiqued based on emotionality, I am reminded of the 

hardened anger, layered with dread and resentment, that I carry in my stomach. The 

angry part of me wants to throw my emotional body against all of those spoken and 

unspoken rules that comprise the “schooling of emotion,” those rules that have kept and 

continue to keep people quiet—“derailed” as Worsham and Boler say—in the pathos of 

the personal. 

But then, as I dig into Boler’s and Worsham’s arguments and I apply them to my 

life, I cannot help but think about what it might look like if those “emotion rules” were 

not firmly in place. As a teacher, do I want a classroom where emotion guidelines 

function fluidly? If emotion is fundamentally about power, then what happens when the 
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rules come down and the power that emotion carries is more evenly distributed? What 

happens to my authority when students get angry or grieve openly? In my personal life, 

what about the people I know who battle with schizophrenia or depression or bipolar 

disorder? I know these people well; I can see their faces and I know that their pain and 

their threats are real. With them in mind, can I argue that we should question, challenge, 

even subvert the idea of “inappropriate” emotion? 

In this project I cannot take on the entire topic of emotion. I cannot—and do not 

necessarily want to—challenge the “schooling of emotion” in its abstract entirety. I can, 

however, approach emotion in terms of moments (both seized and missed) as a way to 

better understand the means through which “emotion rules” are taught and embodied. 

Therefore, instead of following my earlier fervor and arguing for large-scale resistance to 

the rules that shape and often suppress emotion, I will focus on the concepts of opportune 

(kairos) and inopportune (akairos) moments as a way to examine how emotion rules 

become reified. Viewing emotion through the lens of kairotic and akairotic moments 

allows for both analyzing and disrupting emotion expectations in a way that can expand 

critical consciousness, peeling away deeply engrained layers of emotion-schooling on 

both personal and social levels. In other words, kairos and akairos provide windows into 

the “schooling of emotion” by revealing the ways in which emotion rules are taught and 

internalized, as well as they ways in which they might be refracted, even refused. To use 

the concepts of kairos and akairos as generative sites for conversation about emotion, 

however, each concept needs to be expanded—or, in the case of akairos, introduced. The 

majority of this project focuses on expanding the concept of kairos in order to make room 
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for the inopportune, thus offering a new approach to the study of emotion in rhetorical 

studies. 

 

Emotion and Kairos in Rhetoric Scholarship 

The concept of kairos has been explored from a variety of angles in rhetoric 

scholarship. It has been studied as sophistic (Poulakos 1995, 2001; Consigny 2001), 

bodily (Hawhee 2004), and scientific (Miller 1992). Scholars have investigated its role in 

particular rhetorical theories, such as Aristotle’s pistis (Kinneavy 2001) and Cicero’s 

decorum (Hughes 2001; Baumlin 2001). It has been studied as an invention tool (White 

1987), a key element of expressive discourse (Pender 2003), a biblical concept (Sipiora 

2001), and a way to understand the social construction of discourse (Carter 1988). 

However, within the field of rhetoric, the connection between kairos and emotion has 

only been touched upon in passing. 

When the relationship between emotion and kairos surfaces in scholarship, it is 

mentioned briefly and without sustained investigation. In this section I review some of 

the ways in which scholars have recognized the relationship between emotion and kairos 

as a way to both show the progress that has been made and to invite further conversation. 

In addition to highlighting current scholarly work, I study the role of emotion and kairos 

in Plato’s Phaedrus, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Cicero’s De Officiis, and 

Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria. These four texts all emphasize the importance of 

temperance, as both a means of achieving a balanced emotional state and responding to 

rhetorical situations in an emotionally appropriate way. In terms of emotion and kairos, 
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each author recognizes that situations and emotions can and should be studied so that the 

rhetor is better prepared for various rhetorical situations. However, these authors also 

stress that it is impossible to create a set formula for proper emotional response within the 

moment, since each moment presents a different and unpredictable array of elements. 

These canonical texts demonstrate that emotion and kairos are not only inextricably 

linked, but their collaboration is of fundamental importance in both Greek and Roman 

rhetorical theory. 

In contemporary rhetoric scholarship, the connection between emotion and kairos 

surfaces on a couple of occasions in James S. Baumlin and Phillip Sipiora’s collection 

Rhetoric and Kairos: Essays in History, Theory, and Praxis. For example, Catherine R. 

Eskin briefly explores the role of emotion and kairos in Hippocrates’ discussion of 

medicine and bedside manner. Eskin notes that kairos is clearly important in medicine, as 

there is often a critical window of time in which a patient must be diagnosed and treated. 

In addition, she argues that according to Hippocrates there must be an awareness of ethos 

and pathos if the kairos is to be effectively seized. Eskin explains that the physician must 

take into account “the essential power of a patient’s fear and use his experience to help 

alleviate the stress by dealing with situations effectively and efficiently” (105). 

Therefore, in order to treat the patient within the crucial, kairotic moment, the physician 

must not only acknowledge the presence of emotion but must be able to calm the emotion 

through ethos. The ability to recognize and navigate emotion in kairos is crucial because, 

according to Eskin, “situational context relies upon more than scientific observation, but 

attention to human emotion as well” (105). Her use of the word relies conveys an element 
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of symbiosis in the relationship between kairos and emotion. In order to effectively seize 

a kairotic moment, the rhetor must acknowledge the role that emotion is playing in the 

situation and craft his or her strategies accordingly. 

In “Kairos in Classical and Modern Rhetorical Theory,” James Kinneavy 

conducts a Perseus study of kairos in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, scanning the entire text for 

both direct and indirect references to the concept of kairos. Kinneavy found that the term 

kairos appears explicitly in the text sixteen times. Additionally, he discovered that the 

concept of kairos is fundamental to the central themes of the treatise. He argues that 

kairos appears (implicitly) as one of the three elements of Aristotle’s formula for 

understanding and controlling the emotions. In fact, he refers to kairos as “an unnoticed 

element in Aristotle’s treatment of the emotions” and argues that the concept of kairos is 

repeated in every chapter of On Rhetoric that deals with emotion (69). He goes as far as 

to the say that Aristotle’s discussion of the emotions is “inundated” with both direct and 

indirect references to kairos.  

Kinneavy provides the following excerpt from Aristotle’s emotion formula in On 

Rhetoric, placing emphasis on what he understands as the role of kairos in the formula: 

“And each of them may be divided under three heads; for instance, in regard to anger, the 

disposition of mind which makes mean angry, the persons with whom they are usually 

angry, and the occasions which give rise to anger” (qtd. in Kinneavy 69-70). He then 

boils Aristotle’s formula down to “mental disposition, persons against whom one is 

angry, and situations,” noting that the formula is repeated an unparalleled fifteen times 

throughout the Rhetoric. From this evidence Kinneavy draws the conclusion that 
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“[c]learly, Aristotle intended to give situational grounding to the notion of an emotional 

argument” (70). However, it is important to note that most of the time the word that 

appears in Aristotle’s emotion formula is poia and not kairos. The word poia means 

“which,” but in Aristotle’s formula he is using it to mean “why” or “for what reasons,” a 

translation that does emphasize situation but does not include the elements of right timing 

and propriety that are central to the concept of kairos. At the beginning of Kinneavy’s 

section on kairos and emotion he says that there is “an unnoticed kairos element in 

Aristotle’s treatment of the emotions,” which is an important distinction to keep in mind 

as poia may have a “kairos element” but the term itself is not explicitly connected to 

kairos (69, emphasis added). While Kinneavy does provide examples where kairos is 

directly connected to emotion, his argument draws heavily on the connections between 

kairos-related concepts and emotion.  

In another example, Ellen Quandahl presents a similar argument about the 

fundamental role of kairos, or situation, in Aristotle’s tripartite emotion formula. 

Quandahl also draws attention to the above-mentioned passage where anger is broken 

down into mental disposition, people involved, and situation. She emphasizes the third 

part, reasons or situations, stating, “What is notable here is something perfectly 

rhetorical—the situatedness and particularity of the emotions” (14). In the next paragraph 

she continues: 

I take it, then, that the survey of emotions in the Rhetoric could be said to 

examine already developed ways in which people are moved in social 

situations. In other words, these emotions are what Aristotle observes, and 
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it is no surprise that some of his observations seem unusual to us, since 

our emotions are schooled in an utterly different time and place. (15) 

According to Quandahl, Aristotle’s approach to emotion involves recognizing the ways in 

which emotions operate in (or are produced by) particular social situations.6 Therefore, in 

addition to the physiological and psychological elements, Aristotle’s emotion theory can 

also be understood as social and situated. Quandahl argues that rhetoric and composition 

scholars need to incorporate ways to “learn and reflect on what happens when people feel 

in particular situations” into both their scholarship and teaching (20, emphasis in 

original). Quandahl’s argument resonates with Kinneavy’s call to recognize the 

fundamental role of kairos in Aristotle’s emotion theory, but she specifically calls on 

educators to recognize the ways in which emotional responses are created and 

conditioned within particular social situations. 

In addition to studying the role of kairos in Aristotle’s emotion formula, 

Kinneavy also explores Aristotle’s treatment of kairos in connection with particular 

emotional responses. According to Kinneavy, Aristotle explicitly applies the concept of 

kairos to love, benevolence, pity, and fear. For example, in discussing love, Aristotle uses 

the term kairos (this time directly) to note that under certain circumstances a person’s 

actions will make them look more generous or worthy of love (137). Kinneavy points out 

that Aristotle also uses the term kairos directly when discussing benevolence, as a 

person’s benevolence is heightened when it surfaces in an especially urgent or critical 

                                                
6 For more on this topic, see Daniel Gross’ The Secret History of Emotion: From Aristotle’s Rhetoric to 
Modern Brain Science (2006). 
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situation. In a similar vein, the definition of kairos as a “critical time” is applied to the 

emotion of pity in that “men at the point of death who ‘show themselves undaunted at 

such critical times’” exhibit what Kinneavy refers to as a “grace under pressure” that is 

especially powerful in moving an audience to pity (138, emphasis in original). The 

presence and importance of emotion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric is clearly established in 

rhetoric scholarship; therefore, Kinneavy uses the connection between kairos and 

emotion to illustrate his argument that kairos is an ever-present feature in Aristotle’s 

rhetorical theory. However, in Kinneavy’s argument emotion functions more as a vehicle 

for highlighting the presence of kairos, which leaves the relationship between kairos and 

emotion largely unexplored and open for further discussion. 

In a final example, Phillip Sipiora also touches on the connection between kairos 

and emotion in Aristotle’s pistis. Sipiora argues, “[A]n effective rhetor must invent and 

adapt his discourse according to a ‘right measure’ or ‘proportion’ of topic and audience. 

Each pistis—ethos, pathos, and logos—is thus analyzed according to its kairos” (“Kairos: 

The Rhetoric of Time” 118). Of the connection between kairos and the pathetic appeal he 

explains, “An effective pathetic appeal must evoke certain emotional responses in the 

audience, which, once again, require that the rhetor know the emotional predispositions 

of his or her audience and be able to persuasively articulate the ‘right’ emotional 

arguments” (118). Of course, people do not come with reliable and consistent emotional 

predispositions. Though a rhetor can study taxonomies of emotion, such as Aristotle’s, to 

better understand how an audience might react emotionally, the only way to truly know 

an emotional state is to be present and connected to the audience in the moment. Even 
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though Kinneavy, Quandahl, and Sipiora argue that kairos is central to Aristotle’s 

concept of pathos, Kinneavy only devotes a page and half to the topic, Quandahl refers to 

it at the beginning and end of her argument, and Sipiora mentions it briefly as part of a 

paragraph.  

 

Emotion and Kairos in Ancient Greek Rhetoric 

Overall, Eskin’s, Quandahl’s, Kinneavy’s, and Sipiora’s observations suggest the 

importance and primacy of kairos and emotion in rhetorical theory, but they also 

represent a sliver of the work that needs to be done in order to better understand the 

relationship between the two concepts. For example, a look at the often-cited kairos 

passage in the Phaedrus reveals the connection between kairos and emotion in Plato’s 

rhetorical theory. The major function of the passage is to designate kairos as the final 

element of Socrates’ ideal rhetoric. In fact, Kinneavy explains the role of kairos in Plato’s 

rhetoric as “the capstone that gives meaning to the entire substructure of the art” (“Kairos 

in Classical and Modern” 61). The passage begins with Socrates discussing the various 

types of souls and the multiplicity of discourses that could be applied to persuade them, a 

discussion that is reminiscent of Aristotle’s emphasis on the importance of understanding 

and addressing the various emotional states. However, in order to truly know the 

spectrum of human conduct, Socrates argues that the student of rhetoric must “watch it 

actually occurring” and “cultivate a keenness of perception” (517). Even though Plato is 

not referring directly to the emotions, he is suggesting that a rhetor must be present in the 

moment, observing people’s behavior and conduct firsthand in order to better understand 
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them—advice that would certainly include attention to emotional response. Socrates goes 

on to explain that such observational (kairos-based) work is an essential supplement to a 

rhetor’s education in which a student learns about the various character types and 

argument options. Yet, as Socrates points out at the end of the passage, the education is 

not complete without an understanding of kairos: 

[A]nd when, on top of all this, he has further grasped the right occasions 

for speaking and for keeping quiet, and has come to recognize the right 

and the wrong time for the brachylogy, the pathetic passage, the 

exacerbation, and all the rest of his accomplishments—then and not till 

then has he well and truly achieved the art. (517) 

Therefore, the skilled rhetorician knows, through both schooled and experiential 

knowledge, how to identify and navigate rhetorical situations. Interestingly, in this 

segment Socrates makes a point to highlight the importance of cultivating an awareness 

of the right and wrong time for employing pathos. Thus, according to Plato, the ability to 

recognize the right and wrong time for the pathetic appeal and to act accordingly is 

presented as a necessary element in achieving the art of rhetoric. 

 In addition to emphasizing the appropriate outward emotional response in 

rhetorical situations, Plato’s theory can also be said to describe the process for achieving 

the proper internal response in any given moment. Earlier in the Phaedrus, Socrates 

provides a detailed metaphor that illustrates how appropriate versus inappropriate 

emotional response unfolds within the body and soul. Although Plato’s chariot metaphor 

has been explored in detail, the subtle but important role that kairos plays is worth 
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noting.7 In the well-known metaphor, Plato divides the soul into three parts: a light horse, 

a dark horse, and a charioteer. The light horse is the embodiment of honor and 

temperance, whereas the dark horse is hot-blooded and rash. Socrates describes the 

characteristics of the horses and their behavioral tendencies in detail, but he also explains 

that there is a balance that must be struck between the two horses. Interestingly, this 

balance must be achieved within the moment of viewing the love-inspiring vision. 

Although Socrates gives a detailed account of the taming process/struggle that must 

unfold with the dark horse, the ultimate goal revolves around a split-second response—a 

critical moment—in which the proper emotional response must be felt and then 

conveyed. In other words, it all comes down to that moment when the love-inspiring 

vision comes into focus. 

 The taming of the dark horse can be read as a series of kairotic moments that 

serve as tests or lessons in the process of training internal emotional response. Socrates 

begins by describing, in vivid language, the emotional response or turmoil that is sparked 

in the initial moment when the lover sees the beloved. According to Socrates, the sight of 

the beloved stirs an overall sensation in the lover that triggers different responses in the 

two parts of the soul: 

[A] sensation of warmth to suffuse the whole soul, he begins to experience 

a tickling or pricking of desire, and the obedient steed, constrained now as 

always by modesty, refrains from leaping upon the beloved. But his 

                                                
7 For explorations of the chariot metaphor, see Nicholson’s Plato’s Phaedrus: The Philosophy of Love 
(1999), Griswold’s Self-Knowledge in Plato’s Phaedrus (1996), and White’s Rhetoric and Reality in 
Plato’s Phaedrus  (1993). 
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fellow, heeding no more the driver’s goad or whip, leaps and dashes on, 

sorely troubling his companion and his driver, and forcing them to 

approach the loved one and remind him of the delights of love’s 

commerce. (500) 

The initial “sensation of warmth” is a general emotional response that moves the soul. 

Once the soul is moved, though, the force of that movement must be properly contained. 

As described above, without the proper training or discipline, passion will lunge 

recklessly forward. Therefore, before a person’s emotional response has been properly 

trained, there is an internal struggle between the powerful pull of lust and the steadiness 

of temperance. The way to overcome the struggle, according to Plato, is through a series 

of attempts that revolve around the initial viewing of the beloved. In other words, 

emotional balance can only be achieved by responding properly within a moment of 

temptation or emotional excitement—that moment when the “sensation of warmth” 

enters the soul, igniting the “tickling or prickling of desire.”  

 Plato describes an elaborate scenario in which the lover approaches the beloved 

and pulls harshly on the reigns of both horses, fleeing from the beloved. After the 

incident the light horse is overcome with shame and horror, so much so that it “drenches 

the whole soul with sweat,” whereas the dark horse “bursts into angry abuse” and rails 

against both the charioteer and the light horse. Then, in language that strongly resonates 

with the concept of kairos, Plato describes the dark horse’s attempt to return to the 

beloved: 
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But when the time appointed is come, and they feign to have forgotten, he 

reminds them of it—struggling and neighing and pulling until he compels 

them a second time to approach the beloved and renew their offer—and 

when they have come, with head down and tail stretched out he takes the 

bit shamelessly between his teeth and plunges on. But the driver, with 

resentment even stronger than before, like a racer recoiling from the 

starting rope, jerks back the bit in the mouth of the wanton horse with an 

even stronger pull, bespatters his railing tongue and his jaws with blood, 

and forcing him down on legs and haunches delivers him over to anguish. 

(500, emphasis added) 

This passage offers a window into the initial moment in which desire is silenced. The 

desire is forceful and must be matched with the same vehement energy and resistance. 

However, as Plato goes on to explain, this aggressive silencing of desire must repeat 

again and again until the dark horse is tamed. The dark horse will continue to seek and 

act upon opportune moments where the charioteer and light horse appear vulnerable, thus 

the only way to ultimately silence the dark horse is to endure, and prevail over, a series of 

moments of temptation. Plato explains, “And so it happens time and time again, until the 

evil steed casts off his wantonness; humbled in the end, he obeys the counsel of his 

driver, and when he sees the fair beloved is like to die of fear” (500). Thus once the 

desire is tamed, the lover can move through moments of temptation with respect and an 

overall sense of calm. Through this metaphor Plato warns that in order to tame unhealthy 

desires, a person must be ever-aware of critical moments of vulnerability in which desire 
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can overpower reason and temperance. Therefore, within those critical moments, a person 

must be aware of both their rash and temperate feelings in order to harness and direct 

them appropriately according to the context of the situation. Whereas most rhetorical 

theories focus on advising rhetors in appropriate and timely emotional display, Plato 

provides guidelines for the internal emotional response at work in the kairotic moment.8 

 In another example, Aristotle’s theory of temperance, particularly as it is 

presented in Nicomachean Ethics, insists upon a deep understanding of emotion and 

kairos in the pursuit of moral virtue (arete). In particular, Aristotle’s discussion of the 

“median” is heavily based on emotion and context/timing. In Book 2.6 Aristotle makes it 

clear that there are many ways to miss the median and only one way to get it right, or, as 

he explains, “[I]t is easy to fail and difficult to succeed—easy to miss the target and 

difficult to hit it” (95). Therefore, in order to achieve the median, a person must be able to 

identify that single correct path within each new situation. Overall, according to Aristotle, 

the “practically wise” person (phronimos) knows how to choose the right action under the 

right circumstances with the correct emotions. He explains: 

I refer to moral virtue, for this is concerned with emotions and actions, in 

which one can have excess or deficiency or a due mean. For example, one 

can be frightened or bold, feel desire or anger or pity, and experience 

pleasure and pain in general, either too much or too little, and in both 

cases wrongly; whereas to feel these feelings at the right time, on the right 

occasion, towards the right people, for the right purpose and in the right 

                                                
8 As chapter five will reveal, the concept of akairos challenges these guidelines, loosening the reigns on the 
dark horse. 
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manner, is to feel the best amount of them, which is the mean amount—

and the best amount is of course the mark of virtue. (93)  

Aristotle repeats the list of requirements again toward the end of Book Two: “to the right 

person, and to the right amount, and at the right time, and for the right purpose, and in the 

right way” (111). Even though the word kairos does not appear in the Greek, Aristotle’s 

attention to the “right time” and “right occasion” clearly emphasizes the importance of 

timing and context in achieving the median.9 According to Aristotle, a person could have 

all of the other elements in place—the right objects, people, reasons, and manner—but if 

the timing is off, the median cannot be reached. In order to achieve temperance and live 

within the median, a person must act and feel in the appropriate way at the appropriate 

time.10  

 Aristotle wraps up Book Two with a reminder about the importance of attending 

to the context of emotional response when striving to achieve the median. He argues that 

the dismissal of pleasure is the best way to consistently hit the mean, yet he is quick to 

remind the reader of how difficult it is to maintain the median on a regular basis as ever-

changing circumstances make it impossible to establish a set formula for the median. He 

offers extensive guidelines and scenarios for understanding the median, but he cannot 

provide concrete rules. As he explains, “[I]t is not easy to define in what manner and with 

what people and on what sort of grounds and how long one ought to be angry; and in fact 

                                                
9 Aristotle uses the phrase “to d' hote dei” or “when it is right.” 
10 It should also be noted that Aristotle’s references to “hitting the mark” offer another connection to 
kairos. As will be explored in chapter two, kairos was used in ancient archery to describe the tunnel of air 
through which an arrow had to travel in order to hit the target. Aristotle’s repeated use of stochastike (to hit 
the mark) and hamartanesthai (to miss the mark) in Book Two resonates with the concept of kairos. 
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we sometimes praise men who err on the side of defect in this matter and call them 

gentle, sometimes those who are quick to anger and style them manly” (113). The 

appropriate emotional response, the response that will uphold a temperate state, can only 

be determined and conveyed within the moment. A person can develop a complex 

understanding of the median, but it is only through the choices made within specific 

moments that the median can be achieved. According to Aristotle, “For in fact no object 

of perception is easy to define; and such questions of degree depend on particular 

circumstances, and the decision lies with perception” (113). Therefore, it is within 

particular circumstances, guided by moral sense, that a person has the opportunity to 

embrace the median.  

 

Emotion and Kairos in Ancient Roman Rhetoric 

In Roman rhetoric, particularly in Cicero, the themes of temperance, emotion, and 

kairos merge under the umbrella term decorum. In general, when the concept of kairos 

enters into Roman rhetoric, the definition shifts to emphasize the role of propriety in 

timing. Kinneavy, drawing on a Max Pohlenz’s study of propriety (prepon), argues that 

kairos and prepon merged in Latin Stoicism (“Kairos: A Neglected”). The concept of 

kairos as a combination of both opportune timing and propriety was certainly present in 

the Pythagorean, Sophistic, and Platonic theory. However, with Cicero prepon or 

decorum started to assert a more primary role in the definition of kairos. The concept of 

Ciceronian decorum emphasizes temperance, therefore maintaining the importance of 

emotion in the Roman interpretation of kairos. 



 35 

In De Officiis Cicero describes the four virtues that the honorable person 

(honestum) must possess: wisdom, beneficence, magnanimity, and temperance. His 

discussion of temperance revolves around the concept of decorum (“the fitting”), which 

includes an exploration of “modesty, temperance (the jewel, so to speak, which 

embellishes life), moderation, total cessation of mental disturbances, and due limit in all 

things” (33). Decorum is such a fundamental part of honor that Cicero argues it “is to be 

observed in every act and every word, and also in every movement and posture of the 

body” (43). Working from the understanding that decorum pervades every action, word, 

and movement, it not difficult to imagine that kairos and emotion would play a strong 

and shared role in Cicero’s rhetorical theory. In “Ciceronian Decorum and the 

Temporalities of Renaissance Rhetoric,” James S. Baumlin confirms the connection 

between decorum and kairos, asserting that decorum “stresses ‘right-timing’ in all human 

action, most especially speech” (139). 

Baumlin’s use of the term “right-timing” is especially appropriate in that Cicero 

uses the word eukairos instead of kairos in his discussion of “the right moments” (48).  

The Liddell and Scott definition of eukairos includes entries that resonate with the 

definition of kairos, such as “favorable opportunity,” “seasonable, opportune act,” “well-

timed,” and “in season”; in addition, eukairos also includes elements of leisure, 

appropriateness, wealth, and prosperity (717). Generally, eukairos represents what Phillip 

Sipiora describes as “timing that is particularly significant or efficacious” (“Kairos: The 

Rhetoric of Time” 124). More specifically, the term eukairos often carries a strong sense 

of propriety. For example, eukairos makes an appearance in the Phaedrus when Socrates 
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breaks “the propriety of time [kairos]” into two categories: “when to speak and when to 

hold his tongue [eukairos and akairos]” (517). Thus eukairos and akairos are presented 

as the two ends of the spectrum in terms of timing and propriety with eukairos 

representing the height of appropriate timing. In another example, Augusto Rostagni 

quotes a passage from Iamblichus, Life of Pythagoras, where eukairos is defined as 

“suitable” and placed in opposition to akairos, which is “unsuitable” (34). Additionally, 

Kinneavy argues that even though Aristotle does not emphasize the role of kairos in 

logos, he “does advert to the notion of timing and propriety when discussing maxims” 

(“Kairos Classical and Modern” 71-72). In the example that Kinneavy offers as evidence, 

Aristotle uses the word eukairon instead of kairos, which again reinforces the element of 

propriety in eukairos. Thus it is safe to say that Cicero’s definition of kairos is strongly 

grounded in his understanding of decorum—an especially important point considering 

that decorum is central to Cicero’s conception of the ideal orator. 

The relationship between Cicero’s decorum-infused kairos and emotion surfaces 

in his discussion of temperance in De Officiis. Of emotion in general Cicero insists, 

“throughout our daily lives the golden rule is to avoid mental disturbances when 

excessive emotions fail to obey the reason” (46). In particular, he advises his audience to 

avoid anger or “faint-heartedness” and to demonstrate “our apparent respect and affection 

for those with whom we are to converse” (46). Cicero does acknowledge, however, that 

occasions arise when anger is justified and should not be avoided. He gives careful 

advice as to how a person should respond during such a moment: 
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Occasions arise when reprimands are necessary, and in issuing them we 

must perhaps use a more argumentative tone and a harsher weight of 

words in such a way as to appear to do this in the flush of anger. But we 

should have recourse to this kind of rebuke as rarely and as reluctantly as 

physicians turn to cautery and the knife—that is, only when the need 

arises and if no other remedy can be found.  Even then anger should be 

kept at bay, for under its impulse no right or judicious action can be taken.  

On most occasions the rebuke we utter can be kindly but reinforced by 

gravity, so that there is an air of seriousness, but insult is avoided; and we 

must indicate that the very asperity implicit in the rebuke is directed at the 

good of the person being reproved. (46) 

In this passage Cicero is explicitly linking emotion and an understanding of kairos that 

blends occasion and propriety. Even though the passage begins with Cicero’s admission 

that there are moments when an emotion such as anger is justified, by the end of the 

passage he returns to advising against it in the name of propriety. Clearly, in Cicero’s 

work both emotion and kairos must all the time remain bound to decorum. 

 The blending of kairos, emotion, and decorum is also emphasized in Book Eleven 

of Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria, the book that is devoted to the subject of 

“appropriateness.” In particular, Quintilian’s discussion of appropriateness includes 

commentary on appropriate timing, as well as the proper duration/intensity of emotional 

response in specific situations. Even though Quintilian does not use the Greek work 

kairos, he incorporates examples that are time and occasion specific, focused around the 



 38 

concept of appropriateness. In Book Eleven Quintilian explicitly links time and emotion 

in the subsection dealing with “Appropriateness to circumstances,” stating, “Time 

(tempus) and location also need special consideration. The time may be sad or happy, 

ample or limited, and the orator must be prepared for all these possibilities” (33). 

Interestingly, in this passage Quintilian uses tempus instead of occasio (the Latin word 

most often associated with kairos). According to the Oxford Latin Dictionary, tempus can 

mean “A moment or period of time (in which an event occurs); the time, date (of an 

event); (appointed) time” (1916). It is a term that expresses duration of time, from a 

single moment to an extended period. Therefore, Quintilian is referring to a broad range 

of time that includes, but is not limited to, the concept of the moment. Aside from his 

diction, it is also important to note that in the passage he infuses the temporal with 

emotive qualities. 

  In Book Eleven Quintilian elaborates on the connection between timing and 

emotion by providing a series of examples that present a variety of situations and 

emotional responses. According to Quintilian, “each circumstance demands its own 

forms and a certain special mode of eloquence” (33). Most of Quintilian’s examples 

focus on the various “circumstances” that can arise with legal cases. Again, Quintilian 

does not use the word occasio in the various scenarios he presents, but he does use 

condicio (translated as “circumstance”), which shares some of the characteristics of 

kairos/occasio, such as “a possible course, option, choice, alternatives” or “circumstance, 

situation” (Glare 394). Through his many examples, Quintilian provides detailed 

guidelines for conveying appropriate emotional responses in very specific situations. Of 
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course, before it is possible to apply the information Quintilian provides, the rhetor-in-

training must learn to read or recognize the situation. Quintilian’s advice is meant to help 

prepare a rhetor for a wide range of situations, but this person must be able to read the 

elements and demands of each new moment in order to navigate the situation 

successfully. The concept of kairos serves, invisibly, as a starting point in Quintilian’s 

discussion of appropriateness; meaning, a rhetor must be present in the moment and able 

to read the various circumstances in order to apply Quintilian’s advice. 

 The first scenario that Quintilian presents stresses the importance of conveying 

“bare emotion” when the situation calls for it. He explains: 

Would anyone have patience with a defendant on a capital charge, 

especially if he was pleading his own case before a conqueror and a ruler, 

if he were to indulge in frequent metaphors, novel or archaic words, 

Composition widely diverging from normal usage, periods that run too 

smoothly, and luxuriant commonplaces and sententiae? Would not all this 

ruin both the tone of anxiety essential to a man in such peril, and the plea 

for mercy on which even the innocent must rely? (35) 

Thus in the moment of peril that he has outlined, it is crucial that the defendant express 

anxiety in a vivid and unadorned manner in order to stir feelings of mercy in his 

audience. He goes on to ask, “Will not any embellishment of the bare emotions destroy 

all their force, dispel compassion by the lack of concern which it shows?” (35). Like 

Cicero, Quintilian emphasizes the importance of conveying genuine emotion, a point that 

will be further explored in my later discussion of embodiment and enargeia. 
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In a more detailed example, Quintilian presents the particulars of a situation and 

traces the trajectory of the appropriate emotional response/display: 

Thus a man who calls for the appointment of a trustee for his father’s 

property must show grief at his father’s illness, and, however grave the 

charges that a father is going to bring against his son, he must demonstrate 

that the necessity of doing so is very wretched for him, and he must show 

this not only in a few words but by the whole tone of his speech, so that it 

is evident that he is not only saying this but saying it sincerely. (39) 

Again, emphasis is placed on the genuineness or sincerity of the emotion. In this 

example, however, Quintilian draws attention to the complicated emotional juggling act 

that certain situations demand. In this situation the man must strike the proper balance 

between grief and inner struggle and must deliver the full impact of the emotion through 

both the words and the expression of those words. As was true in the previous example, 

the moment of delivery is crucial in effectively conveying the emotion. The emotion 

might be strongly present on a bodily level; however, the rhetor must seize the proper 

moment for delivering the emotion if it is to be effective in persuading an audience. 

In the subsection “Some difficult problems,” Quintilian explores the maintenance 

of decorum within “unattractive” situations. These unattractive situations also require a 

commitment to understanding the relationship between emotion and timing. For example, 

when appearing before a “hostile” or biased judge, Quintilian advises rhetors to “simply 

pretend that we have confidence in his justice and in our Cause, and so have no fears” 

(49). Then, after making a move to boost the judge’s vanity, the rhetor should take the 
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“safest course” which involves admitting regret, apologizing, and trying “by every means 

to make the judge ashamed of his anger” (49). This particular situation involves the 

projection of calm to mask fear, the display of regret, and the stirring of shame. Of 

course, in order for these emotions to be effective within this particular situation, they 

have to be executed at the proper moment within the scenario. If the final result of shame 

is to be reached, the rhetor must effectively convey both confidence and regret. 

Cicero and Quintilian emphasize the importance of genuine and bodily emotional 

display. It is not enough to simply express or mimic emotional response; the rhetor must 

feel the emotion and show it through both body and language. In Cicero’s De Oratore, 

Antonius explains “Moreover it is impossible for the listener to feel indignation, hatred, 

or ill-will, to be terrified of anything, or reduced to tears of compassion, unless all those 

emotions, which the advocate would inspire in the arbitrator, are visibly stamped or 

rather branded on the advocate himself” (Sutton 333). He goes on to pledge, “I give you 

my word that I never tried, by means of a speech, to arouse either indignation or 

compassion, either ill-will or hatred, in the minds of a tribunal, without being really 

stirred myself, as I worked upon their minds, by the very feelings to which I was seeking 

to prompt them” (335). Therefore, it is not enough to simply understand the proper timing 

for emotional response. A rhetor must either understand the situation well enough to 

select and then embody the proper emotional response, or he must know what to do in the 

moment when an emotional response wells up within. In either case, the rhetor must 

understand and commit to the emotion on a bodily—not just a rhetorical—level. 
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Antonius provides a vivid example in which he felt the kairos and seized the 

emotional opportunity. He explains that his emotional display was not preplanned, but 

rather was sparked by the moment and the emotional elements present. In this particular 

example, Antonius was closing the famous case in which he was defending Manius 

Aquilius, a man for whom he had deep respect. Seeing the once-noble Aquilius in such a 

downtrodden and disrespected state stirred a profound sense of compassion in Antonius. 

He explains: 

I was myself overcome by compassion before I tried to excite it in others. 

Assuredly I felt that the Court was deeply affected when I called forward 

my unhappy old client, in his garb of woe, and when I did those things 

approved by yourself, Crassus—not by way of technique, as to which I 

know not what to say, but under stress of deep emotion and indignation—I 

mean my tearing open his tunic and exposing his scars. (339) 

In this particular moment, Antonius felt overcome with emotion and acted upon it. He 

seized the emotion, channeling it into his speech. However, the emotion-driven diction 

was not premeditated, nor was he guided by practiced technique. He goes on to explain 

that as he continued, his speech became very personal and he wept freely, moving other 

people in the room to weep as well. Of course, he is careful to note that even though his 

approach was successful, the success depended upon the veracity of the emotion and the 

timing of the delivery. He asserts, “had my personal indignation been missing from all 

the talking I did on that occasion, my address, so far from inspiring compassion, would 
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positively have deserved ridicule” (339-41). Therefore, his genuine emotional response 

was an essential element in seizing this particular moment successfully.  

Of course, embodied emotional display, or “rhetorical fireworks” as Antonius 

refers to them, must be used sparingly and only in the appropriate situations. In general, 

Antonius advises that such emotion should not be used in “petty manners” or with 

“immovable” people. More specifically, Antonius outlines the role of kairos and pathos 

within the structure of a speech. First, throughout the course of the speech the rhetor must 

strike a balance between mildness and passion so that “the harshness of strife is tempered 

by the personal urbanity of the advocate, while his easy-going mildness is fortified by 

some admixture of serious strife” (355). In addition, the rhetor must create kairotic 

moments in which the audience will be open to the emotions he wants them to feel. 

Antonius advises, “For you must not bound all of a sudden into that emotional style, 

since it is wholly alien to the merits of the case, and people long to hear first just what is 

peculiar within their own cognizance” (355). Overall, a rhetor needs to ease the audience 

into the emotion and then extend the conclusion so that they are eased out of it, thus 

controlling the timing and placement of the emotion as well as the duration for which the 

audience experiences it. 

In addition to embodying the emotion, both Cicero and Quintilian offer the 

concept of enargeia (evidentia in Latin) as another technique for inspiring emotional 

response in an audience. Enargeia is the careful and technical art of composing a vivid 
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description or ekphrasis.11 In “Rhetorical Enargeia and Linguistic Pragmatics,” Ingunn 

Lunde traces discussions of enargeia in Latin handbooks, noting that the phrase sub 

oculos subiectio, “to bring (something) before one’s eyes,” is most often associated with 

the concept of enargeia. Quintilian devotes a subsection in Book 8.3 to the conventions 

of “Vividness (enargeia).” In an example that illustrates the role of emotion in enargeia, 

Quintilian explores how to enhance the pathos in a description of a captured city. He 

writes,  

No doubt, simply to say ‘the city was stormed’ is to embrace everything 

implicit in such a disaster, but this brief communiqué, as it were, does not 

touch the emotions. If you expand everything which was implicit in the 

one word, there will come into view flames racing through houses and 

temples, the crash of falling roofs, the single sound made up of many 

cries. (379)  

Quintilian extends this example in detail, presenting a formula for how to create an 

effective, vivid, even horrifying description that will affect an audience.12 As this passage 

indicates, language plays an essential role in bringing emotion to life. Enargeia is a tool 

for transferring the emotion that the rhetor is feeling into the minds and bodies of the 

audience. While simply viewing an emotional response can spark similar feelings in an 

audience via empathy, inviting them to see and experience the circumstances of the 

                                                
11 I return to ekphrasis in chapter three when I explore Greek and Roman ekphrastic epigrams on 
Lysippos’ Kairos statue and then again in chapter four where I provide a more detailed exploration of the 
concepts of ekphrasis and enargeia. 
12 The skill of vivid description was part of the progymnasmata; therefore, students engaged in lengthy 
exercises focused on honing their descriptive skills. 
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emotion for themselves makes it more vivid and personal. Lunde explains this 

personalization in terms of “presence.” She explains, “The effect of seeing that which is 

represented should lead to the feeling of being present at what is told, to the point either 

of acting as a witness to the represented event(s), or of assuming the identity of the 

person(s) portrayed” (53). Therefore, in terms of emotion, enargeia involves the use of 

vivid language in order to paint a picture of the desired emotional response, bringing the 

emotion before the eyes of the audience so that they can witness or even experience it 

themselves. 

As these examples from Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian indicate, emotion 

and kairos share an extensive and intimate history. They have operated as silent partners, 

traveling together throughout the history of rhetoric, residing in a realm just beyond 

predictability and control. Their partnership reveals insight into long-standing ideals of 

appropriate versus inappropriate behavior. “Emotion rules” are enforced through 

moments, that Platonic taming process that ends with the internalization of fear and 

shame. Simply put, the ways in which emotion works on and within people can be better 

understood by being present in those moments, embracing and attending to kairos—or, as 

this dissertation will offer, akairos. 

 

Conspectus 

In order to develop the relationship between emotion and kairos, chapter two 

provides a detailed exploration of the history and theory behind the concepts of both 

emotion and kairos. I look at kairos in terms of its etymology, surrounding mythology, 
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issues with agency, and finally its connection to emotion. Exploring the many roots and 

meanings of kairos highlights the importance of maintaining the fluidity of the concept 

rather than striving to assign a concrete definition to the term. In an effort to embrace that 

fluidity, I explore the elements of the kairotic moment through an extended sea metaphor 

in which I will introduce the concepts of metis (the skill necessary to navigate kairotic 

moments) and poroi (the openings or passages that the navigator must identify and enter). 

I then return to the connection between emotion and kairos by applying the concept of 

poroi to the body as both entry points and passageways for emotion in the body. I argue 

for a kairotic approach to both understanding and utilizing emotion in rhetorical theory. 

However, the role that kairos can play in emotion theory is only the beginning. 

Understanding the role of emotion in kairos reveals new and important layers of 

complexity that exist within the kairotic moment. 

In chapter three I begin my investigation of emotion in kairos by studying 

personifications of the god Kairos and his Latin counterpart the goddess Occasio. The 

legend of the god of opportunity presents kairos as a single, fleeting moment that is either 

seized or lamented. Interestingly, the lamentation of the missed moment has been 

personified as the figure of Metanoia, a partner who dwells with Kairos in the moment 

before a decision is made. The concept of metanoia, like kairos, has multiple layers of 

meaning, including transformation, spiritual conversion, regret, and repentance. In 

chapter three I explore the concept of metanoia and its connection to kairos, as well as 

the long iconographic history in which the figures of Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia are 

depicted together. I trace both textual and visual references to Kairos and Metanoia from 
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ancient Greece to the Renaissance emblem writers, providing a vivid illustration of the 

profound and enduring relationship between kairos and metanoia. In addition to 

establishing the connection between the two figures, I argue that it is through the 

presence of metanoia that emotion enters the concept of kairos. 

After demonstrating the enduring presence of Metanoia in personifications of 

Kairos, I focus my attention solely on the figure of Metanoia. In particular, Metanoia 

appears repeatedly in Renaissance artwork, often without Kairos. In chapter four I 

provide a detailed survey of Metanoia’s appearances in depictions of the Calumny of 

Apelles and the Imago Vitae Aulicae, both of which are based on the writings of Lucian. 

As these images reveal, Metanoia is linked to the concept of Truth in the many versions 

of the Calumny of Apelles and she appears as a solitary figure in the Imago Vitae Aulicae. 

Her connection to Truth and capacity to work alone create new possibilities for the 

kairotic moment.  More specifically, I argue that Metanoia’s appearances outside of her 

relationship with Kairos illustrate the potential for choosing or “seizing” metanoia in a 

kairotic moment, a potential that then opens the realm of the inopportune as a site for 

exploration in rhetorical studies.  

In chapter five I introduce akairos, or the inopportune, as a concept that can be 

strategically employed as a rhetorical device or used as a site for analysis. More 

specifically, with an expanded sense of metis that recognizes both the paths of the 

opportune and inopportune within a kairotic moment, akairos can be deliberately used as 

a rhetorical strategy. Additionally, moments that are deemed inopportune or inappropriate 

offer a specific site for pinpointing and analyzing the “schooling of emotion.” In chapter 
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five I begin with a brief survey of references to akairos in ancient texts to lay the 

groundwork for a theory of the inopportune. From there, I offer a series of contemporary 

examples that illustrate possibilities for akairos as a rhetorical device. Finally, I argue for 

an expanded theory of kairos in rhetoric and composition scholarship and teaching, one 

that acknowledges the roles that kairos, akairos, metis, and metanoia all play in a kairotic 

moment. By expanding the kairotic moment, this dissertation offers the potential for 

scholarly and classroom conversations that move beyond the limited expectations of the 

opportune.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

KAIROS IN THE BODY, EMOTION IN THE MOMENT 
 

In 1515 Erasmus published what can be read as a literature review of kairos, 

beginning in the ancient world. His overview of the concept appears in the adage Nosce 

Tempus (“Consider the due time”), which begins with an exploration of the ubiquity of 

kairos.13 Erasmus notes that kairos was “[p]rominent among the familiar sayings of the 

Seven Sages; ascribed, like most of them, to several authors and used by almost 

everyone” (108). He proceeds to list quotes pertaining to the concept, such as Hesiod’s 

“Observe the mean: due time is best in all” and Theocritus’ “Some bloom in the summer, 

some in winter blow” (108). He also refers to Isocrates’ remark in Ad Demonicum, which 

states that in all things there is less satisfaction if they are done out of due season (108). 

Additionally, he points to a variety of Greek maxims that refer to kairos, such as “Small 

things are great when in due season given” and “It always pays to know when time is 

ripe” (108). From the Roman canon, Erasmus recalls Pindar’s statement that “The proper 

time likewise is of all things the chief” and Horace’s line, “Sweet is folly in its proper 

place” (109). Finally, he wraps up the section with a description of the power or “force” 

of kairos and its ability to “turn what is honourable into dishonour, loss into gain, 

happiness into misery, kindness into unkindness, and the reverse; it can, in short, change 

the nature of everything” (109). He concludes the overview by stating that the force of 

                                                
13 Erasmus had a large impact on curriculum development, thus this adage must also be recognized for the 
pedagogical purpose that it served.  His discussion of kairos, then, has a didactic purpose, meant to reach 
an audience of educators and students. 
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kairos was so strong in the Greek world that it demanded deification, a phenomenon that 

he explores through the epigrams of Poseidippos and Ausonius.14 

As Erasmus illustrates, kairos maxims span many centuries. The maxims revolve 

around the idea of acting upon proper timing, but Erasmus elevates the status of kairos, 

presenting it as an active force that can “change the nature of everything.” Among the 

elements that kairos can alter, Erasmus includes emotional responses or experiences such 

as happiness, misery, kindness, and unkindness. Erasmus characterizes kairos as a 

transformative force that can affect both internal and external elements. All too often, 

though, the internal transformation that can occur within kairos is overlooked. Whether 

the kairotic moment is seized or missed, the physical bodies that participate in the 

moment are affected by and have an affect upon others. Acknowledging the internal 

realm of kairos also adds a new depth to the concept of emotion in rhetorical studies. 

Emotion has remained a constant presence throughout the history of rhetoric, receiving a 

wide range of categorization. From vilification to reverence, systematization to 

elimination, the role of emotion in rhetorical studies has shifted in dramatic ways. Just as 

the power of kairos diminishes with attempts at systematization, the taxonomizing of 

emotion has a weakening effect that dilutes its transformative power. If emotion is 

understood as a fundamental part of kairos, the emphasis can then shift away from 

stagnant labels or moral judgments of “good” versus “bad” emotion, presenting it instead 

as a force that can only be truly understood in the moment.  

                                                
14 I return to these epigrams in chapter three. 
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In this chapter I begin with an overview of systematic approaches to emotion that 

illustrate the long-standing tradition of emotion classification in rhetoric, philosophy, and 

the sciences, confirming the deeply engrained limitations that have been placed upon 

emotion. Next, I move into an overview of the concept of kairos, as it has been defined 

and studied throughout the history of rhetoric. I then explore kairos in more depth 

through an extended sea metaphor that serves to introduce both the external elements 

alive in the kairotic moment and the skill (metis) necessary to maneuver through 

instability. After presenting kairos in terms of the external attributes of time and space, I 

acknowledge the role of emotion by shifting my focus to the bodily realm in a kairotic 

moment. Overall, this chapter emphasizes the ways in which the concepts of kairos and 

emotion become stronger, more powerful rhetorical devices when they are understood in 

tandem. 

 

A Brief History of Ideas about Emotion 

Throughout the history of rhetoric and philosophy, emotion has, more often than not, 

been cast as a form of weakness, illness, even corruption, that can affect an individual’s 

mind, body, and soul. In one of the earliest examples, the pre-Socratic philosopher 

Melissus of Samos (c. 470 BCE) offers the following description of pain, which he then 

compares directly to the experience of emotion: 

For a thing in pain lacks full being, and does not have the same power as a 

healthy thing does of continuing to be . . . to feel pain involves the 

addition or removal of something, and that would destroy its homogeneity. 
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What is healthy cannot feel pain, for pain is a destroyer of health, and 

hence a destroyer of being and a producer of not-being. This same 

reasoning applies not only to pain but to grief as well. (Wheelwright 114-

15) 

If the same can be said of grief, which is clearly an emotional response, then the 

implication is that a person in a state of grief is not experiencing “full being,” for an 

emotion such as grief is a “destroyer of health.” While it certainly can be the case that 

grief alters physical wellbeing, Melissus goes as far as suggesting that grief transforms a 

person on the level of being, moving them into a state of not-being. The idea that emotion 

can fundamentally transform people, altering them on the level of the mind, body, and/or 

soul, has endured throughout the history of rhetoric. The unpredictable potential for 

transformation inherent in emotion has spurred the need for elaborate systems that 

classify and contain emotion, systems that outline the parameters of advantageous and 

disadvantageous emotional responses according to particular settings and situations. 

Overall, the drive to categorize emotion is often motivated by the characterization 

of emotion as a form of illness that is inherently corrosive to one’s character. In the 

classical era, emotion was often approached as a force that infiltrated the soul, constantly 

threatening a person’s virtue, happiness, and stability.15 For example, Julia Annas 

explains that in Stoic philosophy emotional behavior is referred to as “a weakness in the 

soul as a whole” (107). Margaret Graver elaborates on the Stoic view, explaining that 

                                                
15 Though emotion was often seen as an infiltrating force, the infiltration was sometimes connected to 
divine intervention. In the Phaedrus Socrates explains that the Muses can incite a “possession or madness” 
that “seizes a tender, virgin soul and stimulates it to rapt passionate expression” (492). In this case, a person 
has been overcome by emotion—moved to poetic expression—in a way that is beyond his or her control. 
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even though the Stoics acknowledged variations in emotion, they viewed the general 

concept as “deeply and essentially flawed,” which requires people to do away with 

emotional response in the name of what Graver refers to as “real and intellectual 

seriousness” (xii). In Graver’s translation of the Tusculan Disputations, she notes that 

Cicero regularly uses the phrase perturbatio animi, or “a disturbance of the mind,” when 

referring to emotion (xxxviii).16 Also of note, in Book 6.2 of Institutio Oratoria, 

Quintilian refers to emotion as a “swift current” that can drown out a person’s 

commitment to the pursuit of truth (47-49). The perceived threat that emotion poses to 

the mind, body, and soul motivates the creation of strict guidelines for how emotion 

should and should not be used in rhetorical situations. 

Beyond the realm of ancient rhetoric and philosophy, the history of ideas about 

emotion has evolved in broad, sweeping ways. One significant shift in the 

conceptualization of emotion occurred with the rise of Christianity. Keith Oatley explains 

that for early Christian thinkers, such as Origen (c. 185-254 CE) and Evagrius (c. 345-

399 CE), “the bad emotions, which the Stoics strove to extirpate, became sins” (50). 

Another important shift in the conceptualization of emotion occurred with the 

Enlightenment mind/body split and the rise of what would become “science.” The 

language of emotion changed during the Enlightenment, as emotion was placed in 

particular realms of the body and organized into specific scientific disciplines. Oatley 

names René Descartes as primarily responsible for moving emotion (or the “passions”) 

                                                
16 In the Tusculan Disputations, we can assume that the use of “disturbance” has a negative connotation, as 
Cicero was both aligning himself with the Stoic view of emotion and battling his own severely debilitating 
grief. 
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into the brain, as he “analyzed emotions in a way that laid the foundations for scientific 

analyses of the brain” (51). In fact, in Passions of the Soul, Descartes identifies the 

brain’s pineal gland as the specific place in which mind and body connect, thus triggering 

emotional responses. According to Descartes, the pineal gland is “the principle seat of the 

soul,” serving as “the part of the body in which the soul immediately exercises its 

functions” (36). Descartes’ theory marks an especially dramatic shift, relocating emotion 

from the soul or heart to a tiny gland buried in the depths of the brain. Another major 

movement in emotion theory occurred with Freud and the introduction of psychotherapy. 

In the tradition of Stoic approaches to the extrication of emotion, Freud sought to bring 

emotions and desires to the surface so that they could be confronted and dealt with.  

The tradition of systematically naming and organizing the good versus bad, positive 

versus negative emotions is a practice that can be traced back to Aristotle and remains 

present in contemporary psychology. Aristotle’s On Rhetoric provides the first 

comprehensive system for understanding emotion, what George Kennedy refers to as “the 

earliest systematic discussion of human psychology” (122). In On Rhetoric (Books 2.2-

2.11 in particular) Aristotle offers both a broad system of emotion classification and a 

focused study of individual emotions. In his overarching system, Aristotle argues that 

emotion can be understood in terms of a person’s state of mind when experiencing 

emotion, the person/people against whom the emotion is usually directed, and the reasons 

for the emotion. Beyond his general guidelines for understanding emotion, Aristotle 

explores specific emotions and their opposites (e.g., anger/calmness, 

friendliness/hostility, fear/confidence, etc.). In Aristotle’s emotion taxonomy, he both 
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defines the emotion and explores the psychology behind it. While the approach in On 

Rhetoric is very practical, Aristotle explicitly ties emotion to virtue in the Nicomachean 

Ethics. In On Rhetoric Aristotle focuses on how an audience’s emotion should be 

understood and steered; in the Ethics he focuses on the steering of personal emotion, 

arguing that emotion can and should be trained in the service of virtue (arete). In order to 

be virtuous and achieve happiness (eudaimonia), a person has to maintain the golden 

mean in his or her emotional responses. Therefore, according to Aristotle, all people 

should strive for emotional temperance on a daily basis, but the rhetor has the added 

responsibility of both modeling temperance, and, specifically if he has manipulated the 

audience’s emotions, inspiring a temperate state in others. 

 In another example, Quintilian sets up a taxonomy in which the broad category of 

emotion is divided into pathos and ethos. In his introduction to the difference between 

pathos and ethos, Quintilian gives an overview of existing ideas about the two categories, 

noting that some writers define pathos as the “violent” emotions, whereas ethos 

represents emotions that are “gentle and steady.” He elaborates on the distinctions, 

describing pathos and ethos in the following ways: “[I]n the one (they say) the passions 

are vehement, in the other subdued; the former command, the latter persuade; the former 

are powerful agents of disturbance, the latter of good will. Some say that ethos is 

permanent, pathos temporary” (49). Therefore, Quintilian is setting up a binary in which 

pathos represents vehement, commanding, disturbing, temporary states of emotion and 

ethos encompasses the subdued, persuasive, permanent emotional states that foster good 

will. Quintilian concedes that pathos and ethos can represent the same emotional state; 
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however, the difference is always in degree. He provides the example of love, stating that 

“love is pathos and affection is ethos.” Overall, though, pathos instigates or riles emotion 

and ethos calms. Quintilian adds the feature of attractiveness to ethos, explaining that it is 

not only “mild and calm” but also “attractive and polite, pleasing and delightful to 

listeners” (51). Overall, ethos refers to a “good and even tempered person,” a person who 

has learned to keep the unruly emotions in check (55). Pathos, on the other hand, 

encapsulates unattractive emotions such as anger, hatred, fear, envy, and pity. Clearly, 

Quintilian does not believe that pathos should be eliminated, but it must always be used 

with some degree of ethos. 

The drive to taxonomize emotion still flourishes in contemporary popular 

psychology. For example, in Passion and Reason: Making Sense of our Emotions, 

psychologists Richard S. Lazarus and Bernice N. Lazarus take on the task of defining 

“anger, anxiety, guilt, shame, envy, jealousy, relief, hope, sadness, happiness, pride, love, 

gratitude, compassion, and emotions aroused by aesthetic experiences” (6). They 

compare emotional responses to theatrical dramas, arguing that each specific emotion has 

a “distinctive drama or unique storyline” that can be studied in order to understand the 

root of the response. In their effort to explore the various plotlines, they group the 

emotions they have selected into distinct categories. For example, chapter two covers 

“The Nasty Emotions: Anger, Envy, and Jealousy,” while chapter three explores “The 

Existential Emotions: Anxiety-Fright, Guilt, and Shame.” Whereas the “nasty” emotions 

are clearly negative, the “existential emotions” can influence a person for both “good and 

ill” (8). Such a taxonomy hearkens directly back to Aristotle’s approach to emotion in On 
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Rhetoric. While it is clearly important to strive toward a better understanding of 

emotional behavior, this long-standing tradition of establishing emotion rules and 

categories creates limitations that must be questioned in rhetorical studies. 

Although emotion rules offer a viable site for rhetorical analysis, the concept of 

emotion itself has underexplored potential in the field of rhetoric—a potential that can 

easily be masked or diminished by taxomonies of emotion. As was mentioned in chapter 

one, Jacobs and Micciche discuss emotion in terms of its Latin root, movere (movement). 

For them, “linking emotion with movement underscores the rhetorical nature of emotion 

as a mode of articulation by which thought and action are moved, or are always in flux, 

and are a source for moving others” (3). Though they do not use the word kairos, Jacobs 

and Micciche are hinting at a kairotic approach to emotion when they identify the 

inherent movement, or “flux,” that exists within the concept of emotion. It is to this very 

dynamic that I now turn. 

  

Defining Kairos: Exploring the Etymological Roots 

It was James Kinneavy who called for a return to the study of kairos in contemporary 

rhetoric and composition studies. In particular, Kinneavy asked that scholars wrestle with 

the multiple dimensions of the concept of kairos and explore new possibilities for 

application. More often than not, rhetoricians and compositionists who study kairos will 

give a nod to Kinneavy’s essay “Kairos: A Neglected Concept in Classical Rhetoric” 

(1986), recognizing the role that it played in reviving scholarly interest in the concept. 

For Kinneavy, kairos was not only a neglected concept but also a fundamental 
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component of rhetoric. In fact, Roger Thompson, who had several conversations with 

Kinneavy about kairos, explains, “During one of our interchanges, Kinneavy stated that 

he did not think rhetoric was possible without a concept of kairos” (73). Additionally, in 

an interview that Thompson published in Rhetoric Review, he asks Kinneavy if there can 

be rhetoric without kairos, to which Kinneavy responds, “I don’t really think so. I think 

that there can be rhetorical theory, but even rhetorical theory has to take into account 

something like a concept of right timing and due measure too. So I don’t think that either 

in theory, but especially in practice can there be a rhetoric without a concept of timing” 

(77). According to Thompon, Kinneavy considered kairos a “cornerstone” of rhetoric. 

One of Kinneavy’s more commonly noted contributions to rhetoric and composition 

is his summation of the classical term kairos as “the right time and due measure,” a 

definition that gives scholars solid ground to stand on while at the same time 

acknowledging the multiple elements at work within the concept. Kinneavy illustrates the 

idea of right time and due measure by stating, “the righteous anger justified in a war 

situation would be excessive and improper in a family dispute: the kairos would not be 

right” (“Kairos: A Neglected” 80). His definition is compact and concrete but also 

invitational, as he is careful to remind his readers of the fact that kairos cannot be 

translated into any modern language, and thus definitions of the term must acknowledge 

its complexity. In addition to the dueling presence of time and measure in kairos, 

Kinneavy acknowledges “the right place” as a secondary definition (Thompson 83). 

Therefore, any approach to kairos must take into consideration the complicated 

interactions among time, measure, and place that are at play within the concept. Along 
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with time, measure, and place, Sipiora lists “symmetry, propriety, occasion, due measure, 

fitness, tact, decorum, convenience, proportion, fruit, profit, and wise moderation” as 

additional elements of kairos in classical rhetorical theory (“Introduction” 1). 

According to Sipiora, the first appearance of kairos is in the Iliad where it is referred 

to as “a vital or lethal place in the body, one that is particularly susceptible to injury and 

therefore necessitates special protection” (2). Debra Hawhee points to two passages from 

the Iliad where the adjective kairios is used to refer to such critical, fatal spots, located 

“where the collarbone parts the neck and the chest” and “on the crown of the head where 

the first hairs of horses grow on the skull” (qtd. in Hawhee 66). Such places on the body 

are sites of vulnerability, or, as Hawhee explains, “an opening in the body—a gap or 

softening in the otherwise protective skeleton” (66). According to Richard Broxton 

Onians, Euripides also uses kairos (in Andromache) to “refer to a part of the body where 

a weapon can penetrate to the life within (above all, within the head)” (343). In addition 

to its bodily meaning, both Sipiora and Hawhee note that kairos is used in Hesiod’s Work 

and Days to refer to proportion. Hawhee explains, “kairos appears alongside advice 

against overloading a wagon:  an overly heavy load will break the axle, delaying delivery 

and causing the goods to spoil” (66). Even though the emphasis has largely shifted to a 

temporal definition, the elements of bodily vulnerability and proportion should not be 

overlooked in contemporary understandings of kairos.  

In regards to the temporal element, the concept of kairos as opportunity or opportune 

timing turns up in ancient references to both archery and weaving. According to Hunter 

W. Stephenson, who is drawing on Onian’s aforementioned etymological study of the 
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term, kairos represents “the moment in which an arrow may be fired with sufficient force 

to penetrate the target”; on the other hand, in weaving kairos is “the moment in which the 

shuttle could be passed through the threads on the loom” (4). Whereas Stephenson uses 

phrases such as may be and could be to describe the kairotic moment, Eric Charles 

White’s interpretation adds a sense of urgency, referring to the “long tunnel-like aperture 

through which the archer’s arrow has to pass” and the “critical time when the weaver 

must draw the yarn through a gap” (13, emphasis added). Therefore, in both archery and 

weaving kairos refers to an opening or passageway through which something must travel 

at the proper moment and with effective force. Onians clarifies that kairos did not refer to 

the target, as “the early Greek archer practiced and tested his skill by aiming at an 

opening or a series of openings. Thus he must aim not only true but with power or his 

shaft, though entering, would not penetrate through” (345). This usage of kairos implies a 

shift in focus; the archer does not focus on the end point but rather on the path or opening 

that leads to the end point.  

The discussion of kairos and archery extends beyond the early Greek archer in that 

the concept of kairos is present in Zen archery as well. The patience and skill required to 

see and act upon a kairotic opening in time and space is exemplified in the story of “the 

target and the darkness” recounted by Eugen Herrigel who studied under the famous Zen 

archer Awa Kenzo. In “The Myth of Zen in the Art of Archery,” Yamada Shoji recounts 

a story that took place in 1936 when Herrigel was first permitted to practice at an outdoor 

archery range. After many frustrated attempts to reach the target, Kenzo told him 

“Thinking about hitting the target is heresy. Do not aim at it” (16). Of course, Herrigel 
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struggled with this idea, arguing “If I do not aim at the target, I cannot hit it” (16). That 

night, to demonstrate the importance of seeing beyond the target, Kenzo took Herrigel 

into a large practice hall. The only light in the room came from a stick of incense that 

faintly illuminated Kenzo but left the target in darkness. According to Herrigel, Kenzo, 

after a long time of silence, shot two arrows at the invisible target, both of which hit the 

center of the target—the second arrow splitting the first in half.  

Whether or not Herrigel’s story is true, it provides a vivid example of how kairos and 

archery can be linked beyond the ancient association of the Greek archer. In particular, 

Zen archery adds a bodily element in which the archer not only knows the path of the 

arrow but travels through it in a spiritual, transformative way, experiencing a kensho or 

“a profound experience of insight that transforms a person” (Stevens 34). John Stevens 

explains that “Kensho has the connotation of one being actively engaged in some 

discipline that fosters such insight—usually construed as zazen, formal meditation, but in 

Kenzo’s case he stated unequivocally, ‘With each shot see your nature’” (34). Even 

though the word kairos does not appear explicitly in discussions of Zen archery, the idea 

of navigating openings in space that can have a transformative effect on the mind and 

body strongly resonates with theories of kairos. I will revisit the role of transformation in 

the kairotic moment when I explore the concept of metanoia in chapter three. 

As to the connection between kairos and weaving, the word kaîros is defined in 

Liddell and Scott as the “row of thrums in the loom, to which the threads of the warp are 

attached.” Onians elaborates on the term, citing a series of examples from Callimachus, 

Homer, and Hesychius where kaîros is explicitly linked to the art of weaving. He 
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develops the Liddell and Scott definition by explaining that kaîros refers to “the row of 

thrums which draw the odd warp-threads away from the even, making in the warp a 

triangular opening, a series of triangles, together forming a passage for the woof” (346). 

According to Onians, the word kairomata refers to the plural thrums, whereas the 

singular kaîros “would more naturally describe the opening itself, the hole in the warp” 

(346). In fact, Onians speculates that kairos and kaîros were originally the same, as they 

both refer to openings through which a thread or an arrow must travel. Deborah Hawhee 

takes the discussion a step further by exploring the rhetorical nature of the weaving 

metaphor, referring specifically to Pindar’s line (1.82 in Pythian), “If you should speak to 

the point by combining the strands of many things in few words, less criticism follows 

from men” (qtd. in Hawhee 67). Hawhee connects Pindar’s statement to the openings that 

inevitably arise in the weaving process, stating “[t]he more tightly woven and variegated 

a piece of discourse, the more ‘to the point’ (kairon), the fewer openings or opportunities 

listeners will have to refute” (67). The rhetor cannot control the experience of an 

audience or seal off all of the opportunities for disagreement or miscommunication. 

However, he or she can become increasingly better at controlling those openings (kairos). 

 

Maintaining Fluidity in Definitions of Kairos 

With the multiple layers of kairos in mind, the idea of assigning a definition to the 

term becomes not only difficult but also damaging, as so much of the power of kairos 

resides in its dynamic complexity. James S. Baumlin believes that “any English 

equivalent captures only a fraction of its full range of meanings” (157). Baumlin’s use of 
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the phrase “range of meanings” is especially appropriate, as, in addition to the 

aforementioned interpretations and usages, the idea of kairos can be broken into eukairos 

(good or seasonable timing) and akairos (without opportunity or unseasonable). 

According to Sipiora, the range of meanings can be expanded to include kakakairos, or 

the “wrong time.”17  As a multifaceted term that exists in various degrees of good and 

bad, the concept of kairos can never be imported cleanly into a conversation, but it is 

from this messiness that kairos gains its power. The range and multiplicity that drive the 

concept of kairos are denied the moment it becomes a stagnant term with predictable and 

quantifiable elements. Therefore, kairos can only be understood within the moment—or, 

oftentimes, after the moment has passed. 

One way to think about the fluidity of kairos is in terms of flux, a concept that 

extends back to the pre-Socratic philosophers. In particular, Heraclitus of Ephesus 

believed in a “universal flux” in which “[e]verything flows and nothing abides; 

everything gives way and nothing is fixed” (qtd. in Wheelwright 70). He illustrates the 

idea of flux by comparing it to the ever-flowing nature of a river, stating “you cannot step 

twice into the same river, for other waters and yet others go ever flowing on” (71). White 

connects Heraclitus’ theory of flux to the kairotic element of sophistic rhetoric, as both 

flux and kairos emphasize mutability rather than continuity. The idea of flux focuses 

more broadly on the ever-changing nature of reality, while kairos applies specifically to 

the notion that time is spontaneous and nonlinear, always in constant transformation 

“from moment to moment as it evolves and adapts itself to newly emergent contexts (13). 

                                                
17 Although I am interested in the concept of kakakairos, I will not return to it, as I have not been able to 
find evidence of the term beyond Sipiora’s work.  
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However, flux and kairos unite in the idea that each moment presents a new river, new 

paths. 

In order to have a new path, however, there must be a source or sense of stability 

from which the new path emerges. In terms of kairos, the stability comes from the 

concept of chronos. Even though kairos and chronos are very different representations of 

time, they are not fundamentally opposed. Instead, the two are dependent upon each other 

in that a kairotic moment is not possible without chronos as a point of departure, and 

chronos would not be able to move forward without kairotic moments. John E. Smith 

defines chronos as “the uniform time of the cosmic system” (47). More specifically, he 

identifies change, measure, and serial order as the three central characteristics of chronos, 

explaining, 

There is, first, the element of change, motion, process, of something going 

on which lasts through or requires a stretch of time. Time, it appears, is 

not identical with the movement, but cannot be thought apart from the 

movement. Second, an appropriate unit of measure must be given, so that 

the elapsed time and the quantity of the movement can be measured or 

numbered. Third, there is an element of serial order or direction expressed 

in the terms “before” and “after.” (49) 

Therefore, in chronos-time there is movement that can be measured, numbered, and 

expressed. Simply put, it is chronology or the day-to-day movement of time. It has the 

forward motion of the river, but instead of focusing on new water passing over familiar 
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places, chronos focuses on the landmarks and defining features that frame the river, thus 

presenting it as a steady and stable force.  

 Even though kairos and chronos differ in significant ways, they are interwoven, 

even dependent, on each other. Smith uses the wine-making process to illustrate the ways 

in which kairos and chronos interact. In order to make wine, the necessary aging process 

can span decades (chronos-time); however, within this aging process there is a time when 

the wine peaks, a time where it is at its best (kairos-time). Smith argues, “There is a 

critical or ‘right time’ for the vintage and prior to this critical point is ‘too soon’ and after 

it has passed is ‘too late’” (51). This critical time in which the wine peaks is embedded 

within chronos-time, but it is something different that is set apart from the rest of the 

flow. In other words, it marks a transcendent time in which something different is 

happening—the wine exists in a unique state or realm that it will not be able to enter 

again. Thus chronos can be understood as a platform, a constant (though ever-moving) 

force from which kairos may emerge. Kairos, then, can be understood as spontaneous 

because it exists within the context of—or in contrast to—chronos. 

However, the complexity and flux of kairos create profound difficulties for the 

scholars who wish to discuss and apply the concept. White warns that kairos is a “bare 

initiatory principle, a principle of spontaneity and risk, kairos can never form the basis of 

a systematic treatise on the management of the opportune” (20). Therefore, scholars face 

the difficult balancing act of working with a concept that diminishes with definition. 

Establishing a “theory of the opportune” or a formula for teaching kairos risks stripping it 

of its power, leaving only a shadow of the concept. When proposing a kairos-driven 
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composition program, Kinneavy acknowledged that “[t]he problem in applying this rich 

concept to college composition is the danger of losing some of its essential complexity” 

(93). However, the fact that kairos exists in a realm beyond definition or systematization 

does not mean that it should be ignored or pared down. In fact, when Isocrates was 

working with the concept of kairos, he recognized that students should be required “to 

combine in practice the particular things which they have learned, in order that they may 

grasp them more firmly and bring their theories into closer touch with the occasions for 

applying them” (291). However, Isocrates was quick to clarify his use of the word 

theories when discussing the opportune moment, “for no system of knowledge can 

possibly cover these occasions, since in all cases they elude our science. Yet those who 

most apply their minds to them and are able to discern the consequences which for the 

most part grow out of them, will most often meet these occasions in the right way” (291). 

Isocrates emphasizes that there can be no concrete science for understanding or teaching 

kairos, but he argues that with careful study of situations and awareness of the elements 

at work in the present moment, people can be better prepared to properly seize 

opportunities. Knowing that there can be no concrete science or system of kairos, any 

project that takes on the subject and looks to do so with a measure of scholarly 

responsibly must maintain its “essential complexity,” adapting to the fact that it is an 

inherently dynamic and complicated concept.  

 Thus far in rhetoric scholarship, a central source of the “essential complexity” of 

kairos remains under-explored. The concept of emotion mirrors the idea of “flux” on a 

bodily level. Even though the Heraclitian notion of flux is meant to function on a cosmic 
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level, explaining the very nature of reality, the features that Heraclitus ascribes to flux 

can also be applied to emotion. In particular, emotion can be said to function in bodies as 

an ever-present, fluid, and transformative force. The earlier example of kairos as the 

critical point in the wine-making process did not include a human agent, but when human 

beings enter into the concept of kairos, the influence of emotion must be acknowledged. 

Elements such as sunlight, water, farming, and the passage of time (chronos) all aid in the 

growth of grapes, moving the fruit toward the critical point (kairos) in the cycle. 

However, when the concepts of chronos and kairos are applied to the lives of people, 

emotion becomes a central element in the movement of time. In fact, the ancient literature 

is quite clear on this point: a kairotic moment can be neither created nor seized without 

the embodied presence of emotion. 

To better understand the interaction between kairos and emotion, it is important to 

first acknowledge the multiple layers that exist within the concept of kairos—first on an 

external level and then within the internal realm. Although the constant mutability of 

kairos prevents any systematic mastering of the concept, the internal and external 

elements of the kairotic moment can both be navigated. In the remainder of this chapter, I 

introduce the various elements that populate the kairotic moment on an external level 

and, through the concepts of poroi (passageways) and metis (navigational skill), I explore 

movement within the moment. After theorizing the external elements, I apply the 

concepts of poroi and metis to the body, illustrating the importance of emotional 

navigation within a kairotic moment.  

 
Pontos and Poroi: Navigating the Kairotic Moment 
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Earlier in this chapter, kairos-time was described as a constant dipping into ever-

changing waters; however, to understand all of the complexities and characters that 

surround the kairotic moment, the river metaphor needs to be extended out to the sea. 

The comparison between kairos and the sea is long-standing, beginning with a brief 

appearance in Plato’s Laws when the Athenian discusses the relationship between chance 

and skill: 

I was on the brink of saying that man never legislates all; our legislation is 

always the work of chance and infinitely various circumstance. 

Constitutions are wrecked and laws revolutionized by the violence of war, 

or the helplessness of sheer destitution. Again, innovations are often 

forced on us by disease, in the case of the visitations of pestilence, or of 

protracted and recurrent periods of insalubrious weather. In view of such 

facts one might be moved to say, as I have just done, that no law is ever 

made by a man, and that human history is all an affair of chance. Still, the 

same thing may be said with apparent plausibility of seafaring, navigation, 

medicine, or strategy, and yet there is something else which may also be 

said with no less plausibility of them all. … That God is all, while chance 

and circumstance, under God, set the whole course of life for us, and yet 

we must allow for the presence of a third and more amenable partner, 

skill. Thus I should count it no small advantage that the navigator’s skill 

should cooperate with circumstance in a tempest, would not you? (1300) 
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In this passage Plato sets the stage for the metaphor that I will explore in this section.18 In 

particular, this section compares the kairotic moment to the Pontos (what is now known 

as the Black Sea) and poroi or the openings that one must identify and act upon in order 

to navigate the sea. An exploration of Pontos and poroi offers important insight into the 

“navigational skill” (metis) to which Plato refers, revealing tensions between kairos and 

those who wish to master it. The sea metaphor highlights the power struggle between the 

pilot and the external elements of the rhetorical situation, always chockfull of “chance 

and infinitely various circumstance.” 

Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant refer to Pontos repeatedly in their 

comprehensive study of the Greek concept of metis, a concept that they define as 

“cunning intelligence.”19 According to Detienne and Vernant, Pontos can be understood 

as, 

[t]he great, unknown open sea, the expanse of sea where the shores are lost to 

view and where all that can be seen are the sky and the water which, during 

starless nights or in misty storms become indistinguishable, forming a single, 

dark, indistinct mass where there is no point of reference to help find one’s way 

out. (152) 

Within this constantly transforming space, Detienne and Vernant identify several (often 

personified) elements, including poroi, Metis, Tyche, Zeus of Ourios, and Kairos of 

Velia. In the space of Pontos, there are multiple levels to contend with, from the surface 

                                                
18 The inspiration and much of the groundwork for the sea metaphor comes from Detienne and Vernant’s 
Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society. 
19 I return to the concept of metis at the end of this section. The brief definition I have provided here clearly 
does not do justice to their book-length study of the term. 
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of the sea to the spaces above and below—all of which undergo constant transformations 

that are often difficult to predict. The waters of the sea, much like Heraclitus’ river, are 

thus never the same and can never be revisited in the same way. With each new moment, 

the sea moves and shifts in new ways, “[d]isturbed by the winds which blow across it and 

by the flux and reflux of the waves, the sea is the most mobile, changeable and 

polymorphic space” (Detienne and Vernant 221-22). Despite all of the perils of the 

Pontos, however, it is space that must be traversed; the pilot must find ways to advance 

through the unstable waters. 

It is through the navigation of changing waters (or situations) that the connections 

between kairos and agency take shape. According to Detienne and Vernant, 

“[N]avigation on the high seas involving crossing the Pontos is, every time it is 

undertaken, a new adventure, an exploration of a virgin expanse, unmarked by any trace 

of men, a poros to be opened up and constantly replotted on the wide surface of the 

waters, just as if they had never been crossed before” (152). In the Pontos there is no 

clear path that a person can forge or follow. Therefore, in the unstable waters of the 

Pontos (or the kairotic moment), possibilities emerge and disappear, thus making forward 

movement dependent upon the navigational savvy of the pilot. As Detienne and Vernant 

point out, such navigation involves the ability to identify a poros, or “a ford, a passage 

through a stretch of water … the route or path that the navigator has to open up through 
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the pontos and across the sea” (222).20 The ability to maneuver through poroi involves 

understanding the interaction between two specific elements: Tyche and Kairos. 

 As Detienne and Vernant explain, Tyche is the daughter of Ocean and Tethys, 

which makes her a goddess of the sea and a sister to Metis (223). Through her 

connections to both Ocean and Metis, she represents the duality of turbulence and 

navigational skill. According to Detienne and Vernant, Tyche is connected to the ocean in 

that she represents “the individual buffeted by the waves, whirling with the winds, rolling 

helplessly hither and thither without respite.” Yet she also embodies metis as she “takes 

charge of the tiller and guides the ship unerringly to harbour” (223). Even though her 

roiling waves may seem at odds with steady guidance, Detienne and Vernant argue that 

the two are forces that are inextricably linked, stating “Just as the human art of foresight 

develops against the background of a future that is opaque and unpredictable, the art of 

the helmsman can only be exercised within the framework of the uncertainty and 

instability of the sea” (223). Therefore, Tyche represents both the unlikelihood and the 

possibility for agency within a kairotic moment. She embodies both the external forces 

that can impede the pilot and the maneuverability it takes to overcome those forces, 

illustrating that the pilot needs to be connected to the contextual elements at play in the 

situation in order to see and act upon the movement of poroi. 

 Even though the god Kairos does not have a direct link to Ocean as Tyche does, 

Detienne and Vernant connect him to the sea by citing fifth-century evidence of a “trio of 

sea deities where ‘Kairos the Olympian’ is depicted between Pompais and Zeus Ourios.” 

                                                
20 One of the entries for poros in Liddell and Scott includes a reference to specific waterways: “of narrow 
straits, by which one enters a broad sea, the Straits of Gibraltar, Thracian Bosporus, Euripus” (1554). 
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(224). Of the three figures, the relationship between Kairos and Zeus Ourios (responsible 

for favorable winds) is the most interesting. Zeus Ourios is yet another force at work on 

the situation, representing the winds that disturb or calm the sea on which the pilot must 

travel. The navigator must be able to anticipate changes in a specific, contextual way, 

meaning a general knowledge of how the winds blow will not do. Instead, the navigator 

must be tuned in to all of the elements at play in his or her immediate context, as “The 

excellence of the navigator cannot be measured by the scope of his knowledge but rather 

by his ability to foresee and uncover in advance the traps the sea sets for him which are at 

the same time the opportunities it offers to his intelligence as a pilot (Detienne and 

Vernant 224). Therefore, the sea is always offering kairotic moments, openings or 

opportunities that the pilot can seize or shy away from in order to advance. Yet, the 

navigator cannot become comfortable, as forward-movement involves an on-going 

process of uncovering and acting upon opportune moments. Detienne and Vernant 

connect the concepts of sea, wind, and opportunity by stating: 

Thus, the marine Kairos of Velia, supported by Zeus Ourios, can be seen 

as a reflection of the double Tuche within the limited context of 

temporality. But whether they do indeed form a pair or not, Tuche and 

Kairos both emphasize one essential feature of the art of navigation:  the 

necessary complicity between the pilot and the elements of the sea. (224-

25) 

Of course in order to achieve this complicity, the pilot must gain a sense of agency within 

a kairotic moment through the concept of metis. 
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 Detienne and Vernant describe metis as the ability to “foresee the sudden changes 

in the wind, meeting cunning with cunning and spy out the fleeting opportunity to reverse 

the balance of forces” (225-26). Hawhee also uses the concepts of maneuvering and 

navigation in her discussion of metis, describing it as “the mode of negotiating agonistic 

forces, the ability to cunningly and effectively maneuver a cutting instrument, a ship, a 

chariot, a body, on the spot, in the heat of the moment” (47). Therefore, the way to 

navigate unpredictable forces is through an awareness and cultivation of metis. Hawhee 

explores the variety of forms that metis can take, including strategic disguise or 

transformation, trickery, coaxing, reversal, evasion, flexibility, disappearance, or escape. 

She uses the figures of the octopus and fox to illustrate two different forms of metis. 

Hawhee describes the fox as “the figure of metis among land animals, exhibiting the 

capacity for escape and the ability to make the weak strong, whether through cunning 

appeal or nifty disguise” (55). The octopus, on the other hand, is a polymorphic “figure of 

flexibility,” always able to adapt its color and shape as new situations arise (56). Though 

their techniques differ, both the fox and the octopus represent key elements of metis: 

cunning and flexibility.  

 The relationship between metis and kairos involves an interesting balance in 

which a person must be fully present as the moment unfolds but must come to the 

moment with skill, wisdom, and foresight to predict what might transpire. There is 

preparation and swiftness in the action, responses that are both calculated and quick. 

When Isocrates writes about the importance of training students in the tools that they will 

need to navigate a variety of situations, he is referring to the cultivation of the intellectual 
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aspect of metis—the skills that can be developed outside of the kairotic moment. As was 

mentioned earlier in the chapter, Isocrates understands that while kairos is not teachable, 

it is possible for “those who most apply their minds to them [occasions] and are able to 

discern the consequences which for the most part grow out of them, will most often meet 

these occasions in the right way” (291). Even though situations are always changing and 

unpredictable, a person can be trained in the potential elements of rhetorical situations. 

Similarly, in the Phaedrus Plato also refers to this cultivation of metis when he gives the 

following advice: 

And when he is competent to say what type of man is susceptible to what 

kind of discourse; when, further, he can, on catching sight of so-and-so, 

tell himself, ‘That is the man, that character now actually before me is the 

one I heard about in school, and in order to persuade him of so-and-so I 

have to apply these arguments in this fashion.’ (272) 

Plato elaborates on the intellectual aspects of metis by breaking them down into the study 

of character, discourse, and argument types. Therefore, a rhetor can enter a situation with 

insight into the various elements that might come into play, which can provide a sense of 

stability. 

In addition to intellectual metis, there is a bodily side to the concept, one that 

demands an embodied knowledge that can only be exercised in the moment. According to 

Hawhee, metis is corporeal, existing in a realm beyond the purely cognitive or logical. In 

fact, in Greek mythology Zeus swallowed Metis (his first wife), thus incorporating her 

into his body. Hawhee explains that after consuming her, Zeus then “takes on the cunning 
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and resourcefulness characteristic of Metis” (49). Metis, thus, can be said to live in the 

body. Or, as Hawhee explains, metis can be understood as “a kind of bodily becoming, 

insofar as it is transmitted through a blurring of boundaries between bodies, as in the 

Zeus-Metis exchange” (50). Thought (nous) is certainly an element of metis, as both 

Isocrates and Plato refer to the skills that must be learned in order to prepare for 

rhetorical situations; however, to enact metis a person must also have a bodily 

understanding of the situation, feeling his or her way through the elements. The idea of 

feeling one’s way through situations is conveyed in Hawhee’s description of metis as “a 

mingling of quick, responsive impulses.” Drawing from Detienne and Vernant, Hawhee 

also explains that metis “emerges only from shifting or ambiguous situations, thus 

eluding logical apprehension” (48). Therefore, metis can be described as a skill that is 

impulse-based, kairotic, and often existing outside the realm of logic. The person who is 

practiced in metis can predict the approach of kairos and sense how to move effectively 

within the moment. This person does not back away or hesitate in a kairotic moment. 

Instead, she senses the arrival of the moment and trusts that her mind and body will react 

appropriately. 

 
Bodily Poroi: Kairos and/in the Body 

In order to understand the skill that “corporeal metis” requires, the internal realm 

must be reconceptualized in a way that acknowledges the complexities of emotion and 

sensation. The sea metaphor—with all of the turbulent movement of the winds and 

waves—can be directly applied to the body. Yet, instead of continuing the sea metaphor, 

I will draw upon the ancient Greek concept of the splanchna (roughly “guts” or 
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“innards”) as a way to animate the features of the internal realm. I use the splanchna in 

particular because it is a concept that conflates emotional and intellectual processes in a 

way that conveys the life and flux discussed earlier with kairos and the sea. Certainly the 

world of fifth-century Greece in which the concept of splanchna originated differs 

dramatically from contemporary times, making a return to the concept of the splanchna 

problematical. Thus instead of arguing for a revival of the concept, I am using the term 

splanchna as a starting point to invite an expanded understanding of the internal realm 

from which a sense of the relationship between kairos and emotion can emerge. 

To begin, it is important to note that the ancient Greeks did not conceive of the body 

and emotions as passive. In In and Out of Mind: Greek Images of the Tragic Self, Ruth 

Padel introduces the Greek concept splanchna, a term that gives life, even a sense of 

agency and intellect, to bodily organs and emotional experiences. Padel explains that in 

the fifth century there was an intellectual debate among the Greeks about where thought 

and consciousness originate in the body. Padel refers to a few “eccentric” thinkers who 

believed the brain to be the seat of consciousness; for the most part, though, people 

rooted consciousness in the splanchna.21 Padel explains, “[W]hen people wondered what 

was going on inside someone, what mattered was that person’s splanchna or ‘guts’” (12-

13). She provides a detailed overview of definitions and usages of splanchna, beginning 

with the following: 

                                                
21 According to Julia Annas, it was Herophilus of Chalcedon (c. 270 BCE) and Erasistratus of Ceos (c. 260 
BCE) who discovered the central nervous system and the role the brain plays in consciousness by cutting 
open living criminals (22-3).  
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Splanchna (singular splanchnon) are the innards, the general collection of 

heart, liver, lungs, gallbladder, and attendant blood vessels. English 

translations of splanchna depend on context. The lexicon reaches for 

words like ‘entrails’ (in contexts of divination) and ‘bowels’ (in contexts 

of emotion). ‘Feeling,’ ‘mood,’ ‘temper,’ or ‘mind’ often seem more apt. 

Splanchna feel. They feel anxiety, fear, grief, and sometimes love and 

desire. In the New Testament, splanchnizomai is ‘I feel pity.’ Splanchnas 

soften in worry. The bully Menelaus ‘will soften his splanchna’ when his 

daughter is at risk. But in vehement feeling they are taut. (13) 

Splanchna provides an all-encompassing term for the complicated inner workings of 

thought and feeling that move through individual bodies, animating internal features in a 

way that expands consciousness beyond the brain so as to bring a fuller vision of the 

body into focus—a vision that allows for an expanded role of emotion and feeling. In 

Padel’s description the splanchna have the capacity for both feeling and physical activity, 

and their responses are always context-based. Splanchna experience various emotions, 

softening or hardening according to the particular situation. The splanchna take on an 

especially active role in Padel’s example of a chase between Orestes and the Erinyes, 

during which “their splanchnon ‘pants with many labors’” (13). The sense of agency 

connected to the splanchna comes into play again as, according to Padel, “Splanchna 

contain feeling, but also hide it. A person may conceal feeling ‘under one’s splanchna.’ 

The very inner thing that must be learned, if we want to know people, masks their 

feeling” (14). If the splanchna have a life of their own and cannot always be trusted, then 
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the openings that allow access to the splanchna cannot be assumed predictable or 

reliable.22 In fact, Padel references the Byzantine scholar Eustathius who describes the 

splanchna themselves as “gates of thoughts and feeling, gates we close against outsiders” 

(14). Padel explains that the gate-keeping quality of the splanchna render a person 

“doubly masked” in that the splanchna are hidden internally but are also actively at work 

to hide themselves (14). In order to read and affect a person on the level of the splanchna, 

the various gates that block entry must be accessed. 

One way to investigate points of access into the body and emotions is through the 

concept of “bodily poroi.” In the context of the sea, poroi are openings or passageways 

that allow for travel through difficult elements. Additionally, poroi are the bodily 

openings and passageways responsible for sensory and emotional experience. After citing 

a series of definitions in which poroi are passageways into or across the sea, Liddell and 

Scott also refer to poros as “a passage through the skin” and “the pores” (Intermediate 

662). This connection between poroi and the body is most often traced back to the 

Pythagorean philosopher Empedocles and his theory of pores and effluences. 

Empedocles believed that perception, respiration, and sensation all occur through 

pores in the body. He describes the pores (poroi) as “Bloodless pipes of flesh [that] are 

stretched over the body’s surface” through which blood and air travel (qtd. in Padel 42). 

The substances that travel into and through the poroi are what Empedocles refers to as 

“effluences,” which exude “from all things in existence” (Wright 229). To explain 

                                                
22 In addition to their physicality, the splanchna were also considered the source of a person’s character. 
Padel explains, “It is unfair, for instance, to dislike someone before you clearly learn their splanchnon” 
(13). 
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Empedocles’ theory of effluences, M. R. Wright references Plutarch’s response to the 

question “Why does the octopus change color?” According to Wright, “Plutarch suggests 

that minute particles detached from rocks and sprayed by the sea pass into the porous 

skin of the octopus; when the creature is frightened, it contracts its body so that the 

effluences are held on the surface of the skin and do not penetrate” (229). Wright 

describes Plutarch’s explanation of the octopus as “a particular application of 

Empedocles’ theory, according to which all bodies have pores closely packed on their 

surfaces, and effluences are given off not only by the roots but also by compounds” 

(229). Therefore, the particles released by the rocks are the effluences that interact with 

the poroi on/in the skin of the octopus and thus have a transformative effect on the body. 

Of course, as this example indicates, entry into the poroi is not always a simple or 

straight-forward process, as the poroi have the ability to expand and contract. 

The transformation that occurs during the interaction between poroi and effluences is 

not strictly a surface-level phenomenon. For example, Socrates sums up Empedocles’ 

theory of pores and effluences in Meno by simply explaining that the pores are “passages 

to which and through which the effluences make their way.” However, Socrates explains 

that effluences vary in size, shape, and texture and thus cannot all fit through the same 

poroi, which also vary in terms of size and accessibility. Socrates provides the example 

of color and sight, stating “Color is an effluence from shapes commensurate with sight 

and perceptible by it” (359). Therefore, perception is possible, as Padel explains, “When 

something fits into the poroi of any of the senses” (42). Perception fails when the poroi 
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and effluence do not match up. Yet, when the poroi and effluence do match up, 

perception is enabled and often transformed. 

In order to reach the splanchna or to have the splanchna reach the surface, the poroi 

must be utilized. As Padel explains, “By the late fifth-century, a key word is poroi, 

‘routes, channels, ways, crossings’: the word that gives us ‘pores.’ Poroi provide ‘ways’ 

into, within, and out of the body” (41). Therefore, bodily poroi can be understood as the 

transport system or route for the movement of splanchna throughout the body. In other 

words, poroi are both openings and channels throughout the body that allow sensations 

and emotion to enter, exit, and circulate within bodies. Of course, in thinking about the 

ways in which something like emotion enters and exits the body, the concept of the pulai 

(gates) that Padel mentions cannot be ignored. The poroi and pulai provide the 

transportation of and access to the splanchna, but the access is neither easy nor direct. 

With the opening and closing of the “gates” and the sense of agency within the splanchna 

themselves, emotional response must be understood as guarded on several levels.  

These broad ancient Greek concepts unite in service to rhetorical theory in 

Gorgias’ discussion of the ways in which speech operates on/in/as a body. In particular, 

Hawhee explores the role of the bodily poroi in a kairotic moment in Gorgias’ Encomium 

of Helen. Before moving into Hawhee’s reading, though, it is important to first trace the 

roots of Gorgias’ theory. To begin, Empedocles was Gorgias’ teacher, and, according to 

Michael Carter, it was through Empedocles that Gorgias came to his understanding of 

kairos in rhetoric (101). Generally speaking, in the Pythagorean theory of the cosmos, the 

universe is made up of opposing forces, the monad and the dyad, that are always 
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clashing. Within their clashing lies a generative potential that can only be tapped through 

their harmony, which is achieved through kairos or a moment of reconciliation between 

the opposing forces of the monad and dyad. Empedocles’ specific theory of the cosmos 

names “Love” and “Strife” as the central opposing forces in the universe, with love 

bringing elements together and strife driving them apart. The influence of Pythagorean 

theory is apparent in Gorgias’ emphasis on opposition and competing logoi. In addition to 

Gorgias’ emphasis on the generative force of opposing elements, Empedocles’ theory of 

pores and effluences clearly emerges in Gorgias’ rhetorical theory. In the following 

section, I draw on Hawhee’s work to connect the concept of bodily poroi to the study and 

practice of rhetoric. 

 

Gorgias and the Navigation of Bodily Poroi 

Deborah Hawhee explains that the bodily poroi “operate as tiny channels, moving 

various transformative substances—such as air or passion—through the body” (78). In 

applying the theory of pores and effluences to Gorgias’ rhetorical theory, Hawhee 

describes “words” as effluents that can penetrate and alter the body. She uses Gorgias’ 

famous pharmakon passage in the Encomium of Helen to illustrate how words can 

become “transformative substances” that, after entering the body as effluents, move 

through the body/soul with transformative force, often inciting emotional 

transformations. Hawhee draws on the following translation of the pharmakon passage:  

The power of speech has the same relation to the disposition of the soul as 

the application of drugs on the disposition of the body. For just as different 
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drugs draw different juices out of the body, and some end disease but 

others end life, so also some speeches produce pain, some enjoyment, 

some fear; some instill courage in hearers; some drug and beguile the soul 

with a kind of evil persuasion. (79)  

Therefore, when speech enters the soul, it can be said to have an overall effect of 

corruption or deception, or it can stir emotional responses in the body (which, it seems, 

may or may not be corruptive). With this reference to emotion, Gorgias links speech and 

the body, likening speech to a chemical that enters and influences the body. However, 

according to Hawhee, speech not only acts on the body or soul, but it also operates as a 

body (80). To illustrate her point, she refers to another well-known passage from the 

Encomium of Helen: “Speech is a great ruler that with the smallest and most invisible 

body accomplishes most godlike works. For it is strong enough to stop fear and to relieve 

pain and to instill joy and to increase compassion” (80). In Hawhee’s reading of the 

Encomium, Gorgias illustrates the porous nature of the body by describing the ways in 

which speech/drugs move within, but he also describes speech as an effluent, even an 

entity (“smallest and most invisible body”), that can penetrate the body. In this sense, 

speech is an effluent that, once emitted, travels through openings that are at once entry 

points into bodies and the passageways within. 

 The archery example seems especially pertinent to return to here because it helps 

explain the connection between kairos and the Empedoclian theory of pores and 

effluences. As I discussed earlier in this chapter, kairos, when applied to archery, does 

not focus on the target but rather on the tunnel of air through which the arrow must travel 
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if it is to hit the target. In the Encomium Gorgias describes the ways in which speech (the 

arrow) moves through pores (the aperture). Instead of describing a particular goal or telos 

for the speech/arrow, Gorgias lists various emotional effects that speech can have as it 

moves through the body/aperture:  distress, delight, fear, boldness, joy, pity. Of course, in 

order to create movement within the body, speech, that powerful lord, must gain entrance 

which means that the rhetor must understand how to read and navigate openings—a 

complicated task considering the aforementioned statement that “[s]ome effluences fit 

into some of the passages, whereas others are too coarse or too fine” (Meno 359). Just as 

the archer must study and practice in order to gain the skill necessary to navigate poroi in 

the air, the rhetor must learn to analyze the elements of the situation in order to identify 

both temporal and bodily poroi through which carefully shaped speech can be directed.  

A Kairotic Approach to Emotion 
 

Finally, it is necessary to step back from the level of the bodily pores to look once 

again at the overall concept of emotion and its connection to kairos. Although rhetorical 

treatises tend to focus on the inherent dangers of emotion and the importance of 

temperance, kairos is embedded in the concept of pathos. According to Julia Annas, the 

“normal usage” of pathos in Greek does not suggest that emotion is either good or bad; 

instead, the concept focuses on how emotion is handled or used (103). Pathos, therefore, 

is meant to project a concept of emotion that is always situational and dependent upon the 

actions of individuals. It is clear that the motivation to create “emotion rules” comes from 

the power of individual choice and action in regard to emotion, and it is also clear that 

such rules are important in guiding those choices when emotions are stirred. Shifting the 
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concept of kairos into the forefront of emotion theory in rhetorical studies, however, 

introduces fluidity into the emotion taxonomies that have been reified throughout the 

history of rhetoric. 

Aristotle and Quintilian offer what can be read as the beginnings of a kairotic 

approach to emotion. Principally, they both emphasize the point that emotion must be 

understood in terms of context. As I have noted, Aristotle includes “occasion” as one of 

the fundamental elements of his tripartite approach to understanding emotion. And, as I 

discussed in chapter one, Quintilian discusses emotion by presenting a series of specific 

situations. Aristotle and Quintilian acknowledge the importance of bringing kairos into 

the equation when studying emotion, which confirms the connection between the two 

concepts, but a kairotic approach goes a step further by presenting emotion as a parallel 

concept to kairos—a concept that is empowered by the notion of flux and thus diminishes 

in power and potential when assigned a concrete definition. Just as a “theory of the 

opportune” would deplete the concept of kairos, formulas for teaching emotion—in 

ancient through contemporary rhetoric—strip emotion of its power. Combining the flux 

and context of kairos with the concept of emotion offers a new space in which theories 

and usages of emotion can begin to expand in rhetorical studies. 

In order to have a kairotic approach, however, the role of metis must also be 

acknowledged. An expanded vision of emotion as fluid and contextual is potentially 

dangerous and messy territory without a sense of metis. Therefore, a kairotic approach to 

emotion must involve a balance between a moment-to-moment understanding of emotion 

and the intellectual/corporeal foresight necessary to steer through those moments. As I 
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mentioned earlier in this chapter, Hawhee describes metis as “the mode of negotiating 

agonistic forces, the ability to cunningly and effectively maneuver a cutting instrument, a 

ship, a chariot, a body, on the spot, in the heat of the moment” (47). The maneuvering of 

a body through the heat of the moment cannot be systematically taught. Just as a pilot 

cannot know the movement of the waves and winds of the sea until he or she is sailing, 

specific currents of emotion cannot be known outside of the emotional experience. In 

order to expand the role of emotion in rhetorical studies, therefore, the “emotion rules” or 

guidelines that tend to govern rhetorical handbooks must be balanced with equally deep 

examinations of the mechanics of emotion, which change moment to moment and about 

which there is a dearth of source texts. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have focused primarily on the role of kairos in the concept of 

emotion, arguing for a kairos-based approach to emotion in rhetorical theory. However, 

the role of emotion in the concept of kairos must also be developed in order to understand 

the complexity of the relationship between kairos and emotion. The etymological study 

of kairos presented in this chapter reveals that emotion is not embedded in the concept of 

kairos. In fact, according to its etymology, kairos is simply an opening or opportunity. 

Therefore, the role that emotion plays in the concept of kairos cannot be determined by 

studying kairos alone. It is through the concept of metanoia—the long-time partner of 

kairos—that emotion enters the kairotic moment. Thus a study of kairos and emotion 

must acknowledge, and seek to understand, the presence of metanoia.   
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As was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the concept of kairos was so 

powerful and prevalent in the ancient Greek world that it demanded deification. In 

chapter three I trace the god of opportunity (Kairos) and his Latin counterpart the 

goddess Occasio through thousands of years of scholarship, literature, and artwork, 

beginning with Lysippus’ famous statue of Kairos (mid-fourth century BCE) and 

extending through the Renaissance emblem writers. In tracing Kairos/Occasio, I reveal 

the partnership that exists between the god/goddess of opportunity and Metanoia (or 

Paenitentia in Latin), a figure who brings elements of reflection, repentance, regret and 

transformation, into the kairotic moment. Introducing metanoia not only brings emotion 

explicitly into the concept of kairos, but it expands the potential for the range of emotion 

that exists within the kairotic moment.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

TRANSFORMING THE MOMENT: AN ICONOGRAPHIC STUDY OF KAIROS AND 
METANOIA 

 

Kairos, when personified as the Greek god of opportunity, appears in the form of 

a young, athletic man with wings on his feet and back that propel him swiftly forward 

(Fig. 3.1). He often balances on a ball or wheel to illustrate his unpredictability and he 

carries a razor to warn of the sharp nature of his entrances and exits. His most 

distinguishing feature, however, is his hair. As the god of opportunity approaches, his 

long forelock of hair is clearly in view, offering a brief moment in which the god can be 

seized. Even the slightest moment of hesitation and the god passes, leaving only the 

surprising view of the back of his head, 

which is shaved ungraspably smooth. 

For thousands of years the god Kairos, 

or his Latin counterpart the goddess 

Occasio, has been a recurring character 

in art and literature. He has been the 

central feature of sculptures, paintings, 

and poems, and has served as the 

inspiration for powerful metaphors and 

warnings appearing in literature from ancient to contemporary times. Yet, an often-

neglected fact is revealed upon close study: the god of opportunity does not work alone.  

 
 

 
Figure 3.1, Andrea Alciati, Emblem 122, “On 

Opportunity” 
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Throughout the history of rhetoric, scholars have been studying the concept of 

kairos. Yet, through those millennia, a shadowy figure has followed the god of 

opportunity but has received nowhere near the same amount of attention. Her name is 

Metanoia and she trails Opportunity, usually sowing regret and inspiring repentance in 

the wake of a missed moment. She is typically depicted as a veiled and seemingly 

sorrowful woman who waits in Kairos/Occasio’s shadow, ever-ready to accompany those 

who hesitate.23 Portrayals of Metanoia range widely in age and expression, varying from 

a kind and angelic young woman to a sharp and vengeful old woman. Oftentimes her face 

is difficult to discern as it is partially covered by a robe, veil, or her own hand. The most 

explicit message that Metanoia conveys is the promise of lament for those who miss the 

moment. However, when the personifications of Metanoia are viewed through the 

complexities of the concept of metanoia and the connection it shares with kairos, the 

message she communicates extends beyond lamentation.  

In this chapter I provide a detailed exploration of both textual and visual 

representations of Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia. Although there have been several 

studies devoted to the Kairos/Occasio iconography, the scholarly scope of information on 

the Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia partnership remains fairly limited. For the purpose of 

this study, I will trace representations of Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia from Posidippus’ 

ekphrastic epigram in The Greek Anthology into the Renaissance where images of 

Occasio become especially prolific due to her conflation with the goddess Fortuna. I 

                                                
23 I use the Kairos/Occasio construction throughout the chapter because Metanoia has been paired with 
both the male and female versions of Opportunity. Also, I will use Metanoia throughout, though I will 
make a parenthetical note when I am discussing a particular piece in which she has been referred to by a 
specific name (e.g. Paenitentia, Penitence, Regret). 
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offer this survey of images to demonstrate the longevity of the relationship between 

Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia, but I also draw attention to the variations in the depictions 

of the two figures as a way to better understand the concepts they represent. In particular, 

acknowledging the presence of metanoia in the kairotic moment reveals that emotion and 

transformation are not inherent in the concept of kairos. Instead, it is metanoia that brings 

emotion and transformation into kairos. Thus any argument that seeks to understand the 

role of emotion in kairos must acknowledge the presence of metanoia. 

 

Kairos and Metanoia as Linked Concepts 

By definition, metanoia is most commonly understood as “repentance” or 

“afterthought” (from meta meaning “after” or “beyond” and nous meaning “mind”). In A 

New Greek and English Lexicon, James Donnegan provides a more detailed description 

of the action involved in repentance, incorporating reflection, change, and regret into the 

concept. Specifically, he defines the verb metanoeo as “to change one’s mind on 

subsequent reflection; to change one’s resolution—to repent, or regret; to rue any action” 

(841). Donnegan defines the noun form, metanoia, as “change of mind, or purpose, on 

subsequent reflection, or experience; repentance; regret” (841). In both definitions there 

is a clear change in thinking or perspective that occurs upon reflection. The Liddell and 

Scott Greek lexicon does not use the word “reflection,” but they maintain the idea of 

metanoia as information or insight that comes after a critical moment has passed. It 

defines the verb metanoeo as to “perceive afterwards or too late; change one’s mind or 

purpose; change one’s opinion and think that it is not; repent” and the noun metanoia as 
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“change of mind or heart, repentance, regret; afterthought or correction” (1115). Though 

Donnegan and Liddell and Scott focus on the changing of mind or perspective, Pamela 

Calvert offers a contemporary interpretation that includes, “coming to one’s senses, 

repentance, transcendence, inclusiveness, open-endedness, movement” (146).24 In 

general, the concept of metanoia can be understood as a state of being in which a person 

experiences an important shift in perspective, one that affects the mind and heart.  

Another important aspect of metanoia is its role in Christianity where the “change 

of mind or heart” is understood to be one of spiritual revelation and conversion. 

According to Joseph Pathrapankal, “Metanoia and faith are the watchwords of Christian 

theology. … In fact, they are twin concepts and are fundamental for a correct 

understanding of the biblical message both in the Old Testament and in the New 

Testament” (3). He argues that metanoia was a central and frequently referenced theme in 

Christian doctrine as early as the first century (6). The Christian interpretation of 

metanoia became widely understood and appreciated through Augustine’s Confessions 

where readers are given an intimate look at the spiritual transformation of Augustine’s 

soul. Even though the connection between metanoia, redemption, and conversation 

remains consistent in its Christian definition, the specifics of the conversion vary. For 

example, in both the Synoptic (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) and Pauline interpretations, 

metanoia is a necessity for sinners, yet the interpretations diverge in that the Synoptic 

understanding of metanoia calls for “a return to the purity of the Christian existence 

which the believer already had” and the Pauline approach involves “turning toward the 

                                                
24 The inclusion of “movement” provides an interesting connection to emotion and movere. 
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new event of salvation in Jesus Christ which one had not yet experienced” (Pathrapankal 

13, emphasis in original). Therefore, whether it involves a path of return or an entirely 

new revelation, the Christian interpretation of metanoia signifies movement in a new 

spiritual direction—movement that is often spurred or accompanied by repentance.  

The concept of repentance plays an active role in Christian metanoia by providing 

the emotional drive toward a new path. According to Calvert, “Repentance is at the core 

of metanoia, and no writer on conversion discounts its significance in the overall process 

of change” (150). When understood as a central contributor to an overall process of 

change, repentance becomes more explicitly connected to movement and transformation 

than to remorse and regret, which are oftentimes viewed as more stagnant states. When 

associated with metanoia, with or without religious implications, repentance is more 

closely aligned with reflection. It is the act of looking back at past actions in order to 

move in a different direction. Interestingly, it is through these actions that the concept of 

kairos comes to be intimately linked to metanoia. As the images in this chapter will 

illustrate, metanoia is often presented as the state of being that immediately follows the 

passing of kairos. When a person is repenting a particular action, they are reflecting on a 

kairotic moment, recounting an opportunity upon which they could have acted 

differently.  

Panofsky (inadvertently) conflates kairos and metanoia when he defines kairos as 

“the brief, decisive moment which marks a turning-point in the life of human beings or in 

the development of the universe” (71). As was discussed in chapter two, kairos is 

traditionally understood as a “brief, decisive moment.” However, the idea of a “turning 
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point in the life of human beings” is metanoia.25 In the interaction between the two 

concepts, metanoia relies on kairos in that metanoia cannot be established unless a choice 

has been made or an action taken. Even if metanoia is interpreted as a spiritual 

conversion that is inspired by divine forces, that conversion cannot be made concrete 

until actions are taken that demonstrate the transformation. Thus the internal 

transformation of metanoia becomes externally known through the action of seizing a 

kairotic moment. Timothy Buck presents a literary example from Der arme Heinrich that 

illustrates the importance of action in confirming metanoia. Of Heinrich’s failed attempt 

at achieving metanoia Buck writes:  

Even if we concede that in spite of this disappointing conclusion 

Heinrich’s reappraisal does indicate a change of heart, he fails to prove by 

his actions that he is in earnest. He accepts the girl’s offer of sacrifice. Had 

he refused, he would have given sure proof that he is no longer the self-

centered individual that he has been hitherto; but as it is, he hesitates, 

accepts—and thereby lets slip his opportunity. Admittedly he shows 

himself to be extremely moved by her offer, and even tries to change her 

mind, but the fact is that he does not take the vital decision which would 

have testified to the sincerity of his new outlook. (392) 

When Buck uses language such as “but as it is, he hesitates, accepts—and thereby lets 

slip his opportunity” it is difficult not to hear resonances of kairos. Interestingly, though, 
                                                
25 Pathrapankal provides further support for interpreting metanoia as a “turning point” when he connects 
metanoia to shubh. He states, “there is complete agreement among scholars that the word corresponding to 
the New Testament words metanoein and metanoia is the Hebrew verb shubh” (35). Pathrapankal goes on 
to explain that shubh “is basically a verb of motion and movement: ‘turn, return, turn back, go back, come 
back’, all within the meaning of this verb” (35-6). 
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this passage presents a shift in the order of events, suggesting that metanoia can precede 

the kairotic moment. More specifically, metanoia can develop through a chain of events, 

as the feeling of regret that follows a missed opportunity can inspire an internal 

transformation that makes a person more attuned to kairotic moments.26 As Buck’s 

description suggests, the change of mind or heart that characterizes metanoia can develop 

on a personal level, internally, but it is through the choices that are made in crucial 

moments (kairos) that the transformation is either confirmed or denied. 

In addition to its connection with action and choice, the role of kairos in metanoia 

can also be interpreted as an epiphany moment in religious conversion. Harold Bush 

illustrates the concept of the kairos epiphany in the following description of religious 

conversion (which he explicitly refers to as metanoia):  

For many Christians, both contemporary and in the nation’s past, the exact 

moment of regeneration can be fixed to a specific time, date, and place. A 

1983 study showed that “among contemporary American Evangelicals 

interviewed, 94.2 percent reported having had a conversion experience at 

an identifiable point…the soteriological emphasis within Evangelicism is 

on a specific turning point in a person’s biography.” (4) 

Bush is referring to metanoia when he describes  “a conversion experience” and “a 

specific turning point in a person’s biography.” In addition to metanoia, he alludes to the 

concept of kairos by suggesting that there is a single, critical moment in which such a 

                                                
26 The idea that metanoia can precede—and even assist in—kairotic moments is connected to the 
discussion of metis in chapter two. The transformation that comes from the regret of a missed moment can 
make a person more connected to kairos, which can then lead to the navigational savvy of metis in which a 
person both anticipates and acts upon the kairotic moment. 
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conversion takes place. According to Bush’s description, kairos can be understood as the 

gateway or opening into the “moment of regeneration.” Of course, the concept of a 

specific “moment of regeneration” also suggests a common interpretation of kairos in 

which there is a single, critical moment that cannot be replicated. In tracing references to 

metanoia in the scriptures, Pathrapankal provides an example of this all-or-nothing 

interpretation of kairos. He writes: 

According to the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews, metanoia belongs to 

the ‘first elements of the word of God,’ namely, the fundamental doctrines 

of metanoia from dead works and faith toward God. The uniqueness and 

decisive character of metanoia express themselves in a tragic fact: a moral 

impossibility of a second metanoia for those Christians; and the author 

paints in dark colours the future of such fallen Christians. Esau did not get 

a second chance of metanoia, although with tears he sought it. (6)  

The notion that there is one opportunity upon which a person must act upon is very much 

in line with the legend of the god Kairos who offers one fateful moment in which a 

person must act—no second chances. Interestingly, in Pathrapankal’s example kairos and 

metanoia seem to be conflated in that it is metanoia that must be seized in order to avoid 

lament. Although the word kairos does not appear in this passage, it is clear that 

metanoia is tied to the idea of seizing a single, essential opportunity. 

Even though kairos most often represents a single opportunity, the pairing of 

metanoia and kairos reveals that there are other paths. If kairos is seized, the person is 

carried down the path of that particular opportunity. But, if the moment is missed, the 
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path or paths of metanoia remain—paths that bring opportunities that are tied to 

reflection, regret, transformation, and repentance. In other words, although the experience 

of metanoia can be emotionally painful, it is laden with the potential for learning and 

growth. Of course, the learning and growth does not come automatically when a moment 

is missed. Just as the kairotic moment requires a certain level of navigational savvy and 

cunning (metis), the missed moment calls for a commitment to navigating the realm of 

reflection and transformation.27 Although the images of Metanoia that are presented in 

this chapter leave her path(s) open to the imagination, they clearly illustrate that the 

possibilities range dramatically from punishment and pain to reflection and renewal. In 

the following survey of Kairos and Metanoia iconography, the complicated relationship 

between the two concepts is communicated through the various physical features, 

personalities, settings, and accoutrements that each author or artist brings to the story. 

 

Kairos and Metanoia in Greek and Roman Epigrams 

As Ruth Padel explains, “for the Greeks of the fifth century B.C., there were 

gods—like electricity—at work all the time, in their bodies, minds, homes, and cities” 

(3). One of the gods at work in the ancient world was Kairos, god of opportunity and 

youngest son of Zeus. According to Pausanias, Kairos was first worshipped as a god in a 

hymn by Ion of Chios around the fifth century BCE (Cook; Sipiora). The most famous 

and influential representation of Kairos is Lysippus’ bronze statue, sculpted in the mid-

fourth century BCE. The statue, which was originally placed in the entrance way to 

                                                
27 The “metis of the missed moment” will be addressed in more detail in chapter five’s discussion of 
akairos.  
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Lysippus’ workshop in Sicyon, no longer exists, but its features are known through extant 

descriptions and artwork that were reportedly inspired by the original piece. Jeremy 

Tanner acknowledges that the Kairos statue can be read as “a cult Personification, like 

Kephisodotos’ Eirene and Ploutos (Peace and Wealth)”; yet, Tanner argues that the piece 

“represented Lysippus’ claim to have mastered Kairos and thus to have leapt from the 

ranks of the craftsman to that of the intelligentsia” (180). Widely divergent from Tanner’s 

reading of the statue as symbolic of the artist’s domination over time and opportunity, 

Arthur Bernard Cook makes the argument that the statue was not an allegorical 

representation of Kairos and was instead intended to represent an athletic male form (at 

which Lysippus excelled), going through the puberty rite (859). Though the artist’s 

intention may never be known, there is a long history of ekphrastic epigrams describing 

Lysippus’ statue that shed light on the ways in which the concept of kairos has evolved 

over the centuries.28 In addition to the epigrams, personifications of Kairos have taken 

shape in media such as bas reliefs, paintings, emblem art, and medals. Through many 

genres and eras, Kairos has been transformed into the goddess Occasio, absorbed features 

of the goddess Fortuna, and gained a partnership with Metanoia.  

The earliest description of Lysippus’ sculpture of Kairos occurs in an epigram 

written by the poet Posidippus (16.275 in The Greek Anthology) believed to have been 

completed within a century of the sculpture (Kay 98). Lucia Prauscello explains, “[T]he 

whole poem is structured as a dialogue between the Lysippan statue and a fictionalized 

                                                
28 In chapter four I explore the role of ekphrasis as both a literary genre and a rhetorical device. The 
ekphrastic epigrams examined in this chapter are dialogic poems that present a conversation between a 
piece of artwork and an unidentified onlooker. The onlooker asks the artwork (the Kairos sculpture in this 
case) a series of questions, thus unpacking the symbolic meaning for an audience.   
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viewer whose primary concern is not so much to describe vividly the physical details of 

the sculpture he, or she, is looking at as to understand their embodied meanings and thus 

correctly interpret them” (513). The epigram details the statue’s features through a 

dialogue between an unidentified questioner (“A”) and the statue (“B”): 

A. Who and whence was the sculptor? B. From Sicyon. A. And his name? 

B. Lysippus. A. And who art thou? B. Time who subdueth all things.29 A. 

Why dost thou stand on tip-toe? B. I am ever running. A. Any why hast 

thou a pair of wings on thy feet? B. I fly with the wind. A. And why does 

thou hold a razor in thy right hand? B. As a sign to men that I am sharper 

than any sharp edge. A. And why does thy hair hang over thy face? B. For 

him who meets me to take me by the forelock. A. And why, in Heaven’s 

name, is the back of thy head bald? B. Because none whom I have once 

raced by on my winged feet will now, though he wishes it sore, take hold 

of me from behind. A. Why did the artist fashion thee? B. For your sake, 

stranger, and he set me up in the porch as a lesson. (Paton 325) 

The epigram provides a detailed description of the statue, from its physical features and 

movements to its overall purpose. Yet, in considering the veracity of the information, it is 

important to acknowledge the genre in which the epigram is placed. Posidippus’ epigram 

is considered ekphrastic, a genre that generally includes rhetorical descriptions of 

artwork, both real and imagined. According to Pollitt, readers need to be aware of the 

rhetorical element in ekphrastic works and allow for “a certain exaggeration” in the 

                                                
29 In his translation, W.R. Paton notes that even though he is using the word “Time,” it is Time “in his 
character of Opportunity, not length of years” (325). 
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descriptions (150). In addition, Kay suggests that ekphrastic descriptions of the Kairos 

statue became “more flowery and unconvincing the later their date” (98). Though the aim 

of ekphrastic writing is often to please through vivid and lively description (hence the 

propensity toward exaggeration), ekphraseis can also serve a didactic purpose by guiding 

an audience through an analysis of a work of art, as is the case in Posidippus’ Kairos 

epigram.  

Perhaps the most elaborate and most passionately written Greek description of 

Lysippus’ Kairos can be found in Callistratus’ Descriptions, a third or fourth century 

collection of short essays in which each piece focuses on a statue of a mythological 

character. In his entry on Kairos, Callistratus revels in the statue’s nature-defying beauty 

and power. He writes: 

We stood speechless at the sight when we saw the bronze accomplishing the 

deeds of nature and departing from its own proper province. For though it was 

bronze it blushed; and though it was hard by nature, it melted into softness, 

yielding to all the purposes of art; and though it was void of living sensation, it 

inspired the belief that it had sensation dwelling within it. (397) 

Of course, as was clear in Posidippus’ epigram, this experience of awe is only part of the 

statue’s purpose. The bulk of Callistratus’ description focuses on describing the features 

of the statue. First, he draws attention to Opportunity’s youth, describing him as “head to 

foot resplendent with the bloom of youth.” In addition to his radiant, glowing, and 

eternally youthful beauty, Opportunity is portrayed as standing on his toes with wings on 

his heels, balancing on a sphere. Even though the statue was firmly affixed to the ground, 
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Callistratus felt a strong sense of animation in the body, so much so that it tricked his 

eyes into believing for a moment that the figure was actually moving forward. In 

Callistratus’ description, the statue maintains the same unique hairstyle with a long 

forelock, “creeping down over the eyebrows,” curls hanging down on his cheeks. Despite 

the long lock of hair in front, however, the back of Opportunity’s hair is bald, “showing 

only the first indications of sprouting hair.”30 

The unique features of the statue are elucidated in the final section of Callistratus’ 

description with the help of an unnamed man “who was skilled in the arts and who, with 

a deeper perception of art, knew how to track down the marvels of craftsmen, applied 

reasoning to the artist’s creation” (399).31 Working with information from his unnamed 

source, Callistratus explains that the wings on Opportunity’s feet “suggested his 

swiftness, and that, borne by the seasons, he goes rolling on through all eternity.” 

Additionally, Opportunity must always have a youthful beauty, as beauty “is always 

opportune and that Opportunity is the only artificer of beauty.” As to the strange 

hairstyle, the stranger explained that “the lock of hair on his forehead indicated that while 

he is easy to catch as he approaches, yet, when he has passed by, the moment of action 

has likewise expired, and that, if opportunity is neglected, it cannot be recovered.” From 

the descriptions and explanations that Callistratus offers, swiftness and eternity, youth 

and beauty, and timing and agency can be understood as fundamental attributes of 

Lysippus’ interpretation of Kairos.  

                                                
30 A final feature that is mentioned in Himerios’ description of the statue (another example of ekphrasis) is 
the presence of a scale in Opportunity’s left hand (Pollitt 150). 
31 The inclusion of such as person (a guide or connoisseur) is a convention of ekphrastic poetry. 
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Though it is not clear whether or not Callistratus had any direct experience with 

Posidippus’ epigram, the differences in the two texts are worth noting. First, Posidippus’ 

epigram provides details that are neglected in Callistratus’ description, namely the 

presence of the razor that signifies the abruptness of Opportunity’s appearance, a concept 

that is associated with swiftness more than sharpness in Callistratus. On the other hand, 

Posidippus’ epigram does not mention the sphere on which Opportunity balances, 

according to Callistratus. The addition of the sphere introduces a connection to the 

goddess Fortuna. As Howard R. Patch explains, “The figure of Fortune standing on a 

sphere was known in the art of ancient Rome, and is preserved in drawings of the middle 

ages” (148). Occasio becomes explicitly connected with Fortuna in the Renaissance, but 

this appearance of the sphere provides much earlier evidence of the connection between 

Kairos/Occasio and fortune. In addition to changes in the symbolism, the two texts have 

very different tones. Whereas Callistratus’ description has a softness to the tone, the 

language in Posidippus’ epigram comes across in a much more forceful manner. In 

Posidippus’ characterization Kairos seems to threaten more than invite, presenting 

himself as he “who subdueth all things.”32 Also, in Posidippus’ version, Kairos becomes 

an explicitly didactic figure. Upon reading the final line of the epigram, it is clear that the 

lesson is meant for everyone—a notion that expands kairos to the universal level, beyond 

the realm of rhetorical theory and practice. 

                                                
32 There are variations in the translations of this phrase. In Kay, the line is translated as “Opportunity the 
omnipotent” (98). According to Hawhee, “The epigram gives Kairos the epithet ho pandamator, a term that 
may be translated ‘subduer of all.’ The root verb damao, damazo can mean subdue or tame in the sense of 
‘conquer’ or ‘gain mastery over’” (73). 
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In Roman art and poetry, the Greek concept of kairos is translated into the Latin 

word occasio (occasion), thus transforming the god Kairos into the goddess Occasio. 

Cook explains, “Occasio, as the Latin equivalent of Kairos, was in fact the name current 

during the third and fourth centuries of our era; and, being a feminine term, it entailed a 

change of sex” (862).33 In addition to the change of sex, Erwin Panofsky describes the 

transformation from Kairos to Occasio as resulting in the “image of a nude female 

equipped with the attributes of Kairos (forelock, sometimes shaving-knife), and balanced 

on a sphere or wheel that often floats in the sea,” an image that he says “practically 

superseded the masculine Kairos in later medieval and Renaissance art” (72 n, emphasis 

in original). In particular, Occasio (combined with features of the goddess Fortuna) 

makes repeated appearances in the Renaissance emblem tradition. However, the Occasio 

figure is most often traced back to an epigram written by the Roman poet Decimus 

Magnus Ausonius (c. 310-390 CE), an epigram that explicitly brings the figure of 

Metanoia into the picture. 

Posidippus’ epigram subtly alludes to Metanoia when the statue says, “none 

whom I have once raced by on my winged feet will now, though he wishes it sorely, take 

hold of me from behind,” but she is explicitly given both voice and form in Ausonius’ 

                                                
33 The shift from the male Kairos to the female Occasio has not undergone extensive study. In both 
rhetoric and art history scholarship, the transformation is mentioned briefly and always in terms of the shift 
from the masculine Greek term kairos to the feminine Latin term occasio. However, the proliferation of the 
female Occasio could also be tied to connection between opportunity/chance and fortune. The concept of 
fortune is most often portrayed as a woman (the goddess Fortuna), thus when the concepts of fortune and 
opportunity become conflated, Opportunity becomes widely known as a female figure. The implications of 
the gender shift from Kairos to Occasio offer an interesting avenue for future study. 
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epigram XXXIII.34 Kay points out that the similarities between Ausonius and Posidippus 

are far too compelling to be mere coincidence, as the epigrams progress in a similar way, 

with a similar tone. These similarities suggest that kairos was used a theme in the 

ekphrastic epigram genre. Yet, there are several significant changes in Ausonius’ 

epigram, including the name of the sculptor and the gender of the deity. Perhaps the most 

striking difference is the personification of the yearning that comes with the missed 

moment. In the epigram Ausonius identifies her as Metanoia and allows her to speak: 

“Whose work are you?” “I’m Pheidias,” he who made the statue of Pallas, 

I’m his! And he made the Jupiter; I’m his third best piece! I’m a goddess!” 

“Which one?” “Opportunity, infrequent, and known to few.” “Why are 

you standing on a wheel?” “I can’t stand still.” “Why have you got winged 

sandals?” “I am very swift. Whenever I want, I hand over the good fortune 

which Mercury customarily creates.” “You cover your face with your 

hair.” “I don’t want to be recognized.” “But, good heavens, the back of 

your head is bald!” “So I can’t be caught as I make off.” “Who is the 

companion with you?” “Let her tell you.” “Please tell me who you are. eI 

am the goddess who exacts punishment for what has and has not been 

done, so that people regret it. Hence my name is Metanoea.” “Now you 

again please, tell me what she is doing with you.” “Whenever I’ve flown 

away, she stays behind me. Those whom I’ve passed by hold onto her. 

You too, while you’re asking all these questions and procrastinating with 

                                                
34 Ausonius did not give the epigram a title, but it has been referred to in scholarly work as “Epigram 
XXXIII.” 
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your interrogation, will discover that I have slipped through your hands.” 

(Kay 97) 

When Metanoia is invited to speak, she identifies herself as a harbinger of punishment 

and regret—the price that must be paid when a moment is missed or seized incorrectly. It 

is clear from Ausonius’ epigram that the person who is unable to hold onto Occasio is left 

holding Metanoia. It is also clear that Occasio and Metanoia can be understood as 

companions, with Metanoia always working alongside Occasio, separated by a split 

second decision. What is not clear in the epigram, however, is the nature of Metanoia’s 

punishment, a mystery that evolves over the centuries but is never resolved.  

 In Ausonius’ epigram Occasio and Metanoia are presented as dominating forces. 

In fact, Occasio, Metanoia, Fortune, and Mercury all play a role in steering human fate. 

In the epigram Occasio claims, “Whenever I want, I hand over the good fortune which 

Mercury customarily creates.”35 As this line indicates, good fortune is beyond the realm 

of human control and must first be created by Mercury and then “handed over” by 

Kairos. Also, Metanoia plays a significant role in limiting human agency as she “exacts 

punishment for what has and has not been done, so that people regret it.” Thus in this 

rendering of Metanoia, her punishment is not only directed at apathetic behavior or 

hesitation but can be applied to the ambiguous realm of “what has been done” as well. 

Over time, and particularly in the Renaissance, representations of Kairos/Occasio and 

Metanoia begin to acknowledge the power of the individual in the kairotic moment, but 

in the early epigrams the gods are clearly in control. 

                                                
35 For a visual depiction of this line, see Cartari’s Occasione (1580) in which Kairos stands on a large 
sphere, razor in hand, looking down at Hermes’ staff and the cornucopias of Fortune. 
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Both the Greek and Roman versions of the epigrams recur throughout artwork and 

literature for centuries. More often, however, artists have drawn upon Ausonius’ version, 

thus solidifying the connection between the figures of Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia. 

James Hutton explains, “No theme from the Greek epigrams was better known or more 

often imitated than that of A.P. 16.275, a long epigram in dialogue on Lysippus’ statue of 

Kairos (Opportunity). Doubtless the usual source of the modern imitations has been the 

Latin version by Ausonius” (Greek Anthology in France 383). Though there are certainly 

examples of Kairos/Occasio in isolation, the following images will illustrate a strong and 

enduring partnership with Metanoia.  

 

Kairos and Metanoia in Medieval Artwork 

Although the epigrams were not 

prominent during the Medieval Period, 

Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia do make 

appearances in artwork. Of particular interest is 

the addition of Pronoia (goddess of foresight) 

into the Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia 

partnership. The three figures, Kairos, Metanoia, 

and Pronoia, appear in a third or fourth century 

limestone relief (Fig. 3.2) that was found in 

Egyptian Thebes and is currently housed in the 

Cairo Museum. According to Cook, the relief 

 
 

Figure 3.2, Unknown, Bas Relief of Occasio, 
Cairo Museum 
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“shows a youthful figure in military costume, with wreath, shoulder-wings, knife, wheel, 

and balance, running toward the right. Below are two females, one flying at the same 

pace, the other left behind in an attitude of dejection” (863). The figure that is flying 

forward is speculated to be Pronoia, which suggests that those with foresight will seize 

the moment and soar forward, while those lacking in foresight will remain behind with 

the figure of Metanoia and regret the missed opportunity.36 Though the image can be read 

as favoring Pronoia and warning against the hesitation of Metanoia, it can also be read as 

the portraying the three elements of the kairotic moment: Metanoia, Pronoia, and Kairos. 

In other words, the presence of all three figures suggests that foresight, afterthought, and 

opportunity all work together.  

As this chapter emphasizes, the pairing of Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia is fairly 

common, but the inclusion of Pronoia is rare. In fact, the only other evidence of the 

Kairos, Metanoia, Pronoia grouping is a relief from Thasos that both Arthur Bernard 

Cook and O.M. Dalton describe, though they do not provide a visual. According to Cook, 

the Thasos relief “has two niches side by side. In the one stands a youthful winged figure 

in short chiton and himation, with a balance in right hand and wheel beneath feet. In the 

other is a pair of draped females, touching bosom [sic] of dress with right hand and 

holding short rod in left” (863). Cook, drawing on Munoz, views the figures as Kairos (or 

Bios) with Pronoia and Metanoia. Dalton dates the relief at “earlier than the iconoclastic 

period” and explains that it “represents the youthful winged figure of Kairos holding a 

balance, and with the wheel beneath his feet: to the right are two draped female figures, 

                                                
36 Crowley and Hawhee include the Cairo relief in a contemporary rhetoric and composition textbook to 
emphasize “the importance of anticipating opportunities and seizing them before they pass” (39). 
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Pronoia and Metanoia” (158). The fact that Pronoia and Metanoia are described 

similarly and set off from Kairos suggests a strong connection between the two figures, 

one that resonates with the story of Prometheus and his twin brother Epimetheus. 

According to Detienne and Vernant, Prometheus and Epimetheus represent foresight and 

afterthought in that Prometheus “reflects in advance,” whereas his twin brother 

“understands after the event” (18).  Additionally, Detienne and Vernant argue that 

prometheia (pronoia, foresight) is simply the other side to man’s  “radical ignorance of 

the future” (18). Therefore, Metanoia can be interpreted as the other side of Pronoia and 

vice versa. With this connection in mind, the figures of Pronoia and Metanoia can be 

understood as two forces that, when combined, form the metis necessary to seize kairos. 

Though Pronoia disappears from the scene, the connection between 

Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia surfaces again in a bas-relief that is currently housed in the 

Cathedral of Torcello (Fig. 3.3). 

According to Dalton, the relief 

potentially dates “from about 

1008, the year of the restoration 

of the church” (159). Though the 

central figure in the relief is often 

identified as Bios (life), he is 

depicted with all of the features of 

Kairos (forelock, scales, wings, 

knife). In fact, Cook refers to Bios 

  
 

Figure 3.3, Unknown, Bas Relief of Kairos and Metanoia, 
Cathedral of Torcello 
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as an alias of Kairos (867) and Dalton explains that “Kairos (‘Opportunity’) was 

regarded as a type of human life” (158). The Torcello relief is said to depict an epigram 

by Theodoros Prodromos in which the figure of Bios is described as “a naked man, with 

wheels beneath his feet and wings about his shins, bearing a balance in his hand, and 

easily escaping from his pursuer, though holding out hopes of return” (Cook 865). In the 

relief, which exists in fragments, a scene unfolds in which a young man grabs the 

Bios/Kairos figure by the forelock and an old man, accompanied by Metanoia, reaches in 

vain as Kairos passes. Charles E. Nicklies describes the scene as one in which “the young 

and old man enact a drama expressing the merits of taking timely advantage of 

opportunity when it presents itself” (117). Additionally, he interprets the wheels as an 

explicit connection between Kairos and the goddess Fortuna, even making the claim that 

Kairos is “the Greek equivalent of Fortuna” (117). Nicklies focuses on the fleeting nature 

of fortune, arguing “the artist of the Torcello sculpture has used a personification instead 

of the image of the wheel to serve as a symbol of transience” (117). Therefore, the 

Torcello relief does not simply illustrate the kairotic moment. Instead, it both projects the 

fleeting natures of time and fortune and celebrates youth over old age. More specifically, 

youth is portrayed as a time of opportunity and success, whereas old age is depicted as a 

stagnant period of defeat.  

The personifications Kairos and Metanoia in the Torcello relief are clearly 

enacting a larger drama about opportunity and youth, but their roles in the relief deserve 

further examination. Interestingly, the movement in the scene is not unidirectional, 

suggesting that there are at least two paths within a kairotic moment. In the relief, Kairos 
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faces forward, whereas Metanoia’s head is tilted downward, facing the opposite 

direction, implying that the young man is heading in one direction and the old man in 

another. It is not clear where Metanoia is heading; in fact, with the commentary on youth 

and old age in the relief, Metanoia’s downward stare could be directed toward the 

underworld. What is clear, however, is that Kairos and Metanoia are heading in two 

different directions. On the other end of the relief (not pictured) Nike, goddess of victory, 

holds out a wreath for the man who has seized opportunity. Thus the young man is 

moving toward victory, but the path of the old man—the path of Metanoia—remains 

unknown. 

 

The Revival of the Epigrams 

 Though the Greek and Roman Kairos/Occasio epigrams never disappeared, 

Italian scholar Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494), also known as Angelo Ambrogini, is often 

credited with reviving their popularity. Matzke states that “[t]he revival of the allegory of 

Lysippos, which seems to have been completely forgotten after Ausonius, was due to 

Poliziano” (qtd. in Pietsch 235). Poliziano is most well known for his Miscellanea, a 

short book in which he discusses several epigrams from The Greek Anthology. James 

Hutton describes Poliziano’s interaction with the Greek epigrams, explaining that he 

“uses them in almost every way—he emulates them in Greek verse, translates them into 

Latin, weaves materials from them into the fabric of his original poems, he imitates their 

form when writing billets-doux to a blue-stocking, and discusses them and evokes them 

as authorities in his dissertations and learned epistles” (Greek Anthology in Italy 140). In 
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fact, Poliziano’s work with the epigrams served as both a model and inspiration for future 

work. In Chapter 49 of Miscellanea, “Contentio Epigrammatum Graeci Posidippi et 

Latini Ausonii super Occasionis Imagine,” Poliziano deals directly with Posidippus’ and 

Ausonius’ epigrams on Kairos/Occasio. According to Hutton the section provides a 

detailed investigation of “the differences between the two descriptions of Occasion, and 

remarks on the superior qualities of the Greek poem, the Latin in this case being but a 

copy” (126). In addition, Hutton notes that Poliziano is “concerned with showing that 

Lysippus and not Phidias (as in Ausonius) was the sculptor” (126). Overall, this section 

of Miscellanea is recognized as the source that brought the Kairos/Occasio epigrams 

back to life, carrying them into the Renaissance emblem tradition where they flourished. 

Posidippus’ and Ausonius’ epigrams make another important appearance in the 

1508 edition of Erasmus’ Adagia (Aldine Chiliades). When Erasmus started his book of 

adages in 1500 (then the Adagiorum Collectanea) there were 818 proverbs, each 

followed by brief commentary. When he published the 1508 edition, the number of 

proverbs had expanded to 3,260 with much more developed commentary. Erasmus 

continued to expand his personal commentary in the 1520, 1526, and 1528 editions; the 

last major revision, however, was published in 1533 with a total of 4,251 adages. In the 

1508 edition, Erasmus added “Nosce Tempus,” or “Consider the due time,” in which he 

explores the concept of kairos through a study of early literary usages and translations of 
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both the Posidippus and Ausonius epigrams.37 Before providing translations of the 

epigrams, Erasmus begins with a description of the deified Occasio: 

She had wings on her feet and stood on a freely-turning wheel, and she 

spun very rapidly round and round. The forepart of her head was thickly 

set with hair, the back of it bald, so that her forehead could easily be 

grasped and the back of it not at all. Hence the phrase ‘to seize the 

opportunity.’ (109) 

In this description, which Erasmus refers to as a representation from “the old days,” 

Occasio is conflated with the early representations of Fortuna in which she is perpetually 

turned by, rather than in control of, the wheel. In addition to the association with 

Fortuna, the constant spinning of the wheel is a reminder that Occasio is always present, 

yet always in motion. Following his description of Occasio, Erasmus transitions into a 

translation of Posidippus’ epigram, which he claims has been “unaccountably omitted” 

by Poliziano. Erasmus asks his readers not to scrutinize the language of his translation or 

compare it with the original Greek. He claims that his purpose in translating the epigram 

is simply “to make it intelligible to those who know no Greek” (109). He does not 

provide any commentary on the content of the Greek epigram, transitioning immediately 

into Ausonius’ piece. 

When introducing his translation of Ausonius’ epigram, Erasmus states, “Nor will 

it be off the point to add an epigram by Ausionius, which, as Poliziano points out, is 

                                                
37 Kiefer confirms that Erasmus is referring to kairos, arguing that Erasmus translated the Greek work 
kairos into the Latin tempus in his Adagia, creating “a verbal portrait of Occasion [that] appears under the 
heading ‘Nosce tempus’” (24). 
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evidently derived from the Greek, although it differs in certain respects, and in particular 

by the addition of Remorse as Opportunity’s companion” (109). Aside from this 

introductory statement in which it is clear that Erasmus is translating Metanoia as 

“Remorse,” Erasmus does not include any commentary on the content or his translation 

of Ausonius’ epigram. His translation does not dramatically deviate from or embellish the 

overall content of the epigram. There is a subtle difference in that Erasmus does not 

include the exclamation points that appear at the beginning of Kay’s translation (“I’m 

his!” “I’m his third best piece!” and “I’m a goddess!”). Also, the interlocutor participates 

more in the beginning of Erasmus’ translation, recognizing Phidias as the artist who 

sculpted Athena (“The artist’s name?” Phidias. “What, the man who made the great 

statue of Athena?” Yes, and the Jupiter, and I am the third of his masterpieces.) Another 

interesting revision is Erasmus’ description of Occasio as “so seldom seen” instead of 

“infrequent,” a change suggesting that Occasio is ever-present, but it is up to the 

individual to learn how to see her.38  

With the help of Erasmus, the epigrams make yet another appearance in a group 

of sixteenth-century drawings. The drawings, which were once compiled in a manuscript, 

were originally dated around 1500, but Jean Michel Massing argues that references in the 

text indicate that “the manuscript was probably begun only in 1512 or later, and 

completed by 1515” (2). Although the illustrations were originally attributed to the 

Maître aux Pieds-bots, an artist active in Lyon, Massing argues that the manuscript was 

created for François d’Angoulême who became King François I. According to Massing, 

                                                
38 A notion that connects to the previous chapter’s discussion of metis or the cunning that is essential in 
properly identifying and seizing the moment. 
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the text was written by François Demoulins, the prince’s schoolmaster, and illustrated by 

an anonymous French artist. Therefore, Massing refers to the text as François I’s 

Speculum principis (Mirror for Princes) (2-4). Massing believes that the prince who 

appears in the illustrations is François I, as “[t]he long nose, high eyebrows and shoulder-

length wavy hair strikingly recall portraits of the young prince” (10). The manuscript was 

divided into five parts, each dealing with moral categories (De honesto, De comparatione 

honestorum, De utili, De comparatione utilium, De conflictu honesti et utilis). De 

honesto, or the section dealing with “right conduct,” is the longest of the five. In two of 

the illustrations (thought to be one double-page spread), the prince participates in a lesson 

about opportunity that is based directly on Posidippus’ and Ausonius’ Kairos/Occasio 

epigrams.  

The first illustration depicts 

Occasio standing above a doorway, 

balancing on a weathervane and looking 

down at the prince who stands below 

(Fig. 3.4). She carries a razor in one hand 

and a globe in the other with wings on 

her feet and a long forelock of hair 

hanging over her face. Erasmus’ Latin 

translation of Posidippus’ epigram is 

presented as a conversation between 

Occasio and the prince who looks up at 

 
 

Figure 3.4, Unknown, “Occasio and the Passer-by: 
Illustration of an Epigram by Posidippus” 
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her with his mouth open and arm stretched upwards. The artist has broken the epigram 

into two parts with the prince’s side of the conversation listed by odd numbers in the 

lower right corner and Occasio’s responses labeled with even numbers in the upper left 

corner. The conversation remains largely true to Posidippus’ text, with only slight 

variations: 

1.Where does your artist come from? 2. Sicyon. 3. And what is his name? 

4. He is called Lysippus. 5. But who are you, pray? 6. I am that 

Opportunity who rules over everything. 7. Tell me, why do you stand on 

wings? 8. I always make sure I’m turning and spinning. 9. Why do you 

have a pair of winged sandals on your feet? 10. I’ll tell you. I can fly, so 

the light wind carries me this way and that. 11. What is the meaning of the 

razor placed in your right hand? 12. This is a sign to teach people that I am 

sharper than any sharp edge. 13. And what lesson is learned from your 

face being covered by your hair? 14. That is so that anyone may catch me 

[by it] any time I present myself. 15. But why then is the back part of your 

head bald? 16. No one, once I have gone past him on my winged feet, will 

be able, however much he wishes, to stop me in my swift course the 

minute I turn my back on a man. And so, stranger, I was made in this 

image—and that for your benefit—by the clever hand of the sculptor. And 

he set me up here, right on the façade of the house, just so that I can be 

both a warning and a lesson to everyone. (72-3)  
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In this version of the epigram, Occasio is both standing on wings and wearing winged 

sandals. The reference to Occasio standing on wings, turning and spinning, seems to have 

replaced the tip-toe stance that is described in Posidippus’ epigram; instead, Occasio 

stands flat-footed on a weathervane with wings on her feet. The epigram also refers to 

Occasio as wearing winged sandals (omitted in the illustration), a detail that appears in 

Ausonius’ epigram but not in Posidippus. The draughtsman has also placed a globe in 

Occasio’s hand, rather than under her feet, which Massing explains as a symbol that 

“illustrates her universal domination as well as her constant motion” (18).39 Thus she 

holds the ever-spinning earth in her hands rather than standing upon it, which can be read 

as symbolic of her control over her perpetual movement or the perpetual movement of 

time. Overall, however, the epigram and illustration remain close to the content of the 

original. Instead of standing idly by in the conversation, the prince is reaching up toward 

Occasio, which can be read as the prince heeding Lysippus’ warning and acting on the 

opportunity.  

In the second illustration, “Occasio, A Passer-by and Paenitentia; Illustration of 

an Epigram by Ausonius” (Fig. 3.5), the epigram is divided into a three-way conversation 

among Occasio, the prince, and Metanoia (referred to as Repentance). Occasio is 

portrayed in the same way with the forelock covering her face, wings on her feet, 

carrying a razor in one and a globe in the other. However, in this illustration she is placed 

on the left side of the page, standing on a wheel that sits on top of a pyramid, a detail that 

                                                
39 In the “Pageant of Occasio” she presents the world to King Henry II (1548). Though this image was 
created after the Speculum principis, it suggests a theme of Occasio offering or denying the world to those 
who are able to seize her. 
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Massing argues emphasizes her instability.40 A 

veiled Metanoia, placed on the right side of the 

page, sits in a tower with her arms crossed over 

her chest. Metanoia looks down at the prince 

who is standing between the two of them with 

both arms outstretched. The prince looks 

toward Occasio, pointing at her, though her 

head is turned to the side and she is looking off 

into the distance. Massing notes that 

“Metanoia, her arms folded, is shown firmly 

fixed within a tower (unlike the unstable 

Opportunity),” a detail that matches up with Ausonius’ description of Metanoia as the 

one who remains after opportunity has flown by (19). Metanoia’s answers, unlike the 

others, appear on a scroll that she holds in her right hand, suggesting that she does not 

speak—a detail that is not concordant with Ausonius’ epigram, though her written 

responses can be understood as more permanent or lasting than the verbal conversation 

that transpires between the prince and Occasio.  

Even though the two illustrations reference two different literary works 

(Posidippus and Ausonius), Massing believes that they were meant to be understood 

together. He argues: “That Demoulins thought both versions of the epigram should be 

included side by side suggests that he particularly appreciated the didactic potential of 

                                                
40 Occasio is portrayed similarly, atop a tall pyramid, in the third chapter of the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili 
published in 1499. 

  
 

Figure 3.5, Unknown, “Occasio, A Passer-by 
and Paenitentia; Illustration of an Epigram by 

Ausonius” 
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this joint image and wanted the pictures to complement one another” (74). Massing’s 

interpretation of the dialogue between the two illustrations and texts establishes an 

explicit bridge between the Greek and Roman epigrams, connecting the figure of 

Metanoia to the earlier Greek version. Additionally, though the original epigrams both 

end on a clearly didactic note, this is the first example where they have been used 

together as a teaching tool. The lesson that the prince receives about timeliness and the 

importance of seizing opportunity is not complete without the presence of Metanoia. She 

has been incorporated into the lesson, accepted as an important part of the message. 

 

The Conflation of Fortuna and Occasio in the Emblem Tradition 

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, there is a notable shift in the 

presence of Occasio imagery. More than in any other time period, Occasio makes 

frequent appearances in a wide range of genres during the Renaissance. According to 

Frederick Kiefer, the reason for Occasio’s popularity was a direct result of her explicit 

conflation with the goddess Fortuna. In fact, Kiefer argues that the distinction between 

the figures of Fortuna and Occasio was “blurred if not obliterated altogether by the 

middle of the sixteenth century” (211). Kiefer argues that the blending of Fortuna and 

Occasio stems from a “conceptual transformation” that took place during the Renaissance 

in which the concepts of fortune and agency shifted from an emphasis on external forces 

to individual choices. The power that once rested solely with the wheel of fortune shifted 

into the realm of human action. In particular, Kiefer discusses the Renaissance resurgence 

of the classical adage “Fortune favors the bold.” He argues that the added element of 
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Occasio suggests, “[W]hile Fortune may favor the bold, nevertheless the aspirant must 

manifest his boldness by aggressively seizing the propitious moment” (220). Thus in the 

Renaissance mindset, human beings are no longer simply at the mercy of Fortune, yet, in 

order to exercise control over fate, they must effectively seize the appropriate 

opportunities. 

Before the Renaissance the goddess Fortuna was frequently depicted as a 

formidable (often blindfolded) figure who, with a simple turn of her wheel, could alter 

the lives of human beings. With the Renaissance shift, however, images of Fortuna 

became less foreboding, often removing or downplaying her fate-altering wheel and 

outfitting her with a forelock or sail, both of which allow for human intervention in her 

work. Kiefer explains that the transformation from the “forbidding matron” into the 

youthful woman of the Renaissance suggests that “[S]he is to be sought after rather than 

shunned, although her swift movement renders her elusive” (195). To illustrate her swift 

and abrupt movement, the Renaissance Fortuna is often depicted with the wings and 

razor of Occasio. Overall, the blending of Occasio and Fortuna introduces the 

opportunity, or the possibility, for humans to grab fortune’s wheel and steer their own 

fate. 

Kiefer believes that the conflation of Fortuna and Occasio iconography was 

disseminated through the popular emblem tradition, beginning in the 1530s. In general, 

emblems can be described as a tripartite genre containing a motto at the top, an image 

(often a woodcut or engraving) in the center, and an explanatory poem below the image. 

Daniel Russell describes the emblem era as existing “between the late Middle Ages, with 
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its struggles between realism and nominalism, and the coming of Romanticism around 

the middle of the eighteenth century” (9). During this period, emblems emerged 

forcefully; in fact, John F. Moffitt describes the influx of emblem books (or Emblemata) 

that occurred during the Renaissance as “comparable in scale (if scarcely in quality) to 

the post-modernist, pop-culture “blockbuster” (10). The influence of these “blockbusters” 

was wide and lasting, extending “from Catholic Spain to the Protestant Netherlands and 

from England and Russia” and impinging “on every aspect of European Renaissance and 

Baroque life—and death” (Manning 16). According to Kiefer, it is the popularity and 

reach of the emblem tradition that “accelerated” the conflation of Occasio and Fortuna 

(207). 

The name most often associated with the emblem genre is Andrea Alciati (1492-

1550), as he is largely recognized as the forerunner of the emblematic book boom. 

Russell makes the argument that the emblem form 

predates Alciati by fifty years (9). However, more 

often than not, scholars place Alciati at the 

beginning of the emblem tradition and credit him 

with the popularization of the form. Alciati’s 

Emblematum liber, originally published in 1531, 

was profoundly influential with “more than 150 

editions […] including translations into the vernacular tongues” (Moffitt 10). With each 

new edition, the collection grew and transformed, ending up with 212 emblems in its 

final iteration. Andrea Alciati’s emblems marked an important resurgence of The Greek 

  
  Figure 3.6, Andrea Alciati, “In occasionem” 
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Anthology, returning the epigrams once again to the public eye. According to Moffitt, “a 

quarter of Alciato’s epigrammatical emblems (perhaps 50 out of 212) were translations or 

paraphrases directly taken from The Greek Anthology” (11). The figure of Occasio, along 

with translations of Posidippus’ epigram, appears throughout the many editions of 

Alciato’s Emblemata. Even though in each edition of Alciati’s emblems, the Occasio 

emblem communicates the same warning about the importance of recognizing and acting 

upon opportunity, there are alterations to both the image and text as the editions evolve. 

In the 1536 edition, Livret des emblemes, Occasio appears as the central feature of an 

emblem called “In occasionem” (Fig. 3.6). As is typical of Alciati’s Occasio, she stands 

on a wheel floating across the sea with wings on her feet, razor in hand, long forelock on 

an otherwise bald head. In this particular rendition, 

however, the artist has included the presence of a 

person in the background who has missed the 

opportunity and is now left alone in the distance. 

Also of interest is Alciati’s 1584 version of Occasio 

(Fig. 3.7) who stands on turbulent waters, though 

this time with the added presence of both a sinking 

and a sailing ship in the background—imagery that 

is explicitly connected to the goddess Fortuna. Other variations in Alciati’s Occasio 

include changes to her stance that range from very active to relatively still. Also, the 

wheel on which she stands ranges from fully visible to almost entirely hidden. What is 

  
 

Figure 3.7, Andrea Alciati, “In 
occasionem” (1584) 
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perhaps most important about Alciati’s depictions of Occasio, however, is that she 

became a central figure in the emblem tradition.  

Even though the only sign of Metanoia in Alciati’s emblems takes the form of the 

distressed figure in the background of the 1536 version, Metanoia does make her way 

into the emblem tradition. For example, 

Gilles Corrozet’s Hecatomgraphie (1540), 

which was heavily influenced by Alciati, 

includes a depiction of Opportunity 

(“L’ymage d’occasion”) with an explicit 

warning about the penitence that one 

experiences when the moment passes (Fig. 

3.8). In Corrozet’s emblem both Occasio 

and Metanoia (referred to as Penitence) 

appear together in a boat sailing on a 

turbulent sea. Occasio steers the boat and 

even though her body faces away, her head 

is turned back toward Metanoia. Frederick 

Kiefer confirms that the figure in Corrozet’s emblem is Metanoia and he attributes her 

presence to Ausonius’ epigram. He explains: the woman “sits in the stern and represents 

Penitence, who in Ausonius’ epigram is said to accompany Occasion” (216). Kiefer notes 

that the positioning of these two figures on the sea is unique to this emblem and again 

communicates a connection to Fortuna. Another unique feature of this emblem is 

 
 

Figure 3.8, Gilles Corrozet, “L’ymage d’occasion,” 
Hecatomgraphie (1540) 
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Metanoia’s active reach toward Occasio. In the context of the kairotic moment, Metanoia 

and Occasio are characterized as two separate figures—or two different options—that are 

presented to an individual. Metanoia’s outstretched arm could simply be a feature of the 

longing she represents, but it is difficult to ignore how closely she resembles the forlorn 

human being that she is meant to accompany. Thus this conflation could suggest that 

Metanoia lives in the human body; meaning, human beings carry the feeling of metanoia 

with them after the moment has passed. From this perspective, Metanoia inhabits all 

people to some degree. 

Jean Jacques Boissard’s Emblematum liber (1588) features a very different 

portrayal of Metanoia and Occasio. In emblem 26, “A tergo calva est” or “From behind 

she is bald,” Boissard includes Metanoia in the image but does not portray her as the 

passive, veiled figure of 

remorse or repentance (Fig. 

3.9). Instead, her sharp face is 

clearly visible and she is 

aggressively in motion, 

brandishing her whip as she 

approaches the interaction 

between a man and Occasio. 

The text below the image 

reads: “Grasp [her], if ever 

Occasio/opportunity offers 

  
Figure 3.9, Jean Jacques Boissard, “A tergo calva est,” Emblematum 

liber (1588) 
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herself: she is bald from behind: and she glides on winged feet. Following behind, 

Metanoia/repentance pursues [or leaps] with whip brandished: and grievous punishment 

comes only to the slothful” (Adams 44). This representation of Metanoia resonates 

mostly closely with Ausonius’ description (“she who punishes what is done and not done 

in such a way that there are regrets afterwards”). Yet Boissard’s Metanoia does not only 

punish those who hesitate in a crucial moment; instead, she takes on the broader task of 

punishing the slothful. Whereas hesitation in the moment could be attributed to fear or 

ignorance, Boissard’s emblem associates that ill-fated pause with a slothfulness that must 

be beaten out of a person. The presence of the palm in Occasio’s hand reinforces the idea 

that those who transcend sloth and seize the moment are victorious. Or, as Alison Adams 

explains, the palm suggests “the honour which someone seizing her [Occasion] may 

gain” (43). Boissard’s emblem is unique in the way that it depicts the threatening nature 

of Metanoia, adding yet another face to the complicated figure.  

 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Representations of Kairos and Metanoia 

Girolamo Da Carpi’s painting Chance and Penitence (Fig. 3.10) illustrates both 

the intimate connection and the imminent division of Kairos and Metanoia (referred to as 

Penitence). As was the case in the Torcello relief, Carpi’s painting features the Greek god 

Kairos rather than the Latin goddess Occasio. Carpi’s depiction is reminiscent of 

Callistratus’ description of Kairos as “head to foot resplendent with the bloom of youth.” 

The beautiful young man is standing up on his toes, balancing on a sphere, holding a 

razor delicately in his hands, with his trademark forelock clearly visible. Rudolf 
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Wittkower suggests that Carpi’s painting is subtly 

reminiscent of the dialogic (ekphrastic) epigram 

genre in that Kairos seems to be silently engaging 

his audience in conversation. According to 

Wittkower, Carpi’s Kairos looks at the spectator 

“with his mouth half-opened, as if talking” and 

“[t]he forelock blows toward the spectator, but the 

feet are turned sideways on a ball in mid-air to 

ensure the impression that he passes by like the 

wind” (111). Even though this representation of 

Kairos seems closely connected to the descriptions 

of Lysippus’ sculpture, there is the added presence 

of Metanoia to consider.  

In both the Torcello relief and Carpi’s painting, Metanoia is looking down. In 

Carpi’s version, however, her head is facing toward Kairos, a gesture that suggests the 

intimate connection between the two. Although her head is pointing toward him and her 

body seems to be touching his, her feet are clearly pointed away from him, always ready 

to move in the opposite direction—a message that was conveyed in the Torcello relief. 

The sense that Metanoia shadows Kairos is conveyed by her shaded body that blends in 

with the dark background. The highlighting of her face and foot make it clear that 

Metanoia is not simply part of Kairos; she is a distinct entity that is closely connected to 

him but all the time ready to separate and do her own work. Yet, the fact that her eyes are 

  
 

Figure 3.10, Girolamo Da Carpi, Chance and 
Penitence (1541) 
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pointed at him suggests that her work is in service to him. Therefore, Carpi’s painting 

presents a vision of the pre-kairotic moment in 

which Kairos and Metanoia are linked. 

 Wittkower argues that Giorgio Vasari’s 

drawing of Chance and Penitence provides a link 

between Carpi’s painting and Ausonius’ epigram. 

Vasari’s sketch “L’Occasione” (Fig. 3.11) is 

similar to Carpi’s painting in that it illustrates a 

still, pre-kairotic moment; however, Vasari’s 

drawing features the goddess Occasio (instead of 

Kairos) and Occasio and Metanoia stand back-to-

back, looking in opposite directions. Occasio is 

distinguished by her forelock, winged sandals, and the wheel on which she stands. 

Trusting Wittkower’s claim that Vasari’s sketch “illustrates exactly the epigram by the 

Roman poet Ausonius,” the veiled figure can be interpreted Metanoia (110). As is true in 

Carpi’s rendition, Metanoia is 

a shadowy figure whose body 

touches Occasio’s. In Vasari’s 

drawing, her features are 

difficult to distinguish, but her 

head is clearly pointed 

downward and she stands on 

  
 
Figure 3.11, Giorgio Vasari, “L’Occasione” 

 

  
 

Figure 3.12, Pastorino de Pastorini (1562) 
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her toes, prepared to dart away from Occasio. Vasari’s drawing emphasizes the idea that 

Occasio and Metanoia are connected. In fact, the two bodies seem to be fused, though 

clearly separated at the feet, signaling their imminent movement apart. 

In 1562, Pastorino de Pastorini created a medal of Italian poet Alberto Lollio 

(1508-1568) with two female figures on the reverse that strongly resemble Occasio and 

Metanoia (Fig. 3.12). 41 It is difficult not to see Metanoia in the forlorn figure, as the 

scene is very much in line with a kairotic moment: Occasio flies by on her sphere and 

Metanoia remains in her shadow, hand cradling her cheek. Even though the figures 

appear to be enacting the kairotic moment, Charles Francis Keary argues that the female 

figures represent Fortune and Poverty or Sloth. Keary explains that the reverse includes, a 

“Naked female figure (Fortune), with wings on her feet holding shears and standing on a 

globe; behind her, another female (Poverty or Sloth) seated mourning” (49). As 

Boissard’s aforementioned emblem illustrates, a connection can be drawn between 

Metanoia and Sloth, as Metanoia brings “grievous punishment” to the slothful. Because 

Fortune/Occasio is escaping in the medal, it can be assumed that Metanoia’s “grievous 

punishment” is either about to approach or is embodied in the remorseful figure. Thus 

even if the solemn figure in the medal is understood as Sloth or Poverty, Metanoia is 

implicitly present in the iconography of the scene.  

                                                
41 Pastorini’s reverse appears again (in an exact replica) on the reverse of Pompeo Leoni’s medal of Don 
Carlos. 
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In addition to the iconographic elements, the inscription on the reverse of the 

medal reads “OBVIIS VLNIS,” meaning “with open arms” or “eagerly.”42 The phrase 

“obviis ulnis” can be traced back to Quintilian, but it is most likely that Pastorini was 

drawing on Erasmus. In the Adagia Erasmus includes an adage called “Obviis ulnis” or 

“With open arms” (2.9.54). The adage reads: 

Obviis ulnis, With open arms, is found in Quintilian in the sense of eagerly 

or greedily. The image derives from people hastening with arms 

outstretched to embrace some person whom they longed for and whom 

they see with the greatest delight. We also find it in the form With 

outstretched hands, obviis manibus. Saint Jerome writing to Parmmachius: 

‘My former fellow-student and companion and friend I welcome, as they 

say, with outstretched hands.’ Basil in the preface to his Dialogue writes 

With both hands in the same sense. If these are adapted to the things of the 

mind, they will have a proverbial air, as for instance ‘I shall receive your 

letter with open arms.’ (111) 

When the message of the adage is applied to the medal, Fortune/Occasio can be read as 

the source of eager and greedy delight—the one for whom people long, reaching with 

arms outstretched to embrace her. Of course, in the context of the medal, it can be 

assumed that the person (perhaps Lollio) grasped eagerly, and with open arms, at 

Fortune/Occasio, yet she escaped. Therefore, the medal conveys a message that resonates 

                                                
42 Interestingly, Spink and Son translate the inscription as “Fortune escaping.” While “Fortune escaping” is 
a reasonable interpretation of the image, it is not a feasible translation of “OBVIIS VLNIS.” 
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with the concept of kairos in that the opportunity to grasp Fortune/Occasio slipped by 

due a mishandling of the moment, leaving regret (Metanoia).   

David le Marchand’s (1674-1726) ivory sculpture “Time and Opportunity” (c. 

1700) brings the figure of Time into the Occasio-Metanoia relationship and thus tells a 

very different story (Fig. 3.13).43 To begin, Time is placed directly between Occasio 

(referred to as Opportunity) and Metanoia (referred to as Penitence), blocking Occasio 

from doing her work and pinning Metanoia to the ground. Time’s interference has serious 

repercussions for the figure of Occasio.44 

Wittkower explains, “Time itself carries off 

Chance. That Chance has passed by without 

having been used is made excessively is clear: 

she kills herself with a spear and seizes herself 

by her own forelock” (99-100). With Time 

preventing Occasio from carrying out her work, 

she seizes the opportunity to kill herself. By 

seizing her own forelock it is clear that she dies 

with some semblance of control, killing herself 

rather than allowing Time to dominate her. 

Metanoia witnesses the tragic action, leaning against a lion and watching the scene in 

                                                
43 The “Time and Opportunity” sculpture is currently housed in the Victoria and Albert Museum in 
London.  
44 A similar representation of Time’s forceful interference can be found in Georges Reverdy’s 16th century 
engraving Man prevented by Time from seizing Chance (Wittkower 100). In Reverdy’s engraving, 
however, a man is the central figure with Occasio on the right and Time on the left. Time blindfolds the 
man, dramatically pulling his head away from Occasio. 

  
 

Figure 3.13, David le Marchand, Time and 
Opportunity (c. 1700)  
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dismay. Wittkower elaborates on the presence of Metanoia, arguing “Lost Opportunity 

inevitably brings Repentance with it. The lion is the attribute of Penitence. Both the 

woman and the animal look up to dying Chance with an expression of grief and sadness, 

thus embodying the feeling of the penitent” (100). Therefore when an opportunity is lost, 

the feeling of penitence immediately follows—an interpretation that focuses more on the 

feeling of remorse associated with Metanoia rather than the potential for transformation 

or growth.  

In le Marchand’s sculpture the only potential for transformation seems to reside in 

the figure of Time. It is Time who instigates this entire scene, spurring the death of 

Occasio and the presence of Metanoia. This emphasis on Time limits the range of 

interpretation available in the Occasio-Metanoia relationship, narrowing their meanings 

to opportunity and remorse. With Occasio lying dead, the possibility of seizing the 

moment anew (post-reflection) is not an option. In the previous examples of the 

Kairos/Occasio-Metanoia relationship, Metanoia’s remorse or reflection is directed at a 

forlorn human, not a desperate Occasio. In this case, the missed moment is associated 

with death, finalizing the loss of an opportunity. Although this sculpture does not include 

a human participant, the Metanoia figure models the human role in such a scene. 

Metanoia’s arm is clearly in view and is in line with Occasio’s forelock. Time’s body 

creates a wall between Metanoia’s arm and Occasio’s forelock, hinting at the idea that 

without the interference of Time, Occasio could easily be seized. As evidenced in 

Corrozet’s aforementioned emblem, Metanoia has been portrayed reaching for Occasio. 

Though the two figures usually engage in a partnership with individual roles, le 
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Marchand’s sculpture, along with Corrozet’s emblem, suggest the possibility of direct 

interaction between the two. 

 

Conclusion 

The Kairos/Occasio and Metanoia iconography is worthy of attention in part 

because of the limited exposure that the pair has been given. Additionally, though, their 

partnership is essential in discussing the role of emotion in the concept of kairos. As was 

discussed earlier, kairos, etymologically speaking, refers to an opening or opportunity; it 

is the moment in which change can occur, but it is not the change itself. Metanoia, 

according to its earliest definition, is change. Whether the change is experienced as 

regret, repentance, reflection, or conversion, metanoia is the internal transformation that 

follows kairos. Certainly, there is a strong element of remorse and repentance in 

metanoia, but simply interpreting Metanoia’s downward glance as regret ignores the 

important role of reflection and the broader potential for emotional transformation. In 

other words, the presence of metanoia brings emotional transformation—for better or 

worse—into the concept of kairos. 

The kind of change that the kairos-metanoia partnership can yield ranges from 

spiritual to bodily levels. Spiritually, kairos serves as both the opportunity to seize 

metaphysical transformation and the moment in which spiritual transformation can 

manifest itself externally. On the bodily level, kairos can be understood as the bodily 

openings (or poroi) through which words and feelings travel, thus creating a 

transformative effect (metanoia) in the body. As was discussed in the previous chapter, 
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Deborah Hawhee draws on both Empedocles and Gorgias to argue that words can be 

conceptualized as effluents that enter the body, altering perceptions and feelings. Words 

enter the mind and body through kairos, but the impact they have on the mind and body 

is metanoia. Therefore, a distinction must be made: emotion is not simply present in the 

concept of kairos. Instead, kairos is imbued with emotion through its inextricable 

connection to metanoia.  

Since metanoia is central in understanding the role of emotion in kairos, it is 

necessary to explore the concept, as well as the personifications, of metanoia in more 

detail. This chapter has demonstrated a range in the representations of the Kairos/Occasio 

and Metanoia relationship, portraying Metanoia as anything from harbinger of pain and 

punishment to a stationary figure experiencing deep regret or reflection. Yet, Metanoia’s 

story does not end with Kairos/Occasio. Just as Kairos/Occasio make solo appearances 

in literature and artwork, so too can Metanoia be found outside of the kairotic moment. 

In chapter four, I continue my exploration of metanoia by examining images in which the 

figure of Metanoia appears either by herself or in the company of Truth. By studying the 

personifications of Metanoia as a separate entity, I continue to expand the concept of 

metanoia and its relationship to kairos, working my way into the realm of akairos and the 

under-explored potential that lies in the inopportune moment. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PUNISHMENT, PENITENCE, AND TRUTH: THE MANY SIDES OF METANOIA 
 
 

In Machiavelli’s allegorical poem “Tercets on Fortune,” the figure of Fortune is 

portrayed as a two-faced woman who is consistent only in her unpredictable cruelty. Of 

her two faces, one of them is described as “fierce,” while the other is “mild,” and it is 

impossible for a person to know which face will turn upon his or her fate. According to 

Machiavelli’s description, Fortune takes pleasure in her work, blissfully tearing down 

kingdoms and rewarding the depraved while making the good suffer. After vividly 

describing her character, Machiavelli provides a tour of Fortune’s palace, which he 

describes as a busy place where the walls are lined with wheels, “as many wheels are 

turning as there are varied ways of climbing to those things which every living man 

strives to attain” (746). According to Machiavelli, Opportunity (Occasio) dwells in the 

paths between the wheels. She is a fleeting, but not particularly foreboding, figure who is 

described as a “tousel-haired and simple maiden” (747). Instead of provoking fear or 

promising punishment, she seems to enjoy herself as she “frisks about” the wheels of 

fortune (747). The promise of punishment resides with her former, now estranged, 

partner, Metanoia (referred to as “Penitence”). 

Although the figures of Opportunity and Penitence are often depicted together, 

Machiavelli separates them, introducing a new partnership between the figures of 

Penitence and Envy. 45 Machiavelli assigns the pair one, specific task to perform in 

                                                
45 Machiavelli was aware of Ausonius’ epigram and the relationship between Occasio and Metanoia. In 
fact, in Allan Gilbert’s translation of “Tercets on Fortune,” he includes a note explaining, “Penitence is the 
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Fortune’s palace: the punishment of Anxiety. He explains, “We see Anxiety lying 

prostrate on the floor, so full of fears that he does nothing; then Penitence and Envy make 

war on him” (747). The figure of Anxiety seems to have been overtaken by fear before 

Penitence and Envy arrived; thus their role focuses on punishing rather than creating 

anxiety. The figure of Penitence, in conjunction with Kairos/Occasio, has been known to 

punish anxious people who hesitate in the moment, but she has not been known to wage 

war on Anxiety itself—or to work in the company of Envy. 

Beyond her lasting partnership with the god (or goddess) of opportunity, 

Metanoia has a long and complicated iconographic history. At first glance the complexity 

of Metanoia can easily be underestimated, primarily due to the visibility of her penitence. 

A veiled face, folded hands, and bowed head are all trademarks of Metanoia’s 

iconography, but they do not convey the entirety of her message or the scope of her 

meaning. Preceding her pairing with Kairos, the figure of Metanoia can be traced back to 

the writing of Lucian of Samosata (125–180 CE) where she is featured in allegorical 

(ekphrastic) descriptions that appear in two separate works, “Slander, A Warning” and 

“On Salaried Posts in Great Houses.” Lucian’s allegories were exceedingly popular in the 

Renaissance, especially as a source of artistic inspiration, which gave the figure of 

Metanoia a strong presence in Renaissance art. In particular, recreating Lucian’s 

description of The Calumny of Apelles became a favorite challenge among Renaissance 

artists, attracting the attention of artists such as Botticelli and Raphael. Most often, 

Renaissance artists returned to the original text in recreating Lucian’s descriptions; 

                                                                                                                                            
companion of Occasion or Fortune in Machiavelli’s poem “On Occasion,” a free rendering of Ausonius’ 
“Epigram on the Statue of Occasion” (747).  
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therefore, the multiple examples explored in this chapter can be read as a series of 

interpretations of metanoia. Analyzing personifications of Metanoia in Renaissance art 

provides an avenue into a better understanding of the concept of metanoia that can then 

be applied to the kairotic moment. 

The iconographic history of the figure of Metanoia has largely been neglected in 

scholarly approaches to the concept of metanoia, particularly within the realm of 

rhetorical studies. Discussions of metanoia tend to revolve around textual (most often 

biblical) examples, yet those conversations can be enhanced by exploring the many visual 

examples of metanoia that exist as well. For example, the images of Metanoia presented 

in this chapter broaden the scope of the concept by inviting elements such as punishment, 

penitence, redemption, truth, and despair into the conceptualization of metanoia. 

Developing this range of interpretation is especially important in understanding what the 

concept of metanoia brings into the kairotic moment. As the images in this chapter 

reveal, metanoia’s complexity is not simply a result of her connection to kairos. Instead, 

she brings complexity into the kairotic moment—a complexity that must be 

acknowledged in order to understand the range of emotion that metanoia brings to kairos. 

The images in this chapter will not provide a definitive reading of metanoia that can then 

be applied to the concept of kairos, but they will demonstrate that Metanoia has a larger 

story to tell. 

 Before exploring depictions of Metanoia, I begin with an overview of the 

ekphrastic genre in which she appears, noting the ways in which ekphrasis blurs 

boundaries between literature, rhetoric, text, and image. From the discussion of 
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ekphrasis, I move into an examination of Lucian’s piece “Slander, A Warning,” focusing 

on Lucian’s ekphrasis of The Calumny of Apelles. After introducing Lucian’s text, I then 

trace both the visual and textual interpretations of the Calumny that proliferated during 

the Renaissance and note the ways in which the various translations of the text affect the 

artistic representations of each figure. In my study of the Calumny, I look particularly 

closely at variations in the representations of Truth and Repentance, seeking ways to 

better understand the role of truth in the concept of metanoia. Next, I move into a 

discussion of Lucian’s piece “On Salaried Posts in Great Houses” where I focus on the 

final, ekphrastic paragraph that came to be known in the Renaissance as the Imago vitae 

aulicae (“Picture of the Life of a Courtier”). In the Imago, Repentance is not only a 

central figure in the allegory, but she is also repeatedly depicted alone. Aside from a very 

subtle connection to Despair, the Imago presents Repentance as a figure who operates in 

isolation. Such an interpretation is unique as she is, more often than not, engaged in a 

partnership. My study of the Imago demonstrates not only her presence as a solitary 

figure but also the range of ways in which the independent Repentance has been depicted. 

 Chapter three introduced Metanoia as a figure with a range of personalities, but 

her purpose was always the same: when the kairotic moment passed, Metanoia remained. 

This chapter, however, provides a much broader illustration of the roles that Metanoia 

has been assigned. Metanoia, both as a concept and a personification, exists as an 

afterthought, repercussion, or result. As was discussed in chapter three, metanoia follows, 

and in fact depends upon, an action. However, the action does not have to be linked to 

kairos. In The Calumny of Apelles, the calumny has occurred and Metanoia is watching 
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peripherally. Within the scene she can be interpreted as either the emotion (regret) or the 

action (repentance) that follows the calumny. In the Imago vitae aulicae, she represents 

the final stage of a long and painful journey that started with a single, tragic decision.46 

Metanoia is often connected to negative consequences and poor decision-making, but 

there is also a transformative element to the concept of metanoia that cannot be ignored 

when viewing that negativity. Whereas the images of Kairos and Metanoia often depicted 

the kairotic moment, the images in this chapter illustrate Metanoia at work in the realm 

of the inopportune, or the akairotic. Her presence in the inopportune suggests the 

potential for metanoic transformation in the missed moment. 

 

Ekphrasis: The Textual/Visual Rendering of Vivid Description 

As this chapter focuses on two ekphrastic descriptions written by Lucian, it is important 

to begin by establishing a foundation of knowledge of the genre. The word ekphrasis 

(descriptio in Latin) comes from ekphrazein, meaning “to describe exhaustively” 

(Robillard and Jongeneel ix). Claus Clüver elaborates on the etymology, adding that 

“phrazein refers to a particular use of speech and means ‘to show, to make known or 

explicit,’ and ekphrazein is an intensive version of the verb meaning ‘to show very 

clearly, to make completely clear’” (36). Though ekphrasis can be seen in texts as early 

as Homer, it was not until the second century that it became a prevalent rhetorical device 

(Aune 144). In the context of ancient rhetorical instruction, ekphrasis was part of the 
                                                
46 In the descriptions of both the Calumny and the Imago, Lucian uses the word metanoia in the original 
texts. However, in the Renaissance the figure of Metanoia is most often referred to as “Repentance.” For 
the sake of clarity and consistency, I am going to refer to the figure of Metanoia as “Repentance” when 
discussing Renaissance artwork. Though I refer to her as Repentance, it is important to keep in mind that 
she was named Metanoia in both of the original texts. 
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progymnasmata, which meant that students regularly practiced the art of “showing very 

clearly” in their writing. The role of ekphrasis in oratory involved using vivid detail to 

craft a moment that placed emphasis on a particular idea or event by slowing down the 

flow of the discourse. To develop this technique, students would “describe exhaustively” 

in classroom exercises with the goal of honing the skill of enargeia.  

Generally speaking, ekphrasis can be understood as a vehicle for enargeia, or the 

vividness that enlivens language. Clüver elaborates on the importance of such vividness, 

explaining that enargeia “distinguishes the description from a mere report” (37). To add 

even more emphasis to the centrality of enargeia, David Cast argues that it is the “crucial 

part of ekphrasis” in that it is “affectively expressive” and therefore a key part of 

persuasion (25). In other words, enargeia brings an emotional charge into the description 

that is specifically aimed at moving the audience. Enargeia, when done well, has a 

transportive effect in that it either moves the audience closer to the object that is being 

described or it moves the object closer to the audience. Bernhard F. Scholz clarifies the 

difference between ekphrasis and enargeia, explaining that enargeia “does not refer to a 

particular property of the ekphrastic text itself but to what such a text will do to the 

listener or reader” (78, emphasis added). If ekphrasis is the description itself, then 

enargeia is the emotional energy in the words that brings the description to life. 

In the Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian devotes a section in Book 8.3 to enargeia, 

dividing his discussion into three distinct approaches. In the first approach to creating 

enargeia, an entire scene is “painted in words” (377). In such a scene, all of the details of 

the people and scenery, including all visible and internalized emotions, are both seen and 
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sensed by the audience. When this form of enargeia is done effectively, Quintilian asks, 

“Could anyone be so unimaginative as not to feel that he is seeing the persons and the 

place and the dress, and to add some unspoken details for himself into the bargain?” 

(377). For the second approach, Quintilian focuses in on the importance of detail, 

particularly the importance of elaborating on significant points in vivid, emotion-packed 

description. He explains, “No doubt, simply to say ‘the city was stormed’ is to embrace 

everything implicit in such a disaster, but this brief communiqué, as it were, does not 

touch the emotions” (379). He then provides a long lists of suggestions as to how the 

word “stormed” can be brought to life through vivid and affective detail. For the third 

approach, he suggests that vividness can also be achieved “by describing the incidental 

features of a situation,” which involves crafting the affective language around likely 

results of the situation (379). For example, if a city were stormed, enargeia could be 

conveyed by stating the fact simply and then moving into details such as “And trembling 

mothers clasped their children to their breast” (381). Therefore, according to Quintilian, 

enargeia can be conveyed by bringing an entire scene to life, by describing a single 

incident in vivid detail, or by describing the aftermath or repercussions of an incident, 

again in vivid detail. Quintilian sums up his lesson on enargeia by noting, “the path to 

this excellence, which in my judgment is a very great one, is extremely easy. We have 

only to watch Nature and follow her” (381). Thus enargeia involves not only practice but 

also perception, tuning into the details and feelings of everyday life. The eloquent rhetor 

absorbs the “activities of life” and then brings the details of those activities to life for an 

audience. 
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In addition to its function as a rhetorical device, ekphrasis is also employed 

specifically to describe works or art, both real and imagined. The earliest example of 

ekphrasis as a description of artwork can be traced back to Homer’s description of the 

shield of Achilles in Book 18 of the Iliad, which dates the genre as far back as the eighth 

century BCE.47 Although Homer used ekphrasis as a device, inserting the description into 

a much larger narrative, ekphrasis developed from a descriptive tool into a literary genre. 

David Aune explains that ekphrasis started off as a rhetorical device or a “digression in 

narrative passages,” but it developed into “an independent literary form (144). The shift 

can be seen in Callistratus’ Descriptions where the entire collection is comprised of 

ekphraseis, including the ekphrastic epigram on the Kairos statue referenced in chapter 

three.48 However, the transition into a literary form has not been a simple or clean 

process. According to Scholz, the range of ekphrasis includes, “rhetorical figure, 

rhetorical exercise, literary genre, macrostructure, intertextual relation, or mode of 

writing” (74). Though Scholz presents a somewhat overwhelming spectrum of 

possibilities, he warns that trying to force ekphrasis into a single genre would have a 

diminishing effect on the concept, boiling it down to a theory that is bound to be overly-

simple (75). Ekphrasis, therefore, can be said to offer a powerful, though sometimes 

messy, combination of rhetorical and literary elements. 

                                                
47 The shield of Achilles passage can be found in the Iliad 18.478-608. In addition, there is another (though 
much shorter) ekphrasis of the cup of Nestor in the Iliad 11.632-37 (Aune 143). According to Aune, both 
of these ekphraseis served as literary models for later authors (143). 
48 Fairbanks explains that Callistratus’ Descriptions fall into the same genre as the Imagines of both the 
older and younger Philostratus. Of all three Fairbanks notes, “they are essentially examples of the 
rhetorician’s skill rather than of serious art criticism” (369).  
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Within the genre of literary ekphrasis, a distinction is drawn between descriptive 

and dialogic approaches to the genre. In addition to works such as Callistratus’ 

Descriptions, the ekphrastic genre also includes a dialogic form (cf. works by Posidippus 

and Ausonius) in which the descriptions unfold in a conversation between the artwork 

and an onlooker. Aune explains that the descriptive approach centers on “the importance 

of understanding and interpreting the work of art itself,” whereas the dialogic approach 

“focuses on the hidden meanings conveyed by the work of art, which are usually revealed 

through an allegorical mode of interpretation” (144). In other words, Aune breaks the two 

approaches into (1) artwork in which the meaning is obvious, and (2) artwork in which 

the meaning must be described, often by an unnamed figure presented as an expert.49 The 

Kairos/Occasio epigrams by Posidippus and Ausonius clearly fall into the latter category, 

as the artwork was explicitly explained to the audience through a conversation. 

Callistratus’ description of the Kairos statue, on the other hand, provides an interesting 

mix in that the majority of the piece is descriptive, but toward the end an expert is invited 

to explain the meaning of the description. 

The genre of ekphrasis becomes especially interesting when artists translate 

textual descriptions into visual images. According to Murray Krieger, when artists try to 

replicate an ekphrasis, their effort can be understood as a “reverse-ekphrasis” or seeking 

“in the visual arts to produce an equivalent of the verbal text instead of the other way 

around” (xiii). Krieger argues that an ekphrasis written in the classical era cannot be 

                                                
49 Both of the ekphraseis presented in this chapter describe pieces of artwork in which the meaning is 
obvious and does not need to be explained dialogically by an expert.  
 



 140 

adequately reproduced because of the “unmatchable superiority of the verbal text” and 

the fact that “[t]he time-ridden and paradox-ridden character of such texts precludes our 

being about to ‘see’ them in any but textual form” (xiv-xv). Despite the difficulties that 

Krieger identifies with the reverse-ekphrasis, such an endeavor was a common practice in 

the Renaissance. In some of the reverse-ekphraseis featured in this chapter, the artists add 

text to the image by labeling the allegorical figures and thus guiding the viewer’s 

interpretation. Even with these labels, though, the majority of the allegory had to be 

conveyed visually. The following sections explore two ekphrastic pieces that were 

popular sources for the complicated work of “reverse-ekphrasis.”  

 

The Calumny of Apelles, According to Lucian 

Lucian was a Renaissance favorite. The general hunger for classical themes 

combined with the specific appeal of Lucian’s cutting wit made him a central figure in 

the Renaissance. His texts were the topic of scholarly study and stylistic imitation, but 

they also served as source of inspiration for artists who gravitated toward his skill in 

vivid description. Of particular appeal was Lucian’s description of The Calumny of 

Apelles, a famous painting that was lost long ago and survives only through Lucian’s 

ekphrasis. Dodgson acknowledges the popularity of Lucian’s Calumny among artists, 

describing the recreation of the allegory as “a favourite exercise of the painters of the 

Renaissance” (183). David Cast adds that the popularity also stemmed from a strong 

cultural interest in calumny, which he refers to as “a topic of consuming interest in the 

Renaissance” (1). The fame of Apelles, the revived popularity of Lucian, and the cultural 
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obsession with slander were all factors in the overwhelming amount of attention given to 

The Calumny of Apelles during the Renaissance.  

Before presenting the now-famous description of Apelles’ painting, Lucian begins 

his piece on slander by providing information about Apelles’ life and the slanderous 

incident that inspired the painting. Apelles was an accomplished painter who lived during 

the second half of the fourth century BCE (Altrocchi 454). In fact, Jean Michel Massing 

asserts that Apelles “was the most famous Greek painter, and this was certainly another 

reason for his popularity among [Renaissance] artists” (Studies 47). According to Lucian, 

it was a jealous painter by the name of Antiphilus who instigated the slander by naming 

Apelles as an accomplice of Theodotas in the Tyrian conspiracy. Lucian argues that 

Antiphilus’ rage was spurred by his jealousy of Apelles’ “court influence and 

professional skill” (2). Yet, Apelles’ court influence did not provide any protection when 

allegations were raised again him. Once Ptolemy IV heard the accusations, he took 

immediate action against Apelles, refusing even to conduct an investigation before 

condemning the artist to death. Lucian writes, “[H]e [Ptolemy] did not even find out 

whether Apelles had ever made a voyage to Tyre; it pleased him to fall into a passion and 

make the palace ring with denunciations of the ingrate, the plotter, the conspirator” (2). A 

prisoner involved in the Tyrian conspiracy, overcome with compassion for the innocent 

artist, vowed that Apelles had never been a participant in their efforts—a move that 

persuaded Ptolemy but ultimately cost the prisoner his life. In the end, Ptolemy sought to 

amend his rash behavior by offering Apelles a large sum of money and Antiphilus as his 

slave. 
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Of course, Apelles did not simply let the incident go. After accepting Ptolemy’s 

offerings, Lucian explains that Apelles “took his revenge upon Slander in a picture” (2). 

In other words, Apelles’ revenge was indirectly aimed at his specific enemies but 

primarily focused on battling the broader evils of slander, a move that has made the 

Calumny applicable and relevant in a wide range of cultural and historical contexts. 

Lucian describes Apelles’ painting in the following ekphrasis: 

On the right sits a man with long ears almost of the Midas pattern, 

stretching out a hand to Slander, who is still some way off, but coming. 

About him are two females whom I will take for Ignorance and 

Assumption.50 Slander, approaching from the left, is an extraordinarily 

beautiful woman, but with a heated, excitable air that suggests delusion 

and impulsiveness; in her left hand is a lighted torch, and with her right 

she is haling a youth by the hair; he holds up hands to heaven and calls the 

Gods to witness his innocence. Showing Slander the way is a man with 

piercing eyes, but pale, deformed, and shrunken as from long illness; one 

may easily guess him to be Envy. Two female attendants encourage 

Slander, acting as tire-women, and adding touches to her beauty; 

according to cicerone, one of these is Malice, and the other Deceit.51 

Following behind in mourning guise, black-robed and with torn hair, 

                                                
50 The figure of Assumption has also been translated as Suspicion. 
51 The figure of Malice has also been translated as Treachery. 



 143 

comes (I think he named her) Repentance.52 She looks tearfully behind 

her, awaiting shame-faced the approach of Truth.53 That was how Apelles 

translated his peril into paint. (3) 

Though the description presents allegorical figures, it is clear that some of the figures 

represent the people who participated in Apelles’ ordeal. The man with the donkey ears 

who sits on the throne, informed by Ignorance and Assumption and reaching out toward 

Slander, resembles Lucian’s description of Ptolemy. Also, the gaunt figure with the 

piercing eyes who personifies Envy can certainly be interpreted as the jealous painter 

Antiphilus. Overall, however, the allegory serves to deliver a larger message about 

human nature. The beautiful, passionate, and forceful personification of Slander does not 

simply affect the Ptolemy figure; instead, her allure is meant to be understood as widely 

affective, which leaves it up to the strength and integrity of all people to resist her 

temptation. As Lucian emphasizes at the end of the piece, this allegory is not only an 

attack on the specific people who wronged Apelles but also an attempt to address the 

much larger issues of envy and slander that can so easily corrupt people. 

After the ekphrasis Lucian provides a definition of slander so that readers have 

“something to go upon” as his argument develops. He defines slander as an “undefended 

indictment, concealed from its object, and owing its success to one-sided half-informed 

procedure” (3). Lucian devotes the rest of the piece to exposing and condemning slander, 

                                                
52 The parenthetical comment, “I think he named her,” is in Lucian’s original text. It is an interesting 
moment of uncertainty that he admits to openly. Again, it is important to remember that the word Lucian 
used in the original Greek was metanoia.  
53 Also translated as “At a greater distance behind her followed Repentance in a black tattered mourning 
habit; she wept, and turned away her face for shame before Truth, who approached her, as if afraid to meet 
her eyes” (Cast 4). 
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claiming that it is caused by “ignorance, and the mystery that conceals men’s characters” 

(11). He provides a series of examples in which slander has been the downfall of men. In 

Lucian’s final line he hopes for the “illumination of Truth,” which he believes is the only 

force that can banish Slander. In the ekphrasis Truth is certainly present, but she is 

peripheral to the scene of the calumny. She is presented as the solution, but the specific 

path to that solution is not depicted in the painting, nor is it described in any detail in 

Lucian’s essay. Thus the process of determining how to turn toward and embrace Truth is 

left to the audience. Lucian’s essay ends on the hope that people will draw Truth into the 

center of scene that Apelles has painted instead of relegating her to the far edges where 

she witnesses but cannot act upon the corruption.  

Before examining the many reproductions of the Calumny, it must be noted that 

even though Lucian’s ekphrasis is widely believed to be based on a real painting, there is 

compelling evidence suggesting that the painting is fictionalized. In fact, Lucian has been 

accused of inventing both the description of the painting and the story of Apelles’ 

slander. Rudolph Altrocchi explains that Lucian’s account of the Tyrian conspiracy is 

apocryphal, as Apelles died a hundred years before Theodotus betrayed Ptolemy (455-

56). Therefore, the story could not have unfolded in the way that Lucian described. 

According to Cast, Renaissance artists would not have been bothered by this discrepancy 

because the anachronism was not discovered until the late seventeenth century (10). 

Therefore, the Renaissance artists who reproduced the painting did not have reason to 

doubt the veracity of the story. Contemporary scholarly response to the date discrepancy 

has ranged from the belief the painting existed but was not painted by Apelles to the 
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argument that the painting itself is entirely fictionalized. In addition to the date 

discrepancy, it is difficult to believe that Lucian’s text would be the sole source of 

information on a painting by such a famous artist. Considering that the Calumny, as 

Lucian describes it, is a politically charged painting that was created by an enormously 

popular and public figure, it is likely that historians would have taken note. The fact that 

there is no other evidence of the painting, in formal or informal writings, again calls the 

existence of the painting into question. With the information that is now available, the 

details included in Lucian’s treatise cannot be taken at face value. For the sake of this 

study, however, it is the Renaissance mindset that matters, and Renaissance authors and 

artists embraced Lucian’s information as truth when they recreated the allegory. 

 

The Calumny of Apelles in Renaissance Art  

In order to examine the iconography of the images, it is important to first look at 

the translations that informed the artist’s choices. Lucian’s ekphrasis is considered the 

original source of information on Apelles’ painting, but his text has been translated into a 

number of languages over several centuries, proliferating in the Renaissance. Each new 

translator brought a fresh personal and cultural perspective to the ancient text, thus 

adding new shades of meaning to the description. In addition, each new artist who read 

and then rendered the translation into a work of art also brought a new perspective to the 

interpretation. Furthermore, the story of the Calumny was so widely known that there 

were artists who did not read any version of the text and recreated the allegory based 

solely on oral information. Of the many translations that were produced during the 
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Renaissance, Guarino Guarini of Verona (c. 1374-1460) is credited with both 

rediscovering Lucian’s treatise on slander and translating it into Latin for the first time (c. 

1408). Guarini’s translation reached a wide range of intellectuals in Florence, but 

Lucian’s text was not actually published until 1475 when a Latin translation by Francesco 

Accolti appeared in a collection of works that was wrongly attributed to Diogenes the 

Cynic (Altrocchi 464-65). Lucian’s piece also circulated among royalty, as artists 

presented illustrated translations of “Slander” as gifts. For example, Francesco Griffolini 

dedicated his translation of Lucian to John Tiptoft, the Count of Worcester in 1460, and 

Bartolommeo Della Fonte (c. 1445-1513) presented his illustrated translation as a gift to 

Ercola Duca di Ferrara in 1472 (Altrocchi 467). As translations of Lucian’s work began 

passing through the hands of influential people, the Calumny emerged as a favorite 

challenge for both scholars and artists. 

Guarini’s translation of Lucian influenced Leon Battista Alberti’s description of 

the Calumny that appears in Book III of his popular treatise on painting, De Pictura 

(1436). Alberti’s text represents the first translation of Lucian’s Calumny into Italian. 

Whereas Guarini’s text is a direct translation of Lucian that strives to maintain the 

nuances of the original, Alberti employs Lucian’s ekphrasis as part of a larger argument 

about the power of inventio in art, drawing on the allegory as a way to stress his point 

that the rhetoric of a painted image has the same affective power as a speech (Cast 32). 

At the end of Alberti’s description of the Calumny, he emphasizes how powerfully the 

words would translate into a painting by asking, “If this ‘historia’ seizes the imagination 

when described in words, how much beauty and pleasure do you think it presented in the 
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actual painting of that excellent artist?” (89).54 According to both Rudolph Altrocchi and 

James A. W. Heffernan, Alberti’s question was directly responsible for the surge of 

artistic interest in the Calumny, particularly in Italy. Alberti’s De Pictura was considered 

a standard text on the techniques of painting and thus received a wide audience, giving 

the Calumny broad exposure. Along with the exposure, Alberti’s endorsement would 

have carried a significant weight among both artists and scholars. Although Alberti’s 

description of the Calumny comprises only one paragraph of an entire treatise on 

painting, it was enough to inspire artists of the fifteenth century to explore the Calumny 

in considerable and repeated detail—a phenomenon that yielded multiple interpretations 

of Metanoia/Repentance, ranging from a penitent and peaceful woman to a shackled 

prisoner. 

Although many of the details in Alberti’s description of the Calumny remain true 

to Lucian’s text, the subtle differences are worth noting, particularly considering that his 

text served as a source of inspiration for artists. To begin, Alberti adds “cunning” into 

Calumny’s character by describing her face as “too well versed in cunning,” whereas 

Lucian focuses on her beauty and impulsiveness. Also, Alberti develops Envy’s character 

by referring to him as “pale, ugly and fierce to look upon, whom you would rightly 

compare to those exhausted by long service in the field.” Lucian’s description is similar, 

but he points to illness as the cause of Envy’s exhaustion rather than “long service in the 

field,” a detail that likens Envy to a soldier. Of Alberti’s revisions, the change that most 

directly impacts this study occurs in his descriptions of Truth and Repentance. According 

                                                
54 Cast explains that “historia,” in Alberti’s interpretation of the concept, is the subject or theme of a 
painting as well as the expression of the theme (36). 
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to Lucian, “Following behind in mourning guise, black-robed and with torn hair, comes (I 

think he named her) Repentance. She looks tearfully behind her, awaiting shame-faced 

the approach of Truth.” Thus in Lucian’s version Repentance is waiting, shamefully, for 

Truth to approach. According to Cecil Grayson’s translation, Alberti writes “Behind them 

comes Repentance clad in mourning and rending her hair, and in her train chaste and 

modest Truth” (97). In this translation Repentance is “rending her hair,” which is 

certainly a more active state than Lucian’s description of her “waiting, shamefully.” 

Additionally, Truth is described as “chaste and modest,” following in Repentance’s 

“train.” 

Erwin Panofsky argues that there is further significance to Alberti’s translation of 

Truth and Repentance. In particular, he believes that Alberti’s interpretation of the 

relationship between Truth and Repentance marks an important shift in depictions of the 

power dynamic between the two figures. Drawing on Förster’s translation, Panofsky 

argues that Alberti’s text reads, “after Repentance, there appeared a young girl, shame-

faced and bashful, named Truth” (“una fanciulletta vergofniosa et pudica, chiamata: la 

Verita”) (qtd. on 158). Thus the “shame” (pudica) has been moved from Repentance and 

placed onto Truth. Though this change in diction may seem to be a minor detail, it helps 

to explain some of the alterations in the ways in which Truth and Repentance are 

depicted. For example, in Bruegel’s Calumny he portrays Truth down on her knees 

grasping at Repentance, a depiction that resonates with Alberti’s description of a “shame-

faced and bashful Truth.” Thus the simple movement of one adjective in a translation can 

be said to have an impact on the iconography. Of course, the scope of the impact depends 
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on the imitations that follow. While Bruegel’s interpretation of Truth is rare, artists such 

as Mantegna, Botticelli, and Leanbruno created versions of the Calumny that were 

repeatedly imitated. 

 

Repentance and Truth in The Calumny of Apelles 

In the many versions of the Calumny, the central characters and the primary 

storyline remain the same, but the details of the character depictions and physical settings 

tend to vary. In the many paintings, carvings, and sketches, there are interesting 

variations to trace in each of the characters. For the purpose of this study, however, I am 

going to focus primarily on the representations of Repentance and Truth, two figures who 

are often positioned together and set off from the crowd in depictions of the allegory.55 In 

the chaos and movement that dominate the Calumny, Repentance and Truth are often 

very still and, in many cases, seem to be focusing on each other rather than participating 

in the action. According to Lucian, Truth is presented as the essential element in fighting 

the temptation and corruption of slander. If Truth is understood as the source of hope in 

the allegory, and Repentance is linked to Truth, then the figure of Repentance can be read 

as a force that is connected to the solution. Repentance’s iconography clearly suggests 

lamentation and regret, but her connection to Truth implies that she is a figure of 

redemption and not simply remorse. 

                                                
55 For a comprehensive study of the many versions of The Calumny of Apelles, see Cast’s The Calumny of 
Apelles: A study in the Humanist Tradition (1981) and Massing’s Du Texte a l'Image: La Calomnie 
d'Apelle et son Iconographie (1990). 
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Yet, the connection between Repentance and Truth, as well as the role of 

Repentance in overcoming the evils of slander, is not clear. In many of the Renaissance 

depictions of the Calumny, Repentance and Truth are placed close to each other, often 

appearing to be in direct communication. As the iconography develops, however, their 

relationship becomes more difficult to read. In particular, the power dynamic between the 

two figures shifts. In some of the portrayals, Repentance cowers when Truth appears, 

projecting a sense of both fear and shame at the sight of Truth. In others, Truth is the one 

who cowers. In yet another interpretation, Repentance stands with her head bowed and 

limbs bound in heavy shackles while Truth, full of movement, appears behind her. 

Acknowledging the diversity of representations and speculating about their meaning 

opens up an important conversation about the role of truth in metanoia.  

The earliest known Renaissance pictorial representation of the Calumny is an 

illustration in Bartolommeo della Forte’s translation of Lucian’s “Slander” (Fig. 4.1) that 

was presented to the Duke of Ferrara in 1472. Based on the “crudity” of the illustrations, 

Bartolommeo is thought to have illustrated the piece himself, but it is not clear whether or 

not his design was directly inspired by another, unknown version (Cast 43). One of the 

more important features of Bartolommeo’s illustration is the labeling of each figure in the 

allegory. According to James A. W. Heffernan, without these labels, “the picture needed 

either an already instructed viewer or an accompanying text” for the reader to make sense 

of the scene. Although Bartolommeo’s version did not circulate widely, the convention of 

labeling the figures was picked up by Mantegna whose drawing of the Calumny became 

well known. In fact, the Mantegna drawing was the basis of an engraving by Girolamo 
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Mocetto and later a drawing by Rembrandt, both of which were popular versions that 

preserved the labeling of the figures.56  

In addition to the labels, another important feature of Bartolommeo’s illustration 

is the identification of the judge as a prince, labeled “Principe.” Cast notes that while 

Lucian refers to the judge figure as “a man,” in the Renaissance depictions of the 

Calumny, beginning with Bartolommeo, the man is portrayed as a prince (44). 

Bartolommeo’s illustration also adds an interesting element to the personification of 

Truth. Whereas Lucian does not provide any description of Truth, Bartolommeo 

specifically depicts her as naked. Beginning around 

the time of Bartolommeo (late fifteenth century), it is 

very common to see Truth represented as naked, 

both in the Calumny and throughout Renaissance art. 

Cast speculates that Truth’s nudity in the Calumny is 

meant to place her in direct opposition to the opulent 

dress of Calumny, with her nakedness signifying 

“her simplicity and virtue” (46). In addition to 

simplicity and virtue, the nudity could also be linked 

to timelessness and universality. Art historian H.W. 

Janson explains, the Greeks employed “metaphoric nudity” in artwork, “since nudity is 

‘natural’ and ‘timeless.’” (191). Janson adds that “[I]f an artist truly wants to express 

their universal significance, he must show the protagonists neither in the dress of the 

                                                
56 However, there are also several depictions of the Calumny that do not include labels. The most famous 
of which is Botticelli’s version (c. 1494) that is currently housed in the Uffizi Gallery (183). 

  
 

Figure 4.1, Bartolommeo della Fonte, 
1472, Calumny of Apelles 
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period of in classical costume, but nude” (192). Thus it can be speculated that 

Renaissance artists were drawing from the Greek tradition of “metaphoric nudity” to 

convey the timelessness of truth. Also, the refusal to clothe her keeps her outside of the 

confines of a particular culture or time period, which communicates her universality. 

Bartolommeo’s illustration, with the revisions he made to the judge and figure of Truth, 

set a foundation for the iconography of the Calumny.  

In Bartolommeo, Mantegna, Mocetto, and Botticelli’s depictions of the Calumny, 

the iconography of Repentance and Truth remains fairly consistent, with only subtle 

variations. In all four versions, Repentance is depicted with her hands folded, wearing a 

veil, and Truth consistently holds up a single finger in an effort to “testify to the young 

man’s innocence” (Massing, “Nicola” 151). In three of the four (Botticelli not included), 

Truth and Repentance 

are looking directly at 

each other, which sets 

them off from the 

action of the crowd 

and suggests that they 

are engaged in their 

own exchange rather 

than directly 

participating in the scene. In the Botticelli (Fig. 4.2), however, Truth and Repentance 

seem to be explicitly separated from the crowd, but they are also separated from each 

 
 

 Figure 4.2, Sandro Botticelli, c. 1494-1495, The Calumny of Apelles 
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other by a stark contrast in color and body language. Truth is a solid, bright white 

presence and Repentance is entirely shrouded in a black robe, creating a visual distinction 

between the two figures that makes them appear very different and even disconnected 

from each other. Botticelli’s Repentance is hunched over and her body is closed off, 

which also creates a barrier between her and Truth. The barrier that Repentance creates 

with her clothing and body language serves to highlight the role of Truth, conveying the 

message that Truth is isolated and alone in her endeavor to bring redemption to the chaos. 

Yet the fact that Repentance is the only figure in the scene who stops and looks at Truth 

suggests that there is a connection between the two and the possibility of collaboration.  

Another highly influential representation of the Calumny comes from a drawing 

by Andrea Mantegna (Fig. 4.3) that was copied and circulated as an engraving by 

Girolamo Mocetto.57 Cast 

explains the significance 

of Mantegna’s piece, 

stating “Around 1490—

there is no way of being 

more precise about the 

date—Andrea Mantegna 

produced a design of The 

Calumny of Apelles that served, with its companion compositions, to lay down a clear and 

usable iconography for this theme and, in time, for the other themes derived from it” 

                                                
57 According to Martin Royalton-Kisch, Mantegna was most likely working from Bordo’s Latin translation 
of Lucian, published in 1494 (53). 

  
Figure 4.3, Andrea Mantegna, c. 1490, The Calumny of Apelles, drawing 

 



 154 

(Cast 56). Although Mantegna’s drawing did not circulate widely, Mocetto’s engraving 

reached a large audience and thus served as the basis for several imitations (e.g., Jörg 

Breu, Antoine Caron, and Burne-Jones).58 In Mantegna’s design Repentance and Truth 

appear to be directly interacting with each other. Repentance is pictured in a penitent 

state, hands folded in prayer, but in this representation her face is in full view and she 

looks directly at Truth. She locks eyes with Truth who points up at the sky, again to 

announce the innocence of the youth that Calumny has claimed.  Mantegna’s 

interpretation suggests that Repentance and Truth are on the same level, working together 

toward a common goal. The two figures are clearly set off from the crowd, their bodies 

facing forward and their eyes fixed on each other. If, as Lucian suggests, Truth is the way 

to combat the evils of slander, then Mantegna, and the imitations that followed, suggest 

that Repentance is part of the redemption. Overall, Mantegna’s design projects a positive 

and hopeful message in that Truth wears a crown of laurels, the symbol of victory. 

Despite the popularity of both the Mantegna and Botticelli versions, Cast claims 

that Raphael’s Calumny was the most influential (Fig. 4.4). Though the original is now 

lost, the details of Raphael’s interpretation have been preserved through a copy by 

Garofalo and an anonymous drawing that is currently housed in the Louvre (Cast 68). 

Though Cast believes that Raphael may have been subtly influenced by Botticelli’s 

version, there are several changes that make Raphael’s interpretation unique. Of 

particular interest is the fact that Raphael’s Calumny has been considered to be the most 

                                                
58 Mantegna’s drawing reached an elite and influential audience as part of Rembrandt’s personal art 
collection (Royalton-Kisch 52-53, Cast 56). In addition to owning the piece, Rembrandt created a direct 
imitation (mid-1650s). 
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accurate representation of the original painting (as described by Lucian). Massing argues, 

“Mantegna’s reconstruction was later superseded by Raphael’s composition seen by 

many as the exact reconstruction of the original painting” (Studies 48). In Lucian’s text 

the relationship 

between Truth and 

Repentance is not 

developed beyond 

their proximity. 

Raphael does not 

embellish a 

connection between 

the two, portraying 

only fear and shame 

between them, which 

is clearly stated in Lucian’s description (“[Repentance] looks tearfully behind her, 

awaiting shame-faced the approach of Truth”).  

In Raphael’s version Truth and Repentance are much more active figures than 

previously depicted. Repentance in particular appears to be overcome with emotion, 

using both hands to twist her head toward Truth. The quiet concern or lamentation that 

Repentance often portrays has clearly escalated to what appears to be the level of panic. 

Truth also receives a new role in Raphael’s painting. For the first time she seems to be 

intervening in the scene rather than standing passively in the corner. She enters the scene, 

  
Figure 4.4, Anonymous copy of Raphael, date unknown, The Calumny of Apelles 
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legs fully in motion, signaling the need to stop with one raised hand. What is not clear, 

however, is where her hand is directed. According to Lucian’s text, Truth should be 

raising her hand against Calumny, but in the two existing replications of Raphael’s piece, 

it looks as though she is halting Repentance. Such a reading helps to explain the look of 

panic on Repentance’s face, but it does not explain why Truth would halt Repentance. 

Though there is some ambiguity in the image, it is more likely, as Massing suggests, that 

Raphael was following the original text. If that is the case, then Truth can be read as 

intervening in the calumny and Repentance is simply portraying an exaggerated version 

of looking “tearfully behind her” and “awaiting shame-faced.” 

Representations of the Calumny tend to pair Truth and Repentance, but there are 

two pieces that very clearly separate them. In fact, in Nicola da Urbino’s version, 

Repentance does not even make it into the picture. Massing identifies two different 

maiolica (Italian Renaissance pottery) dishes that Urbino painted of the Calumny, created 

within five years of each other (“Nicola” 150-51). In the first dish (Fig. 4.5, left), Truth 

 
 

Figure 4.5, Nicola de Urbino, c. 1520 (left) and c. 1520-5 (right), The Calumny of Apelles 
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and Repentance are very clearly paired, set off from the rest of the group and standing 

close together with their heads leaning toward each other. However, in the second dish 

(Fig 4.5, right), the figure of Repentance does not appear at all. Massing conjectures that 

there simply was not enough room for her given the size and shape of the dish, but it is 

interesting that Repentance was the figure who was eliminated, particularly given the 

practice of pairing Truth and Repentance in depiction of the Calumny. The exclusion of 

Repentance could be a simple matter of space, but it could also mean that in Urbino’s 

interpretation of the allegory, Repentance does not play a central role in redemption. 

Though the Ashmolean dish seems to diminish the connection between Truth and 

Repentance, suggesting that the pairing is not essential to the allegory, it is the only 

example where Repentance has been removed from the scene.  

The connection between Repentance and Truth is again complicated in a large 

wall fresco of The Calumny of Apelles created by Girolamo Genga (c. 1530s) and housed 

in the Villa Imperiale 

at Pesaro (Fig. 4.6). 

Though the contours 

and attributes of the 

room itself (e.g., 

columns and curved 

walls) certainly 

contribute to the 

unconventional 
  

 
Figure 4.6, Girolamo Genga, c. 1530s, The Calumny of Apelles 
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composition of Genga’s Calumny, he seems to have made a deliberate choice in his 

placement of Truth and Repentance. In the scene the majority of the action is contained 

between two columns, yet both Truth and Repentance are positioned outside of the 

columns, each on a separate side. Cast explains that Truth and Repentance stand “like 

irrelevant sentries on opposite sides of the frame” (76). The columns provide what 

appears to be a frame for the scene, focusing attention on the scene of the slander and not 

the possibility for redemption. Truth and Repentance have not been eliminated from the 

scene; in fact, they could be interpreted as watching over the action, but the columns 

suggest that there is a barrier preventing their intervention. Truth and Repentance are not 

only peripheral in this rendition, but their partnership is again diminished as they are so 

clearly separated. If the partnership between Truth and Repentance provides a path for 

the elimination or remedy of slander, then Genga’s version of the Calumny conveys a 

somewhat pessimistic message in 

which slander prevails.  

Perhaps the most pessimistic 

depiction of the Calumny comes 

from Lorenzo Leonbruno (c. 1525-

30) whose approach resonated with 

several artists, spurring numerous 

imitations of Leonbruno’s design 

 
  

Figure 4.7, Lorenzo Leonbruno, c. 1525-1530, The Calumny of 
Apelles. 
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(Fig. 4.7).59 Though Leonbruno’s painting is thought to be loosely based on Mantagna’s 

drawing, the scene is greatly embellished from any of the versions discussed thus far. 

Most often, the figure of Calumny is the central source of power in the scene, standing in 

the middle of the crowd, brandishing her torch, and dragging the helpless man forward. 

In Leonbruno’s version Calumny maintains her centrality, again with the crowd around 

her and the man in her clutches, but this time she is not in charge. Above the scene, 

standing directly over Calumny, the figure of Fortune reigns. The scene takes place in 

Fortune’s palace, and the power has clearly been shifted into the hands of Fortune. The 

source of the pessimism in Leonbruno’s interpretation resides primarily in the portrayal 

of Truth. Cast explains that Truth is “gesturing in despair at the scene taking place before 

her, standing in front of a cartellino that reads, “O unlucky Goddess of Truth that I am, I 

can never reach the ears of the King because of my unfair reputation” (151). The 

reference to her “unfair reputation” suggests that Truth is also a victim of slander. 

Although Truth expresses a feeling of imprisonment due to her inability to affect change, 

the figure of Repentance is physically imprisoned with her limbs shackled and her head 

completely covered. Cast interprets these shackles as a way “to show that she is at best 

half-hearted and ineffective,” thus eliminating the possibility for hope or redemption that 

some of the other portrayals of Repentance have suggested (151). The possibility for 

human agency in embracing truth and overcoming slander is denied in Leonbruno’s 

                                                
59 Massing explains the influence as follows, “Lorenzo Leonbruno’s Allegory of Fortune which included a 
reconstruction of the Calumny still known today through five paintings, a drawing and an engraving. Luca 
Penni’s version became influential through an engraving by Ghisi, while Federic Zuccaro’s extraordinary 
Calumny became a model for numerous artists, including Rubens, until the end of the first half of the 
seventeenth century” (Studies 48). 
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version of the Calumny. Fortune pours riches down on the king but ignores the figures of 

Repentance, Truth, and the desperate man caught by Calumny.  

As these interpretations of the Calumny indicate, Repentance does not have a 

straight-forward relationship with Truth. Yet, the images do confirm that there is a 

connection between the two figures. Some of the interpretations imply that Repentance 

sides with Truth, suggesting that Repentance can be understood as a model for or 

pathway to the transcendence of slander and embracing of Truth. Others imply that 

Repentance can be interpreted as a personification of shame, an intermediary emotional 

state in which a person is trapped by feelings of shame or fear and therefore cannot get to 

Truth. In general, Repentance is depicted in two different ways: she is either turning 

toward or turning away from Truth. As was noted in chapter three, metanoia is linked to 

the Hebrew verb shubh, which means to “turn, return, turn back, go back, come back’ 

(Pathrapankal 35-36). Depictions of Metanoia/Repentance in the Calumny illustrate the 

turning/returning movement but with the added element of Truth. Therefore, the figure of 

Repentance, who is based on the Greek word metanoia, communicates both a direct 

connection to Truth and a strong separation from it. 

The next section explores another allegory of injustice, also written by Lucian and 

recreated by artists in the Renaissance. While the Calumny speaks broadly to the topics of 

slander and injustice, Lucian’s ekphrasis the Imago vitae aulicae addresses young 

scholars who might be considering a paid post in a wealthy household. The Imago serves 

as a fervent warning about the hidden perils that lurk within such positions. Though it 

was not nearly as popular as the Calumny, the Imago vitae aulicae marks another ancient 
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ekphrasis that features the figure of Metanoia. This time, however, she works alone—a 

detail that becomes especially significant when applied to her role in kairos. Metanoia 

operates as a separate entity in the Imago, which opens the door for the same possibility 

within the kairotic moment. 

 

Lucian’s “On Salaried Posts in Great Houses” 

Lucian’s piece “On Salaried Posts in Great Houses” (De mercede conductis 

potentium familiaribus) presents a scathing look at the lives of scholars hired to work in 

rich Roman households. In the treatise Lucian compares these scholars to slaves, 

emphasizing the point that when a scholar accepts a position in a rich household he is 

sacrificing his freedom. Lucian frames the piece as advice for a young man, the 

fictionalized Timocles, who is said to be considering a post in a rich household. Lucian 

addresses Timocles directly throughout the treatise as he presents a full view of a 

scholar’s life in a wealthy household, from the initial allure of the position to the 

inevitable demise of the scholar’s health, pride, and happiness. Even when Lucian is 

describing the initial perception of luxury and fame, he constantly reminds his audience 

of the dangers that lurk in the shadows of opulence.60 He describes an elaborate system of 

manipulation through which scholars are lured and then imprisoned in households where 

they then waste away the best years of their lives. Lucian ends the piece with an 

ekphrasis in which he describes a fictional painting depicting the life of a scholar who 

                                                
60 To clarify, scholars were not poverty-stricken or desperate for these positions. Instead, they were drawn 
into such positions by an elaborate wooing process in which the head of the household lavished them with 
food and drink, fine clothing, and high praise. The wooing was often very persuasive but, as Lucian warns, 
it was a false front that did not represent the realities of the lifestyle. 
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accepts a salaried post. It is in this ekphrasis that the figure of Metanoia (Repentance) 

makes another appearance. 

Lucian’s ekphrasis, which appears at the end of the piece, paints a vivid picture of 

the life he has described throughout the essay. Lucian tells Timocles that he desires “to 

paint [him] a picture of this career that we have discussed, so that [he] might look at it 

and determine whether [he] should enter it” (479). Although it is clear that Lucian 

invented the painting, he explains that his description is an “imitation of Cebes [Tabula],” 

which A.M. Harmon summarizes as “a description of an imaginary allegorical painting 

representing human life” (479 n).61 The painting was never created because, as Lucian 

explains, “it is impossible nowadays to find anyone so excellent and so thoroughly master 

of his craft” to paint it well (479). Therefore, Lucian was forced to paint the picture as 

best he could in what he referred to as “unembellished prose.” The resulting ekphrasis, 

which came to be known as the Imago vitae aulicae, reads as follows: 

Imagine painted a lofty, golden gateway, not down on the level ground but 

above the earth on a hill; the slope is long and steep and slippery, so that 

many a time those who hoped soon to be at the summit have broken their 

necks by a slip of the foot. Within, let Wealth himself be sitting, all 

golden, seemingly, very beautiful and fascinating; and let his lover, after 

ascending with great toil, draw near the door and gaze spellbound at the 

gold. Let Hope, herself fair of face and gaily dressed, take him in charge 

                                                
61 Aune elaborates on the Tabula of Cebes, explaining that it was a popular work during the Medieval 
period with a strong moral theme. He describes the work as a “dialogic ekphrasis” in which a group of 
visitors come upon a tablet that they cannot understand. An old man intervenes and a conversation ensues 
in which the meaning of the allegory is spelled out (144).  
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and conduct him within, tremendously impressed by his entrance. Then let 

Hope keep always in advance of him, and let other women, Deceit and 

Servitude, receive him successfully and pass him on to Toil, who, after 

breaking the wretch with hard labour, shall at length deliver him, now 

sickly and faded, to Old Age. Last of all, let Insolence lay hold of him and 

drag him along to Despair; let Hope then fly away and vanish, and instead 

of the golden portal by which he entered, let him be ejected by some 

remote and secret postern, naked, paunchy, pale, and old, screening his 

nakedness with his left hand and throttling himself with his right; and on 

the way out, let him be met by Repentance, weeping to no avail and 

helping to make an end of the poor man. (479-81) 

The ekphrasis condenses Lucian’s essay into an allegory, presenting the same 

information and warnings but doing so in a way that draws the reader directly into the 

scene. Although Lucian’s essay does work to employ the imagination and involve the 

emotions of the audience, the compact format of the ekphrasis clearly enhances both the 

imagery and the emotional experience. Although this piece falls into the literary form of 

ekphrasis (description of artwork), the placement at the end of the essay also signals its 

use as a rhetorical device. In other words, Lucian uses the vivid description (and the 

emotion it stirs) rhetorically in the conclusion to leave a lasting impression on the reader. 

The artistic interpretations that have followed Lucian’s ekphrasis of the Imago 

introduce revisions to the figures and setting, but, for the most part, the story remains 

focused on the journey of a hopeful youth who is dragged down to the depths of despair, 
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never to regain control over his life. In some of the depictions, the journey is divided into 

two or three sections, unfolding in a linear way across the page. In others there is a 

pyramid-shaped staircase that depicts the initial ascent and final decent of the journey. 

There is also a range in the portrayals of Repentance, as some versions place her in the 

action and others separate her from the scene. In fact, in one portrayal she is pictured 

alone in a compartment below the staircase. According to Massing, there are several 

details that stray from Lucian’s text. In particular, Massing points out that portrayals of 

Hope range from a fully clothed woman, to a woman bearing her breasts, to a nude child 

(“The Illustrations” 218-19). He interprets the discrepancies as a reflection of “the 

difficulty of devising, and in this case of copying a reconstruction of a literary ekphrasis 

not based on a real work of art” (219). In fact, he believes that the complexities involved 

in recreating a literary ekphrasis explain why there were so few versions of the Imago, 

compared to the multiple recreations of the Calumny. 

 

Representations of the “Imago vitae aulicae” in Renaissance Art 

 Lucian’s “On Salaried Posts” gained an audience in the Renaissance as a vehicle 

for critiquing courtly life. Erasmus’s translation, De Mercede conductis potentium 

familiaribus (1506), circulated widely in the Renaissance, presented as “a radical satire 

on court life” (Massing, “The Illustrations” 214). Erasmus explained the central message 

of the text in a letter to Jean Desmarez, writing “Here you will enjoy seeing, reflected as 

in a looking glass, the drawbacks of life at court, which you often used to tell me about, 

from personal experience, of course, and like a shipwrecked castaway who had just 
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managed to struggle back to the independent literary life you now pursue” (216). As a 

satire on courtly life, “On Salaried Posts” gained such popularity that it was published on 

its own, first in Latin (1516 and 1530), then in French (1536), and then in Italian (1542) 

(Massing, Studies 56). Although the text was well-received, the ekphrasis did not inspire 

the kind of artistic enthusiasm that the Calumny did. As a result, there are far fewer visual 

representations of the Imago, but each one presents variations on the figure of 

Repentance that once again expand the range of her iconography and offer new potential 

for the concept of metanoia. In particular, the Imago introduces Repentance as a solitary 

figure who is often separated from the crowd, thus confirming the possibility that 

Metanoia does not have to depend on another concept, such as kairos. Instead, metanoia 

can be seen as a beginning or a new path rather than as the end result of a bad decision. In 

the Imago she is 

positioned at the end of a 

long journey that was 

spurred by a bad choice, 

yet it is not clear where the 

path leads once a person 

finds Repentance. 

The earliest 

illustration of the Imago 

was based on a translation 

  
Figure 4.8, Anonymous, c. 1512-1515, from Speculum principis 
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of Lucian’s work that was done by Erasmus and Thomas More in 1506 (Fig. 4.8).62 The 

illustration appears in a manuscript created for King François I (c. 1512-15), a text that 

Massing refers to as the Speculum principis (Mirror for Princes).63 Massing explains that 

the illustration remains true to the text in all aspects, omitting only the courtier’s delivery 

to Toil and the personifications of Old Age. In the following passage Massing provides a 

detailed explanation of the components that comprise this first illustration of the Imago 

vitae aulicae: 

[T]he aspiring courtiers are trying to climb up the steps leading to the 

golden gateway; all but one are prevented from doing so by a 

personification of Death, who pierces them with long, oversized arrows. 

Death, who is not mentioned in the text, has been introduced to visualize 

the fate of those wretches who are attracted by wealth and its prospects but 

slip and break their necks in an attempt to approach the household, 

symbolized here by an enclosure with a gateway. Opulentia reigns inside, 

seated on a throne with a golden chain round her neck; her lover is 

introduced as Spes, a winged figure who stays in front of him and keeps 

him hoping for some great reward. Still full of hope he is shown in the 

next scene with two women, Fallacia and Servitus. Fallacia’s deceitful 

actions are symbolized by the hunting horn and net with which she traps 

                                                
62 Their original collection included four works by Lucian: the Tyrannicida, Timon, Gallus, and De 
mercede conductis. The compilation was published under the title Luciani opuscula. From the original 
version, the collection was expanded in 1516 and then again in 1521 and 1534 (Rummel 58). 
63 This manuscript was also referenced in chapter three as it contains illustrations of both Posidippus’ and 
Ausonius’ Kairos/Occasio epigrams. 
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the hopeful man. He is shown, once again, in the next scene with a pick-

axe in his hand, since hard labour is his only reward; Labor, also with a 

pick-axe, stands behind him with Contumelia drags him to Despair. … In 

the next scene, the man, now old, covers his nudity with his left hand and 

presumably tries, in despair, to strangle himself with the other. Cast out of 

the household, he finally encounters Repentance. (216) 

Interestingly, Massing does not go into detail about what happens when the man 

encounters Repentance. The omission is strange considering that the depiction of 

Repentance in the illustration is the most active and perhaps the most true to Lucian’s 

text (“weeping to no avail and helping to make an end of the poor man”). In the 

depictions of Repentance that follow, her lamentation is conveyed, but she is not actively 

“making an end” of the man in the other versions. In the Speculum principis illustration, 

there is a sense of hope in that Repentance helps to end the man’s suffering, but her help 

is delivered violently. Unlike any other representation of Repentance in the Imago, this 

version is reminiscent of the portrayals of Metanoia as an enforcer of punishment, similar 

 
 

Figure 4.9 Ambrosius Holbein, first published in 1518 as title-page for Historiae Augustae Scriptores 
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to her role in the kairotic moment.  

 In a representation of the Imago created by Ambrosius Holbein (1494-1521), the 

figure of Repentance returns to her quiet, penitential state (Fig. 4.9). Holbein 

incorporated his interpretation of the Imago into a title-page design that was 

commissioned by the famous printer Johannes Froben and first used for Erasmus’ edition 

of Historiae Augustae scriptores in 1518 (Massing, Studies 60). The Imago appears in the 

bottom panel, stretching horizontally across the page on level ground. The horizontal 

movement is an unusual choice for the Imago, as the theme of ascent and descent is most 

often portrayed through a slope that allows for an arduous climb and a tragic fall. In 

Holbein’s depiction, the different stages of the journey are represented in a much more 

linear manner, but the image is divided into different stages by the architectural structure 

rather than by a slope, with a slight rise and fall conveyed through the use of three steps 

on each end of the image (Massing, “Illustrations” 217). Again, Repentance appears at 

the very end of the journey as the final figure that the man encounters. In Holbein’s 

version the man, caught in the clutches of Desperation, looks up at Repentance who is 

standing directly in front of him. Whereas the illustration in the Speculum principis 

portrays Repentance in the act of beating the man, Holbein’s Repentance stands very still, 

dressed as a nun. Desperation is the figure who exerts force while Repentance stands 

close by, clearly positioned in the man’s path. Though the next step of the journey is 

unclear, Holbein’s Repentance offers the possibility of a more peaceful end.   

The Imago makes another appearance on a title-page for the Oeuvres de Lucian 

de Samosate (Fig. 4.10), which, according to Massing, was “first published by Jean 
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Richer in Paris in 1613, and reprinted there in the same year” (217). The title-page, 

attributed to the artist Jan Ziarnko, is comprised of ten panels, eight of which contain 

images that are based on Lucian’s writing. The other two images include a portrait of 

Lucian and an emblem of an 

oak tree, both of which appear 

in a center panel that runs 

from the top to the bottom of 

the page. The eight images 

from Lucian’s work are 

numbered from left to right in 

the following order: I. the 

Rape of Europa, II. the Parcae, 

III. the Imago vitae aulicae, 

IV. the Marriage of Alexander 

and Roxane, V. the family of 

Centaurs, VI. the figure of 

Rhetoric, VII. the Gallic 

Hercules, and VIII. the 

Calumny of Apelles (Massing 

217). The numbers correspond to brief descriptions that the editor included inside the 

book. According to Massing, the descriptions are presented as mottos (following the 

emblem tradition discussed in chapter three), and each image received a corresponding 

  
 

Figure 4.10, Jan Ziarnko, first published in 1613 as the title-page for 
Oeuvres de Lucian de Samosate 
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motto. The Imago was assigned the motto: “QUID NON MORTALIA PECTORA 

COGIT,” meaning “To what lengths does it not drive the hearts of men?” Massing 

speculates that the “it” in the motto refers to “riches” (217-28).64 The rise and fall in this 

depiction of the Imago is quite dramatic as the aspiring courtier climbs a set of stairs to 

reach Opulentia and then tumbles down the other side of the staircase when Hopes flies 

away. A particularly interesting revision in this image is the placement of Repentance. In 

other versions of the Imago, she has been interacting directly with the dejected man, yet 

in this depiction she is isolated, placed in a compartment beneath the stairs. The man 

tumbles toward Repentance and while she appears to be looking up at him, she remains 

still with her hands folded across her chest. With the size of the squares, it could be 

argued that Repentance was moved for the sake of space, as was the case in Nicola da 

Urbino’s maiolica dish of the Calumny where space is considered a central factor in the 

exclusion of Repentance. However, 

Massing shows that the images in the 

title-page were based on large woodcuts 

that appeared in a translation of Lucian’s 

work that was published in 1582. Among 

the earlier woodcuts, there is a version of 

the Imago that also isolates Repentance 

by placing her in a compartment under 

                                                
64 This motto appears to be a reference to the Aenead 3:56 in which Virgil writes, “quid non mortalia 
pectoral cogis, aura sacra fames?” That is, “To what ends do you not drive men’s hearts o cursed hunger for 
gold?”  

 
 

Figure 4.11 Anonymous woodcut, first published in 1582 
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the stairs  

 Ziarnko’s engraving of the Imago is an imitation of the earlier woodcut that was 

created by an anonymous artist (Fig 4.11). His imitation appears to be a direct copy, 

though the image has been cropped and the direction of the scene reversed. With the 

cropping, the two aspiring courtiers who appear on the far right of the original woodcut 

have been removed. Also, the figures of Old Age, Outrage, and Despair have all been cut 

from the left side of the scene. Again, space could be the central factor in cropping the 

title-page design, as the peripheral figures in the original, rectangular design might have 

been cut to fit the image into a square panel. As for the reversal of the image, the ascent 

and descent moves from left to right on the title-page, whereas in the original woodcut 

the journey begins with an ascension on 

the right that leads to a descent on the 

left. The pyramid shape with ascending 

and descending steps strongly resembles 

an engraving by Jörg Breu the Younger 

(1540) that depicts the ages of man (Fig. 

4.12).65 Breu presents the ten stages of 

life, beginning with infancy on the left, 

moving into middle age at the top, and then descending into old age with an elderly man 

on the far right (Sears 153). The similarities between Breu’s Steps of Life design and the 

Imago woodcut are far too striking to be simply a coincidence. Therefore, it is likely that 

                                                
65 Several versions of the Steps of Life followed, but Breu’s was the first. 

  
 

Figure 4.12, Jörg Breu the Younger, 1540, Steps of Life 
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the movement in the woodcut is meant to be a right-to-left progression, but the printing 

process, known to flip woodcut images, created the reversal.  

 Despite the minor differences, Ziarnko’s title-page and the original woodcut 

present similar, though somewhat unusual, interpretations of the Imago. In particular, the 

figures are portrayed in ways that are inconsistent with Lucian’s text. For example, 

Massing points out that the portrayal of Hope is especially strange as she is portrayed 

both as a woman with bared breasts and as a nude child, details that are not present in the 

original or in translations of the original text (218). The artists also add a branch into the 

scene that is green and flowering in the beginning stage, but by the end, when Hope flies 

away, she is carrying a dead branch as a symbol of lost promise (218). Massing argues 

that the inconsistencies between the text and the images suggest that the artist who 

created the original woodcut was relying on oral information about the allegory rather 

than referring to the text. Because Ziarnko’s version appears to be a direct imitation, it 

can be assumed that he did not return to the text either, or, if he did, he did not 

incorporate any adjustments to reconcile the image with the original description. 

In addition to the adjustments made to the figure of Hope in the title-page and 

woodcut, the portrayal of Repentance also strays from previous depictions. While 

Repentance is most often covered from head to toe in a long robe and veil, this version 

presents her in tattered clothing with her stomach exposed. Perhaps even more surprising, 

though, is the fact that her head is fully exposed, revealing her entire face and showing 

her hair, which appears to be “torn.” The tattered cloths and torn hair link her to the 

figure of Despair. Additionally, Repentance is depicted with folded hands, as is often the 



 173 

case, but this time her hands are folded over her chest—another detail that suggests 

despair. The desolate setting, complete with a barren tree in the background, diminishes 

the possibility for hope or redemption that can be suggested with Repentance. The fact 

that she is sealed into her environment projects a sense of limitation, but it also means 

that she (as well as the man when he joins her) are sealed off from the ignominy 

occurring above, a fact that brings some semblance of hope into the scene. This image 

suggests that when the man reaches Repentance, he enters a new space, a realm in which 

the transformation inherent in the concept of metanoia is possible. Of course, the nature 

of that transformation is left up to the audience to surmise.  

In a final example, one of the more extreme shifts in Repentance’s iconography 

appears in a version of the Imago painted on a maiolica dish, similar to Nicola da 

Urbino’s maiolica version of the Calumny but done by another, anonymous artist (Fig. 

4.13). Massing argues that the 

artist attempted to transfer 

Holbein’s design into the maiolica 

form, which explains the 

horizontal trajectory with three 

steps on each side, as well as the 

use of architecture (particularly 

columns) to divide the stages of 

the journey. Also, in the maiolica 

dish the figures are labeled, as 
  

Figure 4.13, Anonymous, c. 1530, Imago vitae aulicae 
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they are in the Holbein design and as was common in depictions of the Calumny. One of 

the more striking differences, however, is the change in the gender of Repentance. Most 

often, the figure of Repentance is depicted as a woman dressed in dark, heavy robes, yet 

in the maiolica version of the Imago, Repentance appears as a man who wears a white 

robe and leans on a walking stick.66 In this version Repentance and Despair stand 

alongside a column that is labeled “Penitenxia,” forming a straight line alongside the 

figures of Repentance, Despair, and the courtier. The close proximity and contrasting 

colors of Repentance and Despair can be read as representing both the desperation and 

hope that loom over the man. At the end of the journey, the man is in the throes of 

despair, but Repentance stands nearby, suggesting the hope for movement beyond 

despair. However, Repentance is embedded in the crowd rather than positioned on the 

outside where he can easily move the man forward. 

Despite the somewhat tenuous connection between Repentance and Despair in the 

Imago, Repentance is most often presented in the allegory as a solitary figure who 

appears in the final stage of the journey. Lucian’s ekphrasis indicates that Repentance 

helps to “make an end of the poor man,” but the majority of the images do not provide a 

concrete vision of what that end entails. It is clear in Lucian’s text that the life of the 

scholar who accepts a salaried post is one of unending misery. And then, when the man is 

finally released, he is left alone with Repentance. His relationship with Repentance can 

be interpreted in several ways: as one that is dominated by regret, as a time of penance, or 

                                                
66 There is no clear explanation for this change in gender. Massing believes that the artist failed to 
understand the iconography of the Imago as there are errors in the scene and figures who have gone 
unnamed. The change could simply be a misunderstanding of the allegory or inattention to detail that does 
not carry symbolic weight. 
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even as a turning toward a new path. Lucian’s text and the images that followed leave the 

final stage of the journey, and Repentance’s role in the final stage, up to the imagination 

of the reader. In order to fully imagine where those possibilities may lead, it is important 

to keep in mind that the man is not only left with Repentance—he is left with Metanoia 

and all of the complexities that are embedded in the concept. Therefore, rhetoric scholars 

can view the Imago symbolically as a starting point for further conversation about 

metanoia, imagining where the old scholar’s path will lead once he is joined with 

Metanoia. 

 

Conclusion 

At least from an art history perspective, Metanoia cannot be trusted to stand still. 

In both personifications and theoretical interpretations, metanoia moves along a spectrum 

from penitence to punishment, regret to reflection, transformation to lamentation. In The 

Calumny of Apelles, the figure of Metanoia can be understood as the vital link to truth, or 

the reflective turn through which a person can shun calumny and embrace truth. Yet her 

role in the Calumny can also be read as an emotional barrier between truth and calumny, 

the fear and shame that keeps a person from moving in the direction of truth. Her 

complexity carries into the Imago as well where she can be read as the penitence that 

provides a ray of hope when all is lost. Or, she can be interpreted as a force that 

empowers self-loathing and defeat, brandishing metaphorical whips that eliminate the last 

painful remains of hope. She does not simply personify an emotion, such as envy or 

despair, nor does she simply personify a concept such as truth or calumny. Metanoia 
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exists somewhere between emotion and concept, personifying the complexities that exist 

within changes of mind or heart. 

According to the iconography and lore of the kairotic moment, Kairos and 

Metanoia are presented as two separate entities that are connected in the pre-kairotic 

moment and then separated when an action is taken. As the story goes, if Kairos is 

seized, then the person advances with the god of opportunity, but if the moment is 

missed, Metanoia remains. But what if a person chooses to stay with Metanoia? What 

would it mean if kairos was deliberately missed? As this chapter illustrates, the figure of 

Metanoia has been portrayed independently, conducting work outside of the kairotic 

moment. She is not simply a shadow that follows Kairos. Therefore, if Kairos and 

Metanoia are both present in a kairotic moment, then Metanoia—with all of her 

emotional complexity—is also available as a force that can be seized. 

The idea of “seizing Metanoia” becomes complicated in that kairos and metanoia 

are linked concepts, and, as was argued in chapter three, it is the concept of metanoia that 

brings emotion into kairos. Thus the concepts are integrated, which means that they do 

not simply function side-by-side, offering two different paths. Instead of two different 

paths, then, the idea of “seizing Metanoia” involves embracing an expanded 

understanding of the opportunities that exist within a kairotic moment. The changes of 

mind and heart that come with metanoia can be positive or negative, expected or 

unexpected. Most often, changes that are perceived as negative or unexpected are swept 

into the realm of the “inopportune,” the missed moment: akairos. Yet, if Metanoia is 

understood to inhabit the space of the missed moment, then there is transformative 
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potential there that must be explored. The range of kairos, particularly when metanoia 

enters the concept, comprises moments that are seized, moments that are missed, and 

moments that are seized in unexpected ways. As is true of kairos, moments that are 

missed or are seized in unexpected ways can be anticipated and navigated through metis. 

In chapter five I offer akairos as a rhetorical device that, through a metis of the 

inopportune, can be employed to create metanoic transformation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

AKAIROS: EXPANDING THE KAIROTIC MOMENT 
 

 “They have come at the right time, although then they seemed an ill-timed (akairos) loss. 
Perhaps that misery may turn to good fortune.” –Euripides, Helen 

 

Albert Pinkham Ryder was an American painter (1847–1917) who loved his work 

so ardently that he often ended up damaging it through his devotion. He would work on a 

single painting for years at a time, applying layer after layer of color and fine-tuning even 

the most subtle of lines. In fact, he labored over some of his paintings for an entire 

decade, adding thick layers of paint to a canvas that was never allowed time to dry. He 

poured himself into his painting on an emotional level, sometimes working on a painting 

for two or three days at a time without stopping. He also invested himself on a physical 

level by adding elements from his life such as sand, tobacco, and even his own urine into 

the paint. The thick layers that he added to the canvas and the substances that he mixed 

into the paint often had negative consequences on the overall aesthetic, some of which 

were immediate while others manifested themselves over time.  

It can be said that Albert Pinkham Ryder let the critical moment, the kairos, pass 

when he continued to compulsively revise his work. Pinkham’s process mirrors the 

discussion in chapter two of the wine-making process in which the necessary aging of the 

wine unfolds in chronos-time, but then within chronos there is a critical moment (kairos) 

when the wine peaks. Pinkham’s artistic process unfolded in chronos-time, but he would 

often miss—or perhaps dismiss—his kairotic moment and continue to paint. His decision 

to keep painting can be viewed as akairotic. When Ryder refused to put down the brush, 
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the images began to shift into the inopportune, untimely, unseasonable, and unexpected. 

The colors blurred and darkened, sometimes to the point of turning black, and the thick 

layers often broke into hundreds of tiny cracks. All of the blurring and cracking of color 

blatantly defied the expectations of the patrons who commissioned his work and the 

collectors who have watched the images transform over time. Some of the paintings that 

exist today project a strange juxtaposition in which the expected beauty of a nature scene 

or seascape mingles with unexpected, even unsettling, elements of Ryder’s texture and 

color. Yet even those of Ryder’s paintings that seem to manifest contact with the 

akairotic are not without power, purpose, and intrigue. If anything, the distortion of the 

images reveals the complexity of the inopportune moment itself. 

 

Akairotic Rhetoric: Exploring the Inopportune 

My argument began with the assertion that kairos and emotion are linked 

concepts. In chapter one I confirmed the connection between kairos and emotion by 

examining the ways in which both classical and contemporary scholars discuss the 

concepts in tandem. In chapter two, I explored the depth of the connection between 

kairos and emotion by introducing the concept of metis and the essential role that 

emotion and intuition play within the kairotic moment. In discussing metis, I drew on the 

concept of the poroi or passageways that must be identified and navigated in order to 

successfully traverse a kairotic moment, which I then expanded upon by discussing 

bodily poroi or openings through which words can enter and have a transformative effect 

on the body. In order to develop a deeper understanding of the role of transformation in 



 180 

the kairotic moment, I turned in chapter three to the conceptual and iconographic link 

between kairos and metanoia. By examining the connection between kairos and 

metanoia, it became clear that emotion enters the concept of kairos through metanoia.   

According to its etymological roots, kairos is an opening or an opportunity. It is 

metanoia, then, that brings emotion and transformation into the concept of kairos. In 

addition to acknowledging metanoia’s important role in the kairotic moment, it also must 

be noted that metanoia exists—both as a concept and a personification—outside of the 

kairotic moment. Drawing on art history, in chapter four I provided a detailed 

examination Metanoia’s appearances beyond the concept of kairos to establish the 

possibility of “seizing Metanoia” or deliberately entering the realm of the inopportune as 

a rhetorical device. If, as the story goes, metanoia inhabits the space of the missed 

moment, and if metanoia has the potential to operate as an individual concept, then the 

path(s) of metanoia, or the options of the opportune and inopportune, should be viewed 

as viable options in a kairotic moment. In other words, just as opportune moments can be 

seized or created in a rhetorical situation, so too can inopportune moments enable 

rhetorical work.  

Looking more closely at inopportunity, and even employing the inopportune 

moment rhetorically, can allow metanoic transformation to occur in individuals, as well 

as in groups of people. Within the realm of rhetorical studies, akairos tends to be 

neglected as a rhetorical concept, primarily because it is understood as a negative 

repercussion of a moment that was missed or handled poorly. In classical usages of 

akairos, however, the concept clearly signifies an action. Although akairos is often used 
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in reference to an ill-advised action, it represents a decision that was made. If akairos is 

linked to a decision-making process, then it is possible to choose the inopportune rather 

than simply ending up with it because of a failed attempt at kairos. Therefore, instead of 

approaching akairos as something that follows the missing of kairos, it too can be 

understood as a rhetorical device that, along with the opportune, exists within any given 

rhetorical situation.  

Instead of presenting a single definition of akairos, this chapter explores a range 

of both interpretations and potential applications of the concept. To begin establishing the 

range of meanings, I turn to ancient texts and the Perseus database. Through a Perseus 

search of the term akairos, I present a series of excerpts from ancient texts that 

demonstrate an array of usages. After creating a classical foundation for the term, I apply 

that range of meanings to contemporary examples of akairos in action. In particular, I 

begin with two groups who have used akairotic methods in performance art as a way to 

both entertain and broaden their audiences’ perspective. Next, I focus specifically on the 

use of akairos as a form of protest. Then, in my final example, I examine the ways in 

which the flash mob movement creates akairotic moments as a form of both amusement 

and social critique. In each of the contemporary examples, I argue that the groups set out 

to create inopportune moments in public spaces as a way to expand consciousness in an 

often unsuspecting audience. Finally, in addition to its potential as a rhetorical device, I 

argue that akairos can also serve as a site for analysis or an opportunity to examine the 

expectations and rules that govern behavior. The fear, shame, and regret that surround a 

missed opportunity provide an avenue into understanding the “schooling of emotion” that 
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was discussed in chapter one. I conclude by offering akairos, metanoia, and metis as vital 

components of an expanded theory of kairos, as well as individual sites for future work.  

 

Akairos in Ancient Texts 

 The Liddell and Scott lexicon defines akairos as “ill-timed, unseasonable” (46). 

The entry also indicates that the term can be applied to people who are “importunate, 

troublesome” or “ill-suited to do a thing” (49). In E. A. Sophocles’ Greek Lexicon of the 

Roman and Byzantine Periods, on the other hand, akairos is defined as “to have no 

opportunity” (99). Though akairos can certainly signal a lack of opportunity, the term has 

been used most often, particularly in classical texts, to mean unseasonable, untimely, and 

inopportune. The lack of opportunity, more often than not, stems from a failed attempt 

rather than a non-opportunity that could not be acted upon. In this section I provide an 

overview of usages of akairos in classical texts, based on a Perseus study of the term.67 

While I will not analyze all of the references yielded by the Perseus study, I will present a 

range of both contexts and meanings to establish a classical foundation for the concept.  

   Oftentimes, akairos refers to inappropriateness, especially in a speech or in one’s 

behavior. For example, in Prometheus Bound Aeschylus (525 BCE–455 BCE) writes, 

“To us, at least, Hermes seems not to speak untimely [akaira]; for he bids you to lay 

aside your stubbornness and seek the good counsel of wisdom” (Smyth). Therefore, if 

Hermes had spoken akairotically, he would have encouraged stubbornness and avoided 

                                                
67 Although the Perseus database is not ideal, it provides a strong starting point for such a study. In future 
work, the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae will be used; however, I do not have access to that collection at this 
time. 
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the good counsel of wisdom. In addition to spoken word, akairos can be applied to 

inappropriate emotional response. For example, in his Exordia Pseudo-Demosthenes 

explains that it is perfectly reasonable for a person to become angry when slighted; 

however, that person must be careful not to direct the anger at innocent parties.68 He 

argues that people who are not involved in the situation can give wise feedback, but “If 

you treat these men with untimely [akairos] irritation, you will make them hesitate to rise 

and speak” (DeWitt). In Pseudo-Demosthenes’ usage, akairos describes unreasonable or 

unprovoked emotional response. At the opposite extreme of emotional response, 

Demosthenes also used akairos to describe unseasonable apathy. In his speech “On the 

Crown,” he asserts, “the excessive and inopportune [akairou] apathy of the common 

people has been punished by the loss of their independence” (DeWitt). Whereas 

misdirected anger can be viewed as akairotic, excessive apathy can have the same result.  

In addition to Demosthenes’ references to misdirected anger and unseasonable 

apathy, akairos has been used to discuss a range of inappropriate emotional responses. 

For example, in the Library, Diodorus Siculus (c. 1st century BCE) tells a story of a 

crowd that responded to a speaker with “unseemly laughter.” He writes, “So once when 

he [Tellias] had been dispatched on an embassy to the people of Centoripa and came 

forward to speak before the Assembly, the multitude broke into unseemly [akairon] 

laughter as they saw how much he fell short of their expectation” (Oldfather). The crowd 

was expecting to see a handsome man, so they were shocked by the unexpectedly plain 

                                                
68 The Exordia, Erotic Essay, and Letters are attributed to Demosthenes but generally agreed to be of a 
later date. Therefore, these works are attributed to Pseudo-Demosthenes, though the specific time period 
and author(s) are unknown. 
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appearance of Tellias and thus broke into an inappropriate laughter. In another example, 

Flavius Josephus (c. 37-100 CE) uses akairos in Antiquitates Judaicae when describing 

Saul’s ambush of the Amalekites. He explains that although Saul was commanded by 

God to kill everyone, he was so taken by the king’s physical beauty that he could not kill 

him. This break in his resolve is then described as a “giving way to human passions, and 

suffering himself to be moved with an unseasonable [akairos] commiseration, in a point 

where it was not safe for him to indulge it” (Whiston). Saul was under divine orders to 

kill the king, but his akairotic human passions interrupted his actions. Thus akairotic 

emotional response can range in intensity from creating an uncomfortable situation to 

putting a person’s life in danger. 

 On a much different note, akairos has also been used to discuss style. In On 

Rhetoric Aristotle warns that epithets must be used with caution as they can easily disrupt 

style. In particular, he warns against “the use of epithets that are either long or 

unseasonable [akairois] or too crowded; thus, in poetry it is appropriate to speak of white 

milk, but in prose it is less so” (Freese). A rhetor must, therefore, be able to strike a 

careful balance when using epithets to maintain appropriate style and guard against 

akairotic mishaps. Pseudo-Demosthenes also uses akairos to discuss style, but he draws 

attention to the choices he made in his own writing. In his Erotic Essay, Pseudo-

Demosthenes explains, “Were I to describe all the contests an unseemly [akairon] length 

would perhaps accrue to this essay, but by recalling a single example in which you 

especially distinguished yourself I shall demonstrate the same truth and be found to make 

a more reasonable use of the patience of my hearers” (DeWitt). In this example, Pseudo-



 185 

Demosthenes uses akairos to distinguish a good writerly decision from a bad one, with 

both the audience and purpose in mind. In another text, Demosthenes warns against 

“untimely length” in writing, but this time he imbues the concept of akairos with fear. In 

“Speech 60” he writes: “As for Courage and the other elements of virtue, I shrink from 

rehearsing the whole story, being on my guard for fear an untimely [akairon] length shall 

attach to my speech” (DeWitt). Demosthenes not only points out inappropriate length as a 

stylistic faux pas, but he characterizes it as something that should be feared and guarded 

against, as it can “attach” itself to a speech. The fear surrounding the concept of akairos 

is often implicit, but Demosthenes openly acknowledges the threat that akairos can pose 

and the importance of guarding oneself against it.  

In addition to stylistic mistakes, akairos can also be used to discuss larger acts of 

foolishness. Aeschines (389–314 BCE) uses the term akairos twice in his speeches when 

referencing mistakes. In “Against Timarchus” he refers to a statement made by 

Demosthenes, whom Aeschines considers to be an “ill-mannered and boorish sort of 

person.” According to Aeschines, Demosthenes speaks of Philip in a way that is “foolish 

and out of place [akairos], but not so serious a mistake as that which I am about to 

mention” (Adams). Notably, in the description of the more serious mistake (the wrongful 

slander of a boy), Aeschines does not use the word akairos, thus implying that while 

akairos may signal foolish and poor timing, it is not necessarily an egregious error. 

Aeschines uses the term akairos again in his speech “On the Embassy,” this time to warn 

against the mistake of “unseasonable jealousy.” He advises people to “imitate the wisdom 

of our forefathers, and beware of their mistakes and their unseasonable jealousies 
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[akairos]” (Adams). The fact that Aeschines tells his audience to “beware” of such 

behavior again adds an overt element of fear to the concept of akairos. 

Although akairos appears several times in ancient texts, it has received limited 

attention in rhetoric and composition scholarship. In one of the few contemporary 

references to akairos, Phillip Sipiora describes the concept as “time that is without 

opportunity” (2). While it is not incorrect to define akairos as “without opportunity,” it is 

a definition that masks the complexity of the concept. In fact, the range of references in 

this brief survey alone present a list of options for interpreting akairos that includes 

untimely speech, untimely irritation, inopportune apathy, unseemly laughter, 

unseasonable commiseration, unseasonable epithets, unseemly duration, foolish mistakes, 

and unseasonable jealousies. According to these references, then, akairos can take the 

form of anything from emotional response, to timing, to style. These references do not 

focus on consequences of missed moments; instead, they refer to actions. The actions are 

understood as having negative implications, but that does not mean that they should be 

dismissed. Instead, the perniciousness surrounding akairos can be approached as an 

opportunity for exploration, analysis, and action. Embracing the opportunity to explore 

and utilize akairos, however, requires both education and skill. That is, the effective use 

of akairos demands the cultivation of metis. 

 

A Metis of the Inopportune  

 When Carol Channing disrupted the expectations of her Broadway audience by 

reliving the cathartic moment in “Hello Dolly,” she spontaneously created an akairotic 
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moment. She took the space of the Broadway theater, with all of its time-honored 

tradition and convention, and she moved in it differently, unexpectedly. She stepped 

away from her scripted path and took her audience in a new direction. The opportune 

moment was clearly set out for her: she was supposed to end the number with gusto and 

then move onto the next scene. Instead, she let kairos pass her by and she stayed in 

company of metanoia, selecting a path from the realm of the inopportune. Whether or not 

Channing planned the moment in advance, her decision can be viewed as an example of a 

metis of the inopportune. She brought a pre-established ethos and refined sense of 

audience awareness into the moment, but then, as the moment unfolded, she felt her way 

toward a new path.  

Approaching akairos as a rhetorical device rather than as a consequence of poor 

decision-making must begin with the acknowledgment that the concept of metis can be 

applied to the inopportune as well as to the opportune moment. As was discussed in 

chapter two, metis involves knowledge that is learned and practiced outside of the 

moment, but it also calls on intuitive knowledge that must be channeled in the heat of the 

moment. Therefore, metis combines prior education with intuition, striking a balance 

between planning and improvisation. In order to successfully operate within the realm of 

the inopportune, the same balance of education and intuition must come into play. 

Inopportune moments are constantly unfolding, oftentimes in ways that seem to be 

beyond control. Yet, with a sense of metis, inopportune moments can be seized or created 

strategically. A metis of the inopportune does not imply that the results will be positive—
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though that is certainly a possibility—but it does ensure that the inopportune moment was 

deliberately chosen, for a specific purpose.    

According to the legend of Kairos that was explored in chapter three, there is one 

key moment in which an opportunity must be seized if a person is to advance with kairos. 

However, as was also revealed in chapter three, when that opportune moment is missed, a 

person is left with Metanoia, a complicated and powerful figure who lives in an 

uncharted realm of possibility. In chapter four I provided a series of examples 

establishing that Metanoia functions independently, which then creates the possibility of 

“seizing Metanoia” in a decisive moment. The idea of “seizing Metanoia” involves 

making a conscious decision—whether it is in the moment or planned in advance—to 

enter the realm of the inopportune, regardless of the consequences. Most importantly, it 

involves an expanded notion of metis and the kairotic moment, one in which there are a 

variety of viable paths. In other words, the truly metis-endowed person is aware of the 

expanse of the kairotic moment, seeing both the options of the opportune and 

inopportune simultaneously.  

In the sections that follow, I provide a series of examples in which people let 

kairotic moments pass in favor of seizing or creating akairotic opportunities. In all of the 

examples, appropriate methods and expected behaviors are eschewed in order to embrace 

opportunities that are widely deemed inappropriate or disruptive. I explore a range of 

akairotic rhetorics, from theatrical performance to protest, as a way to examine 

possibilities for imagining akairos in action. Whether it involves flouting convention, 

disrupting the flow of otherwise predictable public spaces, or displaying a shocking 
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visual image, akairos, as I am presenting it, aims at metanoic transformation on both 

large and small scales. Though akairotic rhetoric is often uncomfortable and regularly 

followed by negative repercussions, it shakes—or at least draws attention to—the 

foundations of expected actions and behaviors. In particular, examining such expectations 

creates opportunities to demystify the “emotion rules” that typically regulate behavior. As 

the following examples reveal, akairotic rhetoric draws heavily on emotion, often stirring 

emotions such as fear, confusion, or anger as a way to convey a message. In many cases, 

akairotic rhetoric can be said to use inappropriate emotional display and/or response as a 

rhetorical device.   

 

Happenings: Akairos in Performance Art  

“Happenings” were an early form of performance art that developed at the end of 

the 1950s with an emphasis on blurring boundaries between art, music, and theater. The 

movement was led primarily by Allan Kaprow, Claes Oldenburg, Jim Dine, Red Grooms, 

and Robert Whitman, all of whom where influenced by John Cage’s innovative uses of 

collaborative performance and genre blending. The power of Happenings resided in the 

fact that they were unsustainable and unable to become commodified, a fact that 

inevitably led to their disappearance from the art scene. Allan Kaprow anticipated the 

short life-span, explaining “Their activity embodies the myth of nonsuccess, for 

Happenings cannot be sold and taken home; they can only be supported. And because of 

their intimate and fleeting nature, only a few people can experience them” (67). 
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Therefore, Happenings could exist only as a “state of mind” (Kaprow), but the moment it 

became stabilized as an art form, the movement would invariably have to end (68).  

In 1959 Kaprow performed the first Happening, which was called Eighteen 

Happenings in Six Parts. The piece involved a large space in which fourteen groups of 

silver and yellow chairs were arranged so that spectators were facing in a variety of 

directions. During the performance sounds, smells, and lights randomly filled the room 

and people entered the space to perform tasks, such as slowly lighting and blowing out 

nineteen matches. Audience members were asked to get up and change seats at various 

points throughout the performance, according to the seat numbers that were printed on 

their tickets. Kaprow involved the audience in the performance because he saw their 

movement as part of the art. In addition to the aesthetic value, Kaprow appreciated the 

way a mobile audience “added unplanned elements of speech and sound” to the 

performance (Aronson 67). In addition to the sights, sounds, and movement, Happenings 

occurred in spaces that ranged from art galleries, to lofts, to high school basketball gyms. 

These spaces were then reshaped in a variety of ways. For example, in Robert Whitman’s 

production “Mouth,” audience members entered the performance space through an 

enormous papier-mâché mouth that stretched from wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling—a sight 

that, according to Michael Kirby, sparked the concern of two police officers who were 

passing by (148-9). In another example, a wary audience stood in a long dark tunnel for 

the duration of Kaprow’s performance of A Spring Happening. 

Although Happenings have roots in movements such as Dadaism, they were 

considered a unique divergence from theater and art prior to the late 1950s. Arnold 



 191 

Aronson argues, “Unlike absurdist dramas, which remained within the framework of 

Western drama and thus pushed gradually at its confines, Happenings, at one stroke, 

shattered all rules and expectations” (68). In “Happenings in the New York Scene” 

(1961), Kaprow explains the unique features that set Happenings apart from other genres. 

He writes: 

Happenings are events that, put simply, happen. Though the best of them have a 

decided impact—that is, we feel ‘here is something important’—they appear to go 

nowhere and do not make any particular literary point. In contrast to the arts of 

the past, they have no structured beginning, middle, or end. Their form is open-

ended and fluid; nothing obvious is sought and therefore nothing is won, except 

the certainty of a number of occurrences to which we are more than normally 

attentive. They exist for a single performance, or only a few, and are gone forever 

as new ones take their place. (62) 

According to Kaprow’s description, the central purpose of a Happening was often created 

in the moment. The genre blurred art and performance, spontaneously creating a piece of 

art by incorporating props, sounds, and smells, as well as drawing on the physical space 

and the people in that space. Though Happenings became more scripted as the genre 

evolved, discovery and fluidity were always fundamental elements of the performances. 

The amount of improvisation varied from artist to artist, but even with the more scripted 

performances, fluidity, spontaneity, and chance were widely recognized as central 

components of the genre. Therefore, even the most carefully planned performance 
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could—and perhaps even should—be derailed in the heat of the moment, according to the 

unique contextual elements in the situation.  

Navigating contextual elements in the moment strongly resonates with the 

concept of kairos. Just as a skilled rhetor can prepare for a rhetorical situation but must 

successfully navigate the moment itself in order to be effective, the artists often devised a 

rough script for the Happening but remained open to the variability of each individual 

performance. Happenings are further connected to kairos in that the artists did not seek to 

reproduce the performances, thus maintaining the impermanence of the genre. Kaprow 

explains, “Composed so that a premium is placed on the unforeseen, a Happening cannot 

be reproduced. The few performances given of each work differ considerably from one 

another; and the work is over before habits begin to set in” (64). In a sense, then, the 

process of creating a Happening is similar to the navigation of the kairotic moment, only 

with an expanded approach to the opportune.  

The concept of kairos is particularly evident in discussions of the role of chance 

in Happenings. In particular, Kaprow draws a distinction between spontaneity and 

chance. He explains, “Chance, then, rather than spontaneity, is a key term, for it implies 

risk and fear (thus reestablishing that fine nervousness so pleasant when something is 

about to occur)” (64). As is the case in a kairotic moment, the element of chance 

introduces risk and the fear that the moment will be seized inappropriately. However, 

Kaprow believed that this risk of failure—and even the realization of failure—was vital 

to the genre. He explains: 
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If a flexible framework with the barest limits is established by selecting, 

for example, only five elements out of an infinity of possibilities, almost 

anything can happen. And something always does, even things that are 

unpleasant. Visitors to a Happening are now and then not sure what has 

taken place, when it has ended, even when things have gone ‘wrong.’ For 

when something goes ‘wrong,’ something far more ‘right,’ more 

revelatory, has many times emerged. (Kaprow 64) 

Happenings, then, re-conceptualized failures as generative, adding failed attempts into 

the possibilities that are available in the kairotic moment. The “unpleasant” results that 

are produced when a moment has gone “wrong” have traditionally been the province of 

akairos. Yet, the idea that “something far more ‘right,’ more revelatory” can emerge from 

a moment that was seized in an unexpected, or even inopportune, way recognizes a 

greater potential in the realm of inopportunity.  

The refusal to shy away from inopportune moments signals a deliberate attempt to 

seize akairos rather than seek kairos. The artists who performed Happenings did not 

resist what might be unpleasant results and instead welcomed them as a chance for 

something better, something that neither they nor their audience could have anticipated. 

Their conceptualization of a successful performance included, and even deliberately 

employed, inopportune moments. Happenings died out in the 1960s, but the use of 

akairos in performance art has remained prevalent. For example, a group called Improv 

Everywhere, which was started in 2001 in New York City by a group of actors, takes the 

philosophy of the Happenings to the streets. Improv Everywhere employs a similar 
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combination of planning and improvisation in its performances, along with the same 

openness to “failure.” Since 2001, the group has expanded both nationally and 

internationally, performing akairotic experiments in crowded, public places around the 

world.   

 

Improv(e) Everywhere: Public Displays of Akairos 

On the Improv Everywhere homepage the group claims to cause “scenes of chaos 

and joy in public places.” Since the group’s inception in 2001, it has embarked upon 

seventy “missions” with thousands of “agents,” as they refer to themselves and their 

work. The “agents” tend to be aspiring actors or comedians, but the organization is 

committed to keeping its missions open to anyone who would like to participate, 

especially in the larger events. The group has carried out several large-scale missions, 

such as having two hundred agents simultaneously freeze in the middle of Grand Central 

Station or sending nine hundred agents into the subway system pant-less. In addition to 

the larger projects, they have also conducted smaller-scale missions, such as the “food 

court musical” in which seventeen agents spontaneously created a musical number in the 

food court of a Los Angeles mall, or the “McDonald’s Bathroom Attendant” mission 

where a tuxedoed agent attended to the McDonald’s bathroom in Time’s Square. 

In the FAQ section of the Improv Everywhere website, founder Charlie Todd 

explains that the group is “out to prove that a prank doesn’t have to involve humiliation 

or embarrassment; it can simply be about making someone laugh, smile, or stop to notice 

the world around them.” In addition, in a New York Times article about the group, David 
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Hochman adds, “Mr. Todd and his cohorts at Improv Everywhere … merely want to give 

people something to talk about.” The pranks, or “missions,” are often staged in public 

places where people tend to take the predictability of their surroundings for granted. 

Improv Everywhere steps into these environments and, for a brief moment, reshapes the 

space in a new and unexpected way. According to Todd, the readjustment is meant to 

create a positive impact on the people involved. As he explains, “Oftentimes people 

misread our URL as ‘Improve Everywhere.’ We think that’s probably a better name for 

what we try to do.” Therefore, the agents in the group do not simply seek amusement by 

pulling pranks on unsuspecting passersby. Instead, they strive to amuse their audience 

with the larger goal of broadening the audience’s perspective and giving them a great 

story to go along with it.    

In a mission that was explicitly designed to broaden audience perspective, the 

group positioned sixty-one agents in the windows of a six-story shopping complex in 

New York City’s Union Square. Todd 

was drawn to this particular building 

because of the number of windows 

and the amount of foot traffic in the 

area. The mission took place at night, 

with the brightly lit windows 

highlighting the agents who were 

performing a synchronized routine of poses, dance moves, and jumping jacks. Todd had 

carefully mapped out the event beforehand and served as a conductor as the scene 

  
 

Figure 5.1, “Look Up More,” Improv Everywhere 
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unfolded. The agents had a script that listed each task (jumping, dancing, etc.) and Todd 

moved his hand back and forth from a trash can on the sidewalk to indicate movement 

from one task to the next. In addition to their synchronized movements, there was a 

moment in which an entire row of agents held up letters that spelled out the message: 

“Look Up More” (Fig. 5.1). As hoped, the scene attracted a large crowd of people who 

stopped on the sidewalk to look up in wonder and confusion. When the scene ended, the 

audience applauded enthusiastically.  

In another recent mission, two hundred agents entered the main concourse of 

Grand Central Station and froze at exactly the same moment, holding their pose for five 

minutes without moving. Agents were given free reign in selecting their location and 

pose. For example, one agent dropped a stack of papers seconds before he froze, a couple 

froze mid-kiss, and a few agents froze while taking a group picture. The main concourse 

of Grand Central Station was a particularly effective venue for such a mission because of 

the wide-open space. The group attempted a similar mission two years earlier in a Home 

Depot, but they found that the arrangement of the space weakened the effect. People who 

witnessed the event took pictures and video, poked at the frozen people, and called their 

friends. A man rationalized the event, explaining that it must be “some kind of protest . . .  

either that or an acting class.” Todd notes that his favorite response came from a NYPD 

officer who witnessed the event from a recruitment booth. When Todd asked her what 

was going on, she said, “I have no idea! That is the craziest shit I’ve ever seen in my life, 

AND I’M A COP!” 
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In “Look up More” and “Frozen Grand Central,” the group successfully 

interrupted the flow of daily life, forcing people to take a moment to slow down and look 

around. In the “Look up More” mission, people who were hurrying off the subway to get 

to their next destination, stopped suddenly on the sidewalk to stare up at the building. In 

Grand Central Station, a place where people tend to put their heads down and hustle 

through the crowd, the pace slowed and people took at moment to look at each other and 

their surroundings. During a particularly interesting moment in the Grand Central Station 

freeze, a man who was driving a maintenance cart could not get past a group of frozen 

agents. The agents altered the space in such a way that the driver did not know how to 

proceed. He blared his horn and then called in to report, “I can’t move my car. There’s 

hundreds of people frozen everywhere. This is wild.” After waiting for a few minutes, he 

called again to say, “They are not moving. I can’t move my car. I need some help.” 

Before help could arrive, the agents started moving, instantly reviving the routine 

movement of the terminal. For those five minutes, though, people were not able to move 

through the terminal in the way they had wanted or expected.  

Although Improv Everywhere’s missions are often perceived as protests, they 

describe themselves as performers more than protesters. The founding members are all 

actors who are associated with the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre and therefore tend to 

maintain a performance art approach. Their work is primarily entertainment-based, so 

much so that Charlie Todd has plugged Improv Everywhere on the Today Show and 

hopes to expand the project into a reality television show where a much larger budget 
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would enhance the quality and scope of the group’s missions.69 Though they are 

entertainment-based and do not overtly associate themselves with protest, their 

performances do make social statements and spark wonder, subtly seeking social change 

by disrupting the expectations and routines of daily life. Improv Everywhere is successful 

in shattering the mundane, but the group conducts its work in a mainstream way and from 

a position of privilege. Other groups, however, create similar scenes, but they do so with 

a much more explicit and pressing agenda.  

 

Akairotic Protest 

In both Happenings and Improv Everywhere, akairos serves primarily as a form 

of entertainment or intrigue. Yet for many groups, akairos provides a powerful tool for 

fighting social injustice. Often, rhetorical uses of akairos take shape in political protest 

where people seize or create inopportune moments, thus making social statements 

through unexpected or disruptive acts. While Happenings and Improv Everywhere have 

been largely perceived as a harmless form of amusement, acts of akairotic protest are 

often feared and condemned. In addition to disrupting expectations, protests that draw on 

akairos tend to use emotion in strategically uncomfortable ways, often with the goal of 

creating an empathetic bridge to an oppressed or ignored population.   

An enduring example of akairos as social protest is guerilla theater. Lesnick 

explains the genre as “a radical political theater performed in the streets, in the schools, in 

shopping centers, outside of plant gates—anywhere people gather. It is a theater of 

                                                
69 Also of note, the group offers an array of t-shirts featuring their various missions, all of which are 
available on their website—“some as cheap as $5.99.” 
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statement” (11). Guerilla theater groups bring an overtly political agenda to their 

performances, relying on direct audience participation as a way to enact change. The 

groups, which have been particularly active since the anti-war movement of the late 

sixties, strive to counter feelings of alienation and bridge the gap between social classes 

by spontaneously creating moments of shared experience. Through their performances, 

they force people to get involved in an issue by interrupting the comforts or routines of 

daily life with a reminder of a specific struggle (e.g., the war in Iraq) or major source of 

injustice (e.g. the uneven distribution of wealth in US society).  

Guerilla theater strategies tend to involve the stirring of new and often unsettling 

emotions that encourage the audience to internalize, even just for a moment, the lived 

experience of people who are in some way oppressed. For example, at the University of 

Alabama in Tuscaloosa, four people staged a mock raid on campus to protest the war in 

Iraq. According to the school’s newspaper, the protesters “stormed through the second-

floor doors of the plaza entrance to the Ferguson Center around midday Friday and began 

yelling and cursing” (Grayson). The protesters, two of whom were University of 

Alabama students and the other two are members of Iraq Veterans Against the War 

(IVAW), entered the building dressed as soldiers. They charged over to three people who 

were wearing scarves on their heads and proceeded to shout at and push them, eventually 

dragging them out of the building. After the commotion, Jason Hurd, president of the 

Asheville, North Carolina chapter of IVAW, returned to the room and explained that 

what the crowd had just witnessed was a common occurrence in Iraq. He talked briefly 

about the oppression that people in Iraq are forced to endure at the hands of the United 
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States and then invited everyone to a discussion of the issue that was going to be held that 

evening. However, shortly after Hurd’s speech, the UAPD arrived.  

The discussion that was meant to follow the mock raid was cancelled as all four 

of the protesters were arrested. They were interrogated for four hours, during which time 

the police insinuated that they were terrorists and threatened to hand them over to the 

FBI. Though the case did not escalate to the level of FBI intervention, the four were 

charged with disorderly conduct. According to Wayne Grayson, student staff writer for 

The Crimson White Online, the Dean of Students quickly sent out an email condemning 

the actions of the four protesters, calling the scene “disruptive,” “alarming,” and 

“mimicking a true emergency.” Grayson explained that the Dean’s email “referred to the 

protest as a ‘street drama’ with those involved dressed in military-style clothing and 

behaving in a disruptive way that may have caused concern for those in the area” 

(Grayson). Of course, causing concern was the entire point of the performance. 

Unfortunately, the Dean’s response refocused the concern onto the individuals who 

participated in the protest, characterizing them as “disturbing” and “alarming” rather than 

examining why the scene that they had created had caused disturbing and alarming 

feelings.  

The protest introduced complicated, frightening emotions into a space that is 

meant to remain predictable and “safe.” While the administration apologized to people 

who were made to feel uncomfortable, there were other people who appreciated the 

motivation behind the discomfort. J. VanBolt, a University of Alabama student who 

witnessed the mock raid, explains: 
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If you are one of those people who was frightened, you had a glimpse of 

what it feels like to be an Iraqi man, woman or child who experience 

things like this and worse everyday . . . I think the one thing everyone—

whether you agree with what SDS did or not—can take from this is that 

people don’t like to be scared and have their lives interrupted!70 Try and 

imagine what it would be like if things like this happened to you everyday, 

and instead of just watching you were actually involved. That is life for 

people in Iraq. (Gray) 

The university’s sensitivity to such interruption has certainly been heightened by recent 

incidents of school violence, but the unwavering condemnation of the protest and the 

strict punishment that followed sent a strong warning message out to the community 

about such “inappropriate” behavior. Despite the university’s ardent efforts, however, the 

warnings were lost on a large population of people (both locally and nationally) who have 

spoken out in support of the group’s actions. The four protestors created an akairotic 

moment that interrupted an otherwise routine Friday at large university and despite the 

negative consequences that they have endured personally, their efforts reached a wide 

audience. 

 In addition to war protest, akairotic rhetoric has also been used in the 

environmental movement. For example, in the 1970s and 80s Greenpeace used 

surprising, disruptive, and often highly visual displays to draw attention to environmental 

issues. Steven Durland claims that the Greenpeace protests of the eighties employed 

                                                
70 The student protesters are members of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), a student-run, school-
sponsored organization that is now under investigation. 
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guerilla theater tactics to convey their messages to the public. In one such large-scale 

protest, the organization hung a banner on the Statue of Library that read: “Give me 

Liberty from Nuclear Weapons, Stop Testing.” In another example, members of the 

organization scaled Mt. Rushmore and placed a banner shaped like a gas mask over 

George Washington’s face with the message: “We the People Say No to Acid Rain.” The 

Mt. Rushmore protest was interrupted before the banner was fully in place, but the image 

and story still circulated widely in the media. Of course, such large-scale disruption did 

not go unpunished. In the case of the Mount Rushmore protest, participants were fined 

and each served a brief jail sentence. By hanging banners on national monuments, 

Greenpeace seized the opportunity to affect an audience using methods that were 

considered inappropriate but widely recognized as effective. In fact, in an interesting 

juxtaposition, the police officers who arrested the protesters at Mount Rushmore 

sincerely applauded the group’s effort.  

  Since the 1970s Greenpeace has grown from a small, local group of activists into 

an international organization with offices in thirty countries. According to their website, 

they have “250,000 members in the United States and 2.5 million members worldwide.” 

Despite the success of the organization and the quieter protests that they now conduct, 

their methods for conveying information are still considered controversial. The group has 

refrained from scaling national monuments, but the shocking visual imagery and fear 

tactics that they employ continue to spark both intrigue and backlash. In a particularly 

volatile recent example, Greenpeace International released a video in which a young boy 

angrily speaks into the camera, confronting adults for neglecting the environment and 
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threatening his future (Fig. 5.2). In a harsh and accusatory tone, the boy paints a 

dramatically bleak picture of rampant starvation and epidemic. He describes a world 

without fish, rain forests, or clean air, a world where the oceans will rise and entire 

countries will disappear. He then adds that what he is describing is not the future, it is his 

future. He draws a line, proclaiming that 

adults are either for his future or against it; 

they are either a friend or an enemy. He 

concludes by saying, “I may just be a kid 

today, but tomorrow will be different. This is 

the last time I will be talking to you adults. 

You’ve had your chance to fix this problem, 

now we have ours. We won’t be cute. We won’t be patronized. And we will not be 

denied our future.” The image of the young boy’s anger is chilling and deeply 

uncomfortable to watch. 

The video, which was posted on Youtube a year ago, has been viewed 143,407 

times and has received 1,362 comments, most of which express extremely bitter 

reactions. Some of the comments attack Greenpeace directly with statements such as, 

“Greenpeace! I wonder how much they paid this kid? It is a pathetic attempt that simply 

makes me even more aware of how cynical and money grabbing that org has become.” 

Others lash out at the boy in the video, even yelling at him directly in some of the 

comments. One person writes, “I'm definitely voting AGAINST his future. I'm an enemy, 

kid. Definitely an enemy. If the world is going to be left in your hands, I say let's destroy 

 
 

Figure 5.2, “Angry Boy,” Greenpeace 
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it now. This ad makes me want to start my car and let it idle in the driveway all night. 

Every night.” This comment attacks the boy personally and rejects the overall mission of 

the organization, directly blaming the ad for sparking a desire to retaliate against the 

environment. Another person commented directly on the use of fear in the video, writing 

“Wow, an over-exaggerated scare tactic. Good for you greenpeace, indoctrinate our 

children! Scare our adults!” While there are positive comments scattered in the midst of 

the anger and sarcasm, they are few and far between.71 Overall, the response was 

profoundly negative, oftentimes including statements about how the video confirmed an 

existing disdain for the organization’s strategies. Despite the fact that many of the 

responses were negative, the video affected people—so much so that over a thousand 

people responded in an emotionally-charged way. Thus the rhetoric of the video, though 

uncomfortable to watch, was effective in stirring a population of people. 

In both the Iraq war protest at the University of Alabama and the angry boy video 

produced by Greenpeace, emotion—particularly the unsettling emotions of fear and 

anger—played a central role in each group’s rhetorical strategy. Both the administration’s 

response to the mock raid and the Youtube viewer comments illustrate that akairotic 

rhetoric can affect audiences in a profoundly negative way. It is the negativity of these 

responses, however, that confirms the presence of akairos in the rhetorical strategy. In the 

mock raid, the protestors created a moment of fear in order to help people see and feel the 

war in Iraq from a different perspective. In the example of the Greenpeace video, and in 
                                                
71 For example, one person wrote, “First of all, there's absolutely no question about the environment being 
enormously damaged by what humans have done over the last… say, 100 years. Secondly, the kid isn't 
mentally abused or anemic. It's well written, directed and shot scene, with the most important content I've 
seen on youtube or anywhere else in a long, long time. People, do what you're told in this awesome video! 
Join the revolution! Personally, I'm for this kid's future.” 
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several of their campaigns, fear and guilt were both used in an attempt to make an adult 

audience see threats to the environment differently. In each case the groups hoped to 

spark action, which is linked to kairos, but they did so by using akairos as a tool to create 

a sense of urgency that can then lead to kairotic action. Whether or not the groups’ 

strategies were effective overall, they were certainly affecting. Regardless of the specific 

results, they did stir the minds and hearts of their audiences—that is, they had rhetorical 

effects.  

 

Flash Mobs: Akairos in Masses 

Somewhere between the entertainment of Happenings and Improv Everywhere 

and the overt political agendas of akairotic protests, there is the flash mob movement. 

The original vision for flash mobs was more in line with Happenings and Improv 

Everywhere in that they were meant to be aesthetic and intriguing events, but they were 

not designed to be political. However, as the flash mob phenomenon spread both 

nationally and internationally, they have been recognized as a tool for making political 

statements and effecting social change. What started as a social experiment quickly 

transformed into a cultural phenomenon, one in which akairotic moments are created 

through a sudden influx of people in a public space. 

Bill Wasik created the flash mob phenomenon with a single email. He explains, 

“On May 27, 2003, bored and therefore disposed towards acts of social-scientific inquiry, 

I sent an email to sixty-some friends and acquaintances” (57). To hide his identify, he 

started a new email account (“themobproject@yahoo.com”), thus making it appear as if 
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the original message had been sent to him rather than authored by him. The message 

read: “You are invited to take part in MOB, the project that creates an inexplicable mob 

of people in New York City for ten minutes or less. Please forward this to other people 

you know who might like to join” (57). Wasik also added a “Frequently Asked 

Questions” section to the email with only the following entry: “Q: Why would I want to 

join an inexplicable mob? A: Tons of other people are doing it” (57). The email was 

meant to appeal specifically to the New York City “hipster” population, people who, 

according to Wasik, “did not easily let themselves get left out” (57). For Wasik, the mob 

was meant to be satirical, blatantly mocking New York City trendsters.  

For Wasik’s first mob, the participants were given specific instructions over email 

that included synchronizing their watches with the US government atomic clocks and 

approaching the site from one of four directions based on their birth month. Additionally, 

participants were under strict orders not to remain at the site for longer than seven 

minutes. The first mob targeted a Claire’s Accessories store, but with the location 

circulating so freely on the internet, the police were already at the scene before the mob 

arrived. With a few minor adjustments to the system, the second mob was a success. The 

mobbers were still asked to approach the site from four different directions based on birth 

month, but in the second mob Wasik selected four bars surrounding the site where 

participants would gather beforehand to receive a slip of paper with instructions. With 

this adjustment to the approach, two hundred people successfully converged upon a 

specific rug in a Macy’s department store, all claiming to be members of a commune in 
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need of a “love rug.” The mob created a brief and bizarre scene that gained immediate 

media attention. 

Wasik’s original motivation was to critique “scenesterism” and to create art with 

the bodies of people who claim to love art. In other words, Wasik designed mobs that 

used conformity to critique conformity, but what was intended as a parody of New York 

City “insiderness” spread to both a national and international level. As the mob 

phenomenon grew beyond its initial New York purpose, it started to take on new 

meaning. For example, a flash mob held in Minneapolis at the Mall of America was 

deliberately political, whereas the scene that Wasik caused in the Times Square Toys R 

Us store was designed to be pure spectacle and entertainment. In an interview with 

Francis Heaney of Stay Free! Magazine, Wasik speculates about the difference between 

the New York City and Minneapolis mobs:  

The sensibility of the participants seemed very much to be: we’re here to 

show all you people here in the Mall of America that we’re thinking on a 

different plane. . . . The New York mob was, in a certain way, about anti-

expression. It was kind of like we’re all just going to show up and we’re 

going to chant and be a big physical presence for no reason other than we 

think it’s funny. Whereas in other places it took on almost a ‘happening’ 

kind of vibe, to express a certain kind of commonality, and to express, say, 

a certain opposition to corporate space. It was taken up almost entirely in a 

politically tinged way, even though it was never meant to be political.  



 208 

Despite Wasik’s original intentions, when flash mobs became a large-scale movement, 

participants embraced the mobs as a vehicle for political protest or broad social critique. 

Wasik explains, “One thing a lot of people really liked was the fact that mobs were 

generally taking place in some kind of commercial space. People wanted the mob to be 

disruptive.” (Heaney). Wasik’s original vision was not without rhetorical significance, 

but as the movement grew people looked for ways to make the mobs overtly rhetorical 

and thus able to directly affect change.  

Even with the energy surrounding the movement, the flash mob phenomenon 

vanished as quickly as it had appeared, a result that Wasik claims to have predicted. 

Wasik’s description of the trajectory of flash mobs mirrors Kaprow’s predictions for the 

life-span of Happenings. Banking on “herd instinct” and people’s desire not to be left out 

of the latest fad, Wasik figured that the phenomenon would “grow as quickly as possible 

and then … buckle under the weight of its own popularity” (58). Interestingly, it only 

took two months for the New York City flash mob scene to buckle. Wasik, knowing that 

the trend would self-destruct with popularity, decided to talk to any member of the media 

who requested an interview, which swiftly escalated flash mobs into the realm of a 

cultural phenomenon. After a couple of months, all of the major news venues had 

covered flash mobs—except for The New York Times. When The Times did contact 

Wasik, they acknowledged that there were arriving late to the story, but, even so, they 

wanted to cover it. What went unsaid in the initial interview was the fact that they were 

writing a backlash story, declaring that the flash mob movement had run its course. 

Shortly after the article, Wasik organized his eighth and final mob, thus officially ending 
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his participation in the flash mob craze. Although flash mobs still occur in cities all over 

the world, they no longer receive the amount of media attention that surrounded the 

initial movement. 

In The New York Times backlash article, Wasik describes the mobs in a way that 

is suggestive of both metanoia and akairos. He explains, “People intuitively understand 

that it is a powerful thing to very quickly and surprisingly transform a physical space, and 

one reason they keep coming back to the mobs is there is this feeling that something is 

being created that can't be ignored” (Harmon). The idea of creating a moment in which a 

physical space is immediately and surprisingly transformed for an audience can be 

interpreted as a rhetorical use of akairos. While it was certainly possible for the mobs to 

have a positive effect on the participants and spectators, it would be a stretch to call them 

kairotic moments. Flash mobs tend to be uncomfortable and strange, particularly for the 

unsuspecting audience. While some participants may have thought-provoking 

experiences in the strange atmosphere, others remain uncomfortable to the point of 

calling the police or trying to escape as quickly as possible. Whether the emotional effect 

is positive or negative, the experience of a mob—or a Happening or an Improv 

Everywhere mission or an akairotic protest—has an effect on the people involved. 

Whether they do so willingly or not, the audience members see the world differently for a 

moment.  

 

An Expanded Theory of Kairos 
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There is wonderful and terrifying potential in the inopportune. It is most often 

characterized by misfortune, remorse, and fear, but, in addition to all of the negativity 

that surrounds the inopportune, it can also include Carol Channing stopping mid-verse in 

a Broadway production. Or the blurring and cracking of Albert Pinkham Ryder’s paint. 

Or nine hundred people in the New York City subway system, pant-less. Or two hundred 

people in Grand Central Station, frozen. It can be untimely speech or irritation, 

inopportune apathy, unseemly laughter, unseasonable commiseration, foolish mistakes, 

and unseasonable jealousies. Or it can be hundreds of people worshipping a toy dinosaur. 

Or a performance artist flinging paint and paper with wild abandon. Or a stark reminder 

of another person’s pain. The inopportune can inspire feelings of regret or acts of 

repentance. Or it can encourage reflection and create transformation, changing the mind 

and heart in a single moment.  

Akairotic rhetoric can reveal the scope of possibility that exists beyond the 

expected. Simply accepting conceptualizations of “the opportune moment” invites 

complacency or an uncritical acceptance of what is desirable and good. Throughout the 

rhetorical tradition, kairos has provided guidelines for what is proper and powerful in 

oratory. It keeps emotion and ethos reigned in; it regulates style and delivery; it guards 

against inappropriate content—and it is empowered to do so through the fear of akairos, 

the fear of missing or mishandling the opportune moment. The sense of fear is 

compounded by the fact that in addition to describing inopportune actions or occurrences, 

the term akairos can also be used to describe behavioral traits. When akairos is used 

specially to describe people, it means “importunate and troublesome,” which applies a 
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negative connotation to those who venture beyond behavior that is considered appropriate 

or opportune. Therefore, the fear of akairos not only tied to misfortune, but also to one’s 

sense of character and acceptance.   

In order to recognize and build upon the rhetorical potential of akairos, the 

concept of kairos must itself be expanded, as I have tried to do in this dissertation. In 

rhetorical studies spanning from ancient to present times, kairos has often been studied in 

isolation. Admittedly, it has been studied in great depth, but the lens has not been 

widened to include the nearly omnipresent roles of metanoia and metis, both of which 

reveal the presence and potential of akairos. There is a bigger picture to the concept of 

kairos, one that can offer new ways to employ akairos as both an analytical and rhetorical 

tool. As an analytical tool, recognizing and studying akairotic moments can create 

metanoia in individuals by revealing the power dynamics at work in actions that are 

deemed appropriate versus those that are considered inappropriate. As a rhetorical tool, 

akairos can be used to create metanoia in an audience, as it can be employed strategically 

to unsettle or expand an audience’s perspective. There are certainly akairotic moments 

that can bring negative consequences and occur with little or no warning. Also, an action 

that was meant to be kairotic can easily prove akairotic in retrospect. Despite the risk of 

repercussion that surrounds the concept of akairos, there is also unexplored rhetorical 

potential in the inopportune that deserves scholarly attention. 

In particular, an expanded theory of kairos that acknowledges akairos provides an 

avenue for examining appropriate versus inappropriate emotional behavior. Inopportunity 

reveals the specific sites in which “emotion rules” are reified, uncovering the moments in 



 212 

which the “schooling of emotion” becomes internalized through shame and regret.72 As 

was discussed in chapter one, Worsham calls attention to the various “pedagogies of 

emotion” that play out in school, workplace, and family environments. She describes the 

work of these pedagogies as follows: 

Pedagogy binds each individual to the social world through a complex and 

often contradictory affective life that remains, for the most part, just 

beyond the horizon of semantic availability, and its success depends on the 

mystification or misrecognition of this primary work. In particular, 

pedagogy provides and limits a vocabulary of emotion and, especially to 

those in subordinate positions, it teaches an instability to adequately 

apprehend, name, and interrupt their affective lives. (223) 

Studying and employing the concept of akairos can bring emotion into “the horizon of 

semantic availability,” demystifying the power dynamics at work in emotion by drawing 

attention to the rules. Thus acknowledging akairos means confronting the rules that 

outline what is appropriate versus inappropriate, or opportune versus inopportune, in 

terms of emotion. From there, it is possible to imagine a new “vocabulary of emotion” 

that can be used in analytical conversation or employed in rhetorical situations. An 

expanded theory of kairos that acknowledges the presence and importance of akairos 

extends the options for emotion as rhetorical device by challenging the emotion etiquette 

that traditional theories of kairos maintain.  

                                                
72 Here I am referring to the discussion of emotion in chapter one. Recall that Megan Bowler uses the 
phrase “emotion rules” in her book Feeling Power and Lynn Worsham refers to the “schooling of emotion” 
in her article “Going Postal: Pedagogic Violence and the Schooling of Emotion.” 
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Opportunities yet to be Seized 

In addition to acknowledging the ways in which kairos, akairos, metis, and 

metanoia all work together to form an expanded theory of kairos, each component creates 

potential for scholarly conversation. For example, the concept of metis offers a new 

avenue into discussions of feminist approaches to academic discourse, as metis calls for a 

flexible ethos and combines learned and intuitive knowledge. Additionally, the figure of 

Metanoia invites the possibility of a feminist project that focuses on recovering images of 

Metanoia and analyzing the role of gender in the messages she conveys. There is 

continued work to be done in tracing the iconographic relationship of Kairos/Occasio and 

Metanoia from the Renaissance to today, tracking revisions to the iconography and 

connecting those changes to rhetorical uses of opportunity and regret. Also, the role of 

akairos in media and popular culture remains unexplored, which could include anything 

from political speeches that deliberately employ the inopportune as a rhetorical device to 

reality television shows that use the inopportune to entertain. 

Navigating the full expanse of the kairotic moment involves taking the entire 

“sea” into consideration. Instead of focusing solely on the passageways that will ensure 

safe travel, the risky and unstable waters must also be considered—not only in rhetoric 

scholarship, but also in the classroom. Curricula that introduce kairos without 

acknowledging akairos help to sustain the fear and shame that surround the common 

experience of akairos. When students strive to identify or create kairotic moments, they 

tend to do so in avoidance of akairotic moments. Instead of such avoidance, akairos too 



 214 

can enter the curriculum, both as a topic for analysis and a rhetorical device. Of course, 

since akairos is often emotion-driven, it is a concept that must be approached carefully. 

Simply encouraging students to embrace akairos could easily create unproductive chaos 

in the classroom. Thus conversations about and uses of akairos must always be 

accompanied by metis and metanoia. With rhetorical skill (metis) that combines 

identification of both opportune (kairos) and inopportune (akairos) moments, 

transformation (metanoia) can be achieved that stirs the mind and heart in new and 

unexpected ways. 
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